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INTRODUCTION 

How much are numbers worth? When it comes to peanut butter, if you want to 
know the precise numerical characteristics of every single molecule, protein, and 
trace element in your sandwich filler, then you can expect to pay $1,069 (for three 
jars, mind you). As James Vincent, author of Beyond Measure: The Hidden 
History of Measurement (2022), explains, this costly price of what is known as 
Standard Reference Peanut Butter is due to the effort involved in mapping and 
measuring every constituent element of the contents (Vincent, 2022).  

When something (or someone) has been quantified in some way, we are inclined 
to think that we now know something essential about that thing, about how it 
works, its qualities, and its worth. We value and rely on numbers to such an extent 
that the absence of numbers in evaluative descriptions, decision making, and 
monitoring processes are the exception rather than the rule. At the same time, we 
have a tendency to simply accept the numbers we are given rather than 
questioning their origin, accuracy, or relevance. For example, as Vincent (2022) 
shows us, the recommendation that we should all walk 10,000 steps a day is based 
on the name of a Japanese digital pedometer from 1965. This instrument for 
counting steps was called the ‘10,000 steps meter’ (manpo-kei), with the number 
in question apparently being chosen because the character for ‘10,000’ is ‘万’, 
which visually resembles someone or something taking a step forward. Despite 
the more or less accidental establishment of 10,000 steps as a standard for daily 
exercise, this number has gained considerable power and influence as a marker of 
healthy living.  

Justifications grounded in numbers generally invite less questioning than do non-
numerical arguments. This elevation of quantification is the result of processes 
that span centuries. Quantitative measures and assessment tools are so prevalent 
today in both the organisational and the private spheres that Mau (2019) quite 
reasonably describes our society as a ‘metric society’. The scope of social 
measurements has expanded so much over the past thirty years that it now 
includes everything from human behaviour and well-being to blood pressure, 
menstrual cycles, sleep, performance, productivity, personality, and leadership. 
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Through quantification, we seek to track, evaluate, and optimise any 
phenomenon that we can describe in numerical terms.  

The attempt to measure and compare more and more aspects of our lives has 
reached such a level that some speak of an ‘evaluation cult’ (Mau, 2019, p.82), a 
cult that venerates measurements, evaluations, and continuous comparisons. 
Societies are more and more driven by data, fixated on figures, and inclined to 
favour numbers above all else (Muller, 2019). With self-tracking devices, 
personality tests, and endless questionnaires and surveys, (self-)monitoring 
activities have increased, potentially changing ‘how we understand our selves, 
what we attend to, and how we organize our lives’ (Mennicken & Espeland, 2019, 
p.224).  

Given this societal commitment to quantitative analysis, it is unsurprising that the 
pursuit of evidence-based actions, transparency, and accountability, and the use 
of quantitative measurement tools have become common practice in many areas 
of organisational life. For instance, 80% of Fortune 500 companies and 75% of 
The Times Top 100 companies use psychological tools for hiring and promotions 
that target abilities, knowledge, attitudes, or personality (Psychometric Success, 
2022, n.p.). The use of quantitative assessment tools to assist in making decisions 
about people (e.g. which candidate will get the job in a recruitment process) is 
widely accepted in Personnel departments (Butcher, 2010). The tools are justified 
by their promise to add value, bring financial benefits, empower, inform, and 
increase self-awareness and performance (e.g. Datta, 2015; Melamed & Jackson, 
1995). These measures are sold commercially by consultant agencies as a necessity 
for enhancing organisational performance.  

Empirically, this thesis focuses on one area in which such instruments are 
commonly used, namely leadership development. This is a field in which 
consultants, or those who develop and conduct the tests (henceforth ‘test 
practitioners’), try to capture, map, and improve leadership potential or 
effectiveness. Reflecting a leader-centric orientation, according to which self-
awareness and self-reflexivity is key to leadership effectiveness, assessment tools 
are used to target the individual’s ‘inner self’, promising to provide such benefits 
as ‘insight’ and a ‘deeper understanding of character’ (Sigma Assessment Systems, 
2023, n.p.). Advocates for the tools claim that the instruments have ‘the ability to 
unlock an organization’s long-lasting potential’ (Unique HR, 2016, n.p.). This 
view, together with the notion that ‘unless something can be measured, it cannot 
be improved’ (Kelly 2007 cited in Moore & Robinson, 2015, p.7), has led 
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leadership development programmes to increasingly make use of quantitative 
assessment tools such as personality tests and 360° assessments.  

Tests and measurements have thus become a popular, naturalised, and taken for 
granted activity in organisations and leadership development programmes. Their 
format is alluring and appeals to our preconceptions about the accuracy and 
trustworthiness of quantitative knowledge, especially when compared to ‘merely’ 
qualitative results. As Porter (1995) states, the claim made on behalf of numbers 
is that the ‘desires and biases of individuals are screened out’ (p.74), purportedly 
producing credible, objective knowledge. The status attributed to quantification 
enables leadership measures to speak to organisations’ need for hard data by which 
to ground their decision making. Consequently, quantitative measurements and 
assessment tools are perceived to be an objectively superior solution for most 
organisational challenges. Test practitioners claim in quite causal terms, how the 
instruments create order and predictability and ensure objective and fair 
assessments. Strengthening the conviction that quantitative measures are 
preferable when making assessments in organisations, test developers and users 
tend to place them in direct opposition to ‘subjective’ processes relying on ‘gut 
instinct’. 

The attempt to measure leadership numerically follows a belief that leadership has 
a quantifiable form. Tests and measures represent the assumption that there are 
clear and measurable dimensions that together constitute a person’s abilities as a 
leader. A Google search for “leadership tests” generates thousands of hits including 
endless quizzes and questionnaires encouraging one to: ‘Take the leadership test 
and see if your personality traits lend themselves to a successful leadership role’ 
(Psychometric Tests, 2013, n.p.), with pop-ups urging you to ‘Invest in yourself’. 
Other test sites promise to tell you ‘whether you possess the personality traits and 
skills that characterize good leaders’ (MindTools, 2022, n.p.). On such sites, the 
predominant assumptions are that personality traits are measurable and have 
predictive strength, and that knowledge exists about what constitutes successful 
leadership.  

Measurements and related evaluation systems represent certain expectations and 
prescriptive standards that seek to guide our actions, decision making, 
performance, and potential self-perceptions in the quest to achieve ‘numerical 
excellence’ (Mau, 2019, p.176). Tools which are supposed to measure leadership 
are therefore not neutral. Besides being based on a normative sample against 
which test takers’ scores are considered and interpreted, tests are constructed on 
assumptions about which traits and behaviours give rise to effective leadership. 
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For instance, on mindtools.com, we find the statement that: ‘Successful leaders 
tend to have certain traits. Two key areas of personal growth and development are 
fundamental to leadership success: self-confidence and a positive attitude’ (2022, 
n.p.). 

Indeed, leadership measures are not value-free. The instruments are informed by 
and built on norms and there is therefore a tendency for them to guide the test 
taker towards the right personality and a ‘successful’ leadership style. Most 
significantly, tests are used with the aim of improving something. Therefore, what 
the results imply about suggested behaviour change reveals strong prescriptive 
standards. In other words, leadership measures rely on (re)producing and 
sustaining certain beliefs about good/bad leadership. Leadership constructs such 
as authentic leadership, transformational leadership, servant leadership, or spiritual 
leadership all represent certain convictions about good/bad leadership, and so the 
measures developed to improve these leadership styles do so as well.  

Since leadership is a value-laden concept, often assigned vital importance by both 
scholars and organisations, the stakes are high when one attempts to measure it. 
One’s leadership abilities, or others’ perceptions of them, can lay the foundations 
for possible promotions, access to talent programmes, improved salary levels, and 
many other conventionally desirable outcomes. Further, the development of good 
leaders is seen as an imperative for organisational success (e.g. Bass & Avolio, 
1993; Dalakoura, 2010; Leskiw & Singh, 2007) on the grounds that ‘one of the 
best ways to grow … organizations is to develop their leaders’ (Mehrabani & 
Mohamad, 2015, p.821). Successful leadership is considered to be critical for 
organisational performance, which is why organisations strive to cultivate and 
propagate what is thought to be the optimal leadership style or approach. Since 
leadership has gained this vital status and importance, leadership development is 
often considered a high-profile activity and a key element in competitive 
strategies, meaning that the financial investment is significant (Becker and 
Huselid 1998 cited in Mabey, 2013, p.359). Indeed, inherent in leadership 
development are behavioural, reputational, and financial goals, which is why 
measuring leadership in particular heightens the stakes. However, what the 
behavioural prescriptions in such psychological assessment measures cover, and 
how they have come to dominate and influence belief systems, norm 
constructions, and even perhaps self-perceptions, are tacit and taken for granted. 
The appropriate leadership style and associated norms simply become the 
established discourse, risking little or no reflexive contemplation. 



15 

Problematization 

What is remarkably absent from the debate on quantitative measurements are the 
social dimensions of the use of such tools (Espeland & Stevens 2008): the 
individual interpretations and the assumptions, beliefs, and norms that permeate 
test practice. Moreover, there is a lack of transparency around the tools and their 
uses that Wilson, Lee, Ford and Harding (2020) describe as no less than 
‘disquieting’ (p.9), since the knowledge produced by quantitative assessment tools 
is both ‘personal and sensitive’ (p.9). In the pursuit of furthering our knowledge 
of the ‘ethics of metrics,’ Islam and Greenwood (2022) encourage researchers to 
‘pay more attention to the messy world of practice’ (p.4), since it is in practice 
that the boundaries between quantitative tools’ development, use, purpose, and 
consequences are blurred. In another paper, Islam (2022) argues more specifically 
for ethical considerations concerning the different processes involved in 
quantification. These processes entail choices about what to quantify (and as a 
consequence, what not to quantify), how to commensurate this, and what then 
happens when numbers are mobilised, deployed, and ‘become the property or 
capital of specific actors’ (p.201). In my study, I respond to these concerns by 
bringing to the centre the social aspect of numbers. I emphasise the choices and 
influence of social actors, i.e. test practitioners and test takers, at different stages 
of a measurement process, and highlight the context in which four different 
measurement tools operate.  

