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1 Introduction 
 
In the 1980s and 1990s, the Reagan Administration in U.S. and the Thatcher government 
in the U.K. argued that implementation of New Public Management (NPM) was the best 
solution to problems in public administration. For most scholars, NPM refers to a series 
of reforms that were implemented from the late 1980s to improve the performance and 
efficiency of public sector organizations.  It was argued that the reforms would change 
traditional bureaucracies into transparent, results-oriented organizations with efficient and 
effective management. The public sector was supposed to be influenced by the private 
sector, and arguments for implementing NPM were difficult to resist. According to its 
supporters, NPM’s benefits included improving public services, the emergence of 
customer-oriented organizations characterized by clear goals, decentralization, and the 
separation of policy making from operations. Canada, Australia, and New Zealand were 
among the countries that assimilated the idea of NPM. The OECD and other 
governmental organizations also joined the movement to implement it. Many scholars 
were early critics of the ideas and policy recommendations of NPM, but in the end no 
arguments were convincing enough to hinder its implementation in the U.S., U.K., 
Canada, New Zealand and later in Sweden. 
 
One scholar who can be seen as seminal in theory building of NPM, including 
Management by Objectives (MBO), is the management guru Peter Drucker (1954; 1986). 
According to Drucker, an organization must build a team and unite the individuals in it 
behind a common goal. Individuals might contribute to the attainment of the goal in 
different ways, but their efforts must operate in the same direction, and their 
contributions must fit together to produce a whole. Avoiding gaps and friction was one of 
the challenges that had to be solved to achieve a successful implementation into complex 
organizations in the public sector. 
 
One of the issues that was intensely debated among scholars and consultants of NPM was 
how to best re-define goals into clear objectives so that it would be possible to measure 
goal attainment and effectiveness. Research initially focused on how MBO could be used 
to enhance business efficiency and on the difficulties of implementing it in private 
industry. Drucker’s early work on the topic related to manufacturing and efforts to make 
manufacturing companies more effective and integrated. Against this background of 
practical efforts to apply MBO, scholarly work on the issue exploded, and MBO was 
introduced into the public sector. According to Hood’s (1991) widely cited article “A 
public management for all seasons”, one clear and important impetus behind this 
expansion was a desire to create more value for tax money. Applied to the public sector, 
MBO meant that an organization was supposed to identify explicit goals, prioritize among 
them and evaluate the degree to which they were achieved (Hood, 1995; Brorström et al., 
1998).  
 
A few years after its introduction into the public sector, there was significant scholarly 
interest in MBO. During the 1990s, however, discussions and published articles devoted 
to it became increasingly sparse and the interest in it declined. Today, after nearly a 
decade of silence, some scholars have again begun to study how successful the 
implementation of NPM and MBO has been and whether the original purposes were 
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achieved. For example, in their edited volume “New Public Management in Europe; 
Adoptions and Alternatives,” Pollitt et al., (2007) brought together authors who described 
and compared the implementation of seven specific NPM reforms in different countries. 
The scholarly debate concerning NPM and MBO started a new wave about 
implementation and effects. Critical researchers like Brunsson (2007) became if possible 
even more relevant, making the case for lack of the basic assumptions and its various 
implications for practical implementation. Scholars like Björklund et al., (2010) reported 
about difficulties and they focused on problems with applying goals-based grading in 
upper secondary schools, which was an MBO-inspired reform. 
 
The reason for the great interest in MBO in the Swedish educational system can be traced 
back many years. In his book from 1990, “Competitive Advantage of Nations”, Porter 
suggested that education is a very important factor for countries that have been successful 
in creating wealth. However, he also discussed a problem that was emerging in Sweden. 
The educational system could no longer provide successful international Swedish 
industries with the rising standards of competence that they needed. Porter argued that if 
the education system could not produce competent graduates, Sweden would have 
difficulty maintaining its competitive advantage. Several public investigations in Sweden 
had already started examining the situation, identifying problems and investigating 
whether MBO might be a helpful solution 
 (e.g. SOU 1988:20; 1992:94, Lundgren, 1999). 
 
A decision to implement ideas from NPM and MBO implied accepting changes in the 
Swedish school system. Traditionally, the education system in Sweden has been 
influenced by central planning. It was created at the top of the national public sector 
hierarchy, in the National Board of Education (Skolöverstyrelsen). This was one of 
several national authorities charged with helping to attain the political intentions of 
education, which were focused on equal opportunity and solidarity. The state was the 
ultimate authority, controlling both resource allocation and operations. Funding for 
schools was earmarked, and a very detailed regulatory system enabled the state to control 
schools through the National Board of Education. A basic feature of the system was that 
all children in Sweden should receive equivalent education, regardless of where they lived 
in the country. For all pupils to have same conditions and all schools the same regulatory 
framework meant that all schools in Sweden allocated resources in a similar way, and the 
state exercised financial control. For example, there was a limit on the number of students 
per class, and all students had free access to textbooks of the same quality. Regional 
officials kept track of local operations, reviewed the allocation of funds and monitored 
the quality of schools. Obligatory standardized tests in core subjects were introduced to 
facilitate comparison of students’ levels of knowledge in schools throughout the country 
(Popkewitz, 2000). 
 
Although the Swedish education system was initially successful, rapid social change made 
central planning more difficult. A debate about education began in the 1970s, and in 1974 
a national government report (SOU, 1974:53) concluded that the existing educational 
system had deficiencies and proposed a decentralization of responsibility and authority. 
The report was an early indication that the old model of controlling the education system 
through centralized authority was under review and a likely target for reform.  
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During the 1980s, Sweden was also affected by the international debate about NPM. 
Discussions about the weaknesses and ineffectiveness of the public sector, arguments in 
favour of NPM and the need to adopt new management techniques became more intense.  
The Swedish debate echoed arguments similar to those expressed in other countries in 
favour of importing MBO from the private into the public sector. In the end, these 
arguments won the day and MBO was accepted as a tool that could be used to promote 
effectiveness, decentralization, long-term commitment and accountability in Swedish 
public administration (Holmblad-Brunsson, 2002; Brignall & Modell, 2000).  A number of 
Swedish scholars who were active in the debate about NPM and MBO argued that it was 
difficult to apply MBO to the public sector in Sweden, and they opposed doing so 
(Ramström & Schäfer, 1992; Brunsson, 1993; 1995; Rothstein, 1994; Broadbent, 1999; 
Frölich, 2005). Nonetheless, in 1994 a decision was taken at the national level to replace 
the old system of public administration with MBO and the new curriculum (LGY 94) was 
introduced in upper secondary school. 
 
The essence of the new MBO control system was that authorities at the national level set 
curricula objectives and delegated to municipalities the main responsibility for organizing 
and delivering education. The municipalities developed their own school plans outlining 
how schools are to operate and delegated responsibility for implementation to head-
teachers. The system of tightly regulated school funding, under which money specifically 
earmarked for education was transferred from the national to local levels, was abandoned. 
Under the new system, money for education became part of the general pool of resources 
that the state allocates annually to the municipalities. Local municipalities started to 
exercise authority over priorities and levels of funding for their schools which mean that 
some municipalities started to allocate more resources for their schools, some less and it 
started to become more difficult to receive an equivalent education regardless of where 
the children were living (Helgøy & Homme, 2006).  In short, command-and-control was 
replaced by MBO and most detailed regulations were eliminated. This created a possibility 
for the local municipalities to prioritize education and to increase or reduce the budget as 
long as the formulated goals were achieved. The earmarked funding was replaced by 
decentralized priorities. 
 
Such significant shifts in policy required the establishment of new organizations. One of 
these is the new central authority, the Swedish National Agency for Education 
(“Skolverket”), which was established to monitor and review the country’s schools. The 
quality of teaching, budgets and financial control became municipal matters, and 
responsibility for them was delegated to head-teachers. Mandatory centralized tests were 
initially abolished and the knowledge levels of students throughout the country could 
therefore no longer be compared with the same degree of precision (Popkewitz, 2002). 
 
The national curriculum is the overarching instrument with which the Swedish Parliament 
controls the way schools operate and sets the goals that pupils are to attain. In order for 
the curriculum to perform this control function, it must include clear guidelines for 
schools. To this end, it outlines values that schools are to foster in pupils as well as other 
learning outcomes. The curriculum also includes a statement of the responsibilities of 
schools (Lundgren, 1983). Curriculum theories identify appropriate learning goals for 
education and the conditions that shape the processes of teaching and/or rearing 
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children. The two main elements found in every curriculum theory are command and 
control. The degree to which curricula actually has an impact on schools has been the 
subject of scholarly research.  Lundgren (1983) also describes general trends, the 
formation of the Swedish school system and how Swedish curricula have been developed. 
A common theme in much of his work is that it has been difficult for curricula to fully 
reach out and influence activities in the classroom. In related research, other scholars have 
identified conditions that they argue complicate the implementation of MBO and make it 
difficult for schools to live up to the intentions of the reforms. 
 
Debates about the use of MBO in the public sector in general and in the Swedish 
education raise a number of questions. One of these is the role of head-teacher. Before 
MBO was introduced into the Swedish education system, the role of the head-teacher was 
designed according to the demands of Management by Rules, and centrally-placed 
authorities devised many detailed rules to be followed. Head-teachers could rely on 
volumes of instructions and paragraphs to tell them how to act in different situations and 
how to respond to various problems. With the introduction of MBO, head-teachers’ 
responsibilities and authority changed. The role of head-teacher became much more 
difficult once there were no thick volumes of centrally-mandated rules on which to rely 
(Lundahl, 2002). The decentralization of authority, which was a central aspect of the new 
system for governing schools, changed the demands on head-teachers. They became 
responsible for dealing with situations and problems which that had not previously been 
part of the role of the head-teacher.  
 
This new role was developed without clear instructions about the appropriate way to 
respond to a given problem. This was something quite new. Head-teachers were now 
charged with attaining goals formulated by national and local level governments. As part 
of this, they were also responsible for formulating goals at the level of the school and 
ultimately responsible for the educational and pedagogical development. This way of 
working meant that head-teachers could no longer simply rely on rule-books, but had to 
use their own judgment to decide how to act in different situations. The way their 
professional role is designed affects the head-teacher’s work situation and their ability to 
achieve high-quality performance. In light of this, it is important to identify factors that 
impact on the role performance of head-teachers. Other important research topics 
include the significance of the head-teacher for both school success and school 
performance. 
 
