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 “We want to be “younger”, less bureaucratic and we want to be viewed as a company that 

wants to change. That means we must change our organisation and the way we do things. I 

feel this is a good step in the right direction.” 

- An employee about the implementation of Checkpoint 

Abstract  
In today’s ever changing digital era, organisations are implementing and making use of 

technology in work practices to achieve efficiency and successful performance outcomes. 

The relationship between the technology in use and the individual employee performance in 

an organisation is an area of research that is beneficial for organisations to explore in order to 

understand the possible changes and uses of technology. By the use of a single case study 

approach and qualitative research of semi-structured interviews, this thesis explores the 

implementation of a new performance management tool, Checkpoint in IBM Denmark. 

Through the application and combination of theoretical concepts such as organisational 

culture and performance management, we define what is a performance culture in an 

organisation. By linking performance culture and engagement, we investigate why employees 

get engaged within the performance culture in an organisation.    

 

The findings revealed that through joint effort from employees and managers, Checkpoint 

facilitates the performance culture, through meetings, setting goals and follow-ups in the 

organisation. Moreover, the employees at IBM Denmark engage in the performance culture 

through their own perceptions and assumptions. This impacting the way they get invigorated, 

dedicated and absorbed in the performance culture of IBM Denmark.   
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1. Introduction  
In today’s modern life, the use of Information Technology (IT) is increasing, from personal 

use of it to it being used in work life; the presence of IT is ubiquitous (Stein et al., 2013). In 

this ever-changing digital era, technologies are constantly being developed and organisations 

are applying IT more and more in their processes. It has therefore become almost impossible 

to not use technology in work-practices today. Due to the extensive use of IT, we have 

become used to technology being the centre of what we do and how we should use it, that we 

do not pay attention anymore to who is making use of the technology and how are they using 

it. We tend to generalize the use of technology, without addressing the fact that it is being 

used by individuals, who might have differences in the way they make use of the IT artifact.   

 

Previous research from 1980’s has attempted to influence the narrow views of technology by 

offering alternative perceptions of IT within the field of Information Systems (IS). These 

alternative perceptions or views included looking at technology for its effects and how and 

why is it being implicated in social change (Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001). The narrow views 

of technology and its impact has resulted in researchers reflecting on the relationship between 

IT and identity within workplace, where it has been examined that IT has an influence in 

identity through changing work practices and discourses (Stein et al., 2013). In the recent 

years, the general perception of IT is that it has enabled changes in work practices. IT has 

drawn attention to possibly eliminating, changing or making processes faster, when it comes 

to work in organisations.  The existing literature also addresses that “research in the topic of 

identity and IT considers, for the most part, the indirect influences that technology may have 

on identity … themes that consider IT as a part of broader societal changes or as creating 

changes in work practices and role relations are the most popular” (Stein et al., 2013, p. 

168). However, there is a lack in dealing with identity and IT more intimately, where one 

looks at IT as part of a person’s self-definition or being perceived as physically being part of 

a person (Stein et al., 2013, 168). The relationship between the IT artifact and the user is an 

important link because there is a difference in what an IT artifact does and that the same IT 

artifact can have different meanings to different users (Stein et al., 2013, p. 170), thus the 

function of IT depends on the individual who is making use of it. 

  

Organisations have their own mission and vision for what they want to achieve, where the 

individuals working in organisations are expected to help achieve the goals that have been 
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set. “Performance of a preferred self is inherently an interactive and normative process, 

where there is a constant negotiation between what is socially acceptable and expected (what 

others think) and what is individually preferred” (Wieland, 2010 in Stein et al., 2013, p. 172). 

Organisations have expectations from its employees and those employees also have a 

personal preference, hence there are expectations and perceptions of what the technology can 

do and there is a view and expectation from the individual’s perspective of the technology 

and what it means for the individual.  

 

The link between the function of the IT artifact and the use of it by different individuals is 

therefore an interesting area to explore. With the extensive use of technology today, it is 

important to comprehend its practical implications in organisations. Does the use of 

technology add value for the employees and their overall performance in an organisation? 

How is technology viewed and used in organisations by employees? What is expected from 

the organisation of its employees and their use of the IT? and How do the employees make 

use of the IT artifact? With these wonderings, we are going to attempt to explore an 

organisation that use IT in their work practices and use the IT artifact for documenting their 

work practices.  The employees of this organisation helped co-create an IT artifact and it is 

being used by employees at all levels within the organisation. Below, we will introduce the 

case company and its implementation of a new tool.  

 

The global American IT organisation, International Business Machines (IBM), undertook a 

transformation in February of 2016 in the manner in, which their employees’ performance 

was being assessed. The company implemented a new performance management tool named 

Checkpoint. At a press conference in New Delhi, Virginia Rometty, the CEO, Chairman and 

President of IBM said the following about the tool: “Checkpoint is a performance 

management initiative for the new world of work. The program was co-created by employees 

giving them an opportunity to shift goals throughout the year and gain more frequent 

feedback. Checkpoint’s goals, conversations, and evaluations are focused on five dimension 

of employee performance: business results, impact on clients success, innovation, personal 

responsibility to others and skills” (Sen & Alawadhi, 2016, para 13). Checkpoint is a tool 

that is a part of  a much bigger transformation within IBM, as the company wanted to harness 

the power of the cognitive era. The cognitive era is about offering clients new capabilities 

provided by IBM’s solutions (Understanding Checkpoint: The essence). The process of 

implementing Checkpoint involved employees of the company, where IBM asked its 
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employees worldwide to help co-create a mobile and real-time approach to performance 

management that would be suitable for every IBM employee (Understanding Checkpoint: 

The essence).  

 

It has now been over two years since the implementation of Checkpoint (February 2016) and 

IBM has undergone changes within the organisation since then. Some of the changes involve: 

the way employees within IBM work, there are changes in the overall goal-setting within the 

tool; how goals are being set and evaluated (the assessment) and the use of the performance 

management tool by employees within the organisation.  

 

It is therefore fascinating to understand the changes at IBM Denmark after the 

implementation of Checkpoint. Because the tool is created to be used by all employees within 

the company, it is interesting to examine and understand in what way the tool is being used 

and if it has impacted the employees, their work and overall performance in IBM Denmark.  

 

On a global scale, IBM operates in over 170 countries with approximately 400,000 

employees worldwide and has history going back to 1911 (IBM Wiki Community: IBM 

History). The company has therefore existed over many years, where they have transformed 

and reinvented themselves throughout the years. With employees in different countries and 

the implementation of Checkpoint in all countries where IBM operates, the use and view of 

Checkpoint is an interesting area to explore. We assume that culturally IBM is different in the 

places, where it operates, hence the view and use of the tool must be different, not only 

culturally, but it must be differently viewed and used within departments and by employees.  

 

Motivation 

The motivation for this thesis is to explore and gain an understanding of the link between the 

IT artifact and its use by different individuals in an organisation. How the IT artifact is 

viewed and its general use by the organisation to how it is actually being used and 

implemented in work practices by individual employees in an organisation: how are they 

using the tool and are they affected by the implementation of the tool? To research this, we 

will combine literature from Performance Management (Smither), Organisational culture 

(Schein), Goal-setting (Locke & Latham) and Engagement (Kahn; Schaufeli & Salanova). 

The combination of the different concepts and theories will help us explore the practical use 

of the IT artifact in use, Checkpoint in our case organisation, IBM Denmark.  
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To help us with our research, we developed a two part research question: 1) what 

characterizes the performance culture within an organisation? and  2) why do employees 

get engaged  in the performance culture within an organisation?  The research question 

will help us guide our research throughout this thesis. In order to understand what a 

performance culture is in an organisation, we decided to combine the concept of performance 

management (where goal setting plays a vital part) and the concept of culture, through its 

three levels. This will answer the first part of our research question. Moreover, in order to 

understand and answer why the employees get engaged in the performance culture within an 

organisation, we decided to analyse employee engagement through performance culture, 

where employees get engaged  vigorous, dedicate and absorbed through artifacts, espoused 

belief and values and underlying assumptions of performance 

 

Structure of the thesis 

Structurally, this thesis pursues the research question stated above. After the introduction, the 

Theoretical Framework, that will discuss the main concepts applied throughout this research, 

will provide us with the needed resources to develop a visualisation model tailored to our 

research focus; the resulting model will be presented as well. Subsequently, the next section 

will be the Methodology, which will outline both our research process and the methods 

required for achieving our aims. This will be followed by a Case Description, where we will 

present our case company’s, IBM Denmark, its history and the transition the organisation 

undertook from the previous performance management system, PBC, to Checkpoint. 

Additionally, in the Findings section, we will analyse the theory explained in the Theoretical 

Framework section together with the data we collected from our interviews, where we are 

aiming to answer our two part research question: 1) what characterizes the performance 

culture within an organisation and 2) why do employees get engaged in the performance 

culture within an organisation. Next, we will have the Discussion section, where we will 

explain the theoretical implications, the practical implications, as well as the limitations and 

the future research for our thesis. Lastly, the research project will conclude with an overview 

of results in the light of our research objectives.  
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2. Theoretical Framework  

In this thesis, we want to explore and analyse the performance culture within an organisation. 

In this section, we will introduce the theories that will be used to analyse our findings of our 

two part research question: 1) what characterizes the performance culture within an 

organisation? and  2) why do employees get engaged  in the performance culture within an 

organisation?  In this section of the theoretical framework, we will define and describe the 

concept of performance culture drawing on the literature from performance management and 

organisational culture. Moreover, we will define goal setting and explain why goal setting is 

an important part in managing performance. Finally, we will explain why individuals get 

engaged in the performance culture of an organisation. 

 

2.1 Performance and Performance Management 

In this section, we will discuss what is performance and how it shifted towards performance 

management. Furthermore, since current research recognizes the vital part the process of 

continuous goal-setting plays in performance management, we will be discussing 

performance with regards to goal setting. Finally, we will explain which are the mechanisms 

of goal setting, as well as which are the types and the factors that influence goal setting. 

  

2.1.1 A paradigm shift: from performance appraisal to 

performance management 

Performance is defined as: “an action, task, or operation, seen in terms of how successfully it 

was performed” (Performance. (n.d.)., Oxford Dictionary online). Another definition goes by 

the following: “the accomplishment of a given task measured against present known 

standards of accuracy, completeness, cost, and speed. In a contract, performance is deemed 

to be the fulfillment of an obligation, in a manner that releases the performer from all 

liabilities under contract” (Performance. (n.d.)., Business Dictionary online).  Both 

definitions stress on the importance of delivering a task and the task being measured in terms 

of fulfilment of an obligation. In organisations, performance is an important factor because 

employees are expected to deliver or perform tasks successfully (as mentioned in the 
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definition), thus creating a high performance because the expectation of the performed task is 

for it to be successful and achieved through known standards. Once a task is successfully 

performed by employees, it adds to the success of the organisation. To ensure high 

performance and successful outcomes of tasks in an organisation, the understanding of 

performance appraisal is important to explore. According to DeNisi and Murphy (2017), for 

literally hundreds of years, performance has been discussed in terms of performance 

appraisal, which were defined as the assessment of the individual’s performance at work.  

They also state that performance appraisal refers to “a formal process, which occurs 

infrequently, by which employees are evaluated by some judge (typically a supervisor) who 

assesses the employee’s performance along a given set of dimensions, assigns a score to that 

assessment, and then usually informs the employee of his or her formal rating” (p. 421). 

Thus, organisations normally base a multitude of decisions regarding an employee on the 

ratings he or she receives.  

 

However, recently a paradigm shift has happened within performance. This shift refers to a 

transition from thinking of performance appraisal as a discrete event to a process in 

performance management. The shift is about performance as a continuous process, where 

coaching is part of the process (Smither, 2012). This shift puts emphasis on how research in 

performance appraisal is too interested in measurement rather than being interested in 

examining how performance can be enhanced (DeNisi & Pritchard, 2006 in Smither, 2012). 

The transition to thinking of performance as an ongoing process and having coaching as part 

of it is important for employees in organisations. It may limit the pressure of performing in 

relation to ratings and scores and shift the focus on discovering what is working and what can 

be improved through coaching for the individual employee. This shift therefore provides an 

individualistic way of dealing with employee performance because it deals with employees 

individually rather than looking at their performance from a general point-of-view through 

measures. This thesis will also put emphasis on this transition in relation to this case, as the 

performance measures being used in the case organisation include feedback and ongoing 

coaching.  

  

A multitude of studies have provided definitions of performance management and they are all 

similar and include the same key elements within performance. Below we provide two 

examples of performance management definitions, which we believe reflect the topic of this 

thesis: 
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1) “performance management involves defining performance (e.g., setting goals and 

assessing progress toward goals), facilitating performance (e.g., providing adequate 

resources, staffing effectively, removing roadblocks to successful performance), and 

encouraging performance (providing timely and fair rewards for successful 

performance)” (Casicio, 2006 in Smither, 2012, p. 2 ).  

2) “performance management is more than an annual performance review meeting 

between supervisor and employee and that performance management includes 

ongoing coaching, feedback and support from the supervisor.” (Hedge and Borman, 

2008 in Smither, 2012, p. 2).  

 

It is clear from the above definitions of performance management that creating high 

performance in an organisation requires much more than occasional assessment of employees 

against some criteria. Current research recognizes the pivotal role that the process of goal 

setting plays in performance management - as considered in the following section.   

 

2.1.2 Goal setting 

Therefore, in this section, we will talk about what goal setting is, provide different definitions 

and research of goal setting. Additionally, we will discuss the four mechanisms of goal 

setting, what types of goals have been identified and the factors that influence goal setting. 

With regards to the factors that influence goal setting, the ones that will be discussed and 

analysed in this paper are specificity and difficulty, commitment, assigned goals versus self-

set goals, and feedback. We have decided to focus on these factors and the research of goal-

setting, since prior research supports these factors as the main ones that have a high impact 

on employee performance in an organisation (Latham & Locke, 1990, 2002, 2006).  

2.1.2.1 What is goal setting? 

Research has found that goal setting has a pervasive impact on the employee behaviour and 

performance in organisations (Locke & Latham, 2002). When employees understand that 

their performance is to be assessed with regards to how well they achieved the goals, the 

impact the goals have in their work increases. Goal setting states that “task performance is 
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regulated directly by the conscious goals that individuals are trying for on the task” (Locke 

& Latham, 1990, p. 240). Additionally, research also states that a goal relates to a desired 

outcome with regards to the level of performance to be reached on a task (in Latham, 2009).  

 

The goal setting theory evolved from the work of close to 400 (mostly experimental) studies, 

which have established that specific, difficult goals show stronger increase in performance 

than specific, easy and ambiguous goals or no goals (Locke & Latham, 1990; 2006; 

Lunenburg, 2011). However, Latham (2003) states that, simultaneously, the individuals must 

have “sufficient ability, accept the goals, and receive feedback related to performance” (in 

Lunenburg, 2011, p. 1). Furthermore, Latham (2009) also claims that the higher the goal the 

higher the performance, assumed that there is goal commitment and there is consistent ability 

to achieve it. Lastly, goal setting might also hold cognitive benefits, in the sense that it can 

impact the motivation to explore means to reach the goal (Latham, 2006). 

2.1.2.2 Goal Mechanisms 

Goals influence performance by means of three mechanisms (Locke & Latham, 2002). First, 

goals show direction by “a directive function; they direct attention and effort toward goal-

relevant activities and away from goal irrelevant activities (this occurring) both cognitively 

and behaviourally” (Locke & Latham, 2002, p. 706). For example, Locke and Bryan (1969) 

perceived that individuals who received feedback with regards to numerous dimensions of 

their performance enhanced their performance on the dimensions where they had goals, but 

not on other dimensions (in Locke & Latham, 2002). 

 

Second, goals influence effort, having “an energizing function (where) high goals lead to 

greater effort than low goals” (Locke & Latham, 2002, p. 706). This is relevant for tasks 

where physical efforts is required, recurrent performance of straightforward cognitive tasks is 

required, measurements of subjective effort must be included and physiological pointers of 

effort must be taken into consideration as well (Locke & Latham, 2002). 

 

Third, goals influence persistence. If individuals are permitted to control the time used on a 

task, difficult goals lengthen effort. However, oftentimes there is a compromise in work 

concerning time and intensity of effort. With regards to a difficult goal, there is the possibility 

of working faster and more intensely for a shorter time extent or to work slower and less 
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intensely for a longer time extent. If strict deadlines are being set, a more rapid work speed 

will be performed than with loose deadlines (Locke & Latham, 2002). 

2.1.2.3 Type of Goals 

There are three types of goals: behavioural, performance, and learning (Latham et al., 2016). 

The behavioural goals focus on individual’s behaviour that leads to a given outcome and how 

this behaviour influences and is assessed by the individual’s peers. The performance goals 

focus on the final outcome rather than on how was the goal achieved. The learning goals 

focus on knowledge and skills to achieve the task effectively. By outlining which are the 

different types of goals an individual can set, we will be able to understand how these 

different types of goals can influence performance. 

 

Behavioural goals 

Considering the individual employee’s level of knowledge and experience in an organisation, 

there can be various techniques to analyse the behaviour he/she can have in achieving the 

goals. For example, the individual can be analysed based on team playing, development of 

subordinates in the manager’s case or ethics in the workplace. However, these techniques are 

not easy to be transformed into a measurable outcome (Latham & Seijts, 2016). Therefore, an 

individual “is measured on the behaviors demonstrated within a given time period, and a 

specific goal is set to maintain a high score or increase a lower one” (Latham & Seijts, 2016, 

p. 272). For example, if a 360° survey is being utilized, the behavioural annotations are 

normally provided by an employee’s manager, colleagues, and self. Otherwise, a “behavioral 

observation scale (BOS; Latham & Wexley, 1977), developed from a systematic job analysis, 

typically the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954), may be used” (Latham & Seijts, 

2016, p. 226). BOSs are summated algebraic 5-point Likert-type rating scales that consist of 

recognizable behaviours crucial to an individual’s effectiveness at work. The saying that “it 

doesn’t matter how you play the game; what matters is whether you win or lose” has been 

dismissed for an extensive period of time by most executive management. This is because 

“setting a specific, high-behavioral goal as to the appropriate ways “the game” is to be won, 

that is, business is to be conducted, and the ways an organization’s values will be 

demonstrated, are particularly amenable to the setting of behavioral goals and then 

assessing each employee using BOS or a 360° survey” (Latham & Seijts, 2016, p. 226).                                                                                                                                      
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Performance goals 

A multitude of research has been focusing on performance goals, considering the fact that 

there is also a multitude of research on performance appraisals (Locke & Latham, 1990; 

2002; Latham & Seijts, 2016). The emphasis of a performance goal is on the outcome instead 

of the behaviours that cause a certain outcome. Because performance goals are mostly 

focused on the outcome and not how and if an individual is to achieve the goal, this can have 

a high influence the performance of an employee in a negative fashion. Therefore, as an 

example, specific, high-performance goals “are set for revenue to be generated within the 

calendar year from existing as well as new clients (while) behavioral goals are set for ways 

to develop the professional effectiveness of staff (people) and for ways (behaviors) to 

increase the effectiveness of the firm” (Latham & Seijts, 2016, p. 226). Thus, performance 

goals are focused on money, while behavioural goals are focused on the development of 

skills an individual should possess to perform their job.  

Learning goal 

Research has found that if specific, difficult performance goals are set when there is a lack of 

knowledge and skills, the individual’s performance will be affected in a negative manner 

(Latham & Seijts, 2016). Due to the fact that there is not so much stand-alone research on 

learning goals, the learning goals have been discussed in parallel with the performance goals. 

Winters and Latham were the first to demonstrate the valuable outcome of learning goals 

over performance goals (Latham et al., 2016). They discovered that individuals with a 

specific, difficult performance goal performed higher than their colleagues that had a ‘‘do 

your best’’ goal or a difficult learning goal. However, on a complex task, where there was a 

need for knowledge before performing a task, individuals having a specific, difficult learning 

goal performed higher than the individuals having a specific, difficult performance goal or an 

ambiguous goal ‘‘to do their best’’ (Latham et al., 2016; Latham & Seijts, 2016). 

Furthermore, while a performance goal is focused on the outcome of a specific task, a 

learning goal emphasizes on discovering, understanding or executing effective plans, 

processes or procedures required to achieve a task. It is important to mention this because, for 

an individual, performance on a complex task is an aspect of finding and executing suitable 

strategies rather than struggling to achieve a goal without having the appropriate knowledge 

(Latham et al., 2016; Latham & Seijts, 2016). 
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Lunenburg (2011) argues that “a person with a learning goal orientation wants to develop 

competence by mastering challenging situations (whereas) the person with a performance 

goal orientation wants to demonstrate and validate competence by seeking favorable 

judgments” (p. 4). He also concluded from an analysis of substantial research that a learning 

goal orientation develops a positive influence on work-related behaviours and performance 

(Lunenburg, 2011). Moreover, Luthans (2011) states that “the learning goal orientation is 

particularly relevant in today’s work environment, which requires employees to be proactive, 

problem solve, be creative and open to new ideas, and adapt to new and changing situations” 

(in Lunenburg, 2011, p. 4). 

 

The setting of a specific, difficult performance goal with lack of knowledge and skills might 

enlarge the anxiety of evaluation and lead to poor results for achieving the goal. The focus on 

attaining “a specific performance outcome on a new, complex task can lead to ‘tunnel 

vision’— a focus on reaching the goal rather than on acquiring the skills required to reach 

it” (Locke & Latham, 2006, p. 266). In this case, the best results are reached if an individual 

with a learning goal can obtain the necessary task knowledge in order to achieve the goal. 

Thus, Locke and Latham (2006) believe that “a learning goal facilitates or enhances 

metacognition—namely, planning, monitoring, and evaluating progress toward goal 

attainment” (p. 266). 

 

On the same idea, Earley and colleagues (1989), as well as Kanfer and Ackerman (1989) 

have discovered that “when people lack the requisite knowledge to master a task, because 

they are in the early stages of learning, urging them to do their best results in higher 

performance than setting a specific difficult goal” (in Latham, 2009, p. 168). There are at 

least three-fold motives for this. Firstly, tasks of this kind are complex for individuals; 

therefore the straightforward relation between effort, persistence, and choice are not 

satisfactory anymore to guarantee high performance. This happens due to the fact that 

individuals have not learned yet the correct strategy to accomplish the task in a successful 

manner. Secondly, tasks of this kind mainly need learning rather than motivation, because 

individuals have no issue with solving the task, however they do not have the necessary 

knowledge to perform it in the best manner for the business. Thirdly, individuals with 

specific high goals feel the pressure of immediate performance outcomes; therefore, they 

have a higher focus on their need to obtain results rather than on learning the correct manner 

to accomplishing the task. All in all, the tasks that are direct as well as the ones that are 
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complex for an individual require resources, where the amount of resource of the latter tasks 

are bigger than the ones of the former (Latham, 2009). Therefore, setting both a learning and 

performance goal at the same time can at times have a positive outcome on performance. 

Nonetheless, the joint goal level should not be too easy or too hard (Latham et al., 2016). 