More specifically, this thesis is concerned with the norms related to measures and 
with the social actors who frame, mediate, and interpret the tools. In examining 
these issues, my study brings to light how social actors and norms work to form 
the experience of test takers, including their expectations about being measured 
and their emotional responses to this measurement. I will argue that test 
practitioners employ strategies that actualise the norms that are built into given 
measures. By framing, tweaking, foregrounding, or repressing, that is, by 
mediating numbers in a variety of ways, practitioners establish the necessary 
conditions for the measures to have an effect on the test taker.  

My goal in this study is to draw back the curtain to reveal the veiled side of 
leadership measures. I inquire into the rationale behind the use of such tests, and 
the capabilities we ascribe to these measures. Through a study of social actors’ 
strategies, reactions, and interpretations, I examine the work that leadership 
measures require in order for them to have performative effects. I question the 
power and performative capabilities that are routinely associated with these 
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measures, developing an interpretation of the practice that departs from those 
propagated by test advocates, and extends those of tests’ critics. According to this 
interpretation, testing is an intersubjective and normative process that requires 
social actors’ mediating activities in order for the process to result in effects on test 
takers’ attitudes and behaviours. 

In challenging the widespread view of quantitative assessment tools as rather 
unproblematic and value-neutral, I draw attention to the paradoxes and 
ambiguities inherent both in the instruments themselves and in the activities and 
language that support them. Overall, this thesis contributes both to the 
development of a more reflexive leadership practice and to the critical discourse 
on quantitative assessment tools, by questioning contemporary trends and 
revealing their origins, development, and ephemeral nature.  

The study I have conducted is primarily a study of the increased use of 
quantitative assessments and all the activities and efforts that affect them, support 
them, strengthen and work against them. Leadership and norms serve as the 
guiding themes of this thesis and have provided a continuous frame for my study. 
Leadership measures are the object of study, meaning that I give attention to 
leadership discourse, adding nuances to how we understand, value, and evaluate 
leadership. With that said, leadership takes both central and more peripheral roles 
throughout the thesis. The fact that I am studying leadership measures is of 
importance when it comes to the normativity of the instruments and their 
inherent goals. When measuring leadership, particular objectives become relevant 
and certain benefits are at stake (e.g. promotions and access to talent 
programmes). However, some of the mechanisms and activities surrounding the 
leadership measurement process are not necessarily unique for leadership 
measures. My study shows the significance of test practitioners’ roles, 
measurement framing, norms, and individual experience; aspects that might also 
be significant and distinct in other social measurement processes. 

Outline of chapters 

The thesis is divided into six chapters.  

In the first section of the literature review: ‘Quantification, objectivity, and 
normativity’, I present a historical account of numeracy, quantification, and 
objectivity, while also exploring the different meanings of the term ‘norm(al)’. I 
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show here how the contemporary use of measures relies on historical 
developments and changes in belief systems, with the emphasis on belief. What is 
important here is the association of quantitative assessment tools with objectivity 
and rationality. This association rests on faith in the methodology and logics of 
the belief system in question, as well as in its foundational axioms, such as that 
personality, leadership, or behaviour are phenomena that lend themselves 
unproblematically to being quantified. Since quantification, objectivity, and 
leadership are all based on norms and promote certain normative standards, I 
explore the concepts of ‘norms’ and the ‘normal’ at the end of the section.  

In the second section called ‘Social measures and their normative implications’, I 
further develop the normativity associated with social measures. I direct my gaze 
more specifically towards psychometric instruments and leadership measures, 
including the development of personality tests and leadership discourse. The 
question informing this review of literature is how leadership has been 
conceptualised, studied, and measured, particularly throughout the past century. 
In this review, I highlight how the notion of leadership carries different meanings, 
norms, and values, all of which affect how people attempt to measure it. I include 
in this section an overview of the leadership/personality test industry, 
contextualising and positioning the four measures I have studied.  

In the method chapter, I present my methodological choices and reflections. I lay 
out my philosophical considerations, the choices I have made regarding data 
collection, my analytical strategy, and reflections on particular challenges and 
opportunities I have encountered in the field. More specifically, I account here 
for the methods I have employed (observations, document analysis, and 
interviews) and discuss their contributions. 

From here I move on to my empirical analysis. This chapter of the thesis consists 
of three sections. In the section called ‘Normalising potentials’ I shed light on the 
four tools’ inherent potentials to normalise and regulate test takers’ attitudes and 
behaviours. I highlight the particular value-laden language permeating texts 
related to tests and the visual expressions of the measures’ results. The next section: 
‘Mediating strategies’, explores how test practitioners introduce, talk about, and 
frame the measures in ways that are essential for the tools’ normalising potentials 
to be actualised. In the third empirical section: ‘Responses to normalising 
potentials and mediating strategies’, the perspective shifts to that of test takers – 
including myself – outlining and reflecting on different test experiences and 
responses, responses that promote the need for mediating strategies, thus tying 
together the activities surrounding test use.  
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In the discussion chapter, I re-engage with the literature presented in the literature 
review through a discussion of my empirical findings and analysis. Through the 
concepts of normalising potentials and mediating strategies I unpack how my 
empirical findings contribute new insights into measurement practice and the 
performativity of numbers. Drawing on philosopher John Langshaw Austin 
(1962), I argue that measures, like speech acts, contain performative intents or 
potentials to normalise, the actualisation of which relies on social actors creating 
the appropriate circumstances, for example by employing mediating strategies.  

The thesis ends with a conclusion in which I reflect on my study’s implications in 
terms of how we approach and think about quantitative measures used in 
leadership development programmes, and how my findings invite further research 
that will broaden and nuance our knowledge and use of quantitative assessment 
tools. By employing the proposed concepts (normalising potentials and mediating 
strategies), we can refocus both scholarly and practical attention from quantitative 
tools themselves to the efforts of their supporters to have these tools accepted as 
legitimate, valuable, objective, and sources of accurate results.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I trace the historical developments of quantification, its 
relationship with objectivity, and its infiltration into the discourses on psychology 
and leadership, with norms as an overall frame. These developments are important 
for the subsequent analysis of leadership measures in their interaction with test 
practitioners and test takers. 

The chapter consists of two sections. In the first section, I explore how 
quantification has developed since the seventeenth century and become a well-
established method of collecting and handling information. The second section 
deals with specific examples of quantitative measures such as psychological tests, 
leadership measures, and their normative implications. 

The initial historical account shows us how the use of numbers and quantitative 
measures have expanded, and most importantly allowed us to look at the world 
both statistically and strategically: Transforming information into numerical units 
invites generalisations, comparisons, identifications of patterns, increases, 
decreases, and deviations. I then examine quantitative measures’ relationship with 
objectivity and rationality, since this relationship is partly what lays the 
foundation for quantitative assessment tools’ perceived legitimacy and status.  

A historical account of quantification provides an important context for my study 
of contemporary quantitative assessment tools. Knowing more about the 
historical roots of quantification contributes to understanding why the fascination 
with tests and measurements prevails today and what developments have 
informed quantification’s status and attributed qualities. In particular, my study 
shows that test practitioners’ efforts to mediate measurement activities and 
experiences utilise the historically forged link between quantification and 
scientific objectivity. Understanding the development of this link means that we 
can better grasp and challenge what tests and their developers leverage in their 
legitimisation efforts. My study thus adds nuances to the role and status of 
quantification today and its relationship with objectivity, subjectivity, and 
normativity.  
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Since leadership measures and personality tests consist of norms, an analysis of 
such measures unavoidably must consider the different levels of and roles played 
by norms. More specifically, leadership measures consist of statistical norms and 
norms about what types of leadership behaviour or levels and combinations of 
characteristics are desirable. At the end of the first section, I therefore provide an 
account of the different meanings of ‘norm’ and ‘normal’, and how they contain 
both statistical and behavioural components.  

In the second section of this chapter, I turn my attention to more concrete 
examples of quantitative measures: psychological tests and leadership measures, 
and their normative implications. The value-laden dimension of quantitative 
measures becomes particularly relevant when we start measuring our innermost 
selves – exactly what is targeted in psychological tests and leadership measures. I 
therefore look into the histories of psychological tests and how quantitative 
measures have normative implications that guide our behaviour, self-
understandings and what we perceive as normal and desirable. 

From that, I move on to explore how these normative tests and measures are used 
in the organisational sphere, and more specifically, in leadership development. 
This is followed by an outline of the test industry, including the different types of 
psychometric tests on the market, illustrating the scope and variety of the 
phenomenon and offering a context for the measures of interest in my study. The 
second section ends with a review of previous studies on psychometric test use in 
organisations, both quantitative and qualitative studies – positioning my own 
research by framing what my study challenges and what theoretical field it 
contributes to.  

Quantification, objectivity, and normativity 

A historical account of quantification 

Numeracy, the ability to reason, identify, understand, and apply numbers to 
everyday situations, is a basic mathematical skill needed to quantify and 
commensurate; the equivalent to literacy. A historical understanding of numeracy 
contributes to uncovering the current political, societal, and psychological 
attraction of quantification, and more specifically commensuration: the act of 
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turning qualities into quantities e.g. observations or characteristics (Espeland & 
Stevens, 1998).  

Counting, measuring, and testing have existed for as long as the Arabic digit 
system1, implying that the inclination to transform phenomena into quantifiable 
units has a long history. Nevertheless, quantitative measurements have not always 
been as prevalent in society as today. According to the Old Testament, David 
brought a plague on Israel for ‘numbering’ the people (Cohen, 1999, p.35). The 
religious belief of the ‘sin of David’ made the English resistant to and sceptical of 
censuses. Thus, the plan to take a census in England in 1753 was received with 
protests: the Whig party claimed that it would ruin the ‘last freedoms of the 
English people’ (Desrosières, 1998, p.24).  