One effect of the change in the role of head-teacher was that the new role was influenced 
by goals and a prerequisite was a commitment to those goals. When goals are formulated, 
managers must develop a commitment to them if they are to influence day-to-day work. 
The emphasis on goals and decentralized responsibility and authority – all hallmarks of 
the new method of control and governance of schools – also makes head-teacher stress 
an important issue. Many studies (e.g. Jackson & Schuler, 1985) have found that role 
stress influences the performance of managers, and this raises the question of how stress 
impacts the ability of head-teachers to effectively manage their schools.  
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The research questions and issues discussed above are current topics that could gain from 
more attention in the scholarly literature. Addressing them will improve our knowledge 
about the way in which schools and head-teachers function and the impacts of MBO on 
the school system and education outcomes. With the implementation of MBO, the 
Swedish school system changed a lot. It is important to conduct more research on the 
results of MBO.  MBO has indirectly affected the educational experiences of several 
hundred thousand students in Swedish upper secondary schools. These individuals will 
soon take up leading positions in politics, business, education, engineering, science and 
healthcare. Thus, in the near future, the consequences of the reform will be felt 
throughout the Swedish society. 
 

1.1 Purpose of the Dissertation 
 
This study will broaden our knowledge about the impact of MBO as a new steering 
device, one that emphasizes the importance of decentralization, goals and performance. 
The overall purpose of the dissertation is to increase our understanding of the effects of 
the implementation of MBO in upper secondary schools at the local school level in 
Sweden.  This includes not only examining student performance, but also how MBO 
affects the situation of head-teachers and their role performance and how the design of 
the role influences them. The dissertation is built on four separate but interconnected 
article. Each one of these articles highlights different aspects of the research question and 
can be seen as a free-standing piece of research. Despite this, the four articles are closely 
related and connected, and together they achieve the overall purpose of the dissertation as 
depicted in Figure 1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 5



 

 

 

Paper 1 

Explore and 
describe the 

implementation 
of MBO and its 

influence on 
student 

performance. 
 

 

Paper 3 

Describe and 
explain the 
impact role 

stressors have 
on the self-
efficacy of 

head-teachers. 
 

 

Paper 4 

Explore and 
describe how the 

design of the role of 
head-teachers 

influences head-
teachers and 
explore the 

implications of this. 
 

Paper 2 

Describe and 
explain the 

importance of 
goal commitment 
and role stressors 

for the role 
performance of 
head-teachers 
performance. 

 

Increase our understanding of how the implementation of 

MBO affects both schools and the management role of head-

teachers, and explain what factors influence role 

performance. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1:  An illustration of how the four papers are connected and together contribute to 
answering the overall aim of the dissertation.  
 
 
The first paper uses a longitudinal approach to describe the extent to which MBO has 
been implemented. As noted in Figure 1, the paper also analyzes the impact of the 
implementation on student performance. In the second paper, focus shifts from the 
aggregated level of the school in order to examine the importance of goal commitment 
and its impact on role stressors and the role performance of head-teachers. The third 
paper clarifies the impact that increased levels of role stress have on head–teachers’ self-
efficacy. The design of the role of head-teacher and its impact on the role-stress 
experienced by head-teachers and on their working conditions is the subject of the fourth 
paper. Together, the articles explore the way in which the implementation of MBO in 
upper secondary schools in Sweden has affected different phenomena. All of them focus 
on local schools and adopt a local management perspective. 
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As Figure 1 makes clear, the first and fourth papers broaden our understanding of the 
effects of MBO on school performance. The second and third contribute to our 
understanding of the impacts of MBO at the management level. In the latter papers 
where the characters of the research questions are wider we found it appropriate to 
participate in the research dialogue in the fields penetrating dimensions regarding social 
psychology. The complexity of the research questions raised high demands regarding 
theoretical contributions and skilled methodology and this has influenced the point of 
departure adopted in the articles as well as theoretical and methodological choices. In 
particular, these decisions were guided by a desire to connect the articles to recent 
research and to make scientific contributions, both necessary prerequisites for getting 
published. The research questions of paper one and four are about management and 
control aspects in the school sector, and this sector-specific focus makes these articles 
more suitable for journals penetrating questions regarding school leadership and 
educational administration. Articles in such journals use theories that are more closely 
connected to the empirical environment of schools and applied methodologies. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
 

2.1 Research Considerations and Conceptual Approach 
 
To study the effects of MBO in Swedish schools it is necessary to pay attention to 
processes of implementation and adoption. Scholars like Weick (1976) argue that schools 
can be seen as loosely coupled systems, and that there may be discrepancies between 
goals and the everyday practices in schools (Meyer & Rowan 1977, March & Olsen 1976). 
According to Lundgren (1983), historically it has been difficult to implement curricula in a 
way that ensures that they successfully function as steering instruments that fully 
influence daily actions in the classroom. An important prerequisite to studying the impact 
of a new steering device is to establish a base-line value that can be used to assess how far 
the process of implementation has come. Diffusion theory, which focuses on the spread 
of innovation and ideas through cultures and organizations, can be helpful here. The 
theory has been used extensively in many disciplines and has also been applied in contexts 
influenced by MBO and goal-steering.  
 
According to the Swedish National Agency for Education (“Skolverket”), MBO will only 
function properly if an entire chain of links is in place and functioning.  This chain 
includes the existence of stated objectives, teachers who know and understand them, 
activities guided by them, evaluation of schools on a regular basis and reform and change 
to address shortcomings (Lindberg, 1998). Diffusion theory facilitates the study of how 
far the implementation has come and its influence on action in the classroom. It is also 
helpful for studying the role of the head-teacher, because if activities in the classroom 
have not been affected, the influence of the new steering instrument on the role of head-
teachers will be minimal. In addition, both goal-setting theories and role stress theories 
also have important roles to play in such research.  
 
The intentions behind MBO imply that two types of performance are important – student 
performance and head-teacher performance. With MBO, goals are important. Attention 
must be paid to how they are formulated at both the national and municipal level, how 
they are communicated to head-teachers and how head-teachers formulate and 
communicate them to the schools for which they are responsible. Additional theoretical 
perspectives are thus important. For example, theories about goals and goal-setting and 
their influence on performance are quite important. Goal setting theory focuses not only 
on how goals are set or communicated, but also addresses their direct impacts and the 
impact of individuals’ expectations of success and goal-commitment.  
 
 As previously mentioned, steering guided by MBO suggests that goals can influence 
school performance, but it is also likely to influence the role of the head-teacher. 
Understanding about the new expectations of the role might differ between the head-
teacher and others.  Role stress theory addresses questions of how head-teachers should 
perform their jobs as well as the possibility of negative consequences. This theory 
conceptualizes an organization as a system of roles and emphasizes that there are two 
different perspectives on role expectations. One is attached to the organization and the 
other is linked to the holder of the role.  Role theory calls attention to the fact that when 
an organization changes, expectations about roles do not necessarily change to the same 
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extent. As a result, someone who holds a role in the organization might experience role 
stress, which might then impact role performance.  Because head-teachers have a 
significant impact on school success, their role performance is important. Understanding 
what affects it is therefore a priority.   
 
When a phenomenon to be studied is complex and important, research questions can 
hardly be answered using a single theory. This is because a one-theory approach often 
restricts our ability to develop deep and broad knowledge. The effect of MBO on schools 
is just such a complex phenomenon. An investigation that combines goal-setting theories 
and role stress theory is therefore a more promising point of departure than relying on 
any single theory. The conceptual approach used in this dissertation combines the three 
theories discussed thus far. By integrating several theories, we can illuminate from several 
perspectives the impact that the shift from old instruments of steering to MBO has had 
on head-teachers in their role as local managers.  The use of multiple theoretical lenses 
contributes to an understanding of the effects of MBO in a broader context. The 
individual studies in this dissertation are thus based upon different theories. A review of 
each of them follows. 
 
2.2 Theories and Models 
 
 The decision to implement MBO was made at the national policy level. Neither local 
governments nor schools had called for the adoption of MBO. Nonetheless, head-
teachers were made responsible for implementation and improving the effectiveness of 
their schools. The logic of MBO presupposes strictly rational decision making during the 
implementation process. A second generation of rationalist implementation theory has 
argued that implementation is also affected by structures or processes that are overlooked 
in traditional rationalist understandings of integration as a top-down process. These 
rational implementation theories include incrementalism (cf. Lindholm, 1959). Rationalist 
perspectives of implementation consider the process to be both complex and demanding, 
but not impossible. However, it has been suggested that the rational implementation 
theory supported by proponents of MBO, or the MBO model extensively applied in 
NPM, may have been based on an overly naïve, traditional rationalist understanding of 
the implementation process (Frederick & Johnston, 1999). 
 
Diffusion theory. To address this criticism, it is necessary to empirically study the 
implementation process in order to properly understand its overall success (Frederick & 
Johnston, 1999). In a longitudinal approach, diffusion theory is a helpful tool. This 
dissertation extends prior research by examining how MBO has influenced the 
organizational level where action takes place – in our case the school unit. The empirical 
data was collected from head-teachers of Swedish secondary schools both 1998 and 2008. 
Using a longitudinal approach, we compare their perceptions of how MBO has changed 
the organizations for which they were responsible.  
 
Twenty years ago Meyer and Goes (1988, pp. 897) posed the question: “Why and how do 
organizations evaluate, adopt and implement innovations?” They argued that few research 
questions spanned so many social science disciplines. Many studies have been conducted 
since their work, but the question retains its relevance. One thing that most researchers 
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agree on is that the primary source for management innovation is the private sector 
(Jackson & Lapsley, 2003). Diffusion to the public from the private sector has therefore 
become a topic of interest among researchers and policymakers.  The latter have played a 
central role in encouraging the use of new management ideas to bring about change in the 
public sector (Lapsley & Wright, 2004).  Diffusion studies used to focus on the initial 
phase of adoption (Daft, 1978; Kimberly & Evanisko, 1981), but many researchers (e.g. 
Wenisch, 2004) argue that there is more to diffusion than the initial decision to adopt.  
Moreover, most problems arise after the initial adoption phase, during the second phase 
(Gallivan, 2001). 
 
There is a considerable body of research about innovation diffusion.  The work has been 
influenced by many theoretical frameworks, and Gallivan (2001) provides a useful 
summary. One thing they all have in common is their point of departure. They identify 
something new – an idea or an innovation – that is to be diffused and a population of 
potential adopters.  The process of diffusion starts with someone getting access to 
information about a ”new” idea (Rogers 1983, 1995).  Marketing research applied 
diffusion theories early, and Webster (1971) defined diffusion as a social process by which 
an innovation spreads through a social system.  He emphasized the supply side of the 
process. Many of the early studies had an individualist perspective and focused on the 
initial adoption of a concept (Kimberly & Evanisko, 1981). The connection between idea 
and diffusion was strong, as was the emphasis on ‘newness’. A few researchers, like 
Bradford and Kent (1977), re-conceptualized newness as a situation in which a given 
social system perceives an idea as new. This definition makes it possible to define old 
ideas applied in new settings as innovations.  
 