  

Furthermore, when talking about learning goals, we need to consider also the perspective of 

performance goal orientation and learning goal orientation as a trait or mind-set. On the one 

hand, considering the performance goal orientation, individuals that have a fixed mind-set 

think that “their basic qualities such as ability or intelligence are fixed traits” and see them 

as a given; they avoid failure by maintaining these qualities and do not develop them in any 

way (Dweck, 2006 in Latham et al, 2016, p. 272). On the other hand, considering learning 

goal orientation, the individuals with a growth mind-set succeed on challenges. They do not 

perceive failure as indication of low intelligence, but as a challenge for their individual 

growth, and for widening their existing skills (Latham et al, 2016; Latham & Seijts, 2016). 

They also believe that their basic skills can be grown with work and effort and “believing that 

failure is about learning, they adapted their strategies to learn the materials better for the 

next task” (Latham et al, 2016, p. 273). 

2.1.2.4 Influencing factors within goal-setting 

In this section, we will introduce the influencing factors within goal setting. These factors 

impact in a direct manner the strength of the relationship between a goal and performance. 

The factors also represent how an employee aims to achieve the goal that has been set.  

 

Specificity and difficulty             

As noted earlier, a goal that is attained with little effort will not produce the wanted increases 

in performance, thus a goal must be difficult and specific so that it increases performance. 

Nevertheless, Lunenburg (2011) claims that there is a limit to this effect. Even though 

individuals work hard to “reach challenging goals, they will only do so when the goals are 

within their capability, (therefore as) goals become too difficult, performance suffers because 

organization members reject the goals as unreasonable and unattainable” (Lunenburg, 2011, 

p. 3). On the same idea, Latham (2009) argues that “the goal must be both challenging and 

specific (because) given adequate ability and commitment to the goal, the higher the goal the 

higher the performance” (p. 162). This happens due to the fact that individuals fit the level of 
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effort in relation to the difficulty of the goal. The goals are not only aims to achieve; they are 

also standards by which individuals evaluate their competence or success. Consequently, 

when achieving challenging goals, individuals feel more pride than when achieving low-set 

goals. Individuals that have set low goals are slightly satisfied with low performance 

achievement, and grow into being more and more satisfied with every level of achievement 

that surpasses their goal. Therefore, in order to be satisfied, individuals that have high 

standards ought to achieve more than the ones with low standards (Latham, 2009). 

 

Moreover, an employee’s outcome expectations are naturally “higher for the attainment of 

high rather than low goals because the outcome one can expect from attaining a challenging 

goal usually includes such factors as an increase in feelings of self-efficacy, personal 

effectiveness, recognition from peers, a salary increase, a job promotion, etc.” (Latham, 

2009, p. 162). Only asking for an employee to develop, to work harder or to do the best effort 

possible will not increase performance, due to the fact that the individual does not have a 

focused target to engage them. Having set specific goals, individuals have the ability to 

understand where they are aiming at and how to measure their own progress (Locke & 

Latham, 1990; Latham, 2009; Lunenburg, 2011). Therefore, in most cases, individuals 

willingly strive to achieve a high goal if they have confidence in their ability to achieve it. 

Additionally, Locke and Latham (2002) concluded from an analysis of substantial research 

that specific goals influence effort and persistence and help reduce other negative factors that 

influence performance, such as absence, tardiness and turnover (in Lunenburg, 2011). 

 

Goal specificity makes explicit for employees what effective performance means. For an 

individual to be able to understand feedback and to apply it, it ought to be constructed in 

connection with a specific goal. Thus, “for goal setting to be maximally effective, the goal 

and the measure of performance effectiveness used must be aligned” (Latham, 2009, p. 162). 

Moreover, setting specific and challenging goals increase job performance, as well as job 

satisfaction. Job satisfaction is “the result of an appraisal of one’s performance against one’s 

goals (where) job satisfaction is not a result of the person alone or the job alone, but of the 

person in relation to the job” (Latham, 2009, p. 163). In such manner, when an individual’s 

job performance is assessed as satisfying or enabling the achievement of the goals, 

satisfaction is high and with no feelings of tiredness (Latham & Brown, 2006; Latham et al., 

2002 in Latham, 2009). 
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Commitment 

Commitment is “the sine qua non of goal setting (and) without it, goal setting is a 

meaningless exercise” (Latham, 2009, p. 163). For goals to influence performance, 

individuals ought to have commitment to the goals, meaning that they have to truthfully try to 

achieve them. Usually, goal commitment is at the highest peak when individuals believe they 

can achieve the goals, as well as when there exist values related to goal achievement, such as 

rewards or recognition (Locke & Latham, 1990). 

 

Locke and Latham (2002) state two types of factors that facilitate goal commitment: “(a) 

factors that make goal attainment important to people, including the importance of the 

outcomes that they expect as a result of working to attain a goal, and (b) their belief that they 

can attain the goal (self-efficacy)” (p. 707), this leading to goal commitment to be an 

influencer of performance. The first factor, namely outcome expectancy, represents the 

manager’s task to help the employee understand and realize the outcomes they can anticipate 

by getting involved in a particular task. This also raises the individual’s sense of control with 

regards to the achievement of their goals, as well as focus of attention on developing 

solutions to its achievement (Latham, 2009). The second factor, namely self-efficacy, is 

increased in order to maintain goal commitment and it is discussed in an above section. 

Additionally, Latham and colleagues (2016) state that research has shown commitment to be 

a significant connection between self-efficacy and performance once a goal is set (Locke & 

Latham, 2002), as well as a learning goal (Latham et al, 2016). When individuals have a high 

self-efficacy and have difficult goals, they attain more commitment to a goal than the ones 

that have low self-efficacy and have a low goal set. 

 

Assigned goals vs self-set goal 

Many studies have shown that a self-set goal, an assigned goal, and a goal set with the 

employee’s participation in the making of the decision are effective methods of increasing 

job performance (Locke & Latham, 2002; Latham et al, 2016). A self-set goal is “often lower 

than a goal that is assigned or set participatively. Hence, performance is lower than it is in 

the latter two conditions” (Latham et al., 2016, p. 272). However, assigning a goal by a 

manager is as efficient for increasing job performance as a goal set in collaboration with the 

employee (Latham et al, 2016). If a goal is assigned by a manager and the employee is not 

consulted in regards to the goal, this may lead to a lack of commitment and achievement for 

the goal from the employee (Lunenburg, 2011). Assigned goals “only lead to poorer 
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performance than participatively set goals when the assigned goals are given with curt 

instructions without any rationale” (Locke & Latham, 1990, p. 241), thus a ”powerful method 

of obtaining acceptance is to allow organization members to participate in the goal-setting 

process (…) to enhance goal commitment” (Lunenburg, 2011, p. 3). This provides the 

opportunity for the employees to grasp the goals, make sure that the goals are rational, and 

that they are able to achieve the goals. An important fact that can highly influence assigned 

goals is self-efficacy. Considering the fact that some individuals might dismiss assigned goals 

because they are imposed by the manager, when self-efficacy surfaces, the employees might 

still want to preserve high personal goals, therefore they will aim to achieve the imposed 

goals (Bandura, 1997 in Lunenburg, 2011). 

 

To avoid employees dismissing assigned goals, managers need to be aware of the way these 

goals are framed. If the framing of the goals is created in a threatening manner instead of in a 

challenging manner, the performance of the employee can be negatively influenced. Drach-

Zahavy and Erez (2002) established that, “when a task was altered to pose new challenges 

(but with goal difficulty held constant), people who were made to view a situation as a threat 

(focus on failure) achieved significantly lower performance than did those who were made to 

view the situation as a challenge (focus on success and the usefulness of effort)” (in Locke & 

Latham, 2006, p. 266). This method is later reinforced by Latham (2009), when he states that 

“the framing of a goal is especially important for implementation with regard to the stress 

that it can cause” (p. 171).  Therefore, if a goal is framed in a positive manner, an individual 

will be more willing to achieve the goal instead of when the goal has a negative connotation.  

Feedback 

Feedback is highly influential in relation to goal setting and employee’s performance, 

because it shows the progress to their goals. Goal setting is “more effective, and usually only 

effective, when feedback allows performance to be tracked in relation to one's goals” (Locke 

& Latham, 1990, p. 241), because “… without feedback, the effect of goals on performance is 

diminished” (Rez, 1977; Locke & Latham, 1990 in Smither, 2012, p. 9). Goal setting with no 

feedback influences performance in a limited manner, as well as feedback with no goals also 

influences performance in a limited manner. Therefore, when goals are being set, feedback 

should come as a complement to the process. Since feedback is seen as “only information; its 

effect on action depends on how it is appraised and what decisions are made with respect to 

it” (Latham, 2009, p. 163). This makes individuals understand how do they progress within 
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their goal, if they should do changes to their performance in order to improve or if they 

should stop doing some things in relation to the goal (Latham, 2009; Latham et al., 2016; 

Smither, 2012). If employees are not aware of how they are performing, it is hard or even 

impossible for them to alter the course of their strategy in order to achieve the goal. Usually, 

when individuals become aware that they are not meeting the target they are expected to, they 

adjust and reroute (Latham, 2009). The entire process becomes a direction towards effort and 

persistence. Many studies show that feedback is an influencing factor “of goal effects in that 

the combination of goals plus feedback is more effective than goals alone” (in Locke & 

Latham, 2002, p. 708). 

 

Moreover, Smither (2012) claimed that employees are not “merely passive recipients of 

feedback; they also actively seek feedback” (Ashford et al, 2003 in Smither, 2012, p. 13). 

Employees can seek feedback using inquiry, where they ask directly for feedback from others 

or they can ask through monitoring, where they observe the environment in order to see how 

they are viewed by others and how they are performing (Smither, 2012). Additionally, 

Smither (2012) states that individuals can also gather multi-source feedback from 

performance evaluations from more than one source. A variant of a multi-source feedback is: 

a 360-degree feedback. In this feedback variant, feedback can be collected from key 

constituents who all have a full circle of viewpoints. This includes: supervisor(s), direct 

reports, peers and/or customers in some instances. Furthermore, in this feedback, self-ratings 

can also be collected. This is to help the recipient of the feedback in understanding how they 

are viewed by others but also to have realistic self-views (Smither, 2012). 

 

2.2 Performance culture  

In this section, we define and explore Schein’s view on organisational culture, where we 

explain what an organisational culture is, how it is created and what it consists of. We then go 

in depth with what a culture consists of, by explaining the three levels of culture: 1) artifacts, 

2) espoused beliefs and values and 3) basic underlying assumptions. The three levels of 

culture will help us discover how an organisational culture can be visible in an organisation.  

By defining organisational culture and the three levels of culture, we then explore the link 

between each of the three levels and performance. Therefore, in order to answer part of our 

research question 1) what characterizes the performance culture within an organisation? 
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We use Schein’s three levels of culture to define and explain how a performance culture is 

created within an organisation.  

2.2.1 Organisational culture 

“ ... organizational culture derives from the fact that the concept of organization is itself 

ambiguous” (Schein, 1990, p. 111). According to Schein, when culture is applied to groups, 

organisations and occupations, there will be conceptual and semantic confusion due to these 

social units being difficult to define unambiguously (Schein, 2004). Therefore, in order to 

define organisational culture, we must ensure that given set of people have formed stability 

and common history for there to be a culture formed. A group’s members can evolve a 

culture over time through the strength of the given culture, dependent on the its length of 

existence, the stability of a group’s membership of the given culture and through sharing of 

emotional intensity of actual historical experiences together (Schein, 2004). Within an 

organisation, there can be established subcultures and a total organisational culture, as each 

unit of an organisation can have independent cultures and cultures that can be in conflict with 

each other (Schein, 1990). 

  

Taking the above explained factors into consideration, the culture of a group can be defined 

as the following: “Pattern of basic assumptions, invented, discovered, or developed by a 

given group, as it learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore is to be taught 

to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.” 

(Schein, 1990, p. 111) 

  

A group’s culture is therefore depended on the human need for stability, consistency and 

meaning. A group, regardless of its size must deal with two main issues: 1) survival, growth 

and adaptation in its environment and 2) internal integration that permits daily functioning 

and ability to adapt and learn. By having the two factors present in a group, it will define the 

larger cultural context in, which the group exists within (Schein, 2004). 
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2.2.2 Performance Culture 

According to O’Reilly & Chatman (1996), organisational culture can define what is 

important to an organisation and can affect how organisation members feel and behave  (in 

Taylor, 2014).  

We believe that culture is linked to performance within an organisation. We will explore 

Schein’s three levels of culture to examine the link between culture and performance and how 

organisational culture and performance create a performance culture in an organisation.    

According to Schein, culture manifests in three levels within an organisation based on the 

extent of visibility of that culture to the observer (Schein, 2004). Below, we will present the 

three levels of culture and explore their link to performance. 

2.2.2.1 Levels of culture 

The culture of a group or an organisation can manifest and be visible to the observer in the 

following three different fundamental levels (Schein, 2004):  

  

Artifacts  

Within this level, it is about the phenomena that one sees, hears and feels when encountering 

a new group/culture. In this sense, artifacts can be the visible products of a group, including: 

its physical environment, its language, technology, its architecture, its style (clothing), 

emotional displays, myths, stories, its rituals and ceremonies etc.  

 

We believe that artifacts can be used to examine, measure or communicate performance 

within an organisation. Mentioned by Moynihan & Lavertu (2012): “ … rituals and routines, 

can shape how performance information is used. Managers are likely to use performance 

information to make  policy decisions when organizations have created routines whereby they 

can do so“ (in Taylor, 2014, p. 13). Furthermore, we believe that through artifacts there can 

be manifested communication about performance or any visible product, environment, 

technology, rituals etc. can be used for performance information, thus using the artifact to 

examine and improve performance in an organisation.  
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Espoused beliefs and values 

This level of culture covers the strategies, goals and philosophies within a group. If there is 

an issue or a problem when facing a new task, the solution proposed to the issue reflects an 

individual’s assumptions of what is right and wrong. The individual, who can influence the 

group to his/her approach of dealing with the issue, will be identified as the leaders. 

However, in order for the group to have a shared knowledge, it must take a common action to 

whatever is supposed to be done. When the action is taken together and the outcome is 

observed, then the group can determine whether, something will be shared basis towards a 

solution. Therefore, the values and beliefs that can be empirically tested and continue to work 

will become assumptions.   

 

We would argue that espoused beliefs and values and performance can be linked by how the 

organisation defines itself in reference to the external environment (Taylor, 2014). An 

organisation’s espoused values and beliefs can be its mission and goals, which can shape an 

employee’s mission, purpose and goal(s) in his/her job role. Mentioned in Taylor (2014):  “a 

clear, understandable, and distinctive organizational mission has found to be positively 

related to employee mission valence … Employees become committed to the organization’s 

mission … and align their actions, which include performance information use, to the 

mission.” (Weiss & Piderit, 1999 in Taylor, 2014, p. 14). We therefore view espoused beliefs 

and values as an incentive for employees in the organisation to align their goals to the overall 

organisation’s mission and goals, as well as the employees’ goals have also impact on 

performance, thus a performance culture is created based on a combination of the two.  

  

Basic underlying assumptions 

Schein identifies this level like how Argyris identified it; “theories-in-use” – the implicit 

assumptions that guide behaviour, which tells group members how to perceive, think about 

and feel about things (Argyris, 1976 in Schein, 2004). Basic assumptions can be 

uncomfortable and non-debatable, which makes them difficult to change. These assumptions 

are also viewed as “stable actions” as they are solutions that work repeatedly to a problem 

and thus they are taken for granted. Therefore, in order for us to get rid of these basic 

assumptions, it would require to change how we do things. The change would require to 

resurrect, reexamine and change portions of our stable cognitive structure (Schein, 2004). 

According to Schein (2004): “Such type of learning is intrinsically difficult because the 

reexamination of basic assumptions temporarily destabilizes our cognitive and interpersonal 
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world, releasing large quantities of basic anxiety”  (p. 31). Therefore, culture has the 

ultimate power in the psychological process because we tend to perceive the events around us 

as coinciding with our assumptions as we would have to re-examine how we do things. We 

would rather distort, deny and project, where we falsify to ourselves what it is that is going 

around us. The basic assumptions within a culture help us define what to pay attention to, 

what things mean and how to react emotionally to the surroundings and what actions to take 

based on our basic assumption. These assumptions therefore become our “mental map” thus 

making us comfortable with others’ who share the same assumptions and uncomfortable in 

situations where different assumptions operate. The consequence for being in situations, 

where different assumptions operate are misinterpretations of others’ actions, no 

understanding of what is going on and misperception. The cognitive stability is therefore 

necessary because any challenge or questioning meaning of a basic assumption will lead to 

anxiety and defensiveness.  

 

Shared basic assumptions that make the culture are present on an individual level as well as a 

group level. Therefore, when changes occur the culture on both the individual and group 

equally as difficult. At this level, the culture is in the DNA of a group and when changes 

occur or are required, the genes have to be aligned with the change, thus the willingness to 

make such growth possible has to be in the genes of the group (Schein, 2004).  

 

We view basic underlying assumptions as a part of the performance culture based on the 

subjective interpretations and implicit assumptions that guide an individual's behaviour. How 

the employee thinks, perceive and feels within the organisation has an effect on the way 

he/she works as it guides behaviour and approach to their job role. Therefore, an employee's 

background in education, experience and personality can affect how, he or she performs or 

interprets a certain task in their job role. An organisation’s performance management is based 

on factors such as: how to measure and interpret performance, what information is useful and 

what determines failure or success (Taylor, 2014). We believe that a group’s taken for 

granted beliefs and views affect how they respond to and manage performance within an 

organisation.  

 

Based on Schein’s three levels of culture, we argue that a performance culture can be 

established within an organisation as explained above, where a dimension of performance 

exists within an organisational culture.  
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2.3 Engagement 

In this section, we will discuss what is engagement, providing different definitions and 

research of engagement. Additionally, we will discuss the three mechanism of engagement, 

as well as the influencing factors of engagement. With regards to the influencing factors of 

engagement, we divided them into two categories, self-influencing mediators and outside-self 

mediators. The self-influencing mediators we will discuss are work centrality, self-efficacy 

and personal relations; and the outside-self mediators we will discuss are incentives and 

support, development and trust. We have decided to focus on these factors and the research of 

engagement, since prior research supports these factors as the main ones that have a high 

impact on employee performance in an organisation (Kahn, 1990; Bakker & Leiter, 2010). 

Therefore, in order to answer part of our research question 2) why do employees get engaged 

in the performance culture within an organisation?, we aim to discuss how individuals get 

engaged in the performance culture of an organisation, by understanding how individuals get 

invigorated, dedicated and absorbed through the performance and performance management  

of an organisation.  

 

2.3.1 What is engagement 

Engagement has been given numerous definitions and has been analysed through a number of 

academic literature. For example, Kahn (1990) defined personal engagement as “the 

harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people 

employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role 

performances”  (p. 694). Additionally, he also stated that self and role “exist in some 

dynamic, negotiable relation in which a person both drives personal energies into role 

behaviors (self-employment) and displays the self within the role (self-expression)” (Kahn, 

1990, p. 700). Kahn (1990) also claims that employees get more engaged if they have a clear 

picture of what are they doing, if the work is challenging, as well as varied. In his research, 

he found that there exist three psychological conditions related to engagement when being at 

work: meaningfulness, safety, and availability. This means that employees became more 

engaged at work when they felt that they were given more psychological meaningfulness and 

psychological safety, as well as when they were more psychologically available (in Saks, 

2006). There is one study that tested Kahn’s (1990) model, and it was developed by May and 
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colleagues (2004). They discovered that indeed engagement is highly linked to 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability, reinforcing Kahn’s (1990) model. 

 

Even if these studies direct to the psychological conditions that are essential for engagement, 

they do not entirely clarify why individuals will react to these conditions with different 

degrees of engagement. Thus, a more suitable theory for understanding employee 

engagement can be the social exchange theory. This theory states that “relationships evolve 

over time into trusting, loyal, and mutual commitments as long as the parties abide by certain 

“rules” of exchange” (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005 in Saks, 2006, p. 603). For example, 

some research has found that if individuals get economic and socioemotional resources from 

their organisation, they have the feeling to give back to the organisation (in Saks, 2006). This 

can be done through their level of engagement. 

 

Saks (2006) claims that “bringing oneself more fully into one’s work roles and devoting 

greater amounts of cognitive, emotional, and physical resources is a very profound way for 

individuals to respond to an organization’s actions” (p. 603). Moreover, Kahn (1990) and 

Schaufeli and colleagues (2002) argue that engagement symbolizes “a mutually beneficial 

employee–organization relationship that sees the employee as a critical party” (in Eldor and 

Vigoda-Gadot, 2017, p. 545). Thus, different research state that employees who feel engaged 

have more satisfaction for their jobs, have more commitment to the organisation and do not 

have the intention of leaving the organisation and look for other jobs (Schaufeli & Salanova, 

2007). 

 

Engagement also emerges from research developed on burnout. Maslach and colleagues 

(1997, 2001 in Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007; Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017) perceive 

engagement as feeling energetic, involved, and effective versus burnout as feeling exhausted, 

cynical, and ineffective; they also propose building engagement by “promoting sustainable 

workloads, empowerment, and control over the work, providing effective recognition and 

rewards, offering community with others, providing fair and equitable treatment, and 

ensuring personal values coincide with the organization's values” (Mone et al, 2011, p. 206). 

  

Based on these previous studies and even if it is called “old wine in a new bottle” (Saks, 

2006; Bakker & Leiter, 2010), some more recent research has argued that engagement should 

be seen as a standalone concept (Bakker & Leiter, 2010; Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017). 
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Recent studies state that for employees to be engaged they need to be active, involved, 

committed, to feel fulfilled and to have a work-related state of mind. This is expressed 

through the manifestation of personal initiative, adaptability, effort, and persistence aimed at 

the organisation's goals (Mone & London, 2009, Macey et al., 2009 in Mone et al., 2011; 

Albrecht, 2010a; Bakker et al., 2011; Rothbard & Patil, 2010 in Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 

2017). Moreover, engaged employees also take responsibility, are passionate and have a 

pleasant and effective connection with their work, and they do not “just let life happen to 

them (but) they try to affect, shape, curtail, expand, and temper what happens in their lives” 

(Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017, p. 546). 

 

2.3.2 Engagement mechanisms 

From the definition that Schaufeli and Bakker (2010) provided about engagement, it being “a 

positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and 

absorption” (in Bakker & Leiter, 2010, p. 182), we can perceive these three characteristics as 

mechanisms that drive engagement. Thus, vigor is “characterized by the high energy and the 

willingness to invest effort in one’s work” (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007, p. 141). It is 

influenced by a set of interconnected affective moods experienced at work, such as cognitive 

liveliness, physical strength and emotional energy. To feel invigorated is a blended feeling of 

a positive energy balance and feeling comfortable and satisfied. Moreover, dedication is 

characterized by high involvement in an individual’s work, as well as undergoing of a sense 

of positive feelings such as significance, enthusiasm, inspiration and pride (Schaufeli & 

Salanova, 2007; Bakker & Leiter, 2010). The final mechanism, absorption, is characterized 

by being highly focused and captivated in one’s work, so that time goes by fast and it 

becomes hard to separate oneself from work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al., 

2002; Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006 in Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017). 