However, what was deemed appropriate to count or quantify varied between 
countries. Censuses were conducted in 1672 in Holland and in 1749 in Sweden 
(Desrosières, 1998, pp.24–25). The rejection of censuses in England was perhaps 
related to a general scepticism. The few educational institutions existing in the 
seventeenth century ignored arithmetic, considering the skill to be of no value, ‘a 
vulgar study’, and not contributing to the primary subject of theology (Cohen, 
1999, p.118). Basic arithmetic training was considered too difficult for small 
children to learn. Nevertheless, in the eighteenth century in North America, older 
boys requested to learn it and evening classes became available. Arithmetic 
remained a niche skill, not considered relevant or possible for the many to master. 
Numeracy was a prestigious skill; its exclusivity was sustained by the 
incomprehensible language in books written on the subject. In this way, people 
were discouraged from learning the skill and the spread of numeracy was 
constrained (Cohen, 1999).  

This resistance and scepticism concerning numeracy changed over time. 
Throughout the seventeenth century in particular, changing societal needs, living 
conditions, colonisation, the increasing size of countries, commercial capitalism, 
and overseas trading caused numeracy and arithmetic to gain attention and value, 
albeit expressed differently in different countries (Cohen, 1999; Desrosières, 
1998; Lazarsfeld, 1961).  

In England, the concern was with ‘quantified objectification’ (Desrosières, 1998, 
p.30). This was the act of quantifying phenomena such as mortality into 
calculable units or objects. Techniques of recording and calculating were 

 
1 The ten digits: 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 
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developed and the term ‘political arithmetic’ was coined (Desrosières, 1998). 
Political arithmeticians produced written records of, for example, baptisms, 
marriages, and burials, which provided the government with information about 
the lives of individuals, contributing to the administration of the state. For 
instance, information about mortality rates served as basis for establishing life 
insurance premiums, and estimates of population sizes in different regions were 
key when collecting taxes or enlisting soldiers (Desrosières, 1998).  

In Germany during the seventeenth century, the ground work for descriptive 
statistics took place (Desrosières, 1998). Less concerned with quantified 
objectification, German statistics suggested comparing descriptions of 
communities (states, regions, towns, or professions). This eventually led to the use 
of tables and cross-references. In such tables, countries would appear in rows and 
the different elements of their description in columns. At this point, elements 
were literary and not numerical, but the form still allowed simultaneous 
assessment of communities or countries. This was a complete contrast to written 
or oral material (Desrosières, 1998). 

The tabular way of presenting information laid the foundations for quantitative 
statistics. The form encouraged numerical instead of literary comparison. Placing 
empirical observations in rows and columns enables identifications of patterns, 
tendencies, growth, progress, and decline, something that simply listing items, 
episodes, or names of people cannot (Gregory, 2013). As Gregory (2013) 
exemplifies, with early demographer and statistician John Graunt’s (1620-1674) 
recordings of deaths during ‘plague-time’ in London in the seventeenth century, 
a shift in both focus and knowledge happens when moving from lists to tables. 
Registering casualties in lists displays individual cases, including names, addresses, 
and causes of death. When transformed to tabular form, the data is stripped from 
detail until it appears in ‘naked’ form, suitable for a numerically organised table 
(Gregory, 2013, p.313).  

This transformation has implications for how one reads lists and tables. When 
reading a list, one is usually looking for something particular, for example a 
person, or an overview of a phenomenon such as the multiple causes of death. 
Reading a table, where details are removed and replaced with a number, one might 
observe general increases or decreases, pay attention to sums and totals, or 
quantitative deviations (Gregory, 2013). In tables, information is transformed 
into a different type of (what appears as) structured knowledge, allowing for the 
world to be looked at statistically and strategically.  
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Although different in approach and technique, what the English termed ‘political 
arithmetic’ and the Germans called ‘descriptive statistics’ shared was their use for 
explaining complex phenomena in simpler ways. Whether the purpose was 
comparison, governing or prediction, both countries worked to reduce and 
present information in ways different than the common written or oral form, for 
example through tables and lists.  

The two-dimensional form of tables requires common criteria on which 
comparisons can be based, decided by the ‘classifying authority’ (Gregory, 2013, 
p.311). This mechanism has led to a range of objections. Critics argue for example 
that the tabular medium reduces complex events or phenomena so that they lose 
their singularity.  

Despite these concerns, by the late eighteenth century, numeracy had become a 
commonly used skill and in the nineteenth century ‘what was counted was what 
counted’ (Cohen, 1999, p.207), generating a world characterised by being 
measured in every corner of its being, a world fixated on numbers (Hacking, 
1990). With political arithmetic, more and more of society was quantified: 
mortality, suicide, crime, marriage, divorce, voting, and literacy rates, whereby 
numerical sociology and social statistics were created (Cohen, 1999; Desrosières, 
1998; Hacking, 1990; Lazarsfeld, 1961). 

In the attempt to create an ‘objective social science’ (Lazarsfeld, 1961, p.317) or 
establish a ‘social physics’ (Adolf & Stehr, 2018), mapping social behaviour and 
finding causalities were central activities. Empirical data on populations were 
gathered and analyses of for example marriage, death, and fertility were made with 
the aim of explaining patterns and connections (Desrosières, 1998). The growth 
of a population or the decline in marriages would be explained by the increased 
number of students enrolled at universities or people called into military service 
(Lazarsfeld, 1961). Such analyses constituted attempts to explain social 
dimensions and events through statistics.  

Over time, the scope of measurement and what has been perceived as quantifiable 
has changed drastically. Measuring has gone from targeting physical objects and 
conditions such as temperature, to an activity that includes more and more aspects 
of social life and human behaviour. As Beer (2016) notes, referring to the work of 
Porter (1995) and Hacking (1991):  

The expansion of measurement, in the form of ‘new countings’ or ‘new 
numberings’, always came with some form of justification and rationale to make 
it seem necessary, legitimate, or important. The enthusiasm for numbers has led 
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to the increasing measurement of people and to tumbling waterfalls of numbers 
accumulating in vast pools. (p.55) 

Measurements are, in most spheres of life, unavoidable and a ‘natural’ 
consequence of societal development. Introducing new measurements and 
establishing them as necessary, legitimate, and important makes the call for 
questioning less obvious. When these legitimising effects are combined with an 
‘enthusiasm for numbers’, there are no limits to what can be quantified, regardless 
of whether or not the measured object lends itself well to commensuration. One 
way quantification is legitimised, established as necessary, and thereby manages to 
escape the discussion of whether or not its object should be quantified in the first 
place, is by forging a strong associative link to objectivity and rationality.  

Objectivity, rationality, and science 

Quantitative measures are typically perceived as a superior and more scientific 
method than qualitative approaches because they are equated with objectivity and 
rationality. The fascination with quantification therefore also lies within the idea 
that measurement equals accountability, evidence, objectivity, and certain 
knowledge (Mau, 2019).  

Through commensuration, the idea is that depersonalised and public forms of 
knowledge are produced, which are often seen as superior to more private and 
particular forms of knowledge (Espeland & Stevens, 1998). Moreover, 
quantification has been (and still is) a way of imposing order and making sense of 
the world (Cohen, 1999). With fast-moving change and in turbulent times, 
quantification has served as a way of creating order and predictability, following 
the notion that ‘being able to measure something gives us the sense that we can 
control it’ (Rettberg, 2014, p.62).  

Although the association between quantitative measures and rationality became 
prevalent in the nineteenth century and continues today, it can be found 2000 
years ago. As Nussbaum and Hursthouse (1984) describe, Greek writings from 
the fifth and early fourth century BCE indicate that commensuration, 
measurement, and counting were linked with order, comprehension, and control. 
In contrast, incommensurability was paired with anxiety and irrationality. 
Further, what was measurable was by nature good, whereas things lacking a 
measure were bad, adding a normative or ethical dimension. For example, Plato 
argued that ethical values and emotions could (and should) be quantified, creating 
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an ethical ‘science of measurement’ which would free us from ethical and 
emotional pain, uncertainties, and confusion (Nussbaum & Hursthouse, 1984, 
p.55). Also on other occasions, Plato was concerned with numbering evasive 
phenomena. In Book IX in the Republic, Plato concludes, through a Socratic 
dialogue, that the tyrant (the unjust) lives 729 times less pleasantly than the king 
(the just). This number is perhaps not meant to be taken too seriously, but it 
works to emphasise the great difference between the unjust and the just in terms 
of happiness, pleasure, and pain.  

The weight of numbers continued through time. According to William Petty 
(1623-1687), who coined the term ‘political arithmetic’, measurements 
automatically imply certainty and rational thinking based on the argument that 
the best empirical facts about society are numerical facts (Cohen, 1999; Lazarsfeld, 
1961). Similarly, John Graunt believed that a rational understanding of life was 
gained through numbers arranged in tables (hence the recordings of deaths) 
(Gregory, 2013). A couple of centuries later, psychometrician, statistician, and 
psychologist (to name a few of his attributions) Francis Galton (1822-1911), 
claimed that anything can be measured and that measurement is the ‘primary 
criterion of a scientific study’ (Gould, 1996, p.107). Likewise, Lord Kelvin (1891) 
stated:  

I often say that when you can measure what you are speaking about and express it 
in numbers you know something about it; but if you cannot measure it, when you 
cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge is of a meagre and unsatisfactory 
kind (cited in Crosby, 1997, p.225).  

The belief that numerical measurements were methodologically superior to 
qualitative approaches became widespread in the nineteenth century and 
continues today. In a student textbook on business research methods, Cooper and 
Schindler (2014) wrote:  

The goal of measurement – indeed, the goal of “assigning numbers to empirical 
events in compliance with a set of rules” – is to provide the highest-quality, lowest-
error data for testing hypotheses, estimation or prediction, or description (p.248). 

Certainly, there is a strong discourse about the value and superiority of 
quantitative measurements.  

Objectivity as a scientific goal came into being in the same period as quantitative 
measures became an established part of society. The concept of objectivity 
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emerged in the mid-nineteenth century as an epistemological goal, a scientific 
ideal, and a set of practices (Daston & Galison, 2010). Prior to objectivity, the 
virtue of ‘truth to nature’ (p.27) prevailed. The goal of this approach was to 
discover, reveal, and illustrate reality (‘what truly is’) by observing, analysing, 
distinguishing, selecting, and remembering. The scientist’s role, knowledge, and 
experience were considered helpful and important rather than presenting a form 
of bias and therefore something to be reduced or eliminated (Daston & Galison, 
2010).  