The theory of diffusion has been used in many disciplines during the last decades, 
including the natural sciences, geography and management accounting.  The growth of 
the diffusion literature has prompted some researchers to develop typologies that 
summarize the different ways the concept is used. Slappendel (1996) presents a 
classification model with three perspectives on the adoption of innovations: the 
individualist, the structuralist and the interactive. The individualist perspective sees 
individual actions and characteristics as the cause of innovation. In the structuralist 
perspective, innovation is attributed to structural factors. The focus of such studies is the 
overall organizational level, and multiple organizational factors are included in the 
analysis. The manager’s role is seen as reactive. The interactive process approach sees 
innovation as a result of the interaction of structural influences and individual activities in 
the diffusion process over time.  
 
Gallivan’s (2001) stage-based concept is closely connected to this interactive perspective. 
He found that the primary decision, which is made at the highest level of the firm in the 
early stage of innovation, can be characterized by centralized, decisive, top-down action.  
However, in the second stage of diffusion, difficulties related to organizational context, 
cultural norms and work responsibilities must be confronted. Gallivan’s model 
emphasizes the second stage of the adoption process, and it encourages researchers of the 
diffusion process to focus on the local environment, where the individuals whose daily 
work is influenced by the innovation are to be found. The model, in which the decision to 
adopt an innovation is made at the top (centralized) level of an organization and where 

 10



diffusion therefore comes entirely from above, creates a point of departure for a 
longitudinal study aimed at increasing our knowledge and understanding of the public 
sector, which is itself characterized by formal hierarchical structures. As mentioned above, 
most diffusion studies have focused on the private sector, but they provide useful insights 
for the public sector (Lapsley & Wright, 2004). Webster’s definition of diffusion also 
provides a motive for studying the public sector when it “imports” a private sector 
innovation. Each such import can be seen as an innovation vis-à-vis the (new) social 
system, thus providing new opportunities to investigate the diffusion process. A focus like 
Gallivan’s, i.e. on the second phase and at the level at which action to adopt the new 
innovation takes place, is a promising foundation for penetrating the research questions 
of interest in this dissertation. 
 
Goal-setting theory. Goal-setting studies are based on the research of Ryan (1970) and 
have their roots in organizational theory. McClelland (1953), McClelland et al. (1953) and 
others argued that individuals have subconscious, internal motives, one of which is “the 
need for achievement.”  Atkinson (1958) went further and showed that the level of the 
difficulty of a task was related to performance, and when Ryan (1970) showed that 
conscious goals affect action, the basis for formulating and working with goal-setting 
theory was founded. Further development of the theory and its application in empirical 
research soon followed. The founders and most active researchers for four decades were 
Gary Latham and Edwin Locke. They studied the relationship between conscious 
performance goals and level of task performance. The research field has developed 
further since the work of these pioneers. The core premise is a solid and well developed 
theory, and it is used to study different contexts (Locke & Latham, 2006). 
 
Goal-setting theory is one of the dominant motivational theories in the study of 
organizational behaviour (Feather, 1990). The goal mechanism is built on the fact that 
goals affect performance through several mechanisms. It is not enough to ask people to 
do their best. Goals direct attention and have an energizing function. Bandura and 
Cervone (1983) have shown that ambitious goals lead to greater effort than modest ones. 
Goals also affect persistence, and LaPorte and Nath (1976) argue that when participants 
have control over time they can achieve a goal.  If goals are ambitious, they influence 
performance such that efforts to achieve them are prolonged. Wood and Locke (1990) 
have found that the use of strategies, task-relevant knowledge and discovery are indirectly 
and positively affected by goals. According to Locke (1991a), the importance of goals can 
be summarized by emphasizing that goals influence action by affecting intensity, duration, 
and direction of action. According to Appelbaum and Hare (1996), the influence of goals 
is far-reaching because their importance impacts on the interactions, self-efficacy and 
performance of individuals. When situations become complex and individuals must 
develop new strategies for solving problems, goal-setting must change character. This is 
because in such contexts, learning goals are more efficient than performance goals (Earley 
et al., 1989). 
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The relationship between goals and performance depends on individuals’ commitments 
to the goals (Seijts & Latham, 2000). By definition, without commitment there are no 
goals (Locke & Latham, 2002). Commitment can be cultivated in many ways. One 
common method in organizations is to create a monetary incentive. If the size of the 
monetary incentive is appropriate and it is perceived as possible to earn it, then it can 
enhance goal commitment (Lee et al., 1997). Hollenbeck et al, 1989) argue that making a 
public commitment will work, while scholars such as Ronan et al, (1973) suggest that 
visionary leaders can inspire and bring about the same result. Another alternative theory is 
that goals become more important if those who are in charge of achieving them also 
participate in setting them. However, there is no clear evidence that one approach is 
much more effective than the others for creating high levels of commitment (Wagner & 
Gooding 1987a, 1987b). 
 
Self-efficacy is another important factor in the accomplishment of goals.  It entails a belief 
that one is capable of carrying out the actions necessary to manage a prospective 
situation. Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s perception that he/she is capable of 
successfully carrying out a particular task (Bandura, 1986). Bandura (1992) argues that 
self-efficacy influences motivation, encouraging individuals to persist in the face of 
obstacles, but also impacts how they approach and attempt to achieve their goals. It also 
affects how individuals choose to resolve challenges. The stronger self-efficacy an 
individual has, the greater is his/her sustained effort to avoid failure and the more rapidly 
he/she recovers from setbacks. High self-efficacy is also associated with better 
performance.  
 
Goal setting theory has developed during the four decades in which it has been used to 
study different empirical settings.  It has developed in different directions and has 
sometimes become more sophisticated. Locke (1991 b, pp. 297), concluded “I would like 
to call the goal/self-efficacy/performance like the motivational hub …. the motivational 
hub  is where the action is …… what people do is powerfully influenced by their goals, 
intents and by their perceived confidence in being able to take actions in question.”  The 
core of the theory has been the same since it was first developed. Goal setting theory has 
become the dominant motivational theory (Fried & Slowik, 2004), and it is valid and 
useful (Tubbs, 1986). The effects of goal setting on performance have been a major topic 
of research. It has been addressed in many studies that span a wide variety of 
environments. Numerous studies have shown that goals are associated with improved 
results: in health (Dishman et al., 2009; Hurn  et. al, 2006; Hastings & Hawkins, 2009), in 
sports (Duda, 2007; Mellalieu et al., 2006), sales persons (Fu, 2009), academic 
achievement and learning (Carlton, 1993; Phillips & Gully; 1997), idea generation in 
organizations (Lichfield, 2008), team building (Senecal et al, 2008), organizational units 
(Rogers & Hunter, 1991), organizations (Baum et al., 2001) and MBO (Thompson et al, 
1981) . 
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In their article “New directions of goal-setting theories” Locke and Latham (2006) discuss 
a possible research path for the future. They argue that goal setting theory is an open one 
that can be developed by integrating it with other theories. Inspired by this suggestion, 
the research presented here is based on an integration of goal setting theory with MBO 
and diffusion theory. The dissertation also seeks to combine goal setting and role stress 
theory.  
 
Head-teachers were charged with implementing the new steering device, which 
emphasized the importance of developing goals for schools. Integrating goal setting and 
role stress theories can enrich our understanding of the effects that the new control 
instruments have had on day-to-day activities in the local – i.e. school – environment. It 
can also shed light on how MBO has influenced head-teachers in their new roles and 
impacted their role performance. MBO is closely linked to goal setting theory because 
goals are a necessary component of it. Similarly, since all organizational changes cause 
stress, role stress theory is a useful tool for studying the effects of implementing MBO. 
 
Role stress theory. The point of departure for role stress theory is that there are 
organizational expectations about individuals’ behaviour based on the roles that they hold.  
These role expectations are supposed to coincide with the expectations that individuals 
have about how they are to act given the role they hold. When these expectations do not 
coincide, when there is a lack of consensus about appropriate behaviour, problematic 
interactions are likely.  When role expectations are unclear, individuals do not know what 
to do or how to act in order to behave role-appropriately. The role theory literature 
emphasizes the dysfunctional impact that role stressors – i.e. role ambiguity, role conflict 
and role overload – can have on individuals and how they are connected to, and can have 
a harmful influence on, role performance. The impact of role stressors has often been 
seen as negative and the relationship as linear (Gilboa et al, 2008). 
 
Role ambiguity exists when norms adhering to a specific position are vague, unclear or ill-
defined.  The problem arises when employees are unclear about their responsibilities or 
when other role-related information is unclear (King & King, 1990). Role conflict arises 
when individuals experience divergent role expectations and/or conflicting demands 
(Kahn et al., 1964). Role overload occurs when an individual accepts an increased 
workload in order to live up to role expectations, but time and resources available to do 
so are inadequate.  Khan et al. (1964) defines role overload as the perception that one 
lacks the resources necessary to meet role expectations and the distraction and stress 
caused by trying to cope with this situation.  
 

There are many studies of role conflict and role ambiguity and their influence on different 
types of chronic stress (e.g. Gilboa et.al., 2008; Jackson & Schuler, 1985). Role overload 
has also been extensively researched (Bolino & Turnley, 2005; Briggs, 2005; Gilboa et al., 
2008; Selmer & Fenner, 2009). Several studies on role overload have explored the 
relationship between overload and commitment (Brown & Benson, 2005; Glazer & 
Beehr, 2005; Coetzee & Rothman, 2005).  Jones et al., (2007) argue that individuals accept 
role overload because they have strong commitments. Brown et al., (2005) argue that 
significant role overload decreases the effect of setting ambitious goals.  It also tends to 
lower performance, which illustrates the connection between role theory and goal setting 
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theories.  From this perspective, the impact of role stress is negative and the negative 
consequences increase as levels of stress go up. 

In contrast to this, there are a growing number of scholars who have a different view of 
the effects of role stress. Kemery (2006) makes his position clear in the title of his article 
– “Role stress is not always bad.”  This alternative perspective can be traced to Selye’s 
(1975) distinction between two types of stress: distress and eustress. The latter takes its 
name from the Greek “eu,” which means good or well and focuses on the positive 
influences that stress can have. Some studies show that the three role stressors are 
beneficial at certain levels. Above and below these optimal levels, role stressors are 
detrimental. Influenced by Yerkes and Dodson (1908), research based on this view of the 
impact of role stressors shows that their influence can be represented by a linear curve, 
which makes it possible to estimate an optimal level of stress.  Gilboa et al.’s (2008) meta-
analysis concluded that the view that stress has a linear impact on performance has been 
seriously called into question. They also call for further research about the relationship 
between stressors, suggesting that different stressors may have different relationships, 
some adding to and some diminishing the overall stress experienced by an individual.   
They argue that further exploration of the potential non-linear effects of stressors is 
warranted.  The research presented here has been influenced by these recommendations 
and should be seen as an extension of the work of Gilboa et al. 