 

Since engagement has also been developed and analysed through research on burnout, the 

relationship between burnout and engagement is relevant to be discussed. Therefore, Maslach 

and colleagues (2001) acknowledged vigor and dedication for engagement as being the direct 

opposite of exhaustion and cynicism, the core features of burnout (in Schaufeli & Salanova, 

2007). Schaufeli and Bakker (2001) stated that “the continuum spanned by vigor and 

exhaustion has been label “energy”, whereas the continuum spanned by dedication and 
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cynicism has been labeled “identification”” (in Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007, p. 141). Thus, 

engagement has the characteristics of high levels of energy and strong identification with 

one’s work. The third feature of burnout, lack of professional efficacy, is not directly related 

to absorption. Where absorption is being highly dedicated and captured in one’s work, lack of 

professional efficacy refers to not having available resources, such as feedback or social 

support. 

  

2.3.3 Influencing factors  

In this section, we will introduce the influencing factors that drive engagement. These factors 

impact in a direct manner the strength of the relationship between engagement and 

performance. Based on previous research, we argue that the below factors are the main ones 

that have a high impact on employee performance in an organisation. 

 

Self-influencing  

We will first analyse factors that are self-influencing, since engagement has been defined as 

coming from within the individuals rather than from the outside. 

  

Work centrality 

When Kahn’s (1990) theory described engagement as the “reflection of a simultaneous 

harnessing of an active and mutual employee–organization connection in a ‘full and fully 

there’ manner” (in Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017, p. 535), he actually linked employee 

engagement to how much work is involved in their lives. According to Eldor and Vigoda-

Gadot (2017), work centrality refers to “the degree of importance that work has in an 

employee’s life” (p. 535) and that there is a strong and positive relationship between work 

centrality and engagement. The link between these two mediators had been analysed in many 

studies (Diefendorf et al., 2002; Kalleberg & Mastekaasa, 2001), which point out the high 

significance of work centrality in employees’ perspective to increasing their performance and 

outcomes (in Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017).   

 

However, there are specific variations of times and periods when it is essential that 

employees are extremely engaged, and these variations fluctuate within-individual 

perspective (Sonnentag et al. in Bakker & Leiter, 2010). Sonnentag and colleagues 
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established two benefits that are related to this perspective. Firstly, individuals are “not 

equally engaged at work across all days. There are days (or weeks) on which employees feel 

more vigorous, absorbed, and dedicated than on other days (or weeks)” (in Bakker & Leiter, 

2010, p. 184). Secondly, different proximal mediators affect engagement during specific 

periods. For example, appreciation or feedback from colleagues and supervisor can affect 

individual’s mood and engagement in a specific day (Xanthopoulou et al., 2008; 2009b; 

Sonnentag, 2003 in Bakker & Leiter, 2010). 

 

Even though engagement seems to be fairly stable over a long period of time, understanding 

the daily variations with regards to energy and dedication can explain some of the underlying 

dynamics of engagement (Bakker & Leiter, 2010). 

  

Self- efficacy 

According to the Social Cognitive Theory, self-efficacy represents the “beliefs in one’s 

capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given 

attainments” (Bandura, 1997 in Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007, p. 150). It also influences the 

individual’s behaviour by making employee choose the work that will provide success; the 

individual’s thinking by the level of optimism they have; the individual’s motivation by 

determining the level of work and perseverance necessary for overcoming obstacles; and the 

individuals’ positive feelings (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007). Moreover, Bakker and Leiter 

(2010) concluded from an analysis of substantial research that engaged employees are “highly 

self-efficacious; they believe they are able to meet the demands they face in a broad array of 

contexts” (p. 186). Additionally, engaged workers have confidence in the fact that they will in 

general experience positive results in life (optimistic), this being related to Schaufeli and 

Salanova’s (2007) study. They also have the confidence that they are able to participate in 

roles within the organisation (organisational-based self-esteem). All these mediators make a 

one of a kind contribution to understanding variations of engagement over time, in addition to 

the impact of job resources that will be discussed in a below section. 

  

Personal relations 

Some events that can happen outside the workplace have the likelihood to distract 

individuals’ energies from their work and make them mentally present at a lower level for 

their work tasks (Hall & Richter, 1989 in May et al., 2004). These events can refer to school 

or volunteer activities. The roots of this standpoint come from what some authors refer to as a 
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resource drain perspective (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000 in May et al., 2004). Nonetheless, 

Montgomery and colleagues’ (2003) study about family and engagement established that 

family engagement can also have positive effects on work engagement when individuals take 

experiences from work to home and vice versa (in Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007). Thus, 

positive interaction between work and home is connected to engagement (Schaufeli & 

Salanova, 2007). 

  

  

Outside-self influencing factors 

Various studies have shown the positive relationship between different job resources, for 

example incentives, support, development and trust, and employee engagement (Schaufeli & 

Salanova, 2007; Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017). The amount of resources an individual is 

allocating towards performance is dependent on the resources the organisation makes 

available for the individual. Thus, the more resources employees have available, the more 

engaged they become within their work (Saks, 2006; Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007). However, 

which resources are the most significant for employees can be contingent on the nature of the 

job, as well as on the values, preferences and goals set by the individual (Schaufeli & 

Salanova, 2007). 

  

Incentives  

Considering incentives with regards to employee engagement, Kahn (1990) claimed that 

individuals fluctuate in their engagement based on their perception of benefits they can obtain 

from a role. Consequently, it can be expected “that employees’ will be more likely to engage 

themselves at work to the extent that they perceive a greater amount of rewards and 

recognition for their role performances” (Saks, 2006, p. 605). Mone and London (2009) 

proposes that recognition and reward are highly important to employee engagement, 

increasing satisfaction, motivation, and confidence (in Mone et al., 2011). Additionally, apart 

from delivering an optimistic message to employees with regards to value, research has stated 

that recognition is connected to employee performance and company success (Saks, 2006; 

Mone et al., 2011). 
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Support, development and trust 

The focus of development is “on the integration and application of learning  (where it) 

depends on the ability to learn which can be influenced by a number of factors, including 

employees' learning styles (Honey and Mumford 1989, 1990; Kolb 1984) and characteristics 

(Kolb 1984; Mone and London 2009; Sessa and London 2006)” (Mone et al., 2011, p. 208). 

One important role in the employees’ development is the role of the manager. Establishing a 

healthy relationship of support has a significant impact on employee engagement and the 

manner in which the employee perceives the work environment. Kahn (1990) states that 

employees feel safe in work environments that are reinforced by openness and 

supportiveness. Therefore, a supportive, but not controlling, relation should promote 

viewpoints of safety (Edmondson, 1999) and enhance employee creativity (Deci, Connell, & 

Ryan, 1989; Oldham & Cummings, 1996) (in May et al., 2004). Managers who promote a 

supportive work environment usually demonstrate interest for employees’ necessities and 

feelings, give positive feedback and support them in expressing their concerns, developing 

new skills and solving work-related issues. These supportive activities increase employee 

self-determination and awareness in their work. These individuals are “likely to feel safer to 

engage themselves more fully, try out novel ways of doing things, discuss mistakes and learn 

from these behaviours when they are in such supportive environments” (Edmondson, 1996, 

1999 in May et al., 2004, p. 16). Additionally, Schabracq (2003) stated that diverse work 

challenges employees, as well as it increases motivation, and triggers learning and 

development; Schaufeli and colleagues (2001) argued that when employees are greatly 

challenged in their new work and have the required skills, changing work boosts their 

engagement (in Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007). 

 

Therefore, for employees to be able to get engaged into new work and to perform, they need 

to have enough opportunities available for training, as well as support with regards to their 

career development. Employee do not require only having the possibility to be involved in 

new work to develop, they also need motivational support and resources to achieve their 

development goals. In line with this idea, research found that when these opportunities have 

been provided to employees to perform their work efficiently and are given support to be 

innovative and creative to enhance their work processes and productivity, they will also 

increase their performance (Mone et al., 2011). 
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As mentioned above, support increases employee engagement. This support can come from 

the organisation, as well as from managers and colleagues. As soon as employees have the 

confidence that the organisation is involved in their development and cherish their well-

being, they are more inclined to give back and accomplish their responsibilities to the 

organisation by growing to be more engaged. In other words, employees “who are provided 

with jobs that are high on the job characteristics are more likely to reciprocate with greater 

job engagement; and employees who have higher perceptions of procedural justice are more 

likely to reciprocate with greater organization engagement” (Saks, 2006, p. 613). Moreover, 

engaged employees are more inclined to have a well-developed relationship with their 

manager, this making them have more positive attitudes, objectives, behaviours and trust 

(May et al., 2004; Saks, 2006). Mone and colleagues (2011) claim that “empowerment and 

trust are intimately related - trust form the basis for empowerment” (p. 209), thus having a 

manager employees can trust is a primary driver of engagement. Additionally, research states 

that “engagement is ‘contagious’, it crosses over (…) from one employee to another” 

(Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007, p. 162). Thus, employees feel more engaged when they 

encounter similar engagement from other colleagues in their team. Moreover, individuals 

“who have rewarding interpersonal interactions with their co-workers also should experience 

greater meaning in their work” (May et al., 2004, p. 15). Previous research identifies the 

relatedness necessities individuals hold (Locke & Taylor, 1990 in May et al., 2004). 

Therefore, once individuals perceive that they exists dignity, respect and value for their 

contributions in their workplace, they become more inclined in acquiring a sense of 

meaningfulness from their work and colleagues. 

 

2.4 Visualization model 

Based on the above reviewed concepts we will be developing our own model that synthesizes 

them, thus guiding us in our quest of answering the two part research question of this thesis: 

1) what characterizes the performance culture within an organisation and 2) why do 

employees get engaged in the performance culture within an organisation. 
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The core of this illustration is a model composed of two main cell levels that follow an 

individual path of influence until a point where they interact. The first main cell: 

Performance Culture, is composed of three other cells, which represent the three levels of 

culture Artifacts, Espoused beliefs and values, and Basic underlying assumptions. Below 

these three cells, we have another cell, Goal-setting, which is represented by Mechanisms, 

Types of goals and Influencing factors. Based on the research mentioned in the earlier 

sections, where artifacts, espoused beliefs and values and basic underlying assumptions link 

to how goal-setting plays a pivotal role in performance management, we believe that all these 

cells influence each other. Moreover, the second main cell, Engagement is composed of three 

other cells that are represented by Vigor, Dedication and Absorption. Below these three cells, 

we have one cell that represents the Influencing factors. Moreover, based on the research 

mentioned in the earlier sections, where the influencing factors drive engagement through its 

mechanism, namely vigor, dedication and absorption, we believe that all these cells influence 

each other.  

 

Therefore, in this thesis, we are investigating the overlapping area between the two main 

cells, Performance Culture and Engagement, and from what we know about performance 

management, goal-setting, culture and engagement, we will be able to answer our two part 

research question: 1) what characterizes the performance culture within an organisation 



 
 
 

35 

and 2) why do employees get engaged in the performance culture within an organisation. 

Therefore, in order to investigate why employees get engaged within a performance culture, 

we had to define what the performance culture is and understand its practicalities.  

 

3. Methodology   

In this section of the thesis, we will cover our methodological choices, where we will present 

our research approaches. We will provide the reasoning behind our methodological choices 

through the explanation of the following: choice of case organization, philosophical 

approach, research design, data collection, data analysis, and reflections on reliability, 

generalizability and validity.  

 

3.1 Case choice and organisation 

This thesis is based on a case study. This will be explained further in the case description and 

the choice of our research will be explained in the section of research design.  

The organisation that we have based our research on is IBM Denmark. Our choice of the 

organisation was based on the following two factors: 1) the implementation of a new 

performance management tool and 2) internal knowledge of and access to IBM by one of the 

authors of this thesis. 

  

IBM Denmark decided to implement Checkpoint as their new Performance Management tool 

back in 2016. We both knew about the change IBM had decided to implement. We found the 

idea of implementing a change to a big organisation such as IBM fascinating in regard to 

what effects that would have on the organisation as a whole and on the employees. Also, the 

idea of working with a Performance Management tool was interesting due to our own 

personal experiences from our jobs, thus making IBM a suitable choice as a case company for 

our thesis.   

  

The second factor that influenced our choice was that one of the authors of this thesis, Saira 

Rasool, has been working for IBM Denmark as a Student Employee since January 2015. 

Saira therefore has a lot of knowledge of IBM as a company, internal connections and 
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insights. The internal connections have been important for our thesis because it has helped us 

with our data collection and we have been able to interview different types of employees 

from senior level to junior level. As an employee of IBM, Saira has used Checkpoint herself 

since its implementation in 2016 and she therefore has personal experience and know-how of 

Checkpoint’s functionalities and its effect for her as an employee.  

 

3.2 Philosophical approach 

We have used the research philosophy of the interpretive research. This is due to several 

reasons: our choice of conducting individual personal interviews with each participant, Saira 

Rasool being an employee in the organisation, and our individual role as researchers of this 

paper. Therefore, our epistemological stance of interpretivist is due to social actors in their 

everyday life to play their part in accordance with their interpretation and meaning of that 

role (Saunders et al., 2012). In our case, the acceptable knowledge we have gained from our 

interviews are very individual and in accordance to our participant’s job roles, individual 

experience and interpretation of the tool and its use. Therefore, as researchers, our role has 

been to understand the individual point-of-views and journey towards the use of Checkpoint 

and its influence on employee performance.  

 

Furthermore, our ontological standpoint is the subjectivism approach. This is due to what our 

research is about, as we are aiming to reach an understanding of the employee performance 

and what engages employee performance within an organisation. Therefore, this is not 

something that can be objectified to one single opinion. In order to get a proper understanding 

and to dig deeper, it is something that is subjective for each employee and their experience 

within the organisation. This also has an influence on how we conducted our data collection 

and our decision of interviews, as we had personal interviews with each participant in our 

data collection (Saunders et al., 2012). Moreover, we also believe that the nature of reality in 

the case of employee performance and engagement is something that is socially constructed 

through each individual’s experience and meaning of the world around them and therefore, 

the reality of it cannot be objective because of the subjective standpoint of it (Saunders et al., 

2012).  
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Our research approach is the abductive approach. This is due to our combination of going 

from theory to data to going from data to theory (Saunders et al., 2012). This means we found 

our current literature prior to conducting our data. Through our literature, we found key 

concepts in order to have a theoretical conceptual framework. The key concepts that we 

found gave us the conceptual framework to conduct our interviews and receive the needed 

data for this research. Once the data collection was in place, we then inductively made sense 

of our conducted interviews by identifying the themes and concepts in our conceptual 

framework prior to conducting the interviews to adjust and create our conceptual framework 

(Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

3.3 Research Design 

The research design in this thesis is of a single case study, where the rationale behind our 

design is the representative case. By choosing IBM Denmark as the case organisation and 

using their implementation of a performance management tool, our rationale behind it is to 

use IBM Denmark as a representation of an organisation using a tool for performance 

management and to capture their experience of it (Yin, 2009). In this thesis, we are discussing 

employee performance, goal setting, culture, and engagement. These topics can be addressed 

in more than a single unit of the organisation and, also the performance management tool is 

being used at all levels and departments within the organisation. Furthermore, we also had the 

advantage of internal knowledge and research due to Saira Rasool’s employment in IBM 

Denmark. Therefore, the best suited approach to our research design has been the holistic 

approach (Yin, 2009).   

 

As established earlier, we have designed this as a single case study because IBM Denmark is 

one of the many organisations to use a performance management tool to measure employee 

performance. We therefore used the exploratory research design through our conduction of 

individual in-depth interviews to understand and discover the individual journey of each 

participant’s use of Checkpoint. Furthermore, as an internal researcher, Saira Rasool was well 

aware of her presumptions of Checkpoint as a tool due to her own use of it and the 

employees’ use of it with whom she has prior to this research shared opinions with. Raluca 

Leustean also had her own perception of Checkpoint from an external point-of-view prior to 

this research. However, we both as researchers were curious to explore new data and to dig 



 
 
 

38 

deeper to expand our knowledge and discover new insights about the tool and the individual 

employee’s use and opinion of it within the organisation (Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

3.4 Data collection 

Our data collection will be divided into three parts. In the first part we will explain the 

different types of data we used in our thesis, such as primary and secondary data. 

Additionally, we will provide an overview of the participants that we interviewed, regarding 

their work experience, job role, position and business unit. Afterwards, we will explain the 

interview guide, the fashion in which we chose the questions, as well as the process involved 

into collecting the necessary primary data with regards to the interviews. 

3.4.1 Types of data 

Our research is based on a primary, qualitative data, where we have used the method of semi-

structured interviews. The reason why we choose to use the semi-structured interview 

approach is that we wanted to understand the participants’ personal opinions and their 

individual journey towards using Checkpoint. The questions were therefore open-ended, 

where we prepared questions before the interviews, but we let the participants express their 

views and added follow-up questions, if needed, based on their answers (Saunders et al., 

2012). Below, we will present each employee, their names, job roles and their years of 

working experience in IBM. 

 

Apart from interviews, our research is based on observations and internal dialogues. Saira 

Rasool is using Checkpoint herself, but she had conversations about the tool before it was 

implemented and after the implementation. Employees at IBM Denmark had and still have 

opinions about Checkpoint as a tool, where Saira has participated in internal employee 

discussions and dialogues at work about Checkpoint. These conversations have been 

informal, where they have been dialogues with colleagues in between work, during lunch 

breaks and coffee breaks. The observations and conversations included in this thesis have 

taken place during our research at IBM Denmark to align it with the specific time frame in, 

which this thesis has been on-going.  
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Within secondary data, we have made use of documentary second data. We have used IBM 

Denmark’s database to gather knowledge about Checkpoint and the organisation itself. IBM 

has a personal internal search tool called W3 and we have made use of material uploaded 

from Checkpoint itself, IBM’s Leadership Academy and we have used Communities (also 

IBM internal source) for IBM’s history and evolvement as a company (Saunders et al., 2012).   

By gathering all these primary and secondary data, we will have substantial material to 

meticulously enlighten our research, strengthen our project and answer our two part research 

question. 

 

3.4.2 Overview of the nine participants  

Figure 1 below introduces our nine participants in our data collection. Three are full-time 

employees, who all have different roles within IBM, three managers, two from the same 

department: GTS Nordic Architect and one from the Distributed Service, and three Graduates 

from three different departments within IBM. Most of the nine participants have 15+ years of 

experience in IBM, whereas a few of them have less than four years of working experience in 

IBM. The three Graduates, Amanda B. Pedersen, Lena S. Hoffmann and Anders Østergaard 

have all had experience as Student Employees and later joined the Graduate Program at IBM 

Denmark to continue their career.  

 

The reason why we choose the nine participants is due to Saira’s working experience with a 

few of them, which made it easy to get in touch with them for an interview. Furthermore, we 

choose the nine participants based on their difference in job roles. Our initial idea was that 

their opinion and use of the tool Checkpoint would differ according to department, but also 

that each participant would have an individual point-of-view based on job role and 

experience with the tool itself.  

  

  Name Current job role at IBM Years of 

experience in IBM 

1. Line Engelbreth Lead HR Partner, GTS Nordic: IBM, HR 21  
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2. Marianne Nyboe Manager, Project Architects, GTS Nordic 25  

3. Charlotte Boserup Client Excellence Architect Leader (Manager), GTS 

Nordic 

21  

4. Michael Reich Manager, Distributed Project Services, GTS Nordic 36  

5. Flemming R. 

Sørensen 

Lead Architect Nordic Quality Improvement Program, 

GTS Nordic 

15  

6. Jan W. Poulsen Complex Deal Manager, TSS Europe, GTS, TSS 20  

7. Lena H. Stubkjær Junior Enterprise Architect, GTS Nordic 4 (Student for 3 

years) 

8. Amanda B. 

Pedersen 

Graduate: SAP Consultant, GBS 3 (student for 2 

years) 

9. Anders 

Østergaard 

Graduate: Watson IoT and Supply chain management 

Consultant, GBS 

6 months (student  

for 3 years) 

Table 1: Introducing the nine participants 

 

IBM is divided in two main Business Units: GTS (Global Technology Services) and GBS 

(Global Business Services). GTS delivers IT as a service and it is referred to the different IT 

services that IBM offers to its clients within several industries. The services offered are 

within; mobility, networking, resiliency, systems, technology support and outsourcing and 

management. GBS is IBM’s Management and Consulting division, which includes systems 

integration and application management services. Within these two business units, there are 

several departments. Depicted in figure 2, we have created an organisational overview of the 

nine participants in our data collection. Seven of our nine interview participants are from 

IBM Global Technology Services (GTS) and two of them are from the business unit of 

Global Business Services (GBS). Charlotte Boserup manages Marianne Nyboe and others, 

who are not participants in our data collection. Marianne Nyboe manages Flemming Roland 

Sørensen and Lena Stubkjær and others who are not a part of our data collection. Michael 

Reich, Jan Poulsen and Line Engelbreth are from other departments within GTS: Project 

Services, Complex Deal and Human Resources. Amanda B. Pedersen and Anders Østergaard 
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are both Graduates within two different departments: SAP in GBS and Watson IoT & Supply 

Chain in GBS. 

 
Figure 2: Organisational overview of our nine participants  

  

The working and average experience of our nine participants 

The average working experience for our nine participants is 16 years at IBM. This has an 

influence on our research and data collection, as most of our participants have knowledge 

about the circumstances prior to IBM’s implementation of Checkpoint and they also have 

experience in using the tool prior to Checkpoint: Personal Business Commitments, also 

known as PBC. 

 

In our interview with Line Engelbreth who is the HR Lead, she explained that PBC was used 

in IBM for approximately 15 years, which gives the majority of our interviewees the know-

how and of the situation before the current tool, its implementation and to its transition to 

Checkpoint in IBM Denmark  (Appendix D). 
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3.4.3 Interview guide  

In this section, we will present of our interview guide. We will present our motivation behind 

the interview questions and what the questions has entailed. Furthermore, the interview guide 

provides a connection to our theoretical framework.  

 

We have used the approach of semi-structured interviews, as we have had an expectation to 

get responses related to our topics within this thesis. The interview with each participant 

contained primary questions (Appendix J), where we had prepared the questions in advance 

in categories of the theories we ought to cover to answer our two part research question. We 

then asked follow-up questions to confirm and encourage the interviewee, to expand on their 

answer and also to confirm our understanding of the responses we received. This gave us the 

opportunity to dig deeper in our interviews and have personal individual interviews with each 

participant, although they had the same questions to answer but they all provided with 

answers in accordance to individual personal experiences, perceptions of the tool and topics, 

which we covered in the interviews (Saunders et al., 2012).         

 

Prior to conducting our nine interviews, we contacted each of the nine participants 

individually through email. We send the questions that we would ask them in the interview 

and introduced our project, the motivation behind the questions and the theoretical themes 

that we aim to cover employee performance, goal-setting, culture and engagement. At each 

interview before asking questions, we asked the interviewee participant of permission to 

voice-record the interview of them. 