With the emergence of objectivity, scientists feared a new knowledge obstacle: 
their own scientific selves. Objectivity meant the opposite of subjectivity, and 
therefore presupposed the suppression of the self, the negation of subjectivity 
Being objective appealed to self-restraint, self-discipline, self-control, and self-
imposed selflessness, since ‘objectivity is blind sight, seeing without inference, 
interpretation, or intelligence’ (Daston & Galison, 2010, p.17). The biggest 
threat to objectivity, the epistemological danger, was the subjective self (Daston 
& Galison, 2010). The subjective self was thought to impose preconceptions on 
data, where the goal was to create an ‘unclouded mirror of the world’ (Daston & 
Galison, 2010, p.203). 

There are ethical and normative connotations to objectivity. In the pursuit of 
scientific knowledge, certain characteristics were deemed important and 
encouraged. A certain type of scientist became the regulative ideal. On behalf of 
‘the common good’, statistician Karl Pearson (1857-1936) directly encouraged 
people to suspend or repress their feelings and emotions (Daston & Galison, 
2010, p.196). The model scientist was deemed to be able to ‘self-eliminate’, 
reduce ‘his [sic]’ subjectivity to a degree where ‘his [sic]’ conclusions and 
assessments became universally true, not contingent on the scientist’s approach 
(Daston & Galison, 2010, p.196). Self-elimination became an imperative for 
scientific objectivity, meaning that ‘the battle of the will against itself’ (Daston & 
Galison, 2010, p.210) was always present in the attainment of knowledge.  

Quantitative measurements became one of the most important ways of achieving 
objectivity, alongside photography, indicating that objectivity is about separating 
the researcher from the observed and measured, using instruments independent 
of the researcher to ‘capture’ reality. These techniques are supposedly free from 
any subjective assessment or bias, which in many cases were, and still are, 
considered as challenging and in conflict with professionalism and objectivity 
(Cohen, 1999; Daston & Galison, 2010; Porter, 1995; Rettberg, 2014). Rettberg 
(2014) argues that measuring leads to what we think is the objective truth, and 
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thereby a way of avoiding the feared bias. The concern and strive for 
quantification are therefore connected to and conditioned by the striving for 
objectivity. Objective knowledge, when perceived as the prerequisite for obtaining 
true knowledge, becomes the goal in science.  

According to Porter (1995) the pursuit of objectivity is a pursuit of a universal 
language, since quantification as communication is suitable for travelling across 
borders. The regularity of mathematics, the rules for collecting and handling 
numbers are almost universal, allowing the disciplines to be practised in uniform 
ways across the world. Knowledge is thus produced independent from the 
individuals employing the numbers. In relation to this, Porter (1995) stresses how 
quantification works as a ‘technology of distance’ (p.ix), a way of making decisions 
seem impersonal. Quantification replaces personal judgement and allows 
decisions to be made ‘without [decision makers] seeming to decide’ (Porter, 1995, 
p.8), ultimately providing a way of distancing decision makers from the measured. 
By making numbers appear boring and technical, they appear to be beyond 
manipulation and human influence (Porter, 2012).  

The relationship between quantification and objectivity makes them seem 
inseparable and each other’s prerequisite or product: The idea is, that through 
quantification, subjectivity is contained and objective knowledge is produced. In 
turn, to obtain objective knowledge, a true science, quantitative measures are the 
most suitable tools. However, both quantification and objectivity have normative 
connotations and are value-laden undertakings.  

The multiple meanings of ‘norm’ and ‘normal’ 

Quantifying phenomena has served to (objectively) inform strategic 
administration of populations, govern, compare, establish statistical and 
behavioural norms, and ultimately identify deviations. Likewise, objectivity is a 
value-laden concept, an ideal or scientific norm that is put in opposition to 
subjectivity. It is therefore relevant to examine more closely the concept of the 
‘norm’.  

According to Collins Dictionary, norms can be viewed as ‘established standard[s] 
of behaviour shared by members of a social group to which each member is 
expected to conform’ or ‘ways of behaving that are considered normal in a 
particular society’ (Collins Dictionary, 2023, n.p.). These definitions imply that 
norms are socially constructed. ‘Established standard[s]’ signals that the standards 
or norms are things that come into being, that become established. The particular 
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standard is not a given, but one possibility from a field of possibilities. The ways 
of behaving are ‘considered’ to be normal in a ‘particular society’, thereby 
indicating that the behaviours are not universally ‘normal’. Furthermore, norms 
are ‘shared by members of a social group’, meaning that everyone in this particular 
social group is aware of the standards, and implicitly that people from other social 
groups might not consider this type of behaviour the norm. Most importantly, a 
standard is something to which ‘each member is expected to conform’, suggesting 
that norms contain expectations to behaviour and the power to govern conduct. 
Norms are therefore closely tied to expectations of conformity.  

Another definition of a norm is: ‘a principle of right action binding upon the 
members of a group and serving to guide, control, or regulate proper and 
acceptable behaviour’ (Merriam-Webster, 2023, n.p.). This definition emphasises 
expectations of conformity even more. Norms operate by standardising and 
governing behaviour. ‘Proper’ and ‘acceptable’ do not have universally agreed 
upon meaning; they mean different things to different people, which is why 
norms can here be seen as necessary in order to cultivate this particular wanted 
behaviour. In other words, norms are necessary constructions to promote ‘proper’ 
and ‘appropriate’ behaviour, ensuring that this behaviour relies less on subjective 
interpretation, and rather on standards within a particular social group.  

The term ‘normal’ has had different meanings in different contexts and periods. 
According to Rose (2008), it is a ‘peculiar little term that condenses, in one word, 
ideas of the normal, the average, the statistical mean, the desirable, the healthy’ 
(p.449). In the biological and medical domains where it evolved, ‘normal’ was 
used to describe the ‘normal state’ of an organism. The normal state was the 
healthy state, the typical and ordinary (Hacking, 1990). It was thus considered to 
be the opposite of the pathological. Our knowledge of normality is therefore 
partly derived from an interest in abnormality (Rose, 2008). 

In geometry, ‘normal’ takes its meaning from the Latin ‘norma’, which means T-
square, and refers to a vector perpendicular to a surface. Here, normal 
(synonymous with orthogonal) is descriptive: a line may be normal/orthogonal or 
not. However, an evaluative or normative dimension exists as well. An angle can 
be right (correct), but also right (normative) as in a good one. Orthodontists 
straighten crooked teeth, making them right, that is, even and aligned. ‘Normal’ 
can then be used to describe both how something is and how something ought to 
be (Hacking, 1990). 

From biology and geometry, the term ‘normal’ moved into ‘the sphere of almost 
everything: people, behaviour, states of affairs, diplomatic relations, molecules’ 
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(Hacking, 1990, p.160), all of which could be categorised as normal, abnormal, 
or ranging on a scale between these two. In the societal sphere, normal ceased to 
solely mean the ordinary, and became the state to strive for. Normal became 
synonymous with good health and the ideal condition. This prompted the 
question whether a particular kind of behaviour, for example in a child, was 
normal. Normal can thus be understood to mean what is right, the status quo, 
where deviations from the norm are considered pathological. Alternatively, 
normal can connote the average on which something can be improved, where 
excellence is at one extreme of the normal distribution (Hacking, 1990). A norm 
can be a type of rule, a standard, or what is most common. Norms are therefore 
both descriptive and evaluative or even moral, which is why ‘the benign and 
sterile-sounding word “normal” has become one of the most powerful ideological 
tools of the twentieth century’ (Hacking, 1990, p.169).  

One area in which the ideology of normality is highly influential and 
consequential is the sphere of psychological testing. 

Social measures and their normative implications 

A historical account of psychological testing  

Until approximately 1850, psychology was a non-experimental branch of 
philosophy. The idea of quantifying human behaviour would have been dismissed 
(Rani, 2004). Kant, for instance, found it useless to try and measure human 
behaviour and reactions, since he did not consider these either observable or 
directly measurable (Rani, 2004). However, by the nineteenth century psychology 
had been impacted by approaches available to the biological sciences, to such a 
degree that psychologists started to strive for it to become an independent science 
itself. Suffering from ‘physics envy’ (Gould, 1996), the desire to be comparable to 
the natural sciences (Desrosières in Bruno, Jany-Catrice & Touchelay, 2016), and 
the wish to gain prestige (Kline, 1988), researchers sought to legitimise social 
science and psychology as ‘real’ sciences. Psychology formed alliances with 
biology, adopted the same methods and became ‘measurement-conscious’ (Rani, 
2004, p.92).  



30 

Prevalent understandings in psychology can be exemplified by philosopher John 
Stuart Mill’s (1806-1873) assumptions, here summarised by David Hamilton in 
the following three points:  

1. The social and natural sciences have identical aims, namely, the discovery of 
general laws that serve for explanation and prediction, 2. The social and natural 
sciences are methodologically identical, 3. The social sciences are merely more 
complex than the natural sciences (cited in Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.20).  

This way, experimental psychology has adopted what is sometimes referred to as 
‘the scientific method’, which, according to Kline (1988), is based upon three 
elements. First, rigorous, replicable, and precise observations and quantifications 
must be conducted under controlled conditions (original data must be quantified, 
hence the use of psychological tests). Second, the constructs or methods used to 
measure and observe must be clearly defined, agreed upon, and operationalised. 
Third, the method should be based on testing hypotheses which are stated in a 
refutable form. This stems from the logical positivist approach, more specifically 
Karl Popper’s falsification principle, claiming that if theories are not refutable they 
should be discarded (Kline, 1988).  

Supporting Gould’s point about a dominant envy of physics, Kline likewise argues 
that the rationale for psychology to adopt the scientific method is based on the 
desire to achieve the same progress made by the natural sciences. A major goal was 
to establish predictive knowledge about the world. Importantly, in this argument 
there lies an implicit assumption that such a scientific method is the correct and 
only way to true knowledge.  