Role stress theory has recently been used in a wide variety of empirical settings, and 
researchers have focused on both employees and management at different organizational 
levels. Some recent examples are Hansung and Stoner (2008), who studied social workers, 
Thomas and Lankau (2004), who examined healthcare professionals and Onyemah (2008) 
and Conley (2009), who studied sales people and teachers. Leung el al, (2008) focused on 
managers, while O’Driscoll and Beehr (2007) studied how supervisors influenced the role 
stress experienced by their employees. With the current interest in the role stress theory, it 
can be argued that it is appropriate to study the head-teachers management role and role 
performance when MBO becomes implemented. It has previously been described how 
the change of the head-teachers working situation involve many factors that can be 
highlighted by choosing this theory. A more diffuse role provides a basis for conflicting 
interpretations, different expectations and the influence of role stress. Role stress theory 
creates opportunities both to increase the understanding of the head-teachers new 
situation in the role and how important factors influence role performance.  
 
2.3 Final Conceptual Remarks 
 
The three theories presented above contribute both separately and in combination to 
increase our knowledge and understanding of the effects of implementing MBO in 
schools. Each article makes a particular contribution, and the combination of all of them 
additionally increases our knowledge. The development of diffusion theory implies that 
we should focus on the second phase of the implementation process. Research should be 
directed to where action is occurring and analysis of the public sector should be 
undertaken. Diffusion theory also serves as a foundation for the other two theories. 
Implementation in the public sector has not always has been successful, so before 
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studying the effects of MBO, it is necessary to determine that it has been implemented 
enough to be able to affect the organization.  
 

The importance of performance legitimizes the use of goal setting theory, which stresses 
the direct positive effect of goals, but also the indirect effects linked to self-efficacy and 
commitment. Using goal setting theory can deepen our understanding of what affects the 
performance of head-teachers. Finally, as Locke and Latham (2006) suggest, combining 
role stress theory and goal setting theory enables us to further develop both of them, and 
makes it possible for us to apply them to describe and explain the affect of role stressors 
on head-teacher performance. Finally, role theory and goal setting theory are similar in a 
variety of ways; for example both pay attention to the impact of commitment. Three 
important factors in goal setting theory are the existence of a goal, goal commitment and 
self-efficacy. These factors are also important in role theory, in the form of role, role 
ambiguity, role conflict and role overload.  
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3 Philosophy of Science, Methodological Considerations and 
Research Consequences 

3.1 Background for the Research Project 

I began the research process that is presented in this dissertation when I was employed as 
a teacher in upper secondary school trying to implement MBO in the education I was 
involved with. Later, 1997, I joined a research project initiated by Prof. Einar Häckner of 
Luleå University of Technology. The research focused on upper secondary school, and I 
was recruited to study the implementation of MBO. Thus, I went from a position in 
which I was to apply MBO in the classroom to one in which I studied its impacts. The 
research program was influenced by an “operator approach” (Burrel & Morgan, 1979; 
Arbnor & Bjerke, 1977). Schools were considered to be "natural systems," i.e. systems of 
"elements" that are loosely coupled to each other. We examined schools from a local 
perspective and our emphasis was on understanding the operators' own frames of 
reference and perspectives. It was more important to understand the meaning different 
actors attached to the phenomena being studied than to predict behaviour. 

The overall project consisted of several separate but interconnected research activities 
(Häckner, 1998; Häckner el al., 1996). Working with both analytical and interpretive 
research is likely to produce richer knowledge and give readers greater opportunities to 
interpret the research results for themselves. The project was methodologically eclectic, 
using complementary methods and combining them in ways that are usually referred to as 
triangulation (e.g. Jick, 1979; Scandura & Williams, 2000) and according to Denzin (1978, 
pp. 291) defined as a “combination of methodologies in the study of the same 
phenomenon.” The research I conducted for the project was based on the basic 
assumption which triangulation rests namely the premise that the weakness in each single 
method becomes compensated by the strength of the other method having a counter-
balancing effect and has been used by several researchers (Jack & Raturi, 2006; Knoppen, 
et. al. 2008). I have developed this work further in the dissertation. Additional 
information about the scientific and theoretical foundations of the research can be found 
in my licentiate thesis (Lindberg, 1998) and in the paper “Designing the Head-teachers’ 
Role: Economic Responsibility.” In the paper is a combination of a case study and 
quantitative methods used to increase the validity of a study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; 
Bell 2006).  
 

3.2 Scientific Perspective 

There are a number of different philosophical traditions and a researcher’s decision about 
which one to follow has a great impact on how knowledge is discovered and developed.  
Positivism originates from the natural sciences and states that observations originate from 
the external social world. It maintains that observations and measurement of them can be 
done in an objective way, both in the social and natural sciences. Thus, social science can 
produce generalizations as is done in natural science (Remenyi et al., 1998). Examples of 
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other paradigms are phenomenology and social constructivism. These argue that the 
world is complex and that objective generalizations reduce complexity. Some also 
emphasize that reality is constructed by people and direct their attention to understanding 
and explaining the meaning of social things and people’s different understandings of them 
(Saunders et al., 2007). 

Particular methods are often linked to specific scientific paradigms, although this is not 
always easy to do. Attempts are sometimes made to categorize methodologies, often using 
dichotomies (see e.g. Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Baum & Rowley, 2002; Merton, 2003).  
Johansson-Lindfors (1993) has discussed problems of methodology, for example the 
ambivalence a researcher might experience when trying to clarify the meaning of ontology 
and epistemology. Ontology refers to the nature of reality and assumptions about what 
we (can) know, while epistemology refers to how we best create knowledge and conduct 
inquiries. These are key concepts, and the ontological and epistemological assumptions 
underpinning a research project are influenced by the researcher’s views about the world 
and the possibility of knowing it.   

I can clarify my view and/or ambitions in the dissertation with the help of work by Burrel 
and Morgan (1979). They present a framework based on two independent dimensions. 
One is focused on the nature of social science and the other dimension is about the 
nature of society and social change.  Each can be described according to a commonly 
used figure which distinguishes between a view of reality as subjective on one hand and 
objective on the other. There is also a polarization made between the view of change in 
society with radical change on one side and regulation on the other (see Figure 2). 
According to Burrel and Morgan, the social world can be approached in terms of four 
broad worldviews, each with a different set of meta-theoretical assumptions. 

                                 The sociology of radical change 

Radical Humanist Radical Structuralist 

 

Subjective 
Interpretive 

 

Functionalist 

 

 

Objective 

                                    The sociology of regulation 

Figure 2:  Burrel and Morgan (1979). 
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The four boxes in Figure 2 represent different paradigms, and this dissertation falls within 
the functionalist one. Functionalism is based on the assumption that society has a 
systematic character and a regulated state of affairs.  It focuses on understanding human 
beings in a concrete world that really exists. Ontologically it accepts the possibility of 
value-free, objective knowledge. The researcher is capable of understanding the world and 
creating useful empirical knowledge about it.  This position is close to the view of 
ontology that McKelvey (2002) describes. There is a real world that exists independently 
of the researcher’s efforts to understand it. The epistemological foundations of my 
dissertation are influenced by the belief that it is possible to investigate the world using 
empirical methods and by the arguments of Azevedo (2002). He maintains that 
researchers can increase our knowledge about the world. Furthermore, new knowledge 
will enable science to continue to develop theories and deepen our understanding about 
the mechanisms that influence phenomena of interest to us. Thus, what seems to be true 
today might change as a result of future research. 

A scientist working within the functionalist paradigm prefers to study “what is” without 
intruding on and affecting it. When studying the social world, the researcher chooses 
methods that he/she believes will make it possible to understand a uniform concrete 
reality governed by regularities. These regularities can be used to develop explanations. It 
is important that the knowledge that is generated can be applied to practical problems. 
Because functionalist research is problem oriented, it is often aimed at finding practical 
solutions to perceived social problems (Ardalan, 2008).  

The functionalist paradigm has influenced this dissertation in several ways.  The problems 
that are studied have been defined in such a way as to enable us to both increase our 
knowledge and generate explanations. The goals of the research are to contribute to the 
present state of knowledge, without claiming to aspire to “final answers.” Rather, in 
keeping with the chosen epistemology, the hope is that this work will also contribute to 
tomorrow’s research and knowledge development. In addition, we are also concerned 
with practical dimensions and practical solutions. The decision that was made in one of 
the articles to ask the same set of questions about the adoption of MBO to the same 
population (head-teachers) on two occasions but ten years apart, made it possible to study 
and compare the current situation over time.  Functionalism has also guided the decisions 
to use deductive methods, develop hypotheses based on today’s knowledge, and to use 
well-established questionnaires to measure variables. The latter enables us to compare our 
results with the results of other studies, thus contributing to scientific dialogue. Finally, 
functionalism has inspired analysis and discussion of the impact of the design of the role 
of head-teacher and how it can be designed in the future in order to improve role 
performance and ultimately school performance. 
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3.3 Research Approach 

According to Saunders et al. (2007), there are two broad approaches to research. The 
inductive approach typically starts with the researcher making specific observations. This 
can then lead to the detection of patterns, hypothesis development and, perhaps, 
formulation of theory. The deductive method, on the other hand, starts with theory and 
uses it to formulate specific questions and hypotheses that can be tested. In inductive 
approaches, the collection of qualitative data is preferred, while deductive research mainly 
relies on quantitative data. The inductive approach with qualitative data is to be preferred 
when studying new phenomena, where there are few theories and little relevant literature 
to guide the research.  

The approach that has had the greatest influence on this dissertation is deductive, where 
the ambition is to increase the likelihood of providing standardized and structured results. 
In deductive research, there is low flexibility in the design phase. The preferred type of 
questionnaire is the kind the researcher develops in advance. Research is characterized by 
clear concepts that are operationalized and measured. Associations and relationships 
between the concepts (or constructs) are the primary focus of the empirical analysis. The 
results are supposed to provide a representative picture of how the variables in the study 
affect each other. Below I provide a more detailed description of how I followed this 
procedure. As part of this, I also discuss and reflect upon issues of validity and reliability.  