 

The interview structure that we followed in our semi-structured interviews was of the 

hourglass model (Saunders et al., 2012). We started broad with the introduction question with 

each interviewee, which helped us become familiar with one another and build a comfortable 

atmosphere. The questions entailed to provide a brief introduction of themselves with name, 

age, number of working experience in IBM, job role and prior job role (working in another 

other department). We then continued the interview with “zero in” questions, where the 

interviewees had to reveal their personal opinion and experiences with Checkpoint in relation 

to their own use of it and perception of it. The interviews were therefore very personal. It also 

helped that one of the authors of this thesis had a working relationship with most of the 

interviewees, which made it comfortable from start. We then ended the interviews with wrap 
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up questions and broader questions to end the interview with additional comments from each 

participant (Saunders et al., 2012). 

 

We conducted our interviews according to job roles: managers, full-time employees and 

graduates. All of the nine participants had same topics to answer. However, the managers’ 

questions differed from full-time employees’ and the graduates, as they had a significant role 

within the tool Checkpoint. We knew prior to conducting the interviews that the questions we 

would ask the managers would be about the management of the employees in Checkpoint 

because their job role is managing employees. The full time employees and the graduates 

would have their perspective on how they are managed by the managers and their own role 

within Checkpoint.  We also contacted Line Engelbreth, the HR Lead to do an interview with 

us first because she would provide us with an introduction of Checkpoint and other important 

points such as functionality, creation of the tool and the journey so far. In this manner, we 

would have the proper knowledge of Checkpoint and its creation before conducting the other 

interviews (Appendix J).  

 

3.5 Data analysis  

As mentioned above, our data collection is based on qualitative research. As we had audio 

recorded all interviews, the analysis of the data collected first consisted of transcribing the 

nine interviews. Once the transcribing of the interviews was completed, we then used the 

interview transcripts to identify and find evidence to support our concepts presented in the 

theoretical framework section: performance management, organisational culture, goal setting 

and engagement. All interview transcriptions are included in the appendix section of this 

thesis.  

 

To find the accurate quotes and statements from each employee, we developed key words 

from studying the transcriptions. The keywords would help us identify when an employee 

contributed with statements and knowledge about each of the concepts applied in this thesis, 

thus making it efficient to find information. Moreover, a keyword in the context of our data 

collection, is a word that has been mentioned numerous times, when talking about a specific 

concept. Due to the fact that some employees were referring to the same topic with different 

words, but with the same meaning, we believe that the words belonged to the same category, 
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therefore they were highlighted with the same colour. For example, for artifacts the word 

“flexible” has been frequently mentioned by our participants, when speaking about the tool 

(Appendix J), but we also checked for “flexibility”, “connect”, “prioritise” and “follow up”, 

since in this context, there were used with the same meaning. Thus, we used colour 

coordination for each keyword to make it easier to identify and find statements and 

knowledge related to a specific concept (Appendix J).  

 

3.6 Reliability, generalizability and validity  

In this section, we will deal with our data quality and examine the reliability, generalizability 

and the validity of our conducted semi-structured interviews.  

 

The reliability in our findings is concerned with the semi-structured in depth interviews with 

the nine participants within the case organisation. The qualitative approach to our research 

has made it possible for us to explore the complex and dynamic circumstance within the 

organisation, thus the employee performance within the performance culture of the 

organisation. The qualitative study has also helped us gather data and findings that reflect the 

reality of the case organisation at the given time where the data has been conducted (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2006 in Saunders et al., 2012). The nine participants have all contributed with 

their own opinions and experience with a new performance management tool, thus the data 

collected in this paper suit this particular case study and it is therefore not realistic for the 

collected data to be replicated (Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

The generalisability in our qualitative study is ought reflect the specific situation with our 

case organisation and it does not provide generalisability within the information technology 

service industry or nor in other markets, who have implemented a performance management 

tool. Our case study may reflect other similar situations within the industry but that is not the 

aim of our study. We are researching employee performance within a specific organisation’s 

performance culture. Therefore, this case study can be an example or inspiration for 

researching employee performance within other organisations or it can be a comparison to 

other similar case studies researching employee performance. Furthermore, our nine 

participants represented different departments and roles within IBM Denmark and despite 
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these differences, they all provided answers to our findings, which are generalizable within 

the organisation (Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

The level of validity in our research has been high due to the nine in depth interviews, as the 

qualitative approach has helped us understand each individual experience in depth. Each 

interview was between 30 min to over an hour long. The longevity of each interview 

depended on the availability of the participant. Our interview guide entailed prepared 

questions and follow up questions, based on the answers we had received from each 

interviewee. The follow up questions allowed us to achieve clarification in the provided 

answers and further explore the themes that we are ought to explore in this case to answer our 

two part research question (Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

4. Case description 

In this section of our thesis, we will provide a case description, which explains the 

background and the creation of Checkpoint. To get an understanding of our choice of the case 

organisation and the relevance of our research, it is vital to introduce IBM as a company, 

followed by an introduction of the Performance Management tool: Checkpoint and its 

development process. Within the development process, we will also explain the relationship 

between employee and manager and how each of them uses Checkpoint. Furthermore, we 

will explain how the use of Checkpoint differs from the previous system.  

  

4.1 History of IBM 

International Business Machines Corporation is an American company with approximately 

400,000 professionals spanning in 170 countries, making it one the world’s largest 

information technology firms. The company provides services and technology that suit the 

needs of their client’s business. 

 

IBM is known to be an innovative company having a rich history, starting as producing 

punch card, also known as “IBM card.” These cards were used to represent data and 

contained punched holes, where the data was contained. This allowed companies to access 



 
 
 

46 

the data through a computer and also store the data.  Furthermore, IBM has transformed a lot 

as a company. The company's transition involved developing electronic computers, magnetic 

tape storage, disk drives to the creation of the modern Personal Computer. IBM holds 

industry leadership with having more patents than any other US based technology company  

(IBM Wiki Community: IBM History).    

 

IBM does not have an official mission statement, but the company translates its mission 

through IBMers values: 1) dedication to every client’s success; 2) innovation that matters - 

four our company and for the world and 3) trust and personal responsibility in all 

relationships (Our Values at Work, n.d.). IBM’s core business is to provide clients with 

technology and services to solve their business needs and it has a rich history and that goes 

back to 20th century, where it all started (IBM Wiki Community: IBM History).  

  

The start: 1911 to 1933: IBM was created as Computing-Tabulating-Recording company in 

1911 in New York. It was an alliance of three smaller companies that made punch-card 

tabulators and office products. In 1924, IBM changed its name from Computing-Tabulating-

Recording company to its present name IBM (International Business Machines Corporation). 

The name was changed under the leadership of Thomas Watson, who became general 

manager in 1914. Thomas Watson gained control of IBM in 1924 and was known for his 

skills within marketing. He came up with the term “THINK”, which is a well-known term for 

the company and has been associated with IBM and its strategy ever since (IBM Wiki 

Community: IBM History). 

 

Thomas Watson built IBM into an American leader of manufacturing of punch-card 

tabulating systems, which were used by private businesses, as well as the government. 

Furthermore, he created a disciplined sales force, which adapted the company’s custom build 

tabulating systems to suit the needs of particular customers. 

  

In 1933, Electrometric Typewriter Inc. were purchased by IBM and thus, IBM entered the 

field of electric typewriters and became the industry leader. 

Watson Jr. and IBM’s transition: After four decades of leadership from Thomas Watson, 

in 1952, Thomas Watson Jr. (son of Thomas Watson) took over and he introduced IBM to the 

field of computers. 
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The Personal Computer: With Watson Jr.‘s leadership in IBM, the company invested in its 

development and it resulted in IBM dominating in office calculating machines, marketing 

expertise and repair and services of the company’s own equipment. 

In 1960s, IBM became dominant in the computer market by producing 70% of world’s 

computers and they specialized in mainframe computers until 1981, where the company 

introduced the IBM personal computer. It became a success and achieved major share within 

the market of personal computers, but IBM could not hold their dominance in the market and 

that allowed other smaller companies to enter the field with workstations, computer networks, 

etc.  This resulted in IBM downsizing as a company and in 1995, they bought Lotus 

Development Corporation - a software manufacturer (IBM Wiki Community: IBM History).  

 

2000: IBM sold their personal computing division to Lenovo, a Japanese manufacturer, 

where IBM got 18.9% of stake in Lenovo, continuing to market the personal computers as 

IBM until 2010. Since then, IBM has moved to new business growth within services and 

software, changing their focus to agile, responsive and collaborative delivery in order to 

focus on clients and new possibilities of global networked computing and “e-business” (IBM 

Wiki Community: IBM History; Encyclopædia Britannica).  

 

IBM’s transition to Checkpoint was part of a transformation, which focused on the power of 

the cognitive era and help clients in new capabilities. These capabilities included IBM’s 

expansion and growth within services: from hardware to mobile analytics, data and cloud 

based analytics. During this transformation, IBM included IBMers worldwide to participate 

in co-creating, mobile and real-time approach to help create and develop a performance 

management tool that will be relevant for all IBMers worldwide (Understanding Checkpoint: 

The essence). 

 

Below, we will explain what Checkpoint as a tool entails in detail and what the 

transformation of Checkpoint is about for IBM and its employees. We will also explain the 

tool before Checkpoint and the role of the employee and manager within tool.   
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4.2 Understanding Checkpoint and its essence 

Checkpoint is a Performance Management tool developed by IBM and implemented in 

February 2016. IBMers worldwide were asked to help, develop and co-create a tool that 

would be relevant for the IBM employee and at the same time be a mobile and real-time 

approach to performance management (Zillman, 2016).  

  

4.2.1 Personal Business Commitments 

Before Checkpoint, IBM had a performance review system named Personal Business 

Commitments for approximately 15 years. Before introducing Checkpoint and its 

development, a background of the previous system is needed to understand the change to 

Checkpoint. 

 

Personal Business Commitments was a web-based system (similar to Checkpoint). In the 

PBC system, the idea was that employees had to state their self-developed goals at the end of 

March, which was followed by a “development plan” or IDP (Individual Development Plan). 

Often, the goals and targets were pre-decided and written by the upper management in the 

PBC system, while some wrote their own goals and some were also dictated by management. 

The managers expected to see specific goals within the job role each employee had and were 

therefore not goals based on a project and could not be changed throughout the year, if 

changes occurred within projects. The IDP plan was a plan of the individual employee and 

their goals. Often employees referred to the IDP as goal form. This process was then 

followed by a goal discussion of the employee between the manager and the employee.  PBC 

also had a rating system developed for the employee and it consisted of the following steps: 

review, approval and rating. The rating consisted of: 1, 2+, 2, 3 and 4. The scores represented 

different levels in the organisation: 1 meant “exceeded all goals” and a really good 

performance, 2+ also represented “a good performance”, 2 meant “achieved your 

goal/goals”, all coming with bonuses and salary increase, and 3 and 4 meant that one could 

not get a promotion, benefits or any kind of a salary increase (Appendix D).  

  

The PBC was introduced to as a quarterly exercise for the employees at IBM, where each 

employee could write and close goals each quarter. Instead, PBC became a system that was 

used once a year, as it became a static document that was seen once a year from January or 



 
 
 

49 

February and then again in December. The PBC system also became a “structured” system 

due to the scoring system. Employees felt the focus on a certain number removed the whole 

idea behind the system (Appendix D).  

  

4.2.2 The change and creation of Checkpoint 

The idea of Checkpoint came from a crowdsourced process, where IBM’s 400,000 

employees, from in 170 countries, were included. It was initiated by IBM’s chief human 

resource officer Diane Gherson, who posted a message on IBM’s internal social media site: 

Connections. The message asked employees worldwide for their suggestions and ideas of a 

new tool. The shift of changing the performance management tool was a part of a bigger 

change IBM was undergoing, from hardware to areas such as: mobile, data analytics and 

cloud-based services. The message received feedback from 2000 employees commenting and 

75.000 views on the post. Through a text analysis, IBM managed to organize the comments 

into themes and HR following up with other employees for more input and ideas for a new 

performance management tool (Zillman, 2016).   

  

The crowdsourcing process resulted in suggestions, where employees expressed their need of 

receiving more frequent feedback. Checkpoint went live in February 2016 and according to 

IBM: “it is the new way of driving high performance” (Understanding Checkpoint: The 

essence). The core of the tool is empowerment of managers to help team members achieve 

personalized goals and boost performance through goals and expectations. Checkpoint gives 

the employee the opportunity to set short-term goals and managers can then provide feedback 

to the individual employee each quarter. The measure of an employee's’ performance is 

replaced with five criteria, where employees are judged through the following five 

dimensions: 1) business results: these are the decided goals and the achievement of those; 2) 

impact on client success: this is about the dedication from the employee to its client’s 

success. It is about putting the clients first by bringing new ideas, adding value and partnering 

with all relevant IBM stakeholders to focus on outcomes and the success of the client; 3) 

innovation: this goal is about bringing new ideas to light and being a forward thinker by 

seeking out challenges and developing new ways to do things; 4) personal responsibility to 

others: this is achieved by prioritizing collaboration and trust with IBMers, clients, partners 

and more, where leaders have the responsibility of showing personal interest in IBMers, their 
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career and development and 5) skills: this is about growing skills and continuously find 

opportunities to learn and apply new skills that are strategic to IBM and developing new 

expertise that can be shared with others in the organisation (Understanding Checkpoint: The 

essence). An employee is assessed according to these dimensions and if they have exceeded, 

achieved or need improvement in these areas (Appendix D).  

 

As part of the feedback process in Checkpoint, the employee can receive feedback in a tool 

called; Ace-tool. This tool is an internal feedback tool for IBM employees, where they can 

receive feedback from peers, other colleagues, seniors etc. This tool gives the employee the 

option of having all their feedback saved in one tool. The employee has the option to save the 

feedback received from the Ace-tool and upload it in to Checkpoint, so it is visible for the 

manager as well. (Appendix D).  

 

4.2.3 The role of the Manager and the employee in Checkpoint   

According to IBM’s Leadership Academy, which is the company’s own leadership 

development portal, Checkpoint helps with motivation: “checkpoint helps leaders motivate 

others by focusing on what the individual can do to maximize their performance.” 

(Understanding Checkpoint: The essence). Having continual conversations with employees 

can ensure that employees prioritize their actions and have the needed resources. Checkpoint 

is therefore used differently by the manager and the employees’ due to different roles and 

responsibilities. 

 

The idea behind Checkpoint is to help leaders motivate their team members, which will result 

in productivity and each individual finding meaning in their job. In this case, managers have 

the responsibility of: 1) defining business priorities, expectations and key skills, 2) they need 

to make sure the goals are aligned and challenging enough for the employee, 3) use feedback 

and coaching to help employees; 3) recognise and reinforce behaviours, acknowledge 

employees and 4) immediately address low performance and support improvement. The 

employee has the responsibility of: 1) understating the business priorities, expectations and 

key skills, 2) if one’s goals are aligned and challenging, 3) ask for feedback and coaching 

from one’s manager and 4) gather input from others colleagues etc. (Understanding 

Checkpoint: The essence).  
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5. Findings  
In this section of the thesis, the concepts introduced in our theoretical framework will each be 

analysed in alignment with the data gained from the interviews to answer our two part 

research question: 1) what characterizes the performance culture within an organisation 

and 2) why do employees get engaged in the performance culture within an organisation. 

We aim to answer our two part research question by dividing this section into two parts. The 

two main subcategories will be: 1. what and 2. why, as our research question entails both 

parts. We aim to answer the what part of our research question by analysing the performance 

culture through artifacts and espoused beliefs and values. Additionally, we aim to answer the 

why part of our research question by analysing the basic underlying assumption through 

engagement, while using the three mechanisms of engagement. 

 

5.1 Performance Culture 

As presented in the theoretical framework section, a paradigm shift has happened within 

performance management. This shift entails thinking of performance management as an 

ongoing process by the involvement of coaching and looking at the employee individually 

rather than from a general point-of-view. This shift is visible in our case organisation, IBM 

Denmark. The company has changed its performance management tool, going from using 

Personal Business Commitments to now Checkpoint. The new implemented tool has brought 

changes within its performance management in the organisation. As researchers and having 

interviewed different employees within the company, we believe these changes are visible 

through IBM Denmark’s organisational culture. Therefore, in order to explore what a 

performance culture is characterized by, we will analyse artifacts and espoused beliefs and 

values in IBM Denmark to understand how Checkpoint as an artifact functions, as well as the 

process behind setting goals at IBM Denmark and its implications in regards to Checkpoint. 

 

5.1.1 Artifacts 

As described in an earlier section, artifacts can be seen as visible products of a group. Below, 

we will analyse how the managers interviewed for our data collection, Michael Reich, 

Marianne Nyboe and Charlotte Boserup, the full-time employees, Line Engelbreth, Flemming 
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R. Sørensen and Jan W. Poulsen, as well as the graduates, Lena H. Stubkjær, Amanda B. 

Pedersen and Anders Østergaard, acknowledged the transition from PBC to Checkpoint and 

how Checkpoint is utilized within IBM. All three managers, as well as the full-time 

employees have a very rich experience with the organisation and working with the previous 

tool, while the graduates, being prior students at IBM, their view of Checkpoint and its 

usability is therefore from two different point-of-views because they have transitioned from 

being students to graduates in IBM Denmark.  

  

5.1.1.1 The PBC tool 

We decided to first focus on what the transition from PBC to Checkpoint meant. Two of our 

participants, Nyboe and Boserup, view the PBC system as being a “very rigid system” 

(Appendix A), because it “is not like you have to wait for the end of the year to end a goal” 

(Appendix B), and considering the fact that “within that whole year, a lot of things might 

have happened” (Appendix A), the system made it “very difficult for me to assess employees 

and their performance correctly” (Appendix A). For her, PBC was like “static document” 

because, “you saw it in January and February and then you saw it again in December” 

(Appendix D). She also revealed how the tool was as an exam: “people called it “forced 

distributions” that we needed certain amount of 3’s, 2’s and 1’s  … the ratings were linked to 

salary. If you had rating 3, you could not get a salary increase and probably not get a 

promotion” (Appendix D). For Engelbreth, the change was necessary as “people got tired of 

the PBC tool” and “that was one of the key reasons that IBM wanted to change to another 

tool, more agile and flexible tool”  (Appendix D). On the same note, Stubkjær reinforced the 

idea that the PBC tool was a “very strict, already defined and standardized form“ (Appendix 

G). 

 

Moreover, because the PBC system was based on ratings, where the employees’ salary was 

dependent upon, and where “there were also some targets of how many you should have for 

each” (Appendix C) rating, Reich stated that the employees “were compared to others” and 

the rating received was not based on the fact that “their individual performance was bad or 

good” (Appendix C). Thus, he believes this being a “very serious problem”, which “also 

prevents people from working together, because you want to create your own results and you 

do not care about the rest, it becomes competitive” (Appendix C). 
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5.1.1.2 Transition to Checkpoint 

Therefore, the change to Checkpoint was seen as “a big change and a very good change” 

(Appendix C). From the managers’ perspective, Checkpoint is “much more flexible” 

(Appendix B) and “very dynamic, as you start out with five to seven goals in the beginning of 

the year and then you finalize them and add new ones” (Appendix A), there being no need to 

wait until the end of the year to close goals or start new ones, as with the PBC system. 

According to Engelbreth, the Checkpoint tool is “ smoother with a lot more management 

empowered” and “you can write anything you want as long as you agree with your manager. 

That is the essence of Checkpoint that it is very flexible” (Appendix D). 

 

However, one of the full-time employees, Poulsen sees Checkpoint as a burden. He feels both 

PBC and Checkpoint are the same: “PBC and Checkpoint will just be another tool that you 

have to update, you don’t use it, because you already know what your goal is (being) an extra 

burden to document why you are performing as you are” (Appendix F). Poulsen also refers to 

using Checkpoint according to his job role “we are all working in a dynamic environment at 

IBM, that means for the need to document upfront what I am going to do during the year, I 

cannot do that because I’m coming to work in the morning and I don’t know what I am going 

to be working with” (Appendix F). Also for the rituals and routines of following up, Poulsen 

feels there are similarities between the tools, PBC and Checkpoint, “I never follow up on my 

Checkpoint, I take it out of my drawer 1st of January and say: “what is my goal? This, this, 

this and check” that is all I do. With PBC it was the same, just another way of documenting 

upfront what we think, what we are going to do, what you are working on” (Appendix F). 

Nonetheless, for one of the other full-time employees, Sørensen, the transition to the tool 

Checkpoint is about the tool in itself being less annoying, describing the transition as going 

from something “very annoying to something that is less annoying” (Appendix E). For him 

PBC was about “you figure out what you can do well for the company going forward. Then 

you have to track what you have been doing and being measured based on that” (Appendix 

E). For Sørensen, Checkpoint “feels more loose and from what I have seen, it works more 

easily … it does not make a major difference ... I have to spend time using it and I do not get 

anything out of it” (Appendix E). 

 

For the graduates, the transition to Checkpoint has not been difficult due to the tool itself 

being easy to use. Pedersen feels that the tool is user friendly “I think it's pretty easy to use, 
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there are some flaws design things, but nothing major” (Appendix H). The graduates focused 

on the functionalities of Checkpoint as a tool and that it has been a positive change for IBM 

“there is more of an ongoing dialog, a continuous dialog with managers about how is it 

going, and you can continuously update your goals, which I think means that you can set 

smaller goals, but they still capture part of your development” (Appendix H). Østergaard is 

also in agreement with his peers and sees Checkpoint as an enabler to keep focus and have a 

dialogue “I think it helps you focus and you have regular meetings with your manager, where 

you talk about the goals” (Appendix I). 

 

Additionally, from the point of view of the managers, they also believe that the transition to 

Checkpoint helps them manage their employees in a fair manner. Firstly, they do not have to 

compare their employees between each other anymore, considering the fact that they 

participate in different projects where they have different roles. In line with this idea, Reich 

explained that he has an employee that needs “to implement automation, we don’t need to 

innovative, we need to implement what is developed, so that is very business result oriented”, 

while another employee from his team “who is doing a new solution for the client, has to be 

very innovative”, therefore he believes that “you cannot compare which one was best because 

they have different things to aim at” (Appendix C). Secondly, Checkpoint also provides the 

managers the opportunity to keep up to date with their employee progress within different 

projects. An example Nyboe explained was that “if an architect is migrating from P7 to a P8, 

which is quite a migration (Checkpoint) will help them and me connect them to someone, who 

has done that kind of a migration, (to) avoid a lot of pre-work, save time and best practices” 

(Appendix A). Thus, this type of technology is helping managers help their employees with 

regards to how to assess their employee in a fair manner, as well as providing knowledge 

sharing and connectivity. 

  

5.1.1.3 Meetings 

Another artifact within IBM, which takes place around Checkpoint is the meetings the 

managers have with the employees to keep up to date on the employees’ progress. 

Checkpoint meetings happen every quarter, where the managers meet with their employees to 

see what the status of the goals is and to give feedback based on what happened during a 

specific quarter. However, some of the full-time employees do not see the use in having these 

meeting, Poulsen mentioning that he “could maybe have a meeting with my manager to 
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update checkpoint, but I never do it” (Appendix F) and Sørensen stated that “we have these 

scheduled meetings, where we have to talk about it … It does not give us anything” 

(Appendix E). However, all the graduates follow the Checkpoint guidelines and the make use 

of the quarterly meetings with their manager to see what is the status of their goals. 