The aim to achieve prediction and control brought with it a desire to establish 
causality, since causes were seen as the key to identifying predictions and 
potentially obtaining control. Knowledge about causes had great political power 
by assisting those who wished to predict and control society, supporting a 
deterministic scientific understanding (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). With this 
development followed an expansion of measurement techniques to cover all 
aspects of human behaviour. For example, in the attempt to determine the ‘ideal 
average man’, statistician Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1874) subjected physical 
attributes to quantitative analysis. According to Quetelet, the ‘average man’ was 
formed in the Creator’s goal: ‘perfection’ (Desrosières, 1998, p.78). Later, 
Quetelet extended his measurements to entail suicide, marriage, and crime, 
numerically determining the normal, the average person. (Adolf & Stehr, 2018). 
With a concern for the normal distribution, Quetelet became preoccupied with 
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deviant behaviour. Thus, learning about the normal, the average, is closely related 
to knowledge about the abnormal, the pathological or irregular.  

About the same time as Quetelet, Francis Galton likewise wanted to measure 
individual differences in physical and psychological characteristics. He singled out 
‘human ability’ as a dimension of study and laid the grounds for psychometrics 
(Rani, 2004, p.95). Galton created the term ‘mental test’ and provided basis and 
direction for the study of human characteristics. Although he did not develop this, 
he suggested using questionnaires for measuring mental traits (Butcher, 2010).  

Accordingly, the orientation shifted from a focus on external objects and 
phenomena to the interior space (Rose, 2008). Both psychologists and natural 
scientists were interested in measuring the interior realm. Gustav Theodor 
Fechner (1801-1887) wanted to study man’s ‘inner world’ by applying the same 
methods as the natural sciences: physics, chemistry, and biology and 
‘psychophysics’ was born (Rani, 2004, p.93).  

Apart from the research stream concerned with measuring individual differences, 
clinical studies in medicine and psychiatry also provided the impetus for the 
expansion of psychological measurement. In the beginning of the twentieth 
century, achievement tests such as Binet’s intelligence scales were developed 
alongside arithmetic, spelling, and language tests. During this period, Carl Jung 
(1907) studied word associations in order to evaluate a person’s thought processes 
and personality (Butcher, 2010). This approach sparked enthusiasm and a group 
of followers or ‘converts’ was formed, as Rani (2004) describes them. An explosion 
of different tests occurred: standardised tests for educational purposes, military 
evaluation tests, group intelligence tests, and personality questionnaires.  

Psychological tests have initially been used to identify maladjustments or mental 
deficiencies, and served as an expertise on individual differentiation, a technology 
of individualisation. Systems in need of individual administration or distribution 
resorted to psychological tests, based on the notion that these provided 
judgements what were objective, neutral, and effective (Rose, 2008). Through 
quantitative psychological measurements, scores could be attached to individuals, 
which would render the invisible visible, calculable, and manageable, permitting 
scrutiny and enabling judgement (Espeland & Stevens, 2008; Rose, 2008). 

In response to the growing number of psychological tests, some scholars have 
questioned the basic assumption that psychological phenomena can be measured. 
Among others, Kline (1988, 1998) points to the problematic use of scientific 
methods in psychology. Kline (1988) argues that the scientific criteria, as 
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described previously, are simply not applicable to psychology since the objects of 
study here (personality, emotions, thoughts) are fundamentally different from the 
objects of study in the natural sciences for which these methods were developed. 
Transferring these criteria to a field like psychology is therefore problematic: Kline 
states that while intelligence can be measurable and capable of objective study, 
our attitudes, thoughts, and emotions are ‘beyond measurement and … therefore, 
can never become scientific’ (Kline, 1998, p.24). In other words, the concepts and 
phenomena studied in psychology are not suited for public observation and 
measurement (a necessity for the scientific method). 

Kline (1988) further problematises how the wish to live up to the scientific 
demand of precision has led psychologists to choose variables merely because they 
are deemed measurable, not because of theoretically sound or meaningful reasons. 
In order to achieve precision, the number of questions that can be asked is limited; 
psychology formulates questions that can be answered, involving variables that 
can be measured. To explain his point, Kline (1988) refers to psychological 
handbooks of mental measurements containing for example an ‘athletic 
motivation inventory’, ‘life goals evaluation schedule’, and ‘consumer 
competences test’ (p.22), at the cost of, according to Kline, more meaningful 
studies of ‘human characteristics and feelings which are important to most people’ 
(p.22), since these are immeasurable. Ultimately, the attempt to meet certain 
scientific criteria comes to regulate the questions asked and how they are sought 
answered. 

To support his statement about the unsuitable use of scientific criteria in 
psychology, Kline comments on arguments presented by psychologist Raymond 
B. Cattell (1905-1998), who advocated for scientific psychology. Cattell argues, 
that we apply the same methods to studies of personality as we would to studies 
of the mechanisms of a watch. According to Cattell the goal is always objective 
insight: prediction, control, and scientific laws. Kline contests the comparison 
made between a personality and a watch and stresses that while no one doubts 
what a watch is, we cannot all agree on what personality is. Personality, he argues, 
is a construct, which cannot exist independent of the mind that conceives it. The 
mechanisms are part of the conception, which is why they also have no existence 
beyond it. As a result, according to Kline, psychological tests do not necessarily 
measure what they intend or claim to measure since the very definition of certain 
psychological traits can be hard to agree upon. Therefore, what is measured is not 
self-evident (Kline, 1998). Following this criticism, psychometricians must 
assume that the measured traits, characteristics and the like are in fact measurable 
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and consisting of a quantitative structure, to which Kline responds that no such 
evidence is present (Kline, 1998). Even though Kline argues that psychometrics 
is tackling some important issues of great practical importance like selection 
processes, he claims that for more subtle topics such as love and other emotional 
matters, the contribution of psychometric tests is limited, leading him to conclude 
that ‘psychometrics can answer some concrete applied questions but beyond this, 
it is defeated’ (Kline, 1988, p.63), undoubtedly setting the stage for a heated 
discussion with scholars and psychometricians convinced otherwise.  

Numbers guiding norms 

Measurement activities are normative in that they statistically establish the normal 
levels of behaviour and turn our attention to numerical values that ought to be 
optimised. In relation to this, it is relevant to distinguish between different types 
of measurement activities.  

Stein (2016) argues for the difference between physical ‘facts’ and psychological 
‘facts’, which he terms ‘normative facts’ (p.99). Physical facts are in themselves 
free of normativity. For instance, a thermometer tells us the temperature, a fact 
free of value. Only when put in context is value added to the number. A 
temperature of 42 Celsius is very unhealthy for a human being, but appropriate 
for a hot meal.  

On the other hand, social measures are value-laden even when they are not 
presented in context. ‘Facts’ in a test are either decidedly right or wrong or at least 
contain an evaluative scope. Unlike physical facts, this evaluative dimension is 
embedded in the test, not produced by context (Stein, 2016). This is important 
to note, since social measures are otherwise treated as factual and descriptive, 
simply telling us how things are, and not as evaluative.  

Along the same lines, in response to the neutrality and objectivity often-attributed 
to social measures, Mau (2019) argues that such instruments represent ‘specific 
orders of worth’ (p.160), which are based on what can and should be measured. 
We might expect measurements of the social world to be neutral, objective, 
accurate, and rational depictions. However, they contribute to the ‘establishment 
of the normative order’ (Mau, 2019, p.160) by selecting, weighting, and 
connecting information in particular ways. Indeed, measurements do not just 
indicate value, they assign it. Through data, quantitatively perceiving worth is 
made possible. Things or people can be assigned their value which can then be 
tracked and improved. When worth is assigned, adaptability and performance 
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improvement are incentivised and encouraged (Mau, 2019). Orders of worth offer 
ways or justifications for evaluating things in a particular way, and guide our 
attention by telling us which activities or qualities have a high value and which do 
not. In this way, normative orders or principles are established (Mau, 2019, p.11). 
For example, by formulating and rewarding measurable key performance 
indicators (KPIs), certain accomplishments and activities appear as important and 
valuable, leaving others ignored or of less value. 

The same principle applies to personality tests. The selection of characteristics or 
competencies to measure means that these are assigned worth. Espeland and 
Stevens (1998) argue that commensuration contains preconceptions of what is 
relevant and valuable, and thus also renders things irrelevant. In other words, 
through commensuration activities, we are told what to look at and how, 
systematically excluding alternative perspectives (Islam, 2022; Mau, 2019). Data 
institutionalises these perspectives, which in turn influences how we evaluate 
everything from good education to what types of performance or leadership that 
‘count’. Supporting this, Rose (2008) argues that numbers or tests promote 
certain values and norms by relying on a central tendency that people either fit or 
do not fit. Since ‘such numbers have great power, and embody the authority of 
objectivity within themselves’ (Rose, 2008, p.451), their use has the potential to 
regulate, manage, and guide people.  

With numbers being associated with truth and objectivity (Cohen, 1999; Porter, 
2005), the use of measurements can create certain realities, advance particular 
agendas, guide behaviour, and this way work as a means of control and 
manipulation. As Espeland and Sauder (2007) and Espeland and Stevens (2008) 
argue, measurements are reactive, in that they prompt reactions and cause people 
to change behaviour. In other words, numbers can guide norms and incentivise 
certain behaviour (Berman & Hirschman, 2018). By measuring, people’s 
behaviour is nudged to fit the numbers (Adolf & Stehr, 2018). In this view, 
measurements are a source of power that offers opportunities to create and 
reinforce norms and realities. When attaching, sometimes uncritically, great value 
and objectivity to numbers and quantitative assessment tools, the results are not 
questioned, and their truthfulness therefore becomes a purportedly objective 
guideline. As Porter (1995) so eloquently says: ‘Norms based on averages advertise 
a beguiling independence of human choice that enhances their credibility’ (p.78). 
Statistical norms appear free of subjectivity, bias, and choice, increasing the 
norms’ status as objective and trustworthy.  
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Numerical measurement of this kind can work as a powerful tool to advance what 
are deemed to be norms and produce disciplinary effects. Porter (1995) and Rose 
(2008) argue that when objectivity is associated with quantitative measurements, 
this becomes a way of legitimising and extending power. In other words, through 
such measurements, individuals can be manipulated and managed (Porter, 1995; 
Rose, 2008).  