3.4 Pilot Testing and Sending out the Questionnaire 

Because I chose a functionalist approach, there are some general dilemmas that I was 
forced to consider and seek to ameliorate. One is that only head-teachers have answered 
the questionnaire and results are therefore based on their perceptions of what occurs in 
their schools. In addition, it is inevitable that head-teachers will have different 
interpretations of particular matters, for example what counts as “fully understanding” 
target goals. Another risk is that concepts used in survey questions might mean different 
things to different respondents. According to Zikmund (2003) it is important that a 
questionnaire is well formulated, with unambiguous questions and a properly defined 
population. To this end, to reduce the risk that respondents would misunderstand 
questions/concepts and to ensure high validity, a pilot questionnaire was tested on people 
who are familiar with the role and activities of head-teachers. I discuss the details of this 
pilot testing more specifically in each paper, but a few general comments are in order 
here.  A group of individuals including former head-teachers, heads at different stages in 
their careers, colleagues at the present departments and experts working at the Centre for 
Principal Development, Umeå University, and head-teachers that did not belong to the 
sample were asked to "think aloud" while they responded to each question and to 
propose changes. A few questions were reformulated and mostly as proposed by the 
"pilots" themselves.  
 
 
 

 19



The questions that were used to measure how much MBO was implemented were tested 
in the same way in the earlier study (Lindberg, 1998). A decade had passed since the first 
study and to eliminate the risk that this would have caused different interpretations of the 
questions regarding MBO, that I was not aware of, and that my literature study did not 
cover, I took two precautions. I attended some meetings between the superintendent in a 
municipality and their head-teachers when they discussed and solved common actual 
problems regarding upper secondary school. I also repeated the pilot testing to ensure 
that the questions still worked a decade later. This process significantly improved the 
relevance and precision of the questions, which probably contributed to the high 
response rate and high validity. The cover-letter accompanying the questionnaire stressed 
that responses were confidential. This was done to reduce concerns that a particular 
respondent could be identified, and thus to increase the likelihood of getting truthful 
answers to questions. 
 

The workload of head-teachers varies over the course of an academic year. Aware of this, 
I sent the questionnaires out at a time when head-teachers workload is somewhat more 
manageable, thus increasing the likelihood that they would be able to devote time to 
answer the questions carefully. The period chosen was the end of the spring semester, 
after the end of the school year for students. All head-teachers in Swedish upper 
secondary schools received a questionnaire. Those who did not respond received a 
reminder just before summer break for staff/teachers. A final reminder, with 
questionnaire, was sent after summer break but before the start of the new academic year 
for students. The process was the same in 1998 and 2008. My insight of the head-teachers 
working situation was a big advantage and contributed to a high response rate the first 
time. However, the second round the interest in studying head-teachers had grown and 
the awareness of the head-teachers working situation had spread so they got three 
different questionnaires from various research groups at the same period, which might 
have contributed to a lower response rate. The useable response rates were 70 percent in 
1998 but in 2008 the response rate was 46 percent and in the end about 40 percent of the 
questionnaires was useable. I compared late and early respondents, and the demographics 
of the sample, and found no risk for non-response biases. Additional information about 
the analysis is provided in the individual articles.  

After the questionnaire had been sent out, I received several telephone calls and emails, 
and some respondents wrote notes in the margins of the questionnaires they mailed back 
to me. This clearly suggests that head-teachers are ambitious and feel a strong sense of 
professional responsibility. The reasons for the telephone calls varied. Some head-
teachers called to explain that they were too busy to respond right away, but that they 
would answer the questionnaire later when their workload was lighter. Others called to 
provide information on why their questionnaire was delayed and when they would send it 
in. Some contacted me to say that they were only temporarily employed as head-teacher 
and were not sufficiently experienced to answer the questions. On these occasions I had 
the opportunity to determine whether there was any misunderstanding about particular 
issues. Those who expressed criticism focused mainly on the number of questions. 
Generally, however, my impression was that head-teachers spent considerable time and 
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made a serious effort to answer the questions thoughtfully. This is obviously crucial to the 
survey’s validity and reliability.  

In short, I pre-tested the survey in order to ensure that it measured what I intended it to 
do. Throughout the process of administering the survey, I sought to increase the 
consistency of measurement by asking the same subjects (i.e. head-teachers) the same 
questions, in the same way, at the same time and under the same conditions. In addition, 
several additional steps were taken to ensure validity and reliability in each individual 
study. These are discussed further in each study. 

3.5 Measurements 

In this dissertation, I use research from the disciplines of education and school 
administration as a basis for developing the hypotheses that are presented and tested in 
the articles. The ambition has been to rely as far as possible on established measurements 
of different concepts. According to Noar (2003), it is advantageous to use existing scales 
when the purpose of a research project is to further develop existing theories. Among 
other things, relying on accepted measures ensures reliability and validity. Therefore, I 
followed this advice when I formulated the questionnaire. As such, the goal was to ensure 
that the variables were consistent with regard to what is being measured, so measurement 
can be repeated with the same result in terms of reliability, but also the extent to which 
the measures accurately reflected what they are supposed to in terms of validity, i.e. the 
measure represents the concept being studied (Hair, 2006).    

To study commitment was a scale developed by Klein, Wesson Hollenbeck and Alge 
(1997) used. For role conflict and role ambiguity was the scale in Rizzo et al (1970) used 
and for role overload, was the Beehr et al (1976) scale used. According to Hallberg and 
Schafeli (2006) and Betorget (2006), these have been tested in earlier studies and have 
been shown to have high reliability and validity. The work of Bell and Kozolowski (2002) 
was used to measure self-efficacy and role performance. Their scales capture theoretically 
well-grounded and concrete items linked to specific roles and have been used in previous 
research, where they been tested and evaluated favorably (Conell et al., 2004).  

Almost all the questions on the questionnaire were formulated as four-point scales of 
assent. That is, following Eisler (1982) and Chang’s (1994) recommendations for surveys 
of head-teachers, they are Likert-type scales. The use of a four-point scale is based on the 
idea that it is necessary to have at least four steps in order to get an outcome that 
sufficiently discriminates among different views/responses. I chose an even number (i.e. 
4) in order to force respondents to take a clear position. That is, I denied respondents the 
opportunity to take a middle position that did not lean in one direction or another. An 
even number of scale steps is also preferable in this case because most head-teachers have 
extensive experience of normally distributed grading scales. They might therefore have a 
(possibly unconscious) professional tendency to emphasize the middle of a scale. It could 
be argued that according to Preston and Colman (2000), who investigated preferences 
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among respondents, regarding various types of scales, that the five point scale got among 
the highest scores by respondents as “easies to use”, but in the same study, the four point 
scale get among the highest scores as “quick to use.”  That said it is however possible that 
some respondents may have experienced frustration over the fact that they could not 
express their perception adequately and would have preferred a larger number of 
response categories. However, this cannot have been an issue affecting response rate 
because the same four point scale was used in the first (70 % response rate) as well as the 
second study. 

3.6 Analyses Techniques 

The answers from the questionnaires that were sent out to all upper secondary school 
head-teachers in Sweden were entered into a database which was used in all four articles. 
However, the articles differ in their research questions, theories and techniques used to 
analyze the data. The papers develop and test different hypotheses. In the two papers 
“Goal Commitment and Performance: An Empirical Study Incorporating Role Stress 
Literature to Reveal Functional and Dysfunctional Influences” and “Turning stressors 
into something productive: An empirical study revealing non-linear influences of role 
stressors on self-efficacy”, a more complex combination of theories, hypothesizes and 
models are developed and tested.  

In the paper “Goal commitment and Performance: An Empirical Study Incorporating 
Role Stress Literature to Reveal Functional and Dysfunctional Influence,” I try to 
understand both the functional and dysfunctional aspects of commitment. Role stressors 
are used as interlinking variables in a model that was developed for this purpose.  To test 
these complex, multi-variable phenomena, an advanced analysis technique was needed. 
The model required conducting tests of correlation among several independent and 
dependent variables.  To this end, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) techniques were 
used, in keeping with the recommendations of Schumacher and Lomax (2004) about how 
to analyze and understand such complicated relationships. SEM is a multivariate 
technique that combines aspects of multiple regression and factor analysis. With SEM it is 
possible to estimate interrelated dependence relationships simultaneously. This makes it 
possible to capture and ultimately explain two conflicting influences of goal commitment 
on role performance simultaneously in one model. It also has other advantages. For 
example, SEM can represent unobserved concepts in multiple interrelated dependence 
relationships and calculate measurement error in the estimation process.  

The research question in the paper “National Board of Education Stressors into 
Something Productive: An empirical study revealing non-linear influences of role 
stressors on self-efficacy” called for using a method that is useful for testing non-linear 
relationships. Here the recommendation of Cohen and Cohen (1983) was followed to use 
Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) hierarchical regression. This method allows the analyst to 
base variables’ order of entry in the model on their causal priority.  To avoid problems 
with multicollinearity, the advice of Aiken and West (1991) was followed and the mean-
center procedure used. Using this method, the non-linear effects of role conflict and role 

 22



ambiguity can be explored. In addition, it enables us to increase our understanding of the 
individual character of the impact of role stressors, with the ultimate goal being to explain 
these relationships. 

Reliability and validity were analyzed by several techniques. In order to see how consistent 
the ratings generated by the scale are (reliability), factor analyses and testing using the 
Cronbachs alpha approach was conducted. Factor analysis was also used to analyze and 
ensure discriminant validity.  
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4 Summary of the Papers 

4.1 Paper 1 “Management by Objectives: The Swedish Experience in Upper 
Secondary Schools.” 

The first paper in the dissertation is “Management by Objectives: The Swedish 
Experience in Upper Secondary Schools.” The work is an extension of the 
implementation study of MBO in Swedish upper secondary schools that I presented in 
my licentiate thesis. The purpose of that study was to ask head-teachers about the 
implementation of MBO several years after the decision to replace Management by Rules, 
in particular to find out how far they thought the adoption of MBO had gone. In this 
paper, the current impact of MBO is studied, now that schools have had an addition 10 
years to implement it. The paper reflects on some of the consequences identified in this 
longitudinal study, with particular focus on the question of whether MBO has improved 
student performance. 

A questionnaire with the same questions asked in the original study was mailed to all 
Swedish upper secondary school head-teachers. Results from the two surveys were 
compared, and student performance was measured as a function of MBO adoption. The 
results show that, in line with modern diffusion theory, the implementation process slows 
down in the second phase, when local managers close to production try to change local 
activities so they reflect the innovation. Another finding is that the adoption of MBO has 
gone further in teaching than in areas of school development. Also, and in line with the 
international scholarly debate, which has started to ask why progress in education is so 
slow and why benefits have not materialized despite some early gains, this study 
concludes that it is difficult to document results in the form of better student 
performance. It was not confirmed that MBO is a steering device that has had clear 
positive impacts on student performance. Its impact seems to have been rather neutral. 
The results indicate that MBO might have a positive influence on teachers, who perhaps 
like it because it clarifies expectations on them, but at the same time head-teachers seem 
more frustrated.  One conclusion of the study is that it is necessary to further develop 
MBO as a steering device if it is to live up to the intention behind it.  