Moreover, in addition to the Checkpoint meetings, the managers prefer to have more ongoing 

meetings, either “every third week” (Appendix A), or “once a month” (Appendix B, C), 

because they believe that employees “should not wait for the next one on one meeting or to 

assess it in December (because) then it is all gone” (Appendix A) and there is where they 

“talked about all this, more informal because it was not part of the tool” (Appendix C). When 

it comes to new employees, Nyboe stated that “we start having meeting every week and I 

want them to slide quickly into the community” (Appendix A). In this manner, the managers 

make sure they keep track of the progress of the goals, as well on other more informal topics 

the employees might have. Additionally, there are also other meetings where the managers 

and the employees are involved, called “stand-up meetings, where people share and moment 

of shine and what people are proud of” (Appendix A, B). 

  

All in all, most of the employees and all managers feel that the change to Checkpoint has 

brought flexibility, a continuous dialogue between employee and manager and it helps keep 

focus in what one wants to achieve in their job role. 

5.1.1.4 Artifacts and performance culture 

As mentioned in the theoretical framework section, we believe that artifacts can examine and 

improve performance in an organisation. Therefore, we believe that the transition from PBC 

to Checkpoint can help IBM examine in a fair manner its employees, while at the same time 

improving its employees’ performance. In line with this idea, Reich stated that, since IBM 

moved from being focused on execution and administration of IT systems towards being on 

the consultancy side, Checkpoint “fits much better the transformation (being) much more 

relevant to look at innovation as a performance and not just business result, to deliver some 

final result. So the level of innovation is much more important than the delivery sometimes” 

and “Checkpoint as a tool helps with this” (Appendix C). Additionally, by being “a tool that 

carries everything and (being) user friendly” (Appendix A) and “being able to follow up on 

goals” (Appendix B), the managers believe that the tool help themselves, as well as the 

employees to have a better understanding, be more open to use it and be more focused on 
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what they need to achieve. Moreover, according to the graduates the tool manifests a dialogue 

and facilitates communication about their performance. As mentioned by Østergaard: “It is a 

good reminder to have goals and it facilitates to discuss your priorities and what you want to 

achieve”  (Appendix I). Pedersen sees Checkpoint as a tool that connects everything at one 

place. She sees the tool as having your profile at one place: “setting goals in a tool like 

Checkpoint makes it more organized, and makes you more accountable. You have something 

that you know that at the end of the year there is going to be an overall assessment of your 

performance, your profile is pulled directly from checkpoint, in terms of the goals, as well as 

the evidence that you have uploaded in there. It kind of connects everything”  (Appendix H). 

Through the eyes of the graduates, the focus is on Checkpoint facilitating a dialogue between 

the manager and employee (Appendix G, H, I). This dialogue entails communication about 

goals and employee performance. 

 

However, some of the full-time employees have different opinions about how Checkpoint as 

a tool has an impact on performance at IBM Denmark. Poulsen explained that for him 

Checkpoint means just a check, where he states “I am the one who is writing in Checkpoint, 

following up in Checkpoint and documenting to management” (Appendix F). This shows that 

Poulsen does not put emphasis on the communication between himself and the manager. 

Sørensen also explained that “the only time I do something is around New Year when we have 

to close it because I am attending meetings, where we have to tell how I performed compared 

to these goals” (Appendix E), and the lack of involvement “honestly I would put it on the 

shoulders of the relationship between the Manager and the employee” where he feels that “it 

is like a one - way road” (Appendix E). Through our observations and internal knowledge 

(Saira Rasool being a Student Employee at IBM), the opinions about Checkpoint are divided. 

Full-time employees with many years of experience, managers and graduates all have 

different opinions about the tool. From our observations, the impression is that full-time 

employees do not use it differently than PBC and they use it according to how their manager 

uses the tool (personal communication, 2018). The managers feel that Checkpoint is a 

responsibility of both the manager and the employee. Graduates also believe and use it as 

cooperation between managers and employees, however they make more initiative for 

meeting and feedback.   
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Moreover, even though the managers think that the tool represents an improvement and it has 

different technical features that help both themselves and the employees be more willing to 

embrace the tool, they also believe that Checkpoint has not “had a big impact yet. Because I 

can hear that people still struggle with the dimensions” (Appendix C). Boserup also stated 

that, for the tool to have a high impact within IBM, as well as on performance, all employees 

“need to continue improving and make sure to remember to use it” (Appendix B). Engelbreth 

has an inside of the development of Checkpoint, as an HR lead, and she stated that “it is an 

ongoing process and it is still confusing and we still see the up-line management 

misunderstanding. The charm about is that every person is different and understand the tool 

different. You need to embrace that. That is exactly the idea. So Checkpoint is extremely 

agile” (Appendix D). 

 

5.1.2 Espoused beliefs and values 

As described in an earlier section, goal setting states that “task performance is regulated 

directly by the conscious goals that individuals are trying for on the task” (Locke & Latham, 

1990, p. 240). Below, we will use the theory from the theoretical framework section and the 

data we have gathered from the interviews to analyse goal-setting within Checkpoint and 

what the goal-setting process is in Checkpoint for managers, Michael Reich, Marianne Nyboe 

and Charlotte Boserup, the full-time employees, Line Engelbreth, Flemming R. Sørensen and 

Jan W. Poulsen, as well as the graduates, Lena H. Stubkjær, Amanda B. Pedersen and Anders 

Østergaard, align with IBM Denmark espoused beliefs and values, thus the organisation’s 

strategies, goals and philosophies. This will help us understand how the goal-setting process 

has an impact on performance culture within IBM Denmark. This provides us with a better 

understanding of how different types of employees in the organisation align their goals to the 

overall organisation’s mission and goals. Additionally, we will analyse the impact goal 

setting has within IBM, as well as on the employee performance. We will analyse how the 

employees’ goals are aligned with IBM’s goals, what is the goal-setting process, how the 

types of goals relate to the dimensions within IBM, as well as how the goals mechanisms 

influence performance through alignment of IBM’s goals with employees’ goals, specificity 

and difficulty, commitment, assigned goals vs self-set goals and feedback. 
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5.1.2.1 IBM goals 

All three managers reinforced our view on the fact that the employees’ goals need to be 

aligned with the IBM goals, in order for them to have impact on employee performance. 

Reich stated that “people need to understand what are IBM’s goals and then how are their 

goals are going to influence IBM’s overall goals, and this transits into their performance” 

because “for an employee to perform … you need to work a lot on clarity, you need to ensure 

that they understand what is the business that we are in, what are the targets and the goals 

we have as IBM, as a market, as an organization” (Appendix C). Moreover, Nyboe 

mentioned “it is always good to have a goal written down, as the relevance changes over 

time … so Checkpoint helps providing focus, prioritize and be structured about what you are 

doing and working on” (Appendix A), thus this technology is helping managers and 

employees adapt in a more efficient manner to the priorities IBM has along the year. On the 

same idea, Reich stated that employees “don’t have a view all through the year, what are they 

going to work on … so it needs to be updated frequently” (Appendix C). Additionally, 

Boserup also believes Checkpoint ensures that “people remember that ‘this is our goal and 

target’”(Appendix B). She also thinks that, being in a dynamic environment, adaptability to 

new priorities and tasks had to always be taken into consideration, thus “you can have this 

overall goal and talk with your manager about the agreement of the goals and new tasks 

being assigned. We have to agree on, which goals to be measured on and adjust it 

accordingly” (Appendix B). All these perspectives coming from the managers are in line with 

the first mechanism of goals setting, direction, which refers to goals as being the ones that 

keep the focus on the most relevant goals for a specific period with the help of the tool. 

Therefore, the managers have a highly important role in ensuring that employees know what 

IBM’s goals, as well as the mission, strategies and philosophies, are and that the employees’ 

goals are set and updated according to the organisation’s goals. 

Additionally, all three graduates stated that their managers help them align their goals with 

what skills and tasks are necessary for IBM, thus align the goals with IBM’s goals and 

strategies. For example, Pedersen mentioned that her manager is “helping align the goals 

between both my personal expectations, but also with the graduate requirements and also 

with the SAP service line requirements as well” (Appendix H), Stubkjær mentioned that the 

“manager always has a view on what you should achieve in a year in terms education 

primarily and also what one should able to do” (Appendix G) and Østergaard mentioned that 
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he has a mix of “short-term goals and I have long-term goals within Checkpoint” (Appendix 

I), thus all of them considering what is necessary for them to develop for the future. 

However, the full-time employees have a different perspective. Poulsen mentioned that he is 

“the one who is coordinating the goals, I am the one that is bringing input to management: 

what are the goals for next year, how do I see the market, the world, the customers” 

(Appendix F), while Sørensen mentioned that he is missing the long-term perspective, such 

as “where are you going to be in ten years from now? You will only get there if you do the 

work somewhere else” (Appendix E). 

5.1.2.2 Goal-setting process 

With regards to the goal-setting process, Poulsen says that management is there for approval 

because “my goal setting process is a check within Checkpoint, I say what is my personal 

goal, and then I will document it and go to management to obtain approval for that. I am the 

one who is writing in Checkpoint, following up in Checkpoint and documenting to 

management” (Appendix F). He also stated that the management’s focus in goal-setting 

reflects in his Checkpoint: “if my management is focused on customer satisfaction, then my 

checkpoint will reflect how do we enhance our customer satisfaction, gain new customers” 

(Appendix F). 

However, on the one side, for Sørensen, goal-setting should be a process of discussion 

between manager and employee: “I would like to not just write specific goals with my 

manager but have discussion with the manager about the overall” (Appendix E).  He also 

mentioned that he thinks “we all have to set goals for our work. Otherwise we do not 

prioritize things. We have to set goals but there should be a more dynamic way of doing it. 

There should be some discussions about it and we should agree on the goals. I put a lot of 

goals in there but nobody prioritizes them for me” (Appendix E). He believes he does not get 

the support he needs when it comes to the goal-setting process, due to the fact that he is doing 

the process on his own and that his manager is not helping him understand what to prioritise. 

On the other side, the three graduates also believe that the goal setting process has to be done 

in collaboration with their manager. They see it as a partnership and they are the ones that 

first initiate the process, by drafting “the goals as I see it myself for 2018” (Appendix G) or 

that they “believe or that I want to meet or have to meet” (Appendix H). Afterwards, 
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Stubkjær mentioned that she would “share it with my Manager prior the meeting because 

then she has the chance to review them before the meeting. Then she can draft questions or 

need some clarity. In the meeting, she will then go through the goals and tell me what she 

likes and comes with suggestions, whether she wants to combine some or if something is too 

ambitious or the amount of goals. I also give her a sense of direction to where I am heading 

at, so she can see what I want and been thinking about” (Appendix G). On the same idea, 

Pedersen mentioned that the goals would be reviewed “with my manager” (Appendix H), 

while Østergaard said that he “looked at others and what they had written for their goals in 

Checkpoint and I reflected my goals from that. We had a small session for us Graduates and 

talked about how we could make goals and still be measurable and reflect what we want to 

achieve” and after he would share the goals with his manager and the “manager has ideas” 

(Appendix I) on how to make the goals achievable. 

The managers also believe that the employees should be the ones initiating the process, where 

they should come up with their own goals and afterwards them as managers will help sharpen 

the goals and give them input. 

This process should make, for some employees such as Sørensen, and makes, for some 

employee such as the graduates, the goals to have a directive function, since the managers 

should help and help the employee focus on what is relevant during the year for the employee 

and set the goals accordingly. 

5.1.2.3 Types of goals through Checkpoint’s dimensions 

In our case, the three types of goals (behavioural goals, performance goals and learning 

goals) are set according to the five dimensions (business results, client success, innovation, 

responsibility to others and skills) embedded into Checkpoint. We argue that the behavioural 

goals are set within the two dimensions: responsibility to others and skills; the performance 

goals are set within the dimensions: business results and client success; and the learning goals 

are spread throughout all dimensions, because setting any goals without having the necessary 

knowledge could lead to poor results in any of the dimensions (Locke & Latham, 2006). 

According to Engelbreth, goals are measured through the help from the five dimensions: “In 

Checkpoint we allow measure on five dimensions ... these dimensions are not necessarily 

linked to the goals, so you can have goals and you do not need to close them and necessarily 
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do not have a measure of one of the goals at the end of the year. It is the managers’ 

discretion and look at them and rate you for your overall performance. That is a BIG 

change” (Appendix D). Therefore, having these dimensions guides goal setting for the 

individual employee. 

Moreover, according to one of the managers, Nyboe, Checkpoint’s dimensions are seen as a 

framework, where there exist “the three enablers; innovation, responsibility to others and 

skills. And that will enable you to create business results and client success” (Appendix A) 

and within these dimensions, the managers give to the employees guidelines to how many 

goals to set within Checkpoint and “according to the guidelines, you can have seven” 

(Appendix B). One of the graduates, Pedersen, stated that the dimensions are “pretty self-

explanatory and would normally, at least client success, business result and developing skills 

would be built into what you are doing anyway, it's really hard to avoid, by doing your 

normal job” (Appendix H). Moreover, she thinks that  “give back is an interesting one, I 

think it's important to give back, (…) I think it's more of a personal choice, that would not 

naturally be built into a give set of tasks at work” (Appendix H). The last dimension, 

innovation, is the one that can confuse employees, because they do not know what 

“innovation actually mean? Is it groundbreaking innovation, is it incremental improvements 

to what you already doing, that what is not necessarily built into what you are already doing 

either” (Appendix H). However, she considers that “given what kind of company IBM is, I 

would say that this is the forefront of most people's mind, even if there are not exactly sure 

how to quantify it” (Appendix H). 

The employees are also aware of the fact that the goals should be set across the dimensions 

(Appendix B, G, H, I) and they need to be “aware of the importance of creating balance in 

these dimensions (because) if you do not constantly focus on sharpen on your skills, you are 

not able to keep innovating and keep creating business results because your knowledge will 

decline” (Appendix A). For example, in the GTS community, Nyboe provided us with two 

ways in which the employees can create business results “1) they can help create business 

opportunities, which includes; advice on our technologies and be the trusted advisor 

(technology wise) for our customer and then help create new opportunities, so we raise 

revenue. 2) Then they can be involved in optimization projects, where we do it much cheaper 

than we did previously, we provide cognitive insights, solutions for our customers and choose 

to have new levels of technology” (Appendix A). These two ways of creating business results 
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are represented by performance goals, due to the fact that they all have an outcome when the 

goal is achieved and they are not focused on how the goal is achieved (Latham & Seijts, 

2016). 

Additionally, Sørensen believes that goals should be challenging and that he likes to 

challenge IBM: “I like doing challenging things and I like to challenge the organization. I 

have done a number of challenging things and I have not stopped doing that because I like it 

and otherwise I would not go to work” (Appendix E). For Sørensen, it is less about setting a 

goal, but more about developing his skills and learning. This goes well with the learning 

goals. As established in the theoretical framework within goal setting, learning goals relates 

to a person, who wants to develop competencies by mastering challenging situations 

(Lunenburg, 2011). Poulsen agrees with having a challenge: “what drives me is when we are 

going to something that is not in my comfort zone, then I am challenged, then I like it” 

(Appendix F). Both Sørensen and Poulsen are focused in developing their skills and learning. 

Furthermore, Poulsen explains that from his view the focus is more on the performance “for 

management to document the ratings of the employees, who is performing, who is not 

performing” (Appendix F), which indicates that the overall focus of the employees’ 

performance is based on client success and business results. As explained above, the 

performance goals are in alignment with the dimensions: client success and business results, 

as the outcome of a goal is in focus, rather than how the goal is achieved. In regard to 

learning, the employees join new projects and try to be responsible for their own learning and 

development: “some of the best ways you can do that is actually by participating in new 

projects. There you can get a little out of your comfort zone and do things … This is an 

important way of growing. You need different skills and you need something sometimes, 

where you have learned something and you practice it” (Appendix E). Therefore, from the 

perspective of the full-time employees it is more about developing skills and learning, rather 

than just setting goals for themselves. They focus on learning in order to be able to perform 

within the organisation. 

Furthermore, Stubkjær believes that if the goals are set within the five dimensions, then “it is 

easier when you need to be assessed” and because employees “know they are going to be 

assessed on the five dimensions ... they keep them in mind” (Appendix G). Additionally, 

considering the fact that the tool “is more flexible and there is freedom to put in goals that 

you want, ... people see that this is ... individual and they can relate it to their job role” 
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(Appendix G). Setting the goals across the five dimensions also provide employees with the 

“opportunity to upscale themselves. It is easier to find an area you excel in and you can 

identity the areas, you can improve in”, according to Østergaard (Appendix I). In line with 

the later idea, even though the tool is “flexible and very individual” (Appendix C) and the 

employees’ goals need to be spread across all the five dimensions, the managers are aware 

that the employees “cannot be exceeded in all five dimensions, as that is almost impossible”, 

but, in order to motivate them to push themselves further “you can say that there is expected 

more from an employee for a specific dimension” (Appendix A). Therefore, if an employee 

lacks performance within a specific dimension, there are “fruitful discussion” on what to do 

and how this situation can be improved (Appendix A).  

Another important fact that made managers more open to the dimensions within Checkpoint 

is that the employees are not compared to each other anymore, since there are no more ratings 

within the tool. Therefore, since employees within IBM have different roles and tasks, they 

can be more focused on accomplishing the goals that have focus on those roles. For example, 

Reich provided some examples where he stated that he has an employee that needs to 

“implement what is developed, so that is very business result oriented and that dimension will 

be what she will aim at”, while he has another employee “who is doing a new solution for the 

client (and) has to be very innovative, so that’s the goal for that person, (thus) if he does not 

perform in business results, is not that important” (Appendix C). In his opinion, “you cannot 

compare which one was best because they have different things to aim at” (Appendix C). 

 

5.1.2.4 Influencing factors 

In this section, we will analyse the factors influencing how the full-time employees and 

graduates achieve their goals and how the managers support them in this process.   

Specificity and difficulty    

From the perspective of the full-time employees, being specific or structured in their aim to 

achieve a goal is not necessary. Sørensen does not use Checkpoint for goal setting in that 

manner “I do not use the tool … I have another way of working on my daily work. I make 

sure of course that the things I am committed to do, I do that in the best way that I can and 

then I try to communicate with people so they know what I have done“ (Appendix E). 
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Mentioned in our theoretical framework, goals must be difficult and specific to increase 

performance. In the case of Sørensen, he does not use Checkpoint to set the goals but he 

works in a dynamic way, where he still achieves what he has committed to. He also adds that 

being structured would require more from him and he does not see the benefit in setting goals 

in specific manner in Checkpoint: “I could do that but then again there is no benefit for me? 

If I do things structured in this tool, it would then require more and more things from me” 

(Appendix E). 

On the other hand, if goals become challenging, they will affect performance in a way, where 

members of an organisation rejects them and therefore the performance will suffer because 

the goals set are not within the capability. In this sense, Poulsen’s approach to setting goals is 

to write them and seek management approval: “I will document it and go to management to 

obtain approval for that” (Appendix F). Therefore, one could argue that management is there 

to make sure that employees in IBM Denmark have goals within their capabilities, as they 

still need to approve them. According to the full-time employees, the specificity or difficulty 

“depends on your management, and openly speaking some management prefers to focus on 

customer service or process improvements, other managers are focusing on employee 

satisfaction“ (Appendix F). Moreover, job satisfaction in relation to one’s job can be 

achieved when having his/her job assessed as satisfying. At IBM Denmark, the full-time 

employees set goals in their own personal manner and not according to standards. Getting 

approval from management and discussing them is not the determining factor for them. What 

matters for them is that they are committed to whatever they have committed themselves to. 

When asked if the goal setting is meaningful for them, Poulsen added: “yes, because I write 

them myself” (Appendix F). Engelbreth also added that “you can write anything you want as 

long as you agree with your manager. That is the essence of Checkpoint that it is very 

flexible” (Appendix D). Therefore, goals are more as a check and they are specific to a certain 

extent for the full-time employees, as they write the goals themselves, but also because there 

has to be an agreement with the manager. 

Moreover, the graduates try to set their goals specifically and they also believe that there 

should be a balance between difficult and less difficult goals. One of the graduates, Pedersen, 

stated that “I try to set my goals as specifically as possible, it's very hard to achieve a goal 

that is generally worded”, and as an example she gave us she mentioned that “in terms of 

training, I will put a specific goal, like I want to take this certificate by this date, I want to 
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complete this online course by this date”. She also stated that, in order for her manager to be 

aware of which are the parts where she would like to develop, she sets more general goals 

“because I don't know which course it will be and whether it will be online, or on-site 

training” (Appendix H). Additionally, Østergaard thinks that there should be a mix between 

“”short-term goals and I have long-term goals, (where) the long-term ones are more difficult 

and can be splitted into digestible bites” (Appendix I). Therefore, this can be done by setting 

smaller and more specific goals to achieve a long-term goal, for example “you can split in 

smaller tasks through having goals regarding achieving badges or taking courses to become 

an expert” (Appendix I). On the same idea, Stubkjær also thinks that there should be a mix 

between challenging and less challenging goals, because even though she gets “pleasure from 

doing challenging goals because it is a way to prove to myself that it is something I can do 

(she also believes) you should be able to reflect; what worked and what did not work to 

learn” (Appendix G). As established in the theoretical framework, the goals set must be 

difficult and specific, and even though when achieving challenging goals, individuals feel 

more pride than when achieving low-set goals, there should be a balance between these goals, 

for the employees to reflect and learn from the process they experienced with that goal. 

Therefore, the full-time employees and the graduates have different approaches to what it 

means to set specific and difficult goals and the level of commitment involved. This is in line 

with the second mechanism of goal setting, effort, which states that high goals lead to greater 

effort from the employees’ side. 

Commitment 

According to Locke and Latham (1990), for goals to influence performance, individuals need 

to have commitment to the goals, which means that they need to truthfully try to achieve 

them. This idea is reinforced by the managers that participated in our interviews. All three 

managers believe that, in order for the employees to be able to be committed to their goal, 

they have to think that they can achieve the goals (Appendix A, B, C). In order to do that, the 

managers push their employee to initially “put in their own words (where) they also have 

more ownership” (Appendix B, C) and afterwards they review the goals and give input with 

regards to “what is challenging and relevant and ambitious”. In this fashion, the managers 

help the employees set high goals. This idea is in line with the second goal mechanism, 

effort, which states that high goals lead to greater effort, thus making the employees more 

committed. 
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Additionally, for the full-time employees, their belief that they can attain the goal is 

important as well. Sørensen’s approach to achieve a goal is by being sure before he commits 

that he can handle the task: “I do not say “yes” to a task unless I know I can handle the task. 