Quantitative measures can thus be used to simplify, classify, compare, and 
evaluate (Espeland & Stevens 2008). Assessment measures contain a statistical 
normal which can easily be conflated with a behavioural or moral normal 
(Espeland & Sauder 2007). Measurements and numbers express different ideas of 
normalcy which some critics argue creates ‘an oppressive language of normality 
and abnormality’ (Hacking, 1990, p.1; Porter, 1995, p.77). Through 
classification schemes, rankings, and the act of scaling, individuals are hierarchised 
and their place (in the normative sample) is made known (Townley, 1993). 
Quantifying individuals according to a scale can work as a powerful way of 
creating norms, direction, codes for legitimate and preferable behaviour, and 
ultimately work as a normalising process. As Hacking (1990) argues, data about 
averages promote an idea of normal people and a quest for modifying undesirable 
behaviour (Hacking, 1990). People are conceived normal, when they conform to 
fit the average, the central tendency, since the extremes are considered 
pathological.  

As a result, most people try to be normal, which in turn affects what is then 
perceived as normal. Moreover, through measurements, people become 
comparable with other people and targets emerge that one either ought or wish to 
reach (Mau, 2019). In short, the emergence of political arithmetic and a concern 
with normality meant that: ‘The cardinal concept of the psychology of the 
Enlightenment had been, simply, human nature. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, it was being replaced by something different: normal people’ (Hacking, 
1990, p.1).  

Measurements in organisations  

Measurements and psychological tests have infiltrated organisational life in a 
number of different ways. Commensuration has historically been seen as 
fundamental to management, steering decisions on everything from ‘welfare to 
warfare’ (Espeland & Stevens, 2008, p.324). This has to do with commensuration 
being associated with rationality, leading to a preoccupation with continuous and 
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most importantly, measurable, improvement. The emergence of a need to 
document and track goals, competencies, and behaviour, more specifically, the 
rise of management by objectives, balanced scorecards, 360° feedback, Key 
Performance Indicators, and SMART-goals (M for Measurable), shows a 
conviction that these measurements are reliable and beneficial when tracking and 
assessing behaviour, performance, and productivity. In other words, the 
widespread use of quantitative assessment tools is based on the belief that 
quantification is the primary and preferable technology of performance 
management (Espeland & Stevens, 2008). In this view, tools such as the 360°, 
‘render individuals observable, measurable, and quantifiable’ (Townley, 1993, 
p.529). This and other appraisals share the presumption that measurement of 
performance will lead to improvement, resting on the notion that: ‘Unless 
something can be measured, it cannot be improved’ (Kelly, 2007 cited in Moore 
& Robinson, 2015, p.7).  

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the economic notion of 
efficiency was the undisputed rationality behind Fordistic and Tayloristic 
disciplines. With the Efficiency Movement, performance and behaviour were 
attempted measured in the name of efficiency and utility maximisation. Over 
time, this rationale has extended and measures of work now exceed the 
engineering of processes, labour productivity, and workflows. Today, different 
technologies and wearables aimed at tracking employees’ productivity are all used 
in the name of efficiency. Self-tracking devices are introduced to encourage 
employees to adjust their behaviour and improve their productivity. More aspects 
of employees’ lives, e.g. their health and how they manage their time, have been 
made subject to monitoring, measurement, and consequently, control (Moore & 
Robinson, 2015).  

Prior to 1950, the goal of using personality tests was to identify maladjustments 
or the abnormal. Using tests originally developed for the military in World War I 
to identify ‘unstable soldiers’ or screen ‘at-risk recruits’ (Gibby & Zickar, 2008, 
p.166), managers in some organisations were preoccupied with ‘rooting out 
undesirable and unstable workers’ (p.167). This was further legitimised due to 
psychologists’ estimation that ‘80% of problem employees had a “quirk or 
unusual feature” in their personality’ (Humm 1943 cited in Gibby & Zickar, 
2008, p.167). The belief was that by identifying and eliminating these 
maladjustments, productivity would increase.  

The Thurstone Personality Schedule used in 1936 to investigate adjustment 
difficulties of female teachers showed that: ‘One third of the women teachers are 
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definitely maladjusted, and one sixth need psychiatric advice … Only one fifth 
can be classified as well-adjusted’ (Gibby & Zickar, 2008, p.170). This example 
shows how a test built on statistical norms about maladjustment simultaneously 
promotes such norms by identifying those who do not fit the criteria for a ‘well-
adjusted’ teacher.  

In the educational system, tests have generally served as a means of categorisation. 
Ability tests have been used to sort and segregate students, based on either skills 
or level of talent (Danziger, 1990; Porter, 1995). Intelligence tests and statistical 
analysis created a scientific basis for these decisions, and provided a legitimising 
rationale allowing individuals to be classified, a necessity in bureaucratic 
organisations, including schools and large workplaces (Danziger, 1990).  

Porter (1995) raises concerns about the implementation of standardised tests in 
the educational system and argues that while these tests appear to provide 
‘impersonal objectivity’ (p.210), in fact they include unfairness, racial bias and 
function at the expense of teachers’ expertise. Stein (2016) adds that test use in 
education risks reducing social efficiency to economic efficiency, and learning to 
test score gains. Efficiency trumps justice, which eventually, paradoxically, leads 
to inefficiency. Exemplified here in the educational system, tests provide rationales 
for, at times, unjust categorising and they risk reducing concepts, such as learning, 
to a simple score.  

Measuring and conceptualising leadership 

Established in the organisational sphere, quantification naturally also infiltrated 
leadership (development). How leadership concepts have evolved is closely tied to 
attempts of measuring such concepts quantitatively, which is why both the 
development of leadership concepts and measures are intertwined (here and in 
practice). Interestingly, the more immeasurable the concept of leadership appears 
to become, the more tools to quantitatively measure it are developed, supporting 
the notion that what we choose to measure, is what we wish to make certain 
(Cohen, 1999). With leadership becoming more and more intangible, at times 
spiritual, all in all immeasurable, the greater the need becomes for objective 
guidelines, formulas, and behavioural prescriptions.  

The use of quantitative measures in leadership research and leadership 
development can be traced to the Ohio State Studies around 1945 (Bass, 1990). 
At this point in history there was little measurement practice in management and 
organisation research. The Ohio State Studies identified two key concepts called 
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consideration and initiating structure and introduced operational measures of these 
(Schriesheim & Kerr, 1974). This eventually led to the construction of the 
‘Leadership Opinion Questionnaire’, ‘Leadership Behavior Description 
Questionnaire’, and the ‘Supervisory Behavior Description Questionnaire’, 
collectively comprising the ‘Ohio State Leadership Scales’ (Schriesheim and Bird 
1979; Schriesheim and Kerr 1974). These questionnaires are based on both self-
report and others’ rating. The Ohio State Studies thus laid the groundwork for 
so-called leadership measures. Besides offering leadership scales and operational 
measures, these studies contributed to a concern with what leaders should do, 
defined by Barrow (1977) as ‘normative leadership approaches’ (cited in Bryman, 
1986, p.75). These approaches are built on moral principles and norms for how 
leaders ought to act.  

Many leadership (development) scholars, both past and present, operate within a 
functionalist discourse (Mabey, 2013). Based on positivist assumptions, this 
approach is concerned with trait development, measurable, individual 
improvements (Mabey, 2013), and skill acquisition (Lord & Hall, 2005). Within 
this discourse, leadership development is concerned with identifying causal 
relationships, ‘disassembling and reassembling the leader’ (Barker, 2001, p.484), 
and building competencies, overall reflecting a general emphasis on 
instrumentality (Lord & Hall, 2005).  

Leadership measures therefore represent a certain research tradition, particular 
ontological and epistemological assumptions. Developing leadership measures in 
an attempt to quantitatively measure leadership follows a belief that the concept 
of leadership manifests itself and take some sort of form that is then possible to 
capture through the use of numbers, independently from the social context. 
Measuring leadership suggests that there are clear and measurable dimensions that 
together constitute a person’s abilities as a leader. Attributes are perceived as 
quantifiable in a one-dimensional way. Assumptions about measurable 
personality traits, their predictive strength, and knowledge about what constitutes 
successful leadership are all dominant (e.g. Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Walumbwa 
et al., 2008). The rationale is, that by asking the right questions one can gather 
truthful information about something external. It is therefore apparent that the 
underlying ontology lends itself to the positivist tradition, where objective 
knowledge and explanations are made possible using certain scientific methods 
that build on notions such as validity, reliability, and replicability. Following a 
positivist line of reasoning, leadership is something that exists ‘out there’, about 
which one needs to collect and systematise data and then make predictions about 
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how it truly operate in reality. In sum, the measures are assumed to be able to 
provide an objective picture of an individual as a person or leader, which is then 
the presumed prerequisite for improvement and development.  

The way leadership understandings have developed has implications for how one 
tries to measure and assess leadership. One essential change in common leadership 
understandings is related to the pivotal shift in leadership studies in the 1970s, 
when a theoretical distinction was made between leaders and managers. Zaleznik 
(1977) asserts, in unambiguous, almost poetic terms, that leaders differ greatly 
from managers, distinguishing leaders by attributing to them extraordinary, 
almost superhuman, qualities – all that managers are not. In this light, 
contemporary leadership constructs are influenced by Thomas Carlyle’s (1795-
1881) notion of the Great Man (Spector, 2016; Spoelstra, 2018). According to 
Carlyle, Great Men are so-called ‘light-fountains’, whose light, the ‘gift of 
Heaven’, a ‘force direct out of God’s own hands’ enlighten ‘the darkness of the 
world’ (Carlyle, 1840, pp.4; 16). This perspective brings a leader-centric focus on 
the impacts of unique, hero-like individuals with superior powers or qualities, 
while at the same time acknowledging the critical role of followers. Great Men, 
heroes, and their followers are deemed to be the foundation of society, of the 
hierarchy or ‘hero-archy’ (Carlyle, 1840, p.15), as Carlyle points out – drawing 
attention to the Greek hierarchēs (hierós: sacred, holy + archēs, archos: ruler, leader, 
prince).  

Half a century later, Max Weber, whose work was later republished (1968, 1978) 
developed the concept of ‘charismatic authority’. According to Weber, 
charismatic leaders are extraordinary, as they have, or are perceived to have the 
‘god-like strength of the hero’ (1968, p.24) and ‘exceptional powers’ (1978, 
p.241). Their leadership is based on ‘inspiration’, ‘divine judgments’, and 
‘revelations’ (Weber, 1978, p.243). Weber explains: ‘Charismatic domination 
means a rejection of all ties to any external order in favor of the exclusive 
glorification of the genuine mentality of the prophet and hero’ (1968, p.24). It is 
precisely the rejection of ties, the break from bureaucracy that enables devotion 
for the ‘unheard-of’, the ‘strange to all rule’ (p.23). This way, charismatic 
leadership stands in opposition to the ordinary, formal, traditional rules and laws.  