This first paper is linked to the others in various ways. For example, the second paper is a 
complementary study which extends the notion of frustrated head-teachers and focuses 
on the role stress that they experience and factors that influence their role performance. 
The fourth paper is also an extension of paper 1. It focuses on the question whether 
MBO has been complemented with a head-teacher role designed to facilitate role 
performance. It also discusses practical implications and issues that could smooth the 
implementation process and develop MBO so that it is a better steering device that also 
facilitates improved student performance. 
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4.2 Paper 2 “Goal Commitment and Performance: An Empirical Study 
Incorporating Role Stress Literature to Reveal Functional and Dysfunctional 
Influences”   
 
Several scholars argue that the head-teacher is important for school success. The study 
“Goal Commitment and Performance: An Empirical Study Incorporating Role Stress 
Literature to Reveal Functional and Dysfunctional Influences” was carried out to further 
increase our understanding of the influence of MBO on the role of head-teacher. It is 
focused on the influence of goal commitment on head-teacher’s role performance and the 
extent to which increased levels of role stressors contribute to performance in the process 
of committing to goals. As such, the paper deals with goal setting and how a strong 
commitment to goals influences role stress and impacts on role performance.  
 
To study such influences on head-teachers, the paper integrates two theoretical 
approaches. Some scholars have argued that high commitment is good because it leads to 
higher work intensity. Others argue that it can be negative in the long run because it can 
lead to more stress. Individuals can get worn out, which can lower their performance. The 
two views are woven together to explain the impact of commitment on role performance. 
Role stressors (i.e. role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload) are used as interlinking 
variables in the model, because it is essential to understand what explains the influences 
of functional and dysfunctional impact. In earlier research, most of the work was devoted 
to studying the direct influence that stressors had on performance. In this study, the 
influence of self-efficacy is conceptualized as a mediator of the impact of role stressors on 
performance. It integrates the discussion of goal commitment with existing literature on 
role stressors. SEM technique was used, which permits multiple measures of both 
independent and dependent variables, and AMOS 7.0 to test hypothesized relationships. 
SEM has the advantage of simultaneously including all relationships and parameters. This 
allows us to capture both perspectives in one model. This is something that studies using 
other methods have not addressed. 
 
The results of the paper support the hypothesis that high commitment reduces role 
ambiguity, and that the proposed functional effects are valuable for role performance. 
The study also clarifies the dysfunctional effects of commitment. It drives role overload, 
which reduces role performance. Our understanding of the positive and negative effects 
of commitment is expanded by adding self-efficacy into the model, which leads to 
insights as to how highly-committed individuals experience the two effects. In particular, 
it is possible to show the role of self-efficacy as a mediator of the influence of role 
stressors on role performance. Previous research has focused on the direct influences of 
stressors on performance. Bringing self-efficacy into the analysis sheds light on how goal 
commitment subsequently develops into performance.  
 
Thus, a main contribution of this study is that it enables us to understand the impact of 
high self-efficacy as a mediator of the two influences on performance. This insight is a 
key factor in explaining how high commitment, operating through stressors, impacts 
performance. The importance of self-efficacy, which impacts coping abilities, becomes 
evident. Another contribution worth mentioning is that the research clearly illustrates the 
mediating role of self-efficacy for role stressors. Self-efficacy has been shown to be a solid 
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mediator in many studies, but its potential impact on the relationship between role stress 
and role performance has not been explicitly been tested. The findings about the 
importance of self-efficacy raise the question of how head-teachers can develop high 
levels of self-efficacy. This subject is the focus of an extended study in paper 3. 
 
4.3 Paper 3 “Turning stressors into something productive: An empirical 
study revealing non-linear influences of role stressors on self-efficacy” 
 
The third paper “Turning stressors into something productive: An empirical study 
revealing non-linear influences of role stressors on self-efficacy” documents the 
importance of high self-efficacy for head-teachers’ role performance. The purpose of the 
article is to better understand what can raise or lower the level of role stressors among 
head-teachers and the influence of stressors on self-efficacy. Earlier research on self-
efficacy has focused on its etiology – i.e. what explains the development of self-efficacy. 
Current work on role stressors is aimed at understanding what impact they have on self-
efficacy. The article develops a new perspective on role stressors. Older work focuses on 
the negative influence of role stressors such as role conflict, role ambiguity and role 
overload and emphasizes that the lower stressors the better.  This research has most often 
assumed that all stressors have linear and negative impacts, for example on self-efficacy 
levels, although some early stress research suggested a non-linear relationship between 
stress and other outcomes of interest. Picking up on this, the possibility to explore 
whether some stressors might also have positive effects became a subject to study further. 
We argue in the article that we need to explore the possibility that stressors can have 
different qualities, and that particular stressors can be productive for the development of 
self-efficacy, at least up to certain levels. The study is therefore designed more openly (i.e. 
not based on assumptions about the consequences of stress) and aims at penetrating 
deeper into the subject in order to explore the degree and nature of stressors. 
 
The hypotheses demanded a method that can test non-linear influences and therefore was  
OLS hierarchical multiple regression chosen. The results show that both role conflict and 
role ambiguity influence self-efficacy and that the effects are non-linear. There is a level at 
which stressors work well for strengthening self-efficacy. The relationship between role 
conflict and self-efficacy is U-shaped, while the relationship between role ambiguity and 
self-efficacy has an inverted U-shape. When the influence of role conflict diverges from 
the intermediate level it has a positive impact on self-efficacy. This means that role 
conflict can be good, and it can trigger an individual to see it as a challenge worth 
accepting.  
 
The results also show that low levels of ambiguity occur both in situations when the head-
teacher feels that he/she has limited autonomy to define the head-teacher role, lacks 
challenges and is bored, as well as when he/she feels faced with a fuzzy, confusing and 
demanding work situation. At the intermediate level, head-teachers feel encouraged to 
develop creative solutions, and this has positive effects on self-efficacy and facilitates well 
functioning levels of it.  
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The results of the research in this paper suggest that there are levels for role ambiguity 
and role conflict as promoters of self-efficacy that are more functional. Above or below 
these levels, self-efficacy can be affected negatively. This suggests that we need additional 
research focused on how the role of head-teacher should be designed to facilitate good 
role performance. Self-efficacy is strongly related to performance, which means that 
improvements of it are productive. Designing the head-teacher role in a way that creates 
appropriate levels of role stress will therefore stimulate good performance. The main 
theoretical implication of the study is that role stressors, at appropriate levels, can be a 
source of self-efficacy. However, they should be studied separately because their character 
and influence on self-efficacy vary. In the fourth paper I examine the role of head-teacher 
in order to explore how it is defined, and what the effects and practical implications of 
the design are.  
 

4.4 Paper 4 “Designing the Head-teachers’ Role: Economic Responsibility” 

In the paper “Designing the Head-teachers’ Role: Economic Responsibility” I analyze the 
design of the head-teacher role and its implications for role stress. It is well known that 
when role stress is too high, the performance of managers declines. Several scholars have 
reported that head-teachers experience very high levels of role stress, and that financial 
and administrative tasks are so demanding that they leave little time to focus on school 
development and pedagogical leadership. As a result, head-teachers feel that they have 
little possibility to positively influence student performance. They are caught between 
their responsibilities for financial/administrative matters and school 
development/pedagogy.  The question addressed in paper 4 is whether high levels of 
stress experienced by head-teachers is due to MBO, which replaced Management by Rules 
(MBR), or to the design of the School Based Management (SBM) role. The paper’s focus 
is on the sources of stress that head-teachers want to reduce most – i.e. the financial and 
administrative workload. In this study I explore the situation in Sweden, where authority 
to design the role of the head-teacher has been decentralized to the local governments. 
They have designed the role differently, which makes it possible to study the impact of 
different designs.  
 
I first use a qualitative approach to study two local communities that have adopted 
different types of roles. In one community, the old role – which was designed during the 
MBR era – was retained with only minor adjustments. This is a centralized approach to 
management, in which head-teachers have little room to manoeuvre and are very 
dependent on directions and solutions from the central administration of local 
government. The other community has a decentralized approach which is close to that 
described as SBM. Head-teachers have much more responsibility and authority. Their 
room to manoeuvre is greater, but at the same time the problems for which they have 
responsibility are more complex. They require head-teachers to have more knowledge, 
and at the same time there is a lack of clarity about the head-teacher role. 
 
As the paper discusses, the two roles create different challenges and threats. The different 
effects on the situation of head-teachers are then examined further using a quantitative 
method in which levels of role-stress are measured, compared and analyzed. The results 
show that the positive aspects of the old role include clarity of role expectations, with 
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head-teachers experiencing a lower level of role ambiguity. However, when these head-
teachers try to find acceptable solutions to difficult problems, they experience much more 
role conflict and role overload because they have little room to manoeuvre and limited 
resources. Thus, the combination of a decentralized steering device and a centralized 
approach to role design does not seem to be a winning concept.  Head-teachers with an 
SBM role experienced lack of role clarity and thus much more role ambiguity. However, 
the fact that they had greater room to manoeuvre reduced their levels of role conflict and 
role overload. This suggests that this role design also causes higher levels of stress, even if 
uncertainty of role expectation is partially compensated for by a greater possibility to 
solve problems. 
 
Overall the results of the paper show that neither the SBM role or MBO itself caused role 
stress for head-teachers, rather it was the combination. SBM, like MBO, is a decentralized 
approach, but when authority and responsibility are decentralized, it is beneficial if the 
role is designed so that there is clarity about responsibility and authority. Also, there needs 
to be resources and support in the form of skilled people at the right levels if tasks are to 
be carried out successfully. A practical implication is that when designing a new role for 
head-teachers, it is necessary to simultaneously decide how responsibility and authority 
should be divided between central administration and the level of schools. The degree of 
decentralization as regards which tasks should be done at each level has to be 
commensurate with available resources at the different levels. When this is done and 
when there is clarity about the role of head-teacher, it is important that the school has 
employees who have both the competence and time necessary to do their jobs. If this is 
not the case, the head-teacher is at risk for becoming overburdened. 
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5 Concluding the Dissertation 

The purpose of this final chapter is to discuss the findings in the four papers, conclude 
the dissertation and indicate possible areas for future research. The overall purpose of the 
dissertation has been to increase our understanding of how the implementation of MBO 
affects school performance and the management role of head-teachers and explain what 
factors influence role performance. This has been done in four papers. Two of them 
(“Management by Objectives: The Swedish Experience in Upper Secondary Schools” and 
“Designing the Head-teachers’ Role: Economic Responsibility”) focus on the level of the 
school and are mainly about school performance. The two other papers (“Goal 
Commitment and Performance: An Empirical Study Incorporating Role Stress Literature 
to Reveal Functional and Dysfunctional Influences” and “Turning Stressors into 
Something Productive: An empirical study revealing non-linear influences of role 
stressors on self-efficacy”) explore head-teachers as managers and role performance. 
Diffusion theory has been used to show how far the implementation of MBO has gone. 
Role stress theory has been an important element in the research, and together with goal 
theory it has contributed to the development of new knowledge. In some cases this has 
led to theoretical contributions that can stimulate new research. It has also produced new 
insights which can influence the design of the role of head-teacher and can also be of 
practical help to head-teachers, who might be able to see their everyday activities and 
struggles in a broader perspective.  
 