Because when I am assigned to something, then in two-three months you have to deliver 

something” (Appendix E). In order to be committed to a goal, Sørensen also puts emphasis on 

“commitment from the company. If I am going to be a certified Architect, support me in the 

courses, make sure the courses that are held (mostly only in Stockholm every second year) 

pay me to go to Stockholm to have that course” (Appendix E). This means that to be 

committed in order to attain a goal, there has to be some commitment from the company 

(IBM Denmark). As mentioned in the theoretical framework within goal-setting in 

commitment, managers should get involved in the tasks of the employees to understand the 

outcomes of the particular task. Sørensen therefore believes in equal commitment from 

managers and employees, so that employees can achieve their goals, stating that for him “if 

you have competent employees, you have to work together towards the common goals and 

work together to get to that goal” (Appendix E). This is linked with what Sørensen believes, 

that there should be facilitated courses in order for him to have the appropriate knowledge to 

achieve his tasks/goals. For Poulsen, his commitment depends on his time: “my only 

challenge is my time, every time” (Appendix F). Stubkjær stated that, in order to be 

committed to achieve her goals, she would follow a threefold manner: “1st would be to 

prioritize, 2nd would be to be skeptical when people come asking me for things to do. I would 

ask myself are they asking if they know I would not say “no” or are they asking me because 

of my expertise?  The 3rd thing would be; am I doing it for myself or doing it to please others” 

(Appendix G). These steps help her prioritize the goals according to what is important for 

her, therefore giving her commitment to achieve them. This is also in line with the first 

mechanism of goal setting, directive function, because in this manner she directs her attention 

and effort towards what is relevant, for her and the company. 

Furthermore, one of the factors which Locke and Latham (2002) claim facilitate goal 

commitment is outcome expectancy, represents the manager’s task to help the employee 

understand and realize the outcomes they can anticipate by getting involved in a particular 

task. Since the employees’ goals are aligned with IBM goals and are set in relation to an 

employee’s specific role fit, the goals that the employees set and which are approved by the 

managers should be within their rage of being achievable. However, sometimes employees 

can have difficulty achieving goals, therefore it is important for them to communicate with 
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their managers, because their managers can guide them or can find out a solution for them. 

For example, Nyboe stated that she had different ways in which she helps her employees 

achieve their goals. She coaches them, by asking if “there is anything that prevents them from 

achieving their goal: that could be if the customer does not have time for a meeting, then I 

would suggest the Architect to talk to the sales person or the project executive to book a 

meeting for them so they can present” (Appendix A), providing input on how to proceed. 

Moreover, because she is not an architect and she does not have the technical skills, 

whenever her employees come to her with questions where she lacks knowledge, “I suggest 

via my network if this problem can be solved. This helps me ask the right questions (and) be 

more specific (showing) a deep interest for it and that is why I can ask relevant questions due 

to me being here for several years” (Appendix A). Another way in which the managers help 

their employees achieve the goals is by having regular meeting with them. They have the 

quarterly meetings, which are in the IBM guidelines, but they also hold meeting every three-

week or monthly in order to make sure that their employees are on track with their goals and 

are committed to achieve them. Moreover, from a graduate point of view, when it comes to 

commitment toward goals, Pedersen provided us with an example which showed how she 

approached a situation where she had to prioritize and commit to goals that came before what 

she had planned to achieve and where she communicated with her manager to help her in this 

situation. She explained to us that 50% of her time was allocated to a project and the other 

50% was allocated to training. However, during this time, she “got assigned another project, 

so then I had 2 projects, which was actually much more than full-time” and while working on 

two projects she knew that she didn’t have the time to also take her certification (Appendix 

H). Thus, she got to a compromise with her manager, where they agreed that the priority for 

Pedersen was to finish the projects and afterwards continue with the certification; even 

though the deadline to finish the certification was during the time she was working on the 

projects. This example is in line with one of the goal mechanisms, direction, which refers to 

prioritization and direct attention to relevant goals, as well as the example shows her 

commitment towards what goals are relevant on the moment for IBM. It also related to the 

third goal setting mechanism, persistence, because when she was in agreement with her 

manager which activity should be prioritize, she managed to allocate the necessary time to 

the most relevant one on the moment and not jeopardize the outcome on the other one. 
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Assigned goals vs self-set goals 

As established in the theoretical framework, there are different types of goals that can be set, 

such as self-set goals, assigned goals and goals that are set with the employee’s participation 

in the decision-making. In the case of IBM Denmark, all three managers believe that the 

employees should be the ones that initially write the goal, because in this manner “they have 

ownership and they know that this is their goal” (Appendix B) and they can transfer “that 

into: what will I then do?” (Appendix C). Afterwards, the managers “in the review process, 

… can of course say that if you formulate it like that it’s not really measurable, so if you can 

make it more precise, you have more control over, if you reach the target in the eyes of the 

manager” (Appendix C). Moreover, one of the full-time employees, Poulsen, aligns his goals 

with management through approval: “I normally write my goals and then I go to my 

management for approval. I never receive goals. I don’t have a conversation about my goals” 

(Appendix F). However, one of the other full-time employee, Sørensen, mentioned that 

setting goals should also be a joint effort “I think we all have to set goals for our work. 

Otherwise we do not prioritize things. We have to set goals but there should be a more 

dynamic way of doing it. There should be some discussions about it and we should agree on 

the goals. I put a lot of goals in there but nobody prioritizes them for me” (Appendix E). For 

him, it is not about having goals assigned or setting them himself, but to have a dynamic way 

of setting goals, where they are prioritized, not just by him. On the same idea, the graduates 

also believe that the goals should be set together with the managers, where they initially write 

the goals and after the managers “come with input, but it's a dialogue, it's not dictation” 

(Appendix H). Stubkjær also mentioned that her managers assigned goals “in the beginning, 

when I got re-hired back in 2016”, but this transitioned after into her setting her own goals 

and after discussing with her manager those goals (Appendix G). Østergaard also mentioned 

that his manager “has not assigned me goals yet”, but he thinks that his manager could assign 

him goals “regarding utilization”. However, he “would appreciate it more if she gave me 

input and we spoke about the goals but I would like to be involved in the process… I think a 

conversation should be there between me and her” (Appendix I). According to the theory of 

goal-setting, the solution to have the employee engaged in the goal setting process also helps 

the employee with his/hers self-efficacy. This happens because the employee writes in the 

initial thoughts of what they believe they can achieve, this being a starting point for the 

managers in understanding what the employees want to focus on. 
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There are also situations when the goals are assigned. For example, Boserup mentioned that 

“there can of course be some education that is mandatory for everybody and we want them to 

have it in the Checkpoint” (Appendix B). Pedersen, also reinforce this idea, stating that some 

of the goals in Checkpoint, the utility goals, that can be defined either “per service line, or 

per business units ... are given to you” and “you can then maintain in Checkpoint how you're 

helping the account to reach those goals” (Appendix H). Additionally, Nyboe explained that 

there are also situations when there are employees that have “difficulties setting goals for 

themselves (thus) I help them and coach them (for example) in “responsibility to others”, I 

encourage them to speak up and try and understand why they do not speak around larger 

audiences etc. because how can I promote someone, if people do not know them or have 

noticed them? ” (Appendix A). 

Therefore, all employees are aware that goals can be assigned to them, however they would 

prefer that there would be a discussion around those goals, which would make them more 

prone to achieve the goals. 

  

Feedback 

As established in the theoretical framework, goal-setting becomes effective once feedback 

allows performance to be tracked. The managers perceive the feedback system as being 

“more constructive and fair” (Appendix B). According to Boserup, the feedback is structured 

by “the five specific dimensions, where you exceed more on one dimensions compared to the 

others. It is much easier to make a plan and improve. You do not necessarily have to do 

something bad or not good but things, where you can say how can we do it even better? I 

really like that” (Appendix B). This feedback system is also seen as an improvement because 

it “is about what you have actually achieved instead of going by we have a huge number of 

employees and you will always have someone who is very good”, and where the employees 

are not compared to each other anymore, but are assessed according to the dimensions. 

Additionally, the graduates agree that feedback is extremely important when it comes to 

goals, as well as when it comes to helping you grow and develop. They believe that the type 

of feedback you receive, no matter from where, being from colleagues, managers or 

stakeholder, is extremely valuable. The positive feedback helps employees understand that 

they are doing a good job in achieving their goals, a negative feedback, Pedersen mentioned 
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that “really influenced my mood, therefore I would get low performance, I think it's very hard 

to perform when there is something really weighting on your mind” (Appendix H). However, 

the all believe that the most valuable type of feedback is the constructive feedback and it is 

very important the way the feedback is framed. Pedersen for example explained that 

constructive feedback is “incredibly valuable, there is a right way and a wrong way to give 

feedback, a positive thing you learn to use the right language, to say this is really good, but it 

would be even better if etc. and I think feedback like that is much easier to receive” and also 

she thinks “people can always improve, I'm always suspicious if I'm getting feedback and it's 

all praises ... Because if you are at a point where you are performing 100% I don't think that 

that would ever happen, but then you should also probably find something to do, because you 

are probably not evolving” (Appendix H). The same approach applies also to the other 

graduates, who believe that the constructive feedback provides them opportunities to grow 

and develop and it is very important how the feedback is framed. Stubkjær mentioned that 

she likes “less aggressive, more assertive feedback” (Appendix G), while Østergaard believes 

that the way in which the feedback is structured has an impact because “you always start with 

what went well and then you talk about what could be even better. That is a good way to do 

it” (Appendix I). Sørensen also thinks feedback is important due to several reasons: “I think 

feedback from my colleagues is important when it is of quality. We see something where they 

have spotted something where you can use it as a development point and you think “ups that 

is something I should do more about. From the managers, it depends on the manager. What 

they have into and put into it. Sometimes you get some very good things and you can really 

see they have spent time” (Appendix E).  

In the theoretical framework, it was established that when individuals become aware that they 

are not meeting the target they are expected to, they adjust and reroute (Latham, 2009). After 

the transformation IBM undertook, feedback is now seen as a continuous process. Poulsen 

mentioned that “it is a dynamic document. The timing of the feedback is dependent on your 

experience at IBM” (Appendix F). However, he also states that he does not receive feedback 

and when asked if he needs it, he said “no.” (Appendix F). Thus, Poulsen believes that the 

feedback should be given in a continuous manner, so that employees have time to adjust, but 

in his case, he does not believe that he needs to receive feedback. Moreover, according to 

Sørensen, that feedback is one thing that Checkpoint as a tool could have implemented. He 

says the following: “and that is another thing lacking in Checkpoint. I expect people to do 

that along the road because I cannot wait for years get feedback on something I could have 
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done in a better way” (Appendix E). However, with the implementation of Checkpoint, it was 

developed also the Ace tool, which provides instant feedback and the managers use the tool 

to “to give feedback in. It is more focused and we have to give it right away. That is better 

because if I finished a project three months ago and someone tells me what I should have 

done after three months then it does not make a difference because it is done” (Appendix B) 

and “during the year when they (employees) close projects, have a follow up and discuss 

what worked and what can be done differently? You have these possibilities now” (Appendix 

A). Moreover, the graduates believe that the feedback has to be iterative and provided as soon 

as possible. Pedersen mentioned that she doesn’t “know exactly what would be the right 

frequency; I think it's also up to your personal responsibility for your own career, personal 

and professional development, how often you think you need feedback” (Appendix H). 

Stubkjær and Østergaard believe that the feedback should be provided as soon as possible, 

“because it is fresh in memory and it makes it easier to do something about it” (Appendix G) 

and “when you do it monthly, you get to cover more stuff and talk about it frankly” (Appendix 

I), while having the time to adjust. The managers and the graduates believe the fact that 

feedback should be given right away and they try to provide it as fast as possible, however 

they recognize that they can be better at it, Pedersen claiming that “I am trying to be better at 

for example giving feedback through the Ace app” (Appendix H) and Østergaard stated that 

“I think there is starting to be a feedback culture” (Appendix I). 

Moreover, since the employees are not merely passive recipients of feedback, they should 

also actively seek feedback. Stubkjær and Pedersen consider that an employee cannot “sit 

back and expect the feedback to come to you, you have to follow up with various 

stakeholders” (Appendix H), and also “you need to drive it yourself and get in contact with 

your manager, where you initiate it and of course, it depends on the manager. However, you 

need to be the driver” (Appendix G). Østergaard stated that for him the “meet-ups are 

scheduled and if it was not scheduled, I would be bad at initiating” (Appendix I). Thus, in 

order to get feedback, an employee needs to initiate the process. However, feedback is 

depended on who the employee is in the case of IBM Denmark. Sørensen believes feedback 

could be added in Checkpoint, and he believes it should be done by the manager and not by 

him, stating that “I get 20 emails of: “please give me feedback on this” and I am like “these 

things ended half a year ago”. And that means I have to work a lot on that to get things done. 

I find it a strange way of doing it since you have a manager … I have half an hour talk with 
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my manager every third week or something like that. The rest, I do not know what they do. I 

guess manager things. I expect more in my world of it” (Appendix E).    

Additionally, at IBM the feedback also comes uninitiated. Pedersen stated that “you can 

upload emails in which you have gotten feedback or if you get an email from the client, 

saying good job or good turnaround” (Appendix H) and Stubkjær gets “feedback without 

requesting sometimes as well” (Appendix G). However, they believe that it “is not the case of 

every corner at IBM” and employees, themselves included, should be better at providing 

feedback. 

Feedback can also be gathered through more than one source and the employees at IBM 

Denmark can get feedback through combinations of tool. Mentioned by Engelbreth: “your 

feedback is a combination of Ace App, emails etc. An example of myself; my manager told me 

to go and get feedback from my clients and I did that and I took an Ace app and wrote to ten 

and got something back. But it is a combination. If I think a colleague has done a great job, I 

just go and write in ace app or something else a recognition card”  (Appendix D). IBM 

therefore has different methods for facilitating feedback for their employees, some employees 

utilise it and some do not. Nyboe also mentioned that “it is not Checkpoint alone. We have 

one on one meeting with all our employees. I have with mine every third week for half an 

hour and that goes for everyone no matter where they sit” (Appendix A, C), because the “new 

tool … helps a lot when you have people on distance and you have that more and more in the 

future” (Appendix C).  

Therefore, feedback is seen as being highly important within IBM and, even though 

employees have a different manner of giving and collecting feedback from colleagues and 

managers, they all see the relevance of it and its influence on performance. 

 

5.1.2.5 Espoused beliefs and values and performance culture 

As mentioned in the theoretical framework section, we argue that espoused beliefs and values 

and performance can be linked by how the organisation defines itself in reference to the 

external environment (Taylor, 2014). We therefore believe that the individual employees 

goals are aligned with IBM Denmark’s overall mission and goals.  
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From the perspective of the participants from our data collection, the involvement of the 

management is in the approval of goals set by employees themselves. One could therefore 

argue that the management functions as a mediator between employees and IBM’s mission 

and goals. By the involvement of both managers and employees and the manager being in 

agreement with the goals that have been set by the employees, the idea is that employees are 

not only committed to their individual goals but also committed to IBM’s overall mission and 

goals. The involvement of the management creates an alignment between IBM’s goals but 

also having goals for employees individually. The combination of the two and a common 

action from both manager and employee creates goals for the individual employee that fits 

with IBM’s goals and mission. From the perspective of the employees, the goals that they set 

and being in alignment with their manager lead to the goals having a directive function with 

IBM’s goals. This relates to the management and the employee jointly making sure that the 

goals that have been set, that the employees draw attention and effort towards activities that 

relate to their goal-setting in Checkpoint, which then also influences IBM’s business, as well 

as its performance. This can also be confirmed through our observations and personal 

conversation that Saira Rasool has had with colleagues at the Nordic Architecture 

department. The general impression is that most of the experienced IBMers do not see the 

idea of Checkpoint being a “change” as such. It is still a tool that measures performance 

based on dimensions and goals that are in alignment with the goals of IBM and therefore 

whatever IBM as a company chooses to focus on in a particular quarter, those goals should 

align with the employees’ goals (personal communication, 2017).  

All three graduates emphasized the importance of goal setting on employee performance. 

Stubkjær stated that she does “not believe in a world, where you do not have goals. You 

always want something for yourself and achieve something”, thus “in terms of the 

performance at IBM, I think it necessary to have goals because it helps you structure and 

helps you achieve your dreams” (Appendix G). Additionally, Pedersen believes that “setting 

goals in a tool like Checkpoint makes it more organized, and makes you more accountable” 

and it “gives you a chance to evaluate your own performance”, as well as “a way to 

communicate to your managers and the people around you, how well you're doing”, while it 

“connects everything” (Appendix H). On the same idea, Østergaard thinks that this process 

“is a good reminder to have goals and it facilitates to discuss your priorities and what you 

want to achieve” (Appendix I) and Sørensen believes that “we all have to set goals for our 

work. Otherwise we do not prioritize things. If you do not prioritize things then you open your 
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mail box in the morning and you start working and you have no idea what happens” 

(Appendix E). From the point of view of Poulsen, setting goals do not have any impact on 

performance because “I am the one who is coordinating the goals, I am the one that is 

bringing input to management: what are the goals for next year, how do I see the market, the 

world, the customers. My work is unpredictable; even now I don’t know what I am going to 

do the next half hour” (Appendix F).    

One of the employees, Poulsen, believes that IBM has a high performance culture, which 

means that “all employees should be high performing employees and that the tool ensures 

that the employees are working within the high performing culture. Working as a high 

performance employee already, Checkpoint is just a check: have you performed as expected, 

are you communicating as expected, have you actually managed then performed as we are 

expecting from IBM management?” (Appendix F). Additionally, Engelbreth mentioned that 

the feedback based on the goals set is the manner in, which the employees are measured and 

she stated “this feedback culture is not typical for Nordic for example. It does get a bit 

uncomfortable being measured that way. You evaluated in words from your own colleagues 

and manager. It can be good. We are quite good at giving nice performance feedback but 

when it gets more challenging, it kind of gets uncomfortable because it is not in our culture” 

(Appendix D). She also stated that there are “upsides and downsides to a high performance 

culture. Being measured like this; with feedback ... People get stressed because they are 

evaluated all the time. Your generation, you are used to it. Also the constructive part, when 

can I do better? Please tell me! Whereas, my generation it is a change and it is a challenge 

for some employees at IBM. That generation, we are not used to being measured that way. It 

has been kind of slow and it is even more often during the year” (Appendix D). However, for 

Sørensen, who came from another company, “when we had an important project going on 

people were focused on meeting the deadlines and we almost never missed a deadline”, 

coming to IBM does not seem like a high performance culture, because, in his opinion, “there 

is a culture of not meeting deadlines … here it is like people work a lot and hard on projects 

but I have not very often seen us meeting a deadline. I mean we do meet deadlines, it is not 

like that but the culture is different from what I am used to. Therefore, I would not call it 

“high performance culture” in that way” (Appendix E).  

Additionally, in terms of the impact the dimensions had on the employees’ performance 

within IBM, the managers’ and employees’ opinions were mixed. While Boserup believes 
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that “the five dimensions are very close to our culture and the fact that we have to focus on 

the whole person” (Appendix B), Poulsen and Sørensen think that the dimensions “did not 

make any difference” (Appendix E, F). Moreover, Reich believes that they have not had “a 

big impact yet” (Appendix C), this idea being reinforced by Engelbreth, who agrees and 

stated that it “is a culture change and we are far from there yet. However, we are working on 

it” (Appendix D). Additionally, Reich’s belief is based on the discussions he hears about 

Checkpoint within IBM, where “people still struggle with the dimensions, to understand what 

does it really mean” and on the fact that in the beginning even “the managers struggled 

(thus) employees could not even get much guidance” (Appendix C). Therefore, during his 

meetings with his employees he mentioned that “I spend a lot of time on our department 

meetings and our 1:1s and checkpoints” (Appendix C).  

 

5.1.3 What characterizes a performance culture? 

To sum up, we provide the answer to the what part of our research question through artifacts 

and espoused beliefs and values. Therefore, from the artifact findings, we can conclude that 

Checkpoint and its use is what creates a performance culture within the organisation. The 

transition from PBC to Checkpoint has changed the performance culture by not having a rigid 

system and standardized culture. Most employees believe that the aim of having Checkpoint 

is to have flexibility in the organisation with facilitating priorities through meetings and 

putting emphasis on a joint effort from both the manager and employee to create goals for the 

employee performance in IBM Denmark. Most of our participants believe that Checkpoint 

has provided those things within the performance culture. Moreover, from the espoused 

beliefs and values findings, we can conclude that the employees and the managers believe 

that the goal-setting process has to align with IBM Denmark espoused beliefs and values, 

thus the organisation’s strategies, goals and philosophies while helping us understand how 

the process has an impact on performance culture. Employees engage in the goal-setting 

process along with managers to achieve and track performance that is created through goal 

setting in Checkpoint within the five dimensions. Influencing factors of specificity and 

difficulty, commitment, feedback and self-assigned vs assigned goals affect how an employee 

approaches his or her goal setting and performance at IBM Denmark. However, the nine 
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participants also believe that IBM is not completely there yet and that the tool has not had a 

big impact yet within the company.   

 

5.2 Basic underlying assumptions through engagement 

In this section of the findings, we will analyse the why part of our research question, which is: 

2) why do employees get engaged in the performance culture within an organisation?. We 

will implement concepts from engagement and performance culture to answer this question. 

We will link the managers interviewed for our data collection, Michael Reich, Marianne 

Nyboe and Charlotte Boserup, the full-time employees, Line Engelbreth, Flemming R. 

Sørensen and Jan W. Poulsen, as well as the graduates, Lena H. Stubkjær, Amanda B. 

Pedersen and Anders Østergaard, their basic underlying assumptions with the level of 

engagement that each of them have. As explained in the theoretical framework of basic 

underlying assumptions, an employee’s subjective interpretations and implicit assumptions 

guide their behaviour. The way the employee thinks, perceives and feels within the 

organisation has an affect on the way he/she works as it guides behaviour and approach to 

their job role. Therefore, by implementing our data collection to concepts within engagement 

and performance culture, we will attempt to answer why the three different categories of 

employees get engaged in IBM Denmark’s performance culture. We have divided this section 

according to each engagement mechanisms: 1) vigor, 2) dedication and 3) absorption. 

Through the mechanisms, we will analyse how employees at IBM Denmark drive their 

engagement by relating it to the influencing factors. Through the factors, we will understand 

the relationship between engagement and performance in the organisation.  

 

5.2.1 Engagement through three mechanisms 

Below, we will analyse the three mechanisms: 1) vigor, 2) dedication and 3) absorption in 

relation to managers, full-time employees and graduates at IBM Denmark. Established in the 

theoretical framework, the three types of mechanisms characterize and drive engagement. 
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5.2.1.1 Vigor  

As a full-time employee, Sørensen does what is required of him in his work: “I could maybe 

sound slightly negative on this ... I just realized it does not do anything good for me and 

therefore I do what is necessary for me” (Appendix E).  However, he does point out why 

work is important for him: “as a person. I need to go to work and make a difference” 

(Appendix E).  Sørensen is invigorated in his work by doing what he feels comfortable doing 

as that is how he gets satisfaction and engaged in his work. When asked about overtime work, 

he said the following: “in December and January, I had 92 hours of overwork. The customer 

gave us a deadline in the end of December to deliver a project to them in the beginning of 

January and since it is a new deal and we would have to do our best to make things happen. 

From the 2nd … to the 9th of January, I knew I had to work a lot. I could not do anything 

about it. I will not work like that and I was doing that two weeks in November and two weeks 

in December and that was it for me” (Appendix E). From this, we can establish that 

Sørensen’s level of engagement is depended on what he feels is comfortable for him and how 

he should work. 

 

One of the things that plays a big part in keeping Sørensen engaged in his work is the 

mentoring process at IBM: “that is one of the things, where I like IBM. You can get a mentor, 

get people to help you in areas, where you would like to have development. That is actually 

the most important difference compared to other companies and what I have seen. You are 

actually promoting mentors. You want to have this mentor package and you need to have 

mentee, otherwise you cannot be certified. That means you have to give back to some people” 

(Appendix E). 