Influences from theorists such as Carlyle and Weber have led to what some 
scholars characterise as ideological, leader-centric, and romanticised leadership 
(e.g. Alvesson & Kärreman, 2016). The antagonistic relationship between the 
ordinary and the routine and the extraordinary and ‘unheard-of’ means that the 
object of leadership studies has changed.  
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Contemporary leadership constructs bear many resemblances to the concepts of 
charismatic leadership and Great Men ideas. For example, by introducing the 
concept of transformational leadership as an alternative to transactional 
leadership, Bass (1985) contributed to the cementation of the distinction between 
management and leadership. Where transactional leadership is based on the 
exchange of work and rewards, transformational leadership is about instilling 
motivation, confidence, and consciousness so that our performance exceeds the 
expected and we transcend our self-interests to consider the greater good of the 
organisation (Bass, 1985). Bass directly links charisma to the transformational 
leader on several accounts. Charisma is what separates the ‘ordinary manager’ 
from the ‘true leader’ (Bass, 1985, p.34), who, as a result is met with stronger 
feelings of either love or hate. Ordinary managers do not have the power to instil 
these feelings. Furthermore, transactional leaders are working from within a 
culture, suggesting that this individual is part of the system, the routine. 
Transformational leaders on the other hand, are outside the system. They have an 
outside-in perspective on the organisation, allowing them to evaluate the culture, 
form a vision, and start implementing change (Bass & Avolio, 1993).  

What is of particular interest here is that the more that incorporeal, hardly 
measurable, qualities have historically been assigned to leadership, such as 
charisma, authenticity, and spirituality, the more measures have been developed 
with the purpose of measuring and capturing exactly these ephemeral qualities 
(e.g. the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire and the Authentic Leadership 
Questionnaire). This appears to be based on the conviction shared by Authentic 
Leadership Questionnaire developers Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner et al. (2008) 
who argue: ‘Simply expecting leaders to be more authentic and to demonstrate 
integrity will be ineffective if tools for measuring these aspects of leadership are 
lacking’ (p.90). This statement suggests that certain types of behaviour can only 
be cultivated by means of quantitative measurement tools. This further implies 
that any kind of leadership construct must be tied to a measure in order to have 
any real effect.  

Besides a perceived need to capture and cultivate immeasurable qualities in 
individuals recognised as leaders, particular expectations of leaders likewise pave 
the way for more leadership development and more quantitative assessment tools 
targeting the inner selves. Organisational trends and management fads likewise 
drive leadership skills training. The widespread idea that ‘for organizations to 
survive and succeed through such demanding conditions, exceptional leadership 
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is needed at all levels’ (Dalakoura, 2010, p.434), means that leadership 
development programmes are high on organisations’ list of priorities. 

Organisations also call for personal and emotional investments, meaning that it is 
the leaders’ inner selves that are targeted. For instance, when arguing for more 
spiritual leadership, Fry (2003) emphasises the need for leaders to practice 
different spiritual rituals: to know oneself, be trusting, and ‘maintain a spiritual 
practice’ by, for example, spending time in nature, praying, meditating, reading 
‘inspirational literature’, practising yoga, or writing a journal (p.704). By 
committing oneself and fostering these personal dynamics, the conviction is that 
followers’ intrinsic motivation, joy, peace, and serenity with increase. In sum, 
‘leadership is not a rational endeavour; it is a deeply emotional and psychological 
one’ (Wood & Petriglieri, 2004, p.217).  

The demand for more and more qualities in and personal investment from a leader 
contributes to the pronounced need for leadership development and assessments 
that cultivate this. An assumption exists (for some organisations and certainly 
some test developers) that leadership is the solution to almost any organisational 
challenge. Therefore, a vast variety of leadership development programmes have 
been launched at consultancy agencies and within organisations. These have the 
purpose of assessing and developing the participants’ potential.  

Through a review of the literature on leadership (development), it appears that 
the call for leadership measures is multidimensional. While acknowledging that 
others may exist, several factors are identified here. First, strong development 
discourses infiltrate organisations, influencing leaders and employees. In many 
organisations there is a prominent concern with self-development, improvement, 
and achievement, which encourages leaders to request the tools themselves. 
Second, leadership measures are commercialised and marketed as a necessity and 
their implementation in organisations can therefore also be interpreted as a type 
of legitimatisation strategy. Mimicking others, organisations resort to quantitative 
assessments in order to support and perhaps account for decision making and 
ensure valid and evidence-based tools for development, avoiding subjective 
assessments or the always dreaded bias. Third, the act of measuring leadership is 
‘an attractive concept that seems to promise precise, scientifically valid ‘proof’ that 
a person has (or does not have) appropriate qualities’ (Lashway, 1998, pp.2–3). 
Accordingly, the appeal of leadership measures partly stems from the pursuit of 
some sort of reliable proof upon which one can rely for taking actions. Test 
proponents and test sales representatives argue for this proof by describing tests as 
‘eliminating any bias’ (Global HR Research, 2020, n.p.), ‘free from human 
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judgement’, by providing ‘objective comparison’ (Greenthumbs, 2022, n.p.), and 
an ‘objective framework’ (Thomas, 2022, n.p.), all in all, making the process 
‘consistent and fair’ (Greenthumbs, 2022, n.p.).  

Lastly, the distinction between good and bad leaders means that in order to find 
and develop successful leaders it is necessary to identify, ‘the qualities that 
differentiate the “best” from the “poorest” leaders’ (Van Dusen, 1948, p.67). A 
quote from 1948, but a concern that continues today (e.g. Ivanov, McFadden & 
Anyu, 2021). Measurements are here perceived as advantageous in clarifying this 
differentiation and establish what constitutes a good leader. Following this 
rationale, measurements and ‘scientifically valid proof’ can enable one to develop 
the necessary identified components of leadership in more people. As Lashway 
(1998) puts it: ‘Because of such questions, there is always a strong market for 
instruments that promise valid and reliable measurement of leadership qualities’ 
(p.2). As a result, tests have become increasingly popular, laying the ground for 
more books on the subject, adding again to the acceptance of ‘psychological 
testing as an integral element of society’ (Borsboom, 2005, p.1). 

Endless tests and tools have been and are still being developed, more or less aimed 
at leaders. Despite clear and seemingly convincing claims and promises, it is less 
clear what these tools are actually measuring. 

What constitutes leadership, what is being developed and measured in leadership 
development programmes and questionnaires varies and is referred to in many 
different ways, such as: ‘traits’ (Shamir & Eilam, 2005), ‘abilities’, ‘skills’ 
(Borsboom, 2005; Mehrabani & Mohamad, 2015), ‘characteristics’ (Mills & 
Boardley, 2017; Shamir & Eilam, 2005), ‘techniques’, ‘capacities’, ‘personality 
factors’ (Borsboom, 2005), ‘attitudes’ (Borsboom, 2005; Mills & Boardley, 
2017), ‘self-attitudes’ (Mills & Boardley, 2017), ‘behaviours’ (Nielson, 2011), 
‘emotions’ (Avolio & Gardner, 2005), ‘attributes’ (Borsboom, 2005; Mehrabani 
& Mohamad, 2015; Shamir & Eilam, 2005), ‘qualities’ (Lashway, 1997; Mills & 
Boardley, 2017), ‘components’ (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Mehrabani & 
Mohamad, 2015), or ‘capabilities to develop (inspiration, motivation, 
environment of trust, communication, team work, creativity, empowerment, 
effectiveness, employee performance and satisfaction, and knowledge sharing)’ 
(Mehrabani & Mohamad, 2015).  

Already an ambiguous picture takes shape. What is described as being measured 
varies from something inherent, almost material like, ‘skills’, ‘techniques’, ‘traits’, 
or ‘abilities’, to something equivocal like, ‘emotions’ and the ‘capabilities to 
develop …’. Most importantly, a study of the field shows that endless definitions 
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of leadership mean endless ways to measure it, which is why ‘every test thus reflects 
a particular set of assumptions about leadership’ (Lashway, 1997). This is 
supported by Kaplan (1964) who states: ‘How we put the question reflects our 
values on the one hand, and on the other hand helps determine the answer we 
get’ (cited in Messick, 1980, p.1021). Accordingly, test results reflect test takers’ 
perception of their performance using the available vocabulary and set scale 
(Lashway, 1997). Taking this even further, one could argue that test results merely 
show where people have placed their mark, in other words, the items or levels of 
agreement they have chosen among the available options.  

The countless leadership definitions and term confusion indicate that measuring 
leadership is perhaps not as straightforward and streamlined an activity as it is 
officially presented by test practitioners. What is targeted in leadership 
development programmes, what is measured in tests, and what assumptions are 
at play all vary significantly.  

Leadership measures are equivocal in other ways as well. Besides producing data 
about averages and normal behaviour, leadership measures are prescriptive in that 
they measure leadership: a value-laden concept in itself (Ciulla, 2004). Ciulla 
(2004) argues, that ‘ethics is located in the heart of leadership studies’ (p.4), which 
is why leadership both guides and is guided by values that direct choices and 
actions. Most contemporary leadership concepts and theories thus have strong 
messages about how something should be done, providing behavioural 
prescriptions (Jones, 2007).  

The aim of leadership measures is to encourage improvement or change. In other 
words, measures prompt reactions (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Espeland & 
Stevens, 2008), meaning that individuals will ‘alter their behavior in reaction to 
being evaluated, observed, or measured’ (Espeland & Sauder, 2007, p.11). Often 
through what Espeland and Sauder (2007) call ‘self-fulfilling prophecies’ (2007, 
p.11), reactions to (social) measures confirm the expectations or predictions 
embedded in the measures by encouraging behaviour that conforms to these 
expectations or predictions. For example, in university rankings, the object of 
Espeland and Sauder’s study, certain selected criteria are used. The rankings 
highlight differences in universities that might not actually be considerable. They 
may even constitute mere statistical noise. Nevertheless, this prompts the reader 
to assign more worth to the top-tier schools. A university’s ranking also influences 
budgets and therefore resource allocation to develop the quality of the school, 
further establishing the advantages and disadvantages among the universities. 
Moreover, previous rankings impact how people answer other or future surveys 
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about an institution, consequently strengthening former judgements (Espeland & 
Sauder, 2007). 