In Sweden, the push to decentralize and introduce NPM into the public sector was 
motivated by desires to improve public sector performance and produce more value for 
tax money (SOU 1974; Holmblad-Brunsson, 2002; Brunsson, 2007). The new steering 
device, the potential created through the re-design of the head-teachers’ role, role 
performance and student performance were all important aspects of the reform. The 
questions of whether or not MBO has facilitated the development of the Swedish 
education system and whether it has meant a step forward or backward are both very 
important and difficult to answer.   
 
5.1 School Performance 
 
Many diffusion studies, for example Gallivan (2001) and Wenisch (2004), show how the 
tempo of adoption slows down in the second phase, once it reaches the environment in 
which action takes place. The longitudinal approach used in this study confirms that this 
pattern is also observable in Swedish upper secondary schools. The adoption of MBO 
made some early gains, similar to what Barker (2009) found in his study of educational 
reforms in England. The results show that implementation has been more successful in 
some areas than others, and that adoption has gone further in the area of teaching than in 
areas such as school development. One way to determine whether MBO has lived up to 
the intentions behind the reform and to evaluate the extent to which it has been a step 
forward is to examine the influence it has had on student performance. The research 
undertaken here shows no clear evidence; implementation does not seem to have either 
improved or reduced student performance.  
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5.2 Head-teachers’ Performance 
 
As part of the research presented here I tested a model of the effects of goal 
commitment, role stressors and self-efficacy. These concepts can explain important 
effects on the role performance of head-teachers. I developed these insights based on the 
fact that understandings of commitment have not been uniform in previous studies. 
Earlier studies using a functional research approach have argued that high levels of 
commitment lead individuals to perform better and overcome obstacles.  High 
commitment also makes individuals experience less ambiguity due to their efforts to live 
up to challenging goals and to grown in their professional roles (Locke & Latham, 2006).  
According to Drach-Zahavy and Freund (2007), this is most obvious under difficult and 
dynamic circumstances. However, there are also studies focused on the dysfunctional 
consequences of high goal commitment, in which individuals take a hard-line approach to 
their own efforts. They work too much and give too little priority to their own well-being. 
As a result, they experience more stress and greater health risks (Brown, 1990; Jex et al., 
2003; Klein et al., 2001) as a result of their efforts to meet the ambitious goals set for 
them. Wong and Kong (2007) argue that individuals avoid facing problems and negative 
emotions by staying committed, and Ku (2008) suggests that there can be a process of 
escalation that makes it difficult to change direction. Many scholars report results such as 
those presented by Hanlon and Clifton (2004), which show how head-teachers who love 
their jobs and are highly committed work too much. Also, many studies echo MacBeth 
(2009), who notes that highly committed professionals often work up to 60 hours a week 
or more. MacBeth discusses the two conflicting perspectives of high goal commitment 
and illustrates how far head-teachers can push themselves despite great personal 
sacrifices.  
 
 As regards functional influences, it seems that head-teachers develop high goal 
commitment, which leads to reduced role ambiguity, higher self-efficacy and ultimately 
better role performance. Based on this, I detected a goal clarifying process, which means 
that head-teachers reduce uncertainties about vague role expectations and get clearer 
guidance about what actions are appropriate. The dysfunctional influences, on the other 
hand, are characterized by a complicated role behavior process. High commitment that is 
dysfunctional leads to situations characterized by incongruent perceptions and role 
overload, which in turn reduces self-efficacy and ultimately role performance.  This 
integration of goal commitment and role stress contributes to a better understanding of 
how head-teachers experience their management role. It also makes clear that there are 
parallel goal processes that need to be taken into account. Integration can be difficult, and 
the results in this study open a path for further research into how goals, goal commitment 
and role stress can be better managed in the future. 
 
This dissertation reports interesting results about self-efficacy. The buffering role of self-
efficacy and its importance for transferring the effects of role stressors has been discussed 
in earlier research (e.g. Willard et al, 2008). Scholars like van’t Riet, et al., (2008) point out 
that high self-efficacy is crucial for maintaining high levels of effort and for recovering 
from setbacks.  It has earlier been mentioned that the findings in this study show that 
with regard to functional (i.e. positive) consequences, high goal commitment and role 
clarification lead to reduced role ambiguity, better self-efficacy and improved role 
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performance. However, at the same time, high goal commitment can also contribute to 
dysfunctional consequences which include a decline in role performance. Head-teachers 
with high self-efficacy benefit from the goal-clarifying side of the combination and have 
less difficulty with goal-complicating processes. This insight about the importance of self-
efficacy and its mediating role for head-teachers emphasizes the importance of further 
research to increase the understanding of how self-efficacy can be strengthened and 
maintained in the role. 
 
Several scholars, for example Bandura and Locke (2003) and Stajkovic and Luthans 
(1998), report strong theoretical support for the importance high self-efficacy. Bandura 
(1994) summarized the most common sources for developing of self-efficacy, but did not 
mention role stress. According to Örtqvist and Wincent (2006) and Hyde et al., (2008), 
the literature has not regarded role stressors as a factor influencing self-efficacy. However, 
the results in this study show that at least two factors, role conflict and role ambiguity, do 
affect it. Earlier research has focused on the linear impacts of role stressors, and the 
banner “the more the lower” (e.g. Sonnentag & Kruel, 2006).  In contrast to this, the 
results in this study follow a growing number of scholars like Allen et al  (1983), Lazarus 
and Folkman (1984) and Quick et al. (1997) who argue that the influences of stressors 
should be studied individually, and that the relationships should be conceptualized as 
non-linear with optimal levels.  The research explains how, starting from a low level, 
rising levels of role conflict reduce head-teachers’ sense of self-efficacy. It reaches a 
minimum when role conflict is within the intermediate value range. After that point, 
further increases in role conflict actually lead to higher self-efficacy. The research also 
explains how levels of ambiguity that are either too low or too high reduce the self-
efficacy of head-teachers, so that a well functional level is an intermediate one.  The 
knowledge of how these two stressors have a positive impact on self-efficacy at 
appropriate levels and how they reduce it when levels are too high or too low gives us a 
new understanding of the head-teachers’ management role and head-teacher role 
performance.  In this light, the individual character of role stressors and how the role of 
head-teacher can stimulate role performance are important subjects for further research. 
 
The importance of head-teachers for school success has been pointed out in previous 
research (Levine, 2005). In this study, factors that impact the performance of head-
teachers have been presented. How they affect performance has been explored and 
explained. As a result, another area for further research has become visible – studies that 
focus on the relationship between head-teacher role performance and student 
performance. Further research might provide us with a better understanding of what 
facilitates the role performance of head-teachers and how we can best link it to improving 
student performance. 
 
5.3 Head-teachers Role Design 
 
During the years when the Swedish education system was characterized by central 
planning, not only schools but also the role of head-teachers was governed by thick 
volumes of rules (Lundahl, 2002). The heads had little authority to interpret how the rules 
should be applied and their room for maneuverability was small. When MBO was 
implemented, the Swedish central government did not design a new role for head-
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teachers that was clearly defined. This made it possible for the local municipal level to 
influence their design, which led to the establishment of a variety of head-teacher roles.  
Some local governments kept many elements from the old role, albeit with minor 
changes. Others designed the role to match what, in international circles, is called School 
Based Management (SBM).  According to De Grauwe (2005) and Caldwell (2005), SBM is 
broadly characterized by a decentralized approach, in which power over decision making, 
day-to-day authority, responsibility and autonomy is delegated to the local school. 
According to Friedman (2002) and Cranston (1999), this has meant a greater 
responsibility for head-teachers, who are now both pedagogical leaders and managers 
with responsibility over financial and administrative matters. Scholars like Philips et.al, 
(2007) and Athanasoula-Reppa and Lazaridou (2008) report that head-teachers have a 
heavier workload and that role stress has increased, and that we need to increase our 
knowledge about head-teacher stress.  
 
The paper “Designing the Head-teachers’ Role: Economic Responsibility” illustrates how 
the work situation of head-teachers in Swedish upper secondary schools differs depending 
on how their roles are defined. It focuses on two different roles. One of them, the old 
role, is a clear one, but it gives head-teachers little room to maneuver, which can make it 
difficult to deal with problems that might arise – e.g. ones of a financial nature. Head-
teachers can be forced to devote many hours to trying to resolve a financial problem 
about which stakeholders have conflicting interests, despite the fact that their authority to 
act is actually quite limited. On the other hand, compared to head-teachers whose roles 
are defined by School Based Management (SBM), these head-teachers have little influence 
over how money is to be spent, so the total amount of time devoted to problems related 
to financial questions is relatively lower.  
 
The research results presented in the dissertation show that those head-teachers whose 
roles are largely the same as the old head-teacher role experience more role conflict and 
role overload than those who have an SBM-inspired role. However, role ambiguity is 
lower. The more decentralized SBM role creates a larger space in which to maneuver. For 
example, as regards financial matters, these head-teachers have more authority to make 
decisions that impact spending and income. This means that even if financial and other 
problems are more complicated, head-teachers are better equipped to find solutions, 
although doing so is often time-consuming. Since these head-teachers can experience the 
satisfaction of finding creative solutions to complex situations, they might experience less 
role overload and role conflict. The question of whether the new role design is a step 
backwards or forwards – i.e. one that makes it easier for a head-teacher to improve 
his/her role performance, is difficult to answer without longitudinal research. When the 
new and old roles are compared to one another in the context of a MBO educational 
system, the new role seems to reduce role conflict and role overload, but it increases role 
ambiguity. In addition, the role of head-teachers today is such that the workload remains 
quite high or even increases. When financial and administrative tasks become very time 
consuming, head-teachers have less time to devote to other responsibilities – for example 
school and pedagogical development. 
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These findings suggest that the design of the head-teachers’ role might help us understand 
why the adoption of MBO not has gone as far in the area of school development and why 
it seems to have had little impact on student performance (“Management by Objectives: 
The Swedish Experience in Upper Secondary Schools”). One obvious question is whether 
school development and pedagogical leadership would be a higher priority if the role of 
head-teacher were designed differently. If so, redesigning it might improve school 
development and lead to better education and ultimately better student performance, 
which would clearly be a step forward. These outcomes might also occur if role-redesign 
stimulated a process of role clarification (“Goal Commitment and Performance: An 
Empirical Study Incorporating Role Stress Literature to Reveal Functional and 
Dysfunctional Influences”), which starts with a high commitment to goals and then 
considers how role ambiguity can be reduced to achieve well functioning levels (“Turning 
stressors into something productive: An empirical study revealing non-linear influences of 
role stressors on self-efficacy”). 
 