 

The managers are trying to do a lot of different activities to ensure that their employees 

invigorated, as well as to show their support, trust and help them develop. For example, 

Reich is motivating his employees by saying that “sometimes I joke with the team and say: 

I’m not longer your manager, you are the managers, and leaders and I am the administrator; 

to tell them that they really need to take this leading role. So I try to motivate them and help 

them to grow” and he supports them when “I always back them up. Then we can watch our 

dishes internally and say this is not good enough, but I always defend them, because I think 

it's important if they are going out there to take decisions and take risks, they need to not feel 

that they don't have any backup and support. Even though they make mistakes I support 



 
 
 

78 

them” (Appendix C). Reich also provides support when it comes to his employees’ 

development where “every time we have checkpoint meetings, there is an agenda point called 

career conversation, and that's both career long term planning, but it's also competence and 

skills development, what do we do the next months and the following years to go in that 

direction” (Appendix C) Additionally, Nyboe gave us an example when she holds “an 

afternoon of coaching session with one of my Architects, which entails an exercise where a 

play a specific industry (the customer) and he is playing him (Architect). Here I can tell 

them; what they lack and what they did good. Pushing the goal is more in the soft skills area 

and not much in the technical area” (Appendix A), and is helping them develop their skills. 

Boserup also believes that “we have an open environment in sharing and helping each other. 

Maybe, we can be much better in sharing but if people ask, then we can share. I think that 

has to do with the culture “see what I have done” and you do not have to be bragging but if 

people ask then a lot of people are supporting and helping” (Appendix B), employees not 

being used to state their success, but still being open towards supporting and helping their 

colleagues. 

 

Further on, employees feel invigorated if there is a level of rewards and recognition for their 

performance. The managers and the employees explained that there are different tools they 

can use to communicate their input, such as blue points or awards.  Sørensen considers salary 

being “the most important part” for him to be invigorated and he feels that “it is not a part of 

this tool and part of the process” and that the goals set in the tool should sustain “education, 

salary improvements” (Appendix E).  He also mentioned that a manner in which “you see 

that another person gives you a feedback, where he is sharing it with people who he knows 

higher up in the system saying: “recognize this person for what he is doing” and that is a 

place, where you get something out of it” (Appendix E), thus sharing recognition for another 

person with the higher management. On the same idea, Poulsen also mentioned that he 

receives recognition from higher managements and that is what makes him invigorated and 

when he knows his efforts are being appreciated.  The managers also believe that “the best 

you can get, better than money, is recognition … is not materialistic. That’s in high value” 

(Appendix C).  Nyboe also mentioned that to make employees more invigorated and more 

visible in the company, IBM has “different programs, where you can nominate people … 

there is no money behind but it is recognition and the fact that we see them”, as well as 

meeting and communication where they “forward the mails around, the executives are on CC 

and they get to know it as well about the person, who has performed well. It is about 
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celebrating because people get happy ” (Appendix A).  Nyboe also explained that when she 

get her “my chunk of salary to spread, I will look at these dimensions. I will never spread out 

according to equation. It will be about who has mattered the most and created the best 

results” (Appendix A). 

 

Additionally, Sørensen also says that one has to be responsible for his or her own engagement 

and he does it through new projects: “some of the best ways you can do that is actually by 

participating in new projects. There you can get a little out of your comfort zone and do 

things. There are things you cannot learn from a course. To have a good relationship with the 

customer can be very difficult to learn from a course. Basically a mixture of all of that gives a 

good balance in development” (Appendix E). 

 

Sørensen also points out that being able to self-sustain is important for him: “I think one of 

my old boss’ told me: “in IBM you have your own business going. You are your own 

company. I am Flemming Roland Sørensen A/S. I am doing that and you have to self-sustain. 

If you cannot work alone, find another place to work. I am responsible for my own 

engagement and everything else“ (Appendix E). He also states that: “I like to challenge the 

organization. I like it and otherwise I would not go to work. That keeps me motivated to do 

things” (Appendix E). Sørensen therefore has high belief in his own capabilities to perform in 

the organisation. He is influenced by self-efficacy in his work, as he is aware of how to 

organize his work to produce the outcome that is required by him from the organisation.  

Other factors such as outside work activities also inspire Sørensen’s drive and engagement in 

IBM: “I work a little on the side for cooperative housing association. I have therefore 

learned a lot of things: from negotiating and doing different things. I use that in discussion 

with work people because that is just a part of it and you use the skills that you have” 

(Appendix E).   

 

As a graduate and being relatively new in the program, Østergaard is working at a phase 

where he is flexible: “sometimes, you work overtime to achieve deadlines, but then you can 

take time off afterwards because projects overlap and it is flexible like that. There periods 

where it is busy and there are less busy periods” (Appendix I). This idea is also reinforced by 

Pedersen: “the entire month of March ... I would have at least 3 days every week completely 

off and 2 days working on the project. And they were completely fine with that ... now we are 

in March and I did get the time off, so right not for example, I am sitting at home today to 



 
 
 

80 

study on my SAP certification” (Appendix H). One can argue that both of them are 

invigorated in their work through being balanced and satisfied with his deadlines and work 

schedule being flexible. Moreover, Østergaard also believes that for him it works to be his 

own boss: “I also think we like to govern ourselves and be our own bosses. You set your own 

goals with your manager and that works much better than having strict rankings”  (Appendix 

I). Being dedicated to your own goals influences Østergaard’s performance at IBM Denmark, 

as he is being responsible for his own work. He is able to organize and execute the courses of 

action that is required by setting goals for his work, which influences his performance in the 

organisation. 

 

For the employees to engage through vigor in their work at IBM Denmark, they use factors 

such as self-efficacy and incentives and they put emphasis on the support, development and 

trust coming from their managers.  

5.2.1.2 Basic underlying assumptions in relation to vigor  

When it comes to graduates at IBM Denmark, the notion is that they have it easier when it 

comes to adaptation in the organisation. Mentioned by Østergaard: “I think it is easier to 

adapt when you are new compared to if you have been working somewhere a long time 

because you would apply your old method and how you do things” (Appendix I). This idea is 

also reinforced by Engelbreth: “people get stressed because they are evaluated all the time. 

Your generation, you are used to it. Also the constructive part, when can I do better? Please 

tell me! Whereas, my generation it is a change and it is a challenge for some employees at 

IBM” (Appendix D). This can also be confirmed through our observations and Saira Rasool’s 

personal conversations with graduates during lunch and coffee breaks that the assumption is 

that graduates adapt better. When it comes to engagement in work that has an influence how 

graduates approach work and perform in the company. Because they are new, they are 

expected to spend time learning but also being able to adapt easier to new things, whereas 

employees that have been working there for many years have troubles with changing their 

way of working (personal communication, 2018).  

Mentioned by Engelbreth: “this feedback culture is not typical for Nordic for example 

(Instant feedback). It does get a bit uncomfortable being measured that way… We are quite 

good at giving nice performance feedback but when it gets more challenging, it kind of gets 

uncomfortable because it is not in our culture. That is a culture change and we are far from 

there yet. However, we are working on it”  (Appendix D). Sørensen agrees: “feedback in 



 
 
 

81 

general is very important but I do not think our culture is there yet to do it in a proper way. I 

do not think Danish people are very good with feedback” (Appendix E). The managers also 

reinforce this idea, by stating that “you can say that it was a huge improvement from PBC, 

that was so American in my mind at least, checkpoint fits us much better, but it's not part of 

the Danish culture to appraise yourself” (Appendix C) and that “the Danish culture is too 

modest in my opinion. We must learn how to be better in branding ourselves and ask for 

feedback” (Appendix A). These are assumptions from the full-time employees and the 

managers based on their own perception and opinions of IBM culture and share the same 

perception about how the culture is. This supports how Sørensen also approaches his work. 

His belief in him being his “own company” within IBM proves that he does what he is 

committed and required to do so when engaging in his work. The perception of culture in 

relation to giving and asking for feedback is not embedded in the Danish culture, therefore 

the employees experience a harder time when needing to adapt to this change. 

5.2.2.1 Dedication  

Being a prior student employee to now a graduate at IBM Denmark, Pedersen believes in 

high involvement in her work. For her “the more you get into the organization; the more you 

understand what expectations there are” (Appendix H), thus believing in being engaged 

through dedication. Sometimes, she would work more than required from her: “I had two 

projects, which was actually much more than full-time” (Appendix H). She also added how 

her usual workday looks like: “it would probably be around 9.5-10 hours a day at the office 

and then answering emails and being in calls the rest of the time, up to 11-12 hours on 

average, depends on how you quantify work” (Appendix H). Through dedication, Pedersen is 

able to stay engaged and positive when it comes to her work: “I have been met with a really 

positive attitude and I think it's a general thing in the SAP area in the Maersk account where 

I have daily talks with the SAP lead from the IBM side there and it's one of his priorities to 

make sure that everyone is balanced. So the intention is there and we will see how much, 

because I am also not interested in putting those boundaries down just to have my work 

delegated to somebody else who is already working 12 hours a day, that's not fair either” 

(Appendix H). 

 

An example of Pedersen being highly involved in her work was when she had worked 

overtime on a project as part of her graduate program: “I have the attitude that I'm paid for 

37.5 hours a week, and most people would end up working much more than that, myself 
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included, but being on project work, working 55-60 hours every week, and I was not going to 

go up to 70 or 80 hours a week to take a certification” (Appendix H). However, for her to be 

engaged and dedicated as she has been, working overtime is not always what she desires from 

her work and again through involvement, she had a conversation about it with her manager: 

“they were completely fine with that, because when you make more demands that are 

reasonable, then you find that people really accept that and try to work with you. So I got that 

in writing, helped my people manager help push with that and the Maersk account was also 

really open with communicating a lot with my managers  that they were respecting this and 

that they would give me the time off. Now we are in March and I did get the time off, so right 

not for example, I am sitting at home today to study on my SAP certification. At the end of the 

day it is a job and you do not want to go down from over stress” (Appendix H). Being highly 

involved in her job is very important for her, however she also believes that it should be 

within a considerable amount of time. 

 

When asked if it was manageable for her to dedicate that much time for work in her life, she 

responded: “I think it's too much, but it's also a question of, that I think that whenever you 

start a new job there is going to be an adjustment period where everything is still so new, 

where you are really not as efficient as you would be had you been working in the same thing 

for a year and when you know it. So, my expectation starting the graduate program was also 

that I would be working more that 37-40 hours a week” (Appendix H). 

 

Moreover, for Stubkjær, who has been a part of the graduate program and been a student and 

gained total of four years of experience in IBM Denmark, her engagement is based on what 

works for IBM to grow as a business: “everybody is selfish at some level and it is okay to be 

it sometimes but while working on not saying “yes” all the time but see it from a self-

orientation way: “if I do this will this help the business or a person? How would it help me 

but not be directly but the business, as I want IBM to grow as a business” (Appendix G). She 

also adds: “I get pleasure from doing challenging goals because it is a way to prove to myself 

that it is something I can do. But I also believe in you should be able to reflect: what worked 

and what did not work to learn“ (Appendix G). For Stubkjær, it is about a sense of pride, 

when achieving something challenging that makes her dedicated and engaged in her work.  

She, along with others also works overtime in some cases: “I am required to work overtime to 

make a deadline, yes. It says in my contract that I should expect overtime work. But we have 

a flexible working structure at IBM” (Appendix G). Stubkjær is highly involved in her work, 
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as she works overtime to reach deadlines but also because she thinks about the overall benefit 

for IBM as a business and not just as an individual in an organisation. 

 

Managers also put high emphasis on the employee engagement and on work environment. 

Reich explained that to make his employees more dedicated, he thinks that “It’s very 

important that you are honest from the beginning that adjust expectations between the 

employee and the manager” and “I tell them to put what is challenging and relevant and 

ambitious for you” (Appendix C). Nyboe and Boserup also help their employees to be more 

dedicated by when they “help them and coach them” (Appendix A) and when “they have 

ownership and they know that this is their goal” (Appendix B). Additionally, Reich believes 

in a healthy work environment: “I know that I have been very focused on our work climate; I 

know that a good working climate is something that can boost performance. And I also know 

that the manager himself/herself has a 70% influence on that. So that's very important in my 

mind. There are 3 things that are driving a good climate: from my side, that is honesty, 

clarity and trust. So I put a lot of effort into walking the talk. If I say it I do it and I am honest 

and they can trust me” (Appendix C). 

  

Furthermore, because employees believe that when they work in supportive environments, 

they are more willing to engage themselves more fully, thus to be more dedicated. Therefore, 

for Sørensen factors such as support and development from the company is important in 

keeping him engaged in his work and compares it to a relationship: “like in any other 

relationship, if you only get something one-way then it is not a relationship. It is very 

strange“ (Appendix E). Therefore, he believes that support and development should come 

from IBM Denmark and it should entail different methods of training, courses and 

conferences “sometimes they open for one or two persons to go somewhere to something 

because they have been very annoying for some time so they are like “okay send them out”. 

But it is not part of a development plan. I do not have a development plan… I am missing this 

long-term view; so where are you going to be in ten years from now?” (Appendix E). A 

development plan and investing in a relationship between employee and company would 

therefore be ideal for Sørensen to engage in a different way in his work. Training, trust and 

development from the company are factors that would help him do so. Moreover, for 

Pedersen to be engaged in her work, also factors such as training, support and development 

are important: “there is a quarterly training budget, I do not know if it's per business unit, but 

I do know that that quarterly budget has been used up this quarter, so I am having troubles 
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getting funding for the courses that I do need to take, but we usually find a workaround” 

(Appendix H).  As part of the influencing factor of support, development and trust, 

establishing a healthy relationship of support has an impact on the employee engagement and 

for Pedersen, the support of her manager is important for her: “a continuous dialog with 

managers about how is it going, and you can continuously update your goals, which I think 

means that you can set smaller goals, but they still capture part of your development… Not to 

say that I ask for feedback every single day, but a couple of times a week. I don't know exactly 

what would be the right frequency; I think it's also up to your personal responsibility for your 

own career, personal and professional development, how often you think you need feedback” 

(Appendix H). Pedersen’s engagement is also based on her dedication to her work and being 

able to perform by having training and a supported environment from her work environment 

at IBM Denmark.  Moreover, for Stubkjær, factors that help perform in her work are also 

related to training and development of her skills and support from her managers. She 

mentions: “in the architect community, we are always encouraged to take courses, whether 

online or classroom. I believe the manager community has done a great job in defining what 

is mandatory and what is optional. Everyone in the Architect community are good at 

recommending courses to people, whether it is posed in our community or in Friday 

afternoon calls… If there is an external course I would want to take, I do not think there is a 

problem taking it. Usually, we are well covered, whether it is an internal or external course” 

(Appendix G). Regarding support from her managers inside and outside of work, she is 

positive: “I feel our management team are become better at arranging social activities for us. 

We went bowling a few days ago. It does not have to be work-related all the time. This also 

adds to how satisfied you are with your work and place you work” (Appendix G). This adds 

to outside activities and that IBM Denmark arranges outside work plans for their employees 

to get engaged with each other, other than only work tasks. That is what drives Stubkjær’s 

engagement in the organisation as well.   

 

Another very important factor that affects employee dedication is personal relations. This can 

affect in a positive manner, where the employees take pride in what they do, Reich mentions  

that “I was stunned by the flexibility and their availability, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. So 

they really put a lot of honour if anything is wrong, then I will be there for the client, 

regardless of what time it is, so I have called all my employees at all hours and they just 

come forward and say, yes of course I will help, and that's really amazing, that is a culture 

thing, I think. As colleagues, they really step up to help each other” (Appendix C). 
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Additionally, Nyboe stated that “it involves all kinds of challenges and it is therefore 

important to have a good work-life balance. I always ask into the employees’ personal life … 

It is about showing personal interest and that is the least you can do for a 

colleague/employee. I am curious by nature and I want to know what is behind that person” 

(Appendix A). However, the personal relations can also influence dedication in a negative 

manner, where “people can also get sick, stressed and have these kinds of challenges. We 

then have to cope with and sometimes have to realise people from their immediate 

responsibilities and get them to rest” (Appendix A), while Boserup mentioned that “if 

something is not going well, you try to make people open about, where they speak up and let 

us know their challenges or of they cannot 100% focus the upcoming weeks. That makes it 

easier for the colleagues to support and help” (Appendix B). 

  

For the employees to engage through dedication in their work at IBM Denmark, they use 

factors, such as development, trust and support send from the employees’ point of view, as 

well as personal relations to influence employee dedication within IBM.   

 

5.2.2.2 Basic underlying assumptions in relation to dedication  

For employees, who are engaged through dedication, we discovered through our interviews 

and analysis that their approach to their work is in alignment with their dedication. Stubkjær 

believes in the “give and take relationship” between employee and manager by taking 

initiative: “I like to see it as a partnership because I will always be one initiating the goal-

setting process (that is at least how I do it) with my manager. I try to keep the five dimensions 

in mind when I draft my goals because then it is easier when you need to be assessed. Then I 

would share it with my Manager prior the meeting because then she has the chance to review 

them before the meeting“ (Appendix G). Her assumption of how the partnership should be is 

that she is the initiator. The managers’ opinions are also in line with this idea, where they 

prefer that their employees show their dedication by being the initiators of activities.  

As mentioned above, Stubkjær thinks about the benefit for IBM’s business overall, when she 

works. Her keeping the five dimensions in mind proves that she approaches her work through 

alignment of IBM’s dimensions. Furthermore, for her being dedicated also means that she 

believes in feedback: “It is embedded in the community that we need to give feedback. But 

that is not the case of every corner at IBM” (Appendix G). Her performance in the 
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organisation is depended on development and support from her manager, which is also why 

she believes that feedback should be a part of the IBM community.  

5.2.3.1 Absorption  

For Poulsen, work is on his mind 24/7 and it does not matter how much time he will spend on 

a task: “I love my work, how many hours I use? too many hours. I wake up at 5 in the 

morning and I would still think work. I am almost working 24/7. I would always work on a 

task until the task is completed. For example, I am working on case, now I am expecting it to 

take 20 hours, I can use 120 hours instead” (Appendix F). Taking his views into 

consideration, Poulsen is absorbed in his work even when he is not working and that makes 

work a central part of his life. Mentioned by Schaufeli et al., (2002), being highly captivated 

in one’s work makes it hard to separate oneself from work. This is what drives Poulsen and 

his engagement towards his work. He does not separate himself from work. Poulsen 

mentioned that he could use 120 hours on a task that is expected to take the time of 20 hours. 

Therefore, one can argue that in his life work has a significance of importance, which can be 

linked to his performance at IBM Denmark. By Poulsen making work a central part of who 

he is, it influences how he performs in the organisation. Work centrality is therefore the self-

influencing factor that drives Poulsen’s engagement at IBM Denmark and is the reason why 

he performs and engages in his work. He also states that “my only challenge is my time, every 

time” (Appendix F). As part of work centrality, individuals cannot be equally engaged at 

work across all days. Poulsen cannot do that in his job role either. His job entails that he does 

not know what he will be working on everyday: “we are all working in a dynamic 

environment at IBM, that means for the need to document upfront … I cannot do that, 

because coming to work in the morning and I don’t know what am I going to work with” 

(Appendix F). Therefore, Poulsen’s level of engagement depends what he is working with 

and he can therefore not be equally engaged all days because his level of engagement 

depends highly on what task he will be working on.  

Boserup is aware of this kind of absorption and she believes that “it is about being aware and 

they’re so many in our community that are not capable of saying “no.” That is a weakness 

that a manager must be aware of. If stuff hits the fan and people work overtime, then it is our 

responsibility as managers to make shifts so people can rest. Some people work on adrenalin 

and they cannot stop, where ask them to go home” (Appendix B). She believes it is her 

responsibility as a manager to make sure that her employees are not absorbed in their job and 

that they can find a balance between work and life. 
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The factor of work centrality influences employee absorption within IBM. Additionally, the 

managers support the idea that they are the ones that need to be aware of employees not 

getting absorbed and to help them find the balance for their job role. 

 

5.2.3.2 Basic underlying assumptions in relation to absorption   

We established in the theoretical framework that an employee’ basic underlying assumptions 

affect how he/she performs, thinks and perceives in an organisation. The assumptions that a 

person has determine what actions he or she takes and the reaction to one’s surroundings.  

 

Poulsen has been working in IBM for 20 years and has therefore established his own opinions 

and perceptions of working in the organisation.  He says the following about IBM: “in my 

view, in a high-performance culture such as IBM that means that all employees should be 

high performing employees and that the tool ensures that the employees are working within 

the high performing culture” (Appendix F). It can therefore be argued that Poulsen works and 

engages at IBM based on the perceptions he has established during his 20 years of work 

experience in the company. He believes in a high-performance culture, which also guides his 

behavior towards his work. Due to that, Poulsen’s approach and engagement in his work is 

based on his perception of him working in a high-performance culture. In his opinion “a 

major problem at IBM, from my perspective, how to keep focus, there is so much noise 

around you, processes, communication, telephones etc.” (Appendix F). In his view, it is an 

issue to keep focus at IBM Denmark and he responds to that by being engaged in his work as 

much as possible and by spending most of his time thinking about his work and tasks.  

 

5.3 Why do employees get engaged in a performance 

culture? 

To sum up, we provide the answer to the why part of our research question by means of basic 

underlying assumption through engagement. Therefore, employees at IBM Denmark have 

their own perceptions and assumptions, which they bring in their way of working. Who they 

are and what they believe affects their engagement in IBM’s performance culture, as they get 

invigorated, dedicated and absorbed through the perceptions they already have and created 
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through their own experience as individual employees. Factors of self- and outside influences 

impact the engagement of the individual employee at IBM Denmark.  

 

5.4 Table illustration of overall findings: what and why  

This table provides an overview and overall summarization of the findings of both, what and 

why in our research question.  
 