The research in this dissertation has shown that the influence of MBO on student 
performance is rather neutral, but that it has affected the role of the head-teachers. The 
results increase our understanding of factors that are important for facilitating the role 
performance of head-teachers. A new head-teacher role, referred to as School Based 
Management (SBM), has become more common. This decentralized role has been 
designed to suit MBO, but it does not seem entirely appropriate. More research should be 
directed at the question of how head-teachers’ management roles can be made clearer, 
because this is necessary if head-teachers are to perform well and if MBO is to be a step 
forward. 
 

5.4 Contributions to Theory and Literature 

A dissertation has the potential to contribute to scientific discussion and the creation of 
new knowledge that helps to move the research front forward. This dissertation is built 
around a number of self-contained articles, and as such it explores a number of 
interconnected issues in ways that are intended to increase our understanding within 
multiple fields and at multiple levels.  

I have used diffusion theory in a longitudinal study spanning over a decade. The focus 
was on the public sector. Scholars like Jackson and Lapsley (2003) argue that research 
projects on the public sector are important because few have been conducted. My 
research here supports modern diffusion theory (Gallivan, 2001) and confirms the finding 
that the implementation process slows down during the second phase, in this case when it 
is introduced into local schools and is confronted with difficulties in the local 
environment, in which the day-to-day business of educating pupils take place.  The rate of 
past successes decreases, and the pattern that emerges is similar to that found in Barker 
(2009) and Fusarelli and Johnson (2004) – i.e. it is not easy to reap educational benefits as 
a result of educational reforms, even if there are some early gains. 
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Goal-setting theory has been developed over four decades and is a solid, well developed 
theory (Locke and Latham, 2006). Locke and Latham argue that the approach has been 
used in many theories, and because it is an open theory it can be further developed by 
integrating it with other theories. In this dissertation I have integrated it with role stress 
theory in order to test and explain the head-teachers role performance. Both theories see 
commitment as an important influence on performance, and earlier research has 
emphasized that it has a direct influence that either improves or undermines performance. 
By integrating the theories, I am able to examine both the functional and dysfunctional 
consequences of commitment on role performance though its impact on individuals’ 
inner processes. This leads to insights about the indirect influence of stressors and 
enriches earlier research focused on direct influence. The study shows that it can be 
fruitful to integrate the goal-setting and role stress literatures.  Doing so allows us to see 
how the conflicting effects of high commitment work indirectly by influencing role 
stressors and emphasizes the important mediating role of self-efficacy on individual 
performance.  Earlier research has mentioned this integration, but to my knowledge this is 
the first time self-efficacy has explicitly been tested to find out how, in practice, it is 
related to role stress and performance.  The results are discussed in relationship to 
existing literature related to these issues. Thus, this contribution will be part of the 
scientific dialogue aimed at expanding our knowledge in this area. 

Role stress theory focuses on systems of roles, and it has had a great impact on the 
dissertation. Role theory emphasizes both an organization’s perspective of what is 
expected from a particular role, as well as the understanding of the person who has the 
role. When these views of the role do not match, those performing the roles experience 
role stress. This is a common situation for head-teachers (Athanasoula-Reppa & 
Lazaridou, 2008). Role stress is composed of three main factors: role ambiguity, role 
conflict and role overload. In the role stress literature, these unclear role expectations 
have been seen as dysfunctional, in particular as having a linearly negative impact on role 
performance.  However, a growing number of scholars have done studies suggesting that 
the relationship is actually non-linear, and have hypothesized that different stressors may 
have different impacts on performance (Gilboa et al., 2008). The results I present in this 
study support the growing non-linear approach. This leads to the additional insight that it 
is not simply the degree of stressors that influence outcomes like self-efficacy the nature 
of each specific stressor is important too which can be a subject for further studies. The 
study’s point of departure is existing knowledge on the topic, but new insights were 
developed by combining role stressors with self-efficacy.  

The dissertation also contributes to our knowledge about the sources of self-efficacy. 
Results from many studies of self-efficacy show its positive impact on performance 
outcome and many other individual-level variables. In addition, the origins and causes of 
high self-efficacy are well known (Bandura, 1994). However, existing literature of self- 
efficacy has not paid much attention to the research on role stressors (Hyde et al., 2008; 
Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006). By combining literature on self-efficacy with role stress 
research, the results presented here show that role stressors influence self-efficacy.  This 
contribution, together with the findings that show self-efficacy’s mediating role for role 
performance, increase our understanding of the importance of self-efficacy. 
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5.5 Practical Implications 

The four papers in this dissertation are interlinked in a way that makes it possible to 
combine them for the purpose of exploring practical implications and contributions. The 
results in the paper “Management by Objectives: The Swedish Experience in Upper 
Secondary Schools” showed that implementation of MBO had a neutral impact on 
student performance and caused frustration among head-teachers. The intentions behind 
the reform were not met. The question of whether this was due entirely to factors related 
to MBO as a steering device, or whether it was caused by the combination of MBO and 
an unsuitable head-teacher role was analyzed in the paper “Designing the Head-teachers’ 
Role: Economic Responsibility”. The discussion in that paper makes it clear that the new 
SBM head-teacher role was not fully functional and suffered from lack of clarity.  This 
had two consequences for head-teachers. One was that they were forced to spend large 
amounts of time on financial and administrative issues, because so many tasks were 
decentralized to school level. This made it difficult for them to prioritize their roles as 
pedagogical leaders.  Another consequence was that they experienced high role ambiguity. 
As discussed in the third paper, “Turning stressors into something productive: An 
empirical study revealing non-linear influences of role stressors on self-efficacy,” when 
role ambiguity is too high, it leads to lower self-efficacy. The importance of having a 
suitable level of both role ambiguity and role conflict were emphasized in the paper and if 
this knowledge is a taken into consideration and applied it can contribute to better role 
design and role performance. 
 
The high commitment of head-teachers is well known but when commitment leads to 
increased levels of role overload and role complication it undermines role performance. 
The question that arises is what can be done to eliminate the negative impact. The paper 
“Goal Commitment and Performance: An Empirical Study Incorporating Role Stress 
Literature to Reveal Functional and Dysfunctional Influences” suggests that it is 
preferable to stimulate a role clarifying process and the functional influence. This reduces 
the likelihood that head-teachers will feel that they are caught between national goals and 
local realities. A question that could be considered is how goals at different levels can be 
coordinated and the goal fulfilment evaluated in a more structured way. The likelihood of 
creating a working situation for head-teachers in which the level of role stress is 
maintained at an appropriate level is greater if there is increased awareness about the 
importance of designing a role that better suits the character of MBO. That illustrates 
how important it can be for the SBM role to be designed in order to make it clearer, thus 
reducing ambiguity, but also to consider what can be done to facilitate appropriate levels 
of  role conflict and role overload. 
 
NPM emphasizes the importance of decentralization, but when it is put into practice this 
creates some issues that are important to discuss.  In this case, more specific regarding 
MBO and the issue of how the balance between national, municipal and school level 
should bee organized. One practical implication of the research presented here shows 
how beneficial it would be with an awareness of the importance that decentralized tasks 
ought to be combined with commensurate resources.  It is necessary to carefully consider 
which responsibilities, authorities and tasks should be carried out by centrally-placed 
administrators in the municipalities and which should be delegated to the local schools, 
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included administrators and head-teachers.  Finally, resources must follow tasks, so that 
those responsible for acting have the ability (skills and resources) to do so. Otherwise 
there is a risk of overload and prioritizing becomes characterized by short-term thinking. 
If all these challenges were met successfully, it would make it easier for head-teachers to 
perform their role of pedagogical leader, local schools could be better managed and 
student performance could improve. 
 

5.6 Future Research 

One question raised by the research presented in this dissertation is whether the factors 
identified as having an important impact on role performance have been taken into 
consideration in the design of the role of Swedish head-teachers. This is important 
because it is a prerequisite for better performance. The old role was designed to suit a 
centrally planned and managed steering device. When MBO was implemented, planning 
and management were delegated to local governments, and they designed the role of 
head-teacher differently. Some municipalities kept the old role, while others created roles 
that were influenced by the decentralized SBM, which gives head-teachers greater 
autonomy and responsibility. Research indicates that the SBM approach leads to heavy 
workloads and is characterized by more role ambiguity than is the case in the old role. 
This dissertation has had a local school perspective. Much could be gained by widening 
the perspective in future research. One alternative research approach would be to study 
how a head-teacher role can be designed as one part of the whole educational system in a 
local government. Combined with qualitative methods, this could lead to deeper 
knowledge in this area, which could facilitate role design.  
 
In this thesis the growth of upper secondary schools in the private sector was noted, but 
treated as “an interesting footnote in the study” (Lindberg and Wilson, 2011).  A footnote 
of course does not do that phenomenon justice and deserves further interest as it appears 
to be part of an emerging trend not only in Sweden, but elsewhere.  According to 
Fussarelli & Johnson (2004) the private sector is heavily involved and is doing big 
business in education in the US.  The classical research questions have traditionally had a 
national perspective in the public sector environment, but in the future these perspectives 
could be combined with a study that also had an entrepreneurial focus.  That is, one 
possibility for future research would be to examine the growing number of the upper 
secondary schools that have initiatives in and from the private sector. In that regard, 
knowledge from other emerging sectors and industries could be used to contribute to 
understanding the current process. A study where the two perspectives, public sector 
environment and entrepreneurial focus, converge would add a new dimension to the 
ongoing understanding, concern and debate in Sweden.  
 
So far, the supposed advantages of MBO have not really materialized, but for those who 
have hopes for rational decision making, it still has a potential. Gaps and frictions will 
from this perspective be possible to avoid when teams of individuals work together and 
all sub goals are synchronized to achieve common goals in the public sector. Scholars like 
As such, some stressors may be positive up to a certain degree, whereas others may be 
negative up to a certain degree (2006; 2007), who do not place their hopes in rational 
decision making, will continue to argue about the weakness of the approach. If MBO is to 
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be a step forward, the role of head-teacher must be developed so that head-teachers 
experience less role ambiguity and can reduce the time they must devote to financial and 
administrative tasks. The role has to allow head-teachers to prioritize tasks of school 
development and pedagogical leadership to a greater extent than is possible today. This is 
one factor that would increase the possibilities to fulfill the intentions behind MBO, so 
that the reform will be a step forward for education.  
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