 

  Artifacts  Espoused beliefs and 
values (goal-setting) 

Basic underlying 
assumptions (engagement) 

Line 
Engelbreth  

 “smoother with a lot more 
management empowered” 
 
 

 “you can write anything you want 
as long as you agree with your 
manager. That is the essence of 
Checkpoint that it is very flexible” 
 
 

 “people get stressed because they are 
evaluated all the time. Your 
generation, you are used to it. Also 
the constructive part, when can I do 
better? Please tell me! Whereas, my 
generation it is a change and it is a 
challenge for some employees at 
IBM”  
 
“this feedback culture is not typical 
for Nordic for example (Instant 
feedback). It does get a bit 
uncomfortable being measured that 
way… We are quite good at giving 
nice performance feedback but when 
it gets more challenging, it kind of 
gets uncomfortable because it is not 
in our culture. That is a culture 
change and we are far from there yet. 
However, we are working on it” 

Marianne 
Nyboe  

 “very dynamic, as you start 
out with five to seven goals 
in the beginning of the year 
and then you finalize them 
and add new ones” 
 
“it is an ongoing process 
and it is still confusing and 
we still see the up-line 
management 
misunderstanding. The 
charm about is that every 
person is different and 
understand the tool 
different. You need to 
embrace that. That is 
exactly the idea. So 
Checkpoint is extremely 
agile”  

 “it is always good to have a goal 
written down, as the relevance 
changes over time … so Checkpoint 
helps providing focus, prioritize and 
be structured about what you are 
doing and working on” 
 
“to give feedback in. It is more 
focused and we have to give it right 
away. That is better because if I 
finished a project three months ago 
and someone tells me what I should 
have done after three months then it 
does not make a difference because 
it is done”  

 “an afternoon of coaching session 
with one of my Architects, which 
entails an exercise where a play a 
specific industry (the customer) and 
he is playing him (Architect). Here I 
can tell them; what they lack and 
what they did good. Pushing the goal 
is more in the soft skills area and not 
much in the technical area” 
 
“my chunk of salary to spread, I will 
look at these dimensions. I will never 
spread out according to equation. It 
will be about who has mattered the 
most and created the best results” 
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Charlotte 
Boserup  

 “much more flexible”  
 
“need to continue improving 
and make sure to remember 
to use it” 

 “people remember that ‘this is our 
goal and target’” 
 
“you can have this overall goal and 
talk with your manager about the 
agreement of the goals and new 
tasks being assigned. We have to 
agree on, which goals to be 
measured on and adjust it 
accordingly” 

“we have an open environment in 
sharing and helping each other. 
Maybe, we can be much better in 
sharing but if people ask, then we can 
share. I think that has to do with the 
culture “see what I have done” and 
you do not have to be bragging but if 
people ask then a lot of people are 
supporting and helping”  
 
“it is about being aware and there so 
many in our community that are not 
capable of saying “no.” That is a 
weakness that a manager must be 
aware of. If stuff hits the fan and 
people work overtime, then it is our 
responsibility as managers to make 
shifts so people can rest. Some people 
work on adrenalin and they cannot 
stop, where ask them to go home” 

Michael 
Reich  

 “a big change and a very 
good change” 
 
 “you cannot compare 
which one was best because 
they have different things to 
aim at” 
 
“had a big impact yet. 
Because I can hear that 
people still struggle with the 
dimensions” 

 “people need to understand what 
are IBM’s goals and then how are 
their goals are going to influence 
IBM’s overall goals, and this 
transits into their performance” 
 
 “for an employee to perform … you 
need to work a lot on clarity, you 
need to ensure that they understand 
what is the business that we are in, 
what are the targets and the goals 
we have as IBM, as a market, as an 
organisation”  
 
“put in their own words (where) 
they also have more ownership” 

 “I’m not longer your manager, you 
are the managers, and leaders and I 
am the administrator; to tell them that 
they really need to take this leading 
role. So I try to motivate them and 
help them to grow”  
 
“every time we have checkpoint 
meetings, there is an agenda point 
called career conversation, and that's 
both career long term planning, but 
it's also competence and skills 
development, what do we do the next 
months and the following years to go 
in that direction” 

Flemming 
R. 
Sørensen   

 “feels more loose and from 
what I have seen, it works 
more easily … it does not 
make a major difference ... I 
have to spend time using it 
and I do not get anything 
out of it” 
 
“the only time I do 
something is around New 
Year when we have to 
“close it because I am 
attending “meetings, where 
we have to tell how I 
performed compared to 
these goals” 

 “where are you going to be in ten 
years from now? You will only get 
there if you do the work somewhere 
else”  
 
“I would like to not just write 
specific goals with my manager but 
have discussion with the manager 
about the overall”  
 
“I like doing challenging things and 
I like to challenge the organisation. 
I have done a number of 
challenging things and I have not 
stopped doing that because I like it 
and otherwise I would not go to 
work”  
 
“I could do that but then again there 
is no benefit for me? If I do things 
structured in this tool, it would then 
require more and more things from 
me” 

 “as a person. I need to go to work 
and make a difference”  
 
“some of the best ways you can do 
that is actually by participating in 
new projects. There you can get a 
little out of your comfort zone and do 
things… “ 
 
“I am responsible for my own 
engagement and everything else“ … I 
like to challenge the organisation. I 
like it and otherwise I would not go to 
work. That keeps me motivated to do 
things … ”  
 
“I work a little on the side for 
cooperative housing association. I 
have therefore learned a lot of things: 
from negotiating and doing different 
things. I use that in discussion with 
work people because that is just a 
part of it and you use the skills that 
you have”  
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Jan W. 
Poulsen  

 “PBC and Checkpoint will 
just be another tool that you 
have to update, you don’t 
use it, because you already 
know what your goal is 
(being) an extra burden to 
document why you are 
performing as you are”  
 
“ I am the one who is 
writing in Checkpoint, 
following up in Checkpoint 
and documenting to 
management” 

 “the one who is coordinating the 
goals, I am the one that is bringing 
input to management: what are the 
goals for next year, how do I see the 
market, the world, the customers”  
 
“if my management is focused on 
customer satisfaction, then my 
checkpoint will reflect how do we 
enhance our customer satisfaction, 
gain new customers”  
 
“what drives me is when we are 
going to something that is not in my 
comfort zone, then I am challenged, 
then I like it” 
 
“it is a dynamic document. The 
timing of the feedback is dependent 
on your experience at IBM”  
 
 

 “I love my work, how many hours I 
use? too many hours. I wake up at 5 
in the morning and I would still think 
work. I am almost working 24/7. I 
would always work on a task until the 
task is completed. For example, I am 
working on case, now I am expecting 
it to take 20 hours, I can use 120 
hours instead” 
 
“we are all working in a dynamic 
environment at IBM, that means for 
the need to document upfront … I 
cannot do that, because coming to 
work in the morning and I don’t know 
what am I going to work with”  
 
“in my view, in a high-performance 
culture such as IBM that means that 
all employees should be high 
performing employees and that the 
tool ensures that the employees are 
working within the high performing 
culture”  

Lena H. 
Stubkjær  

 -  “manager always has a view on 
what you should achieve in a year 
in terms education primarily and 
also what one should able to do”  
 
“know they are going to be assessed 
on the five dimensions ... they keep 
them in mind”  
 
“less aggressive, more assertive 
feedback”  
 
“you need to drive it yourself and 
get in contact with your manager, 
where you initiate it and of course, 
it depends on the manager. 
However, you need to be the driver” 

 “everybody is selfish at some level 
and it is okay to be it sometimes but 
while working on not saying “yes” all 
the time but see it from a self-
orientation way: “if I do this will this 
help the business or a person? How 
would it help me but not be directly 
but the business, as I want IBM to 
grow as a business” 
 
“I get pleasure from doing 
challenging goals because it is a way 
to prove to myself that it is something 
I can do. But I also believe in you 
should be able to reflect: what worked 
and what did not work to learn“  
 
“I feel our management team are 
become better at arranging social 
activities for us. We went bowling a 
few days ago. It does not have to be 
work-related all the time. This also 
adds to how satisfied you are with 
your work and place you work” 

Amanda 
B. 
Pedersen  

 “there is more of an 
ongoing dialog, a 
continuous dialog with 
managers about how is it 
going, and you can 
continuously update your 
goals, which I think means 
that you can set smaller 
goals, but they still capture 
part of your development” 
 
“setting goals in a tool like 
Checkpoint makes it more 
organized, and makes you 
more accountable. You have 
something that you know 

 “helping align the goals between 
both my personal expectations, but 
also with the graduate requirements 
and also with the SAP service line 
requirements as well” 
“believe or that I want to meet or 
have to meet”  
 
“I try to set my goals as specifically 
as possible, it's very hard to achieve 
a goal that is generally worded” 
 
“come with input, but it's a 
dialogue, it's not dictation”  
 
“incredibly valuable, there is a right 

“the more you get into the 
organisation; the more you 
understand what expectations there 
are”  
 
“I have the attitude that I'm paid for 
37.5 hours a week, and most people 
would end up working much more 
than that, myself included, but being 
on project work, working 55-60 hours 
every week, and I was not going to go 
up to 70 or 80 hours a week to take a 
certification” 
 
“a continuous dialog with managers 
about how is it going, and you can 
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that at the end of the year 
there is going to be an 
overall assessment of your 
performance, your profile is 
pulled directly from 
checkpoint, in terms of the 
goals, as well as the 
evidence that you have 
uploaded in there. It kind of 
connects everything”   

way and a wrong way to give 
feedback, a positive thing you learn 
to use the right language, to say this 
is really good, but it would be even 
better if etc. and I think feedback 
like that is much easier to receive”  
 
“sit back and expect the feedback to 
come to you, you have to follow up 
with various stakeholders” 

continuously update your goals, 
which I think means that you can set 
smaller goals, but they still capture 
part of your development… Not to say 
that I ask for feedback every single 
day, but a couple of times a week. I 
don't know exactly what would be the 
right frequency; I think it's also up to 
your personal responsibility for your 
own career, personal and 
professional development, how often 
you think you need feedback”  

Anders 
Østergaard  

 “I think it helps you focus 
and you have regular 
meetings with your 
manager, where you talk 
about the goals” 

“short-term goals and I have long-
term goals within Checkpoint” 
 
“opportunity to upscale themselves. 
It is easier to find an area you excel 
in and you can identity the areas, 
you can improve in” 
 
“I think there is starting to be a 
feedback culture” 

 “sometimes, you work overtime to 
achieve deadlines, but then you can 
take time off afterwards because 
projects overlap and it is flexible like 
that. There periods where it is busy 
and there are less busy periods” 
 
“I also think we like to govern 
ourselves and be our own bosses. You 
set your own goals with your manager 
and that works much better than 
having strict rankings”  
 

 
 
 

6. Discussion 
In order to get a more in depth understanding of the findings and contributions of this thesis, 

the theoretical implications of the findings will be discussed around our beliefs from the 

visualization model. Additionally, the key practical implications from the findings will be 

discussed, followed by the limitations of the thesis. Lastly, we will discuss possible areas for 

the future research of these topics.  

6.1 Theoretical implications   

In this thesis, we investigated: 1) what characterizes the performance culture within an 

organisation. From the theoretical framework, we had to first understand what is a 

performance culture. Considering the fact that the research on performance culture is limited 

and it does not cover the aspects we wanted to analyse, we decided to develop our own 

definition of a performance culture. Therefore, based on our beliefs, we took into 

consideration the concept of performance management, where, based on previous research, 

we know that goal setting plays a vital role, and we combined it with organisational culture 



 
 
 

92 

and its three levels of culture. This results in a performance culture, where we are proving a 

new perspective on performance culture. Additionally, we investigated: 2) why do employees 

get engaged in the performance culture within an organisation. Therefore, we analysed 

why do employees get engaged, vigorous, dedicated and absorbed through artifacts, espoused 

belief and values and underlying assumptions of the performance management. This also 

being a new perspective on engagement that is linked to performance culture. In order to 

understand the theoretical implications, each of the analysed concepts will be discussed. 

 

First of all, we analysed the artifacts within an organisation in relation to performance 

culture. Artifacts are seen as visible products, and our beliefs around this was that the 

artifacts could be used to examine and improve performance in an organisation, as well as 

communication about performance could be manifested. The data confirmed our beliefs, 

since the new tool implemented brought flexibility and it helps the organisation assess its 

employees in a fair manner, as well as it provided the managers and the employees a better 

understanding of what they need to focus on and what they need to achieve. All these 

changes help improve the performance of the employees. The artifact also facilitated a 

dialogue between managers and employees, which entails communication about goals and 

employee performance. While the managers and most of the employees believe that this 

dialogues helps them keep better track of the goals and also helps adjust the goals when 

necessary in a more dynamic manner, some of the other employees do not believe that this 

dialogue helps them in any way. Therefore, it is very important how the tool is being utilized 

in order for it to have an impact on performance, because even though the tool can be used to 

examine and improve performance, if the tool it is not being utilized, it cannot help the 

organisation. 

 

Moreover, we analysed the espoused beliefs and values through goal setting within an 

organisation in relation to performance culture and our beliefs are that espoused beliefs and 

values are used as an incentive for employees in the organisation to align their goals to the 

overall organisation’s mission and goals and the employees’ goals have also impact on 

performance. The data confirmed our belief in relation to the fact that the employees’ goal 

need to be aligned with the organisation’s goals, to make sure the employees perform. The 

data confirmed that the most important factor to be considered here is the managers’ 

involvement, since they are the ones that provide alignment, clarity and guidance between the 

employees’ goals and the organisation’s goals. Additionally, the data also confirmed our 
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belief that goal setting has an impact on performance, however in this specific case the 

employees and the managers do not see yet a big impact the that process has had, considering 

that it has been implemented for roughly two years. 

 

Furthermore, we analysed the underlying assumption in relation to engagement and its 

mechanisms: vigor, dedication and absorption. Our beliefs are that believe that a group’s 

taken for granted beliefs and views affect how they respond to and manage performance 

within an organisation and they have been confirmed by our data. For instance, in order to be 

more invigorated to use the tool and to participate in the goal setting process, the employees 

believe that the new generation adapts faster to changes, whereas employees that have been 

working there for many years have troubles with changing their behaviour. Therefore, it 

become very difficult to change the behaviour of the employees that were used to a different 

type of working, but it can be change with time and willingness to be invest effort. 

Additionally, for instance, for employees to be dedicated, they believe that their relationship 

with their manager has a big impact on their level of dedication and involvement, thus the 

manager's role become once again a very important factor to be considered in the employee’s 

behaviour. Lastly, for employees to be absorbed, for instance, they need to be captured by 

their own work, which is the case of only one employee in our data collection. However, one 

of the managers acknowledged that it is the manager’s responsibility to make sure that their 

employees are not absorbed in their work, since this can have diverse repercussion. 

 

6.2 Practical implications  

Through our findings, we can establish several practical implications that should be 

considered in organisations when implementing a new tool. The implications are important to 

consider because all types of employees within an organisation can learn from them, when 

going through a change such as adapting to a new performance tool in a company. 

  

Employees engage differently  

An important finding from our analysis is that each type of employee engages differently 

within a performance culture. Therefore, each employee’s approach to adapting to a new 

performance tool also reflects why and how they are being engaged. Experience, background 
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and perceptions are all a part of shaping why an employee engages in a performance culture 

the way they do. 

 

Organisations should consider the managers' roles in this context. The managers need to 

ensure that the employees have the knowledge to utilize the tool and that it is used in the 

manner in, which it is designed for. From our findings, we discovered that managers have an 

important role in organisations, when a new tool is being implemented and therefore also 

have an impact on each employee’s performance and engagement within the organisation. A 

key finding about the managers that is important to consider in practice, is that they are a part 

of implementing the tool and coaching employees in adapting to the tool. This includes new 

behaviour that involves, when adapting to the tool and to do things in a different manner than 

usual. If the manager is not interested in trying to implement these changes, the consequence 

is that employees do not engage or adapt to the new change in an organisation. Therefore, a 

manager has influence on how an employee adapts to a new tool. 

 

Change takes time  

Another important aspect to consider is the time. From our findings, a key thing that we 

discovered was that each employee mentioned that a change such as this takes time to adapt 

to. IBM Denmark went from having a performance tool (PBC) that focused on ratings to now 

having a tool that focuses on what they call a “feedback culture.” PBC was used in IBM for 

approximately 15 years and Checkpoint has been implemented in 2016 and therefore, 

Checkpoint as a tool has not made a big impact yet.  

 

Goals aligned with the organisation  

From our findings we discovered that the goal-setting process for employees had to be in 

alignment with IBM Denmark’s overall goals and values. The five dimensions that are 

included in Checkpoint is there for employees to align their personal goals with the 

organisation’s goals. Moreover, the managers also helped achieve this alignment between 

employees and organisation’s goals. IBM’s strategy and philosophies are providing 

employees with a direction to go, which has an impact on the individual employee 

performance. The aim of this alignment is that employees perform within the performance 

culture that is provided by the organisation through the organisation goals. This is a way for 

organisations to keep track of its performance culture by having predefined areas, in, which 

employees can create goals.  
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Experience affects the desire to adapt or change  

Employees that have been working in an organisation for 10+ years have a difficult time in 

changing their way of doing things. How they use a tool to how they approach work is 

depended on the perceptions and values that they have created through their experience 

within an organisation. Therefore, new employees tend to adapt better, when working with a 

new tool.  Our findings suggest that relatively new employees or younger employees tend to 

be a part of the change quicker. They initiate conversations with their manager and are 

actively involved in changing how to engage and approach the implementation of a new tool, 

thus having an impact on their performance and the performance culture in the organisation. 

  

Overall, our findings suggest that an artifact does not automatically change an employee’s 

behaviour or approach to their engagement or performance. It is how the employees choose 

to use the artifact that brings change within the organisation. Some adapt quicker, while 

others’ need time to understand and embrace the change.  

 

6.3 Limitations  

As in the case of any other research papers, one aspect that must always be accounted for is 

the limitations. 
Firstly, it is very important to mention the limitations in relation to the theories chosen. For 

one of the theories, goal setting, we decided to focus on the main authors, Latham and Locke, 

who discussed the theory and take their research into consideration. Besides the research 

papers Latham and Locke wrote, other research papers found on goal setting also drew their 

research upon the main authors, leading us to the conclusion that they were the most 

significate literature for goal setting. Additionally, even though it was taken into 

consideration the research of Latham and Locke, it was also considered the fact that they 

have been researching goal setting throughout different periods of time, providing new 

perspectives. Moreover, another concept to consider in this section is engagement, where 

there is limited literature available, but where we believe that the research available was 

sufficient help us understand the concept and to analyse it. 
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Secondly, right from the beginning, we were conscious that some practical factors might 

interfere with our analysis, one of them being the time. Were we to have more time at our 

disposal, we would have approached more members of the organisation in order to develop a 

broader review to answer our two part research question. Additionally, since our participants 

were only from two departments, GTS and GBS, interviewing employees from other 

departments could have changed the outcome of our findings. Moreover, there are also 

geographical limitations, since IBM is an international company spread throughout 170 

countries. We only analysed IBM Denmark, however the cultural differences in other 

countries could lead to other opinions and have an impact on our findings. 

 

6.4 Future research  

In this thesis, we came to interesting findings and contributions to what is a performance 

culture and why employees get engaged in the performance culture of IBM Denmark. Along 

with the theoretical and empirical research, we can reflect and explore on the future research 

within performance culture and employee engagement.  

 

The concept of performance culture and employee engagement within a performance culture 

is interesting and important to research more in depth due to the impact it has on the success 

of an organisation. Most companies today deploy a performance management tool to measure 

or evaluate employee performance to ultimately evaluate the success of the organisation. It is 

therefore beneficial to understand employee performance and engagement as a concept and 

investigate it further to understand why employees in organisations perform and engage the 

way that they do. Our research at IBM Denmark is therefore an example of how research 

within employee performance management and engagement can be conducted.   

 

We researched employee performance and engagement through the combination of several 

literatures from organisational culture, performance management, goal setting and 

engagement. Due to the lack of literature and research within performance management and 

engagement, the need for combining literature was vital, but the research can be conducted or 

combined in other ways.  
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This type of research could lead to comparison of organisations in the same industry or other 

industries on their employees’ performance and engagement, where patterns found in this 

thesis could lead to similar patterns or findings in other organisations that also deploy a 

performance management tool.  

 

For future research it could also be interesting to combine other ways of collecting data. This 

thesis is based on a qualitative study but as mentioned in the limitations section, the research 

could be conducted in a combination of a quantitative and qualitative study, where other 

departments of the organisation could be researched through quantitative methods, such as 

surveys.  

 

7. Conclusion  
In an aim to provide an answer to our two part research question: 1) what characterizes the 

performance culture within an organisation and 2) why do people get engaged in the 

performance culture within an organisation, we have used IBM Denmark as a case 

company and developed a visualization model. By using existing theories from performance 

management, goal setting, three levels of culture and engagement through the different 

mechanisms, we have combined these theories to provide an answer to our research. We have 

used performance management and linked it with Schein’s three levels of culture: artifacts, 

espoused beliefs and values and basic underlying assumptions in order to have a performance 

culture established in our research. We then linked the performance culture to goal setting, 

where we researched goal setting in relation to IBM Denmark’s values. We thereafter used 

engagement and its mechanisms in relation to performance culture to understand why 

employees at IBM Denmark get engaged in the performance culture of the company. It is 

important to understand the relationship between the IT artifact and the user, considering the 

fact that there is a difference in what an IT artifact does and that the same IT artifact can have 

different meanings to different users, thus the function of IT depends on the individual who is 

making use of it. Moreover, it is also important to acknowledge that there is an expectation 

and perception of what the technology can do and there is a view and expectation from the 

individual’s perspective of the technology and what it means for the individual. Thus, we 

decided to take into consideration different perspectives from employees and manager to 

understand the practical implications of the tool in IBM Denmark. 
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To answer our first part of the research question: 1) what characterizes the performance 

culture within an organisation, we divided this into two sections: artifact and espoused 

beliefs and values. Thus, through the artifacts, we found out how Checkpoint as a tool is 

being used and implemented in the performance culture by managers, full-time employees 

and graduates. From the managers’ perspectives, we conclude that the transition to 

Checkpoint fits with the transformation that IBM is undergoing. The tool is helping the 

managers assess employees in a fair manner and be more focused on what they need to 

achieve. From the graduates’ perspective, we conclude that the tool is the one that connects 

everything and it is facilitating a dialogue between the managers and the employees. From 

the full-time employees’ perspective, we discovered different opinions and we conclude that 

they use it in the same manner as the previous tool, them not seeing any benefit coming with 

the change. Through espoused beliefs and values, we found out how the goal-setting process 

is aligned with IBM’s goal in the performance culture by managers, full-time employees and 

graduates. From the managers’ perspectives, we concluded that the managers help the 

employees align their goals with the organisation’s goals in order to ensure employee 

performance. From the full-time employees’ perspectives, we conclude that they do not see 

Checkpoint as being a change as such. Moreover, most of the employees believe that setting 

goals has an impact on performance, while one of them does not agree. 

 

To answer our second part of the research question: 2) why do employees get engaged in the 

performance culture within an organisation, we linked the managers’, full-time employees’ 

and graduates’ basic underlying assumptions with the level of engagement each of them have. 

We divided it according to the three mechanisms of engagement: vigor, dedication and 

absorption, and analysed them through the different factor that have an influence on the 

mechanisms. Thus, the level of vigor of the employees is dependent on their self-efficacy, 

and incentives, as well as the support, development and trust coming from their managers. 

The level of dedication of the employees is dependent on personal relations, as well as the 

way in which they perceived the amount of development, trust and support they receive. The 

level of absorption of the employees is dependent on work centrality, however the managers 

believe that it is their responsibility to make sure their employee do not become too absorbed 

in their work. 

However, the managers and the employees also think that Checkpoint has not made an 

impact yet and that it is an ongoing process that IBM is undertaking. They also believe that 
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for the younger generation of employees it is much easier to adapt to this change, than to the 

older generation that has been working in the same manner for many years. This idea is also 

related to the feedback culture and the way in, which the employees are being assessed 

through feedback, instead of numbers. Additionally, considering the flexibility around the 

tool, as well as the individual perception, we can conclude that it is very important if the 

employees and the managers are using it and the manner, in which they use it in order to have 

an impact in the future on the performance culture, as well as on the engagement in the 

performance culture. 
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