Returning to leadership measures, they both rely on and promote norms. The 
content of the tools is constructed according to social and cultural norms, based 
on decided necessary leadership components, and their logic then depends on a 
statistical norm. By comparing scores to a statistical norm, each test taker’s result 
is assessed normatively. Through this process, certain levels of scores, that is, levels 
of normative behavioural expression, are promoted. 

The test industry  

How leadership measures are developed, what they target, and how, vary a great 
deal. A tool can be categorised as being either scientific or commercial. Academics, 
usually working at a university, are primarily concerned with constructing what 
they would claim to be a scientific instrument. The goal is to contribute to 
research on leadership (measures) and advance science. Examples of such scientific 
measures are the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire, developed by Avolio, 
Gardner and Walumbwa, and the Servant Leadership Questionnaire, developed 
by Barbuto and Wheeler. As Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) state, they assembled 
an ‘expert panel’ consisting of six leadership faculty from three universities and 
five leadership doctoral students from one university (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006). 
The measure has thus been developed within academia and mainly promoted in 
academic journals. However, some scientific measures are later commercialised. 

In contrast, commercial measures are developed on behalf of a commercial (often 
international) company. Test developers here are concerned with producing and 
selling a commercial product. The measures are usually developed by 
psychologists, statisticians and/or psychometricians, and programmers. One of 
the largest industry players is Hogan Assessments. Hogan started as a small start-
up in 1987 founded by Joyce and Robert Hogan. In 2019 they described 
themselves as the ‘industry leader’, with the goal of ‘improving the global 
workforce’, made possible in part by having a strong ‘Hogan brand’ (Hogan 
Assessments, online, n.p.). For these types of measures, the purpose is explicitly 
to have an effect on the workforce, which is why branding and public exposure 
play significant roles. The objective is practical impact, for example through the 
development and improvement of today’s leaders. The test developers’ target 
group is therefore practitioners, that is, potential buyers.  
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Depending on the way and by whom the measures are developed, they have 
different purposes and implications. Different things are at stake, so to speak. 
Scientific measures are promoted in academic journals and their acceptance is first 
and foremost sought there. Commercial measures are marketed as more 
traditional products and services, by creating a brand communicated through 
appealing and persuasive websites. 

Besides this distinction, leadership measures and tests can be divided into self-
assessments and 360° or multi-rater/source assessments. Self-assessments are, as 
the term indicates, based solely on the test takers’ self-report or self-perception. 
Multi-rater or 360° assessments are based on several evaluators.  

Further, the tools target different things, depending on what test developers find 
is the most valuable and important to measure. As mentioned earlier, some 
developers claim to measure personality, while others attempt to assess behaviour 
or reputation. Most self-assessment tests are usually claimed by test practitioners 
to measure either personality or behaviour. In contrast, 360° assessments measure 
individuals’ reputation and how others perceive them.  

Finally, self-assessment tests can be either normative or ipsative. In normative 
tests, such as those developed by Hogan Assessments, respondents are usually 
presented with one statement at a time to which they indicate their level of 
agreement using a Likert scale. For example: ‘I easily get distracted when I am 
working’ followed by five options: ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neutral’, ‘disagree’, or 
‘strongly disagree’. These tests usually generate descriptions of the respondent’s 
personality, preferences, or behaviour. The descriptions are based on the 
respondent’s scores on different scales, in other words, where the respondent 
scores compared to the norm. The fundamental mechanism of normative tools is 
thus a comparison between the respondent and the norm group. The norm group 
is created by collecting the test scores of a ‘relevant’ and ‘representative’ group of 
people, enabling one to benchmark later test takers’ scores. In psychometric 
assessments there are usually different norm groups, e.g. a global and a national 
one, or norm groups for different professions such as ‘sales people’, ‘executives’, 
and ‘students’. Depending on what norm group the test practitioner considers it 
relevant to compare the test taker with, the scores come out differently. 

In ipsative tests, respondents are forced to choose what is most and least true to 
them out of several statements. The respondents are not compared to a norm 
group, instead they are assessed in relation to themselves, their own preferences, 
and their own mean, so to speak (Cattell, 1944). Ipsative tests are often typology 
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tests, where the result generates a category, colour, or letter (combination) to 
which the test taker belongs, according to the test. In this way people are grouped 
into different types. DiSC is an example of an ipsative test. Here, respondents’ 
‘behaviour profiles’ are characterised by one letter, either D (dominance), i 
(influence), S (steadiness), or C (conscientiousness), or a combination of letters. 
The Myers Briggs Type Indicator is another example of an ipsative tool. Here, 
respondents fall into one of sixteen possible personality types, as indicated by four 
letters and their combinations.  

Depending on who one consults, normative and ipsative tests have different 
strengths and weaknesses. Bowen, Martin and Hunt (2002) argue that ipsative 
tests are harder to game or fake than normative tests, whereas Hicks (1970) advises 
against their sole use, due to their ‘extensive psychometric limitations’ (p.167). 
Not surprisingly, those developing, selling, and representing a certain test tend to 
highlight their benefits. It would seem that the preference for normative or 
ipsative tests is a matter of more or less active choice or belief.  

How tests are actually developed is complicated and not very transparent. In 
explaining the process, Robinson (2017) uses this figure:  

 

Figure 1: ‘Components and characteristics of a psychometric scale’ (Robinson, 2017) 

The test items, whether questions or statements, reflect a ‘focal variable’ which 
the test developer wishes to measure, for example ‘dominance’. A psychometric 
scale is then defined as ‘multiple items measuring the same focal variable in a 
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reliable and valid manner’ (Robinson, 2017, p.740). Items or scales are identified 
in different ways. Test developers can either use an existing scale or develop their 
own. For example, the Jefferson Scale of Physician Empathy is a 20-item scale 
‘with sound psychometric support’ (Kane et al., 2007, p.83) broadly used to 
measure physicians’ level of empathy. Alternatively, according to Robinson 
(2017), items can be identified through ‘literature reviews, interviews with 
experts, and content analysis of existing data sets and resources’ (p.742). For 
example, in the Leadership Effectiveness Analysis: Technical Considerations Report 
from 2010, the authors describe under ‘Origins of items: Theory/research’ that 
the test was constructed by ‘observing leaders and attempting to identify those 
behaviors and practices that tended to lead to success over a wide range of 
leadership challenges’ (LEA Technical Considerations, 2010).  

According to an ‘expert committee’ formed by the Board on Testing and 
Assessment of the American National Research Council who refers to the 
Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing2, one must first define the 
purpose of the test, that is, what it is supposed to measure. Second, ‘test 
specifications’ are made, including for instance ‘how the test questions will sample 
from the larger construct’, the number of items, the format of these, and the 
‘desired psychometric properties of the items’ (Committee on the U.S. 
Naturalization Test Redesign, 2004, p.13). After this ‘content framework’ (p.13) 
is defined, a set of potential test items that meet the test specifications is created.  

It is not explained in detail how test items are created or how they are assessed to 
meet the test specifications. The quality of the test items and the developed 
‘scoring rubrics’ are reviewed by a ‘panel of experts’ (Committee on the U.S. 
Naturalization Test Redesign, 2004, p.13). The test items are incorporated into a 
questionnaire which then undergoes a ‘pilot test’ where the psychometric 
properties are evaluated, such as an item’s difficulty to be understood or its bias. 
Items that are considered to meet the test specifications will then form the final 
test. Through factor analysis for example, the intercorrelation between items and 
the degree to which items are measuring the same variable is determined. 
Following this rationale, if test takers agreeing on item A also agree with items B, 
C, and D then these items are believed to be measuring the same 
variable/characteristic/trait.  

 
2 A joint publication of the American Educational Research Association, the American 

Psychological Association, and the National Council on Measurement in Education (1999) 
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Despite the seemingly controlled process of test development, it is important to 
also highlight how test development can be influenced by personal ideas, beliefs, 
and preferences. For instance, the Myers Briggs Indicator, developed by Katharine 
Cook Briggs (1875–1968) and her daughter Isabel Briggs Myers (1897-1980) in 
the 1940s, is the result of Katharine’s personal obsession with Carl Jung and his 
Type Theory. She reported that Jung appeared in her dreams, his conception of 
types gave her life new meaning, and she studied his words with reverence and 
commitment not unlike religious followers studying the Bible. As Emre (2018) 
writes: ‘Jung became her “personal God”, and Katharine a disciple’ (pp.37-38). 
Emre (2018) continues that Katharine identified a problem: science was too 
‘impersonal and objective’, lacking the data of the ‘soul’ (p.3). Katharine thus 
sought to combine science and spirituality, focusing on ‘the individual’ (p.3).  

I include this example to draw attention to the subjective, human side of test 
development; Katharine Cook Briggs was driven by her passion for typification 
and classification of people, and her personal convictions about how one better 
understands the world. 

Studies on test use: positioning and contribution  

In the next two subsections I review previous studies on tests. The first section 
includes a brief account of the studies to further validate and promote tests and 
studies to map and explain test reactions. The latter is included since their overall 
aim is more closely related to that of my own study, but methodologically 
designed very differently. Moreover, this section provides a picture of the field I 
wish to challenge, by exploring the phenomenon in a methodologically 
contrasting way. Following this, in the second section, I review studies more 
closely related to mine, both in purpose and methodology. These studies represent 
the field I contribute to and extend. 

Testing the tests  
In line with the functionalist approach by which quantitative assessment tools are 
developed, most studies on test use are likewise quantitatively based. A group of 
studies is concerned with proving the benefits of tests or identifying areas of 
improvement (e.g. Arthur, Woehr & Graziano, 2001; Datta, 2015; Melamed & 
Jackson, 1995). Melamed and Jackson (1995) suggest that psychometric 
instruments empower individuals, ensure informed decisions, and optimise team 
compositions and as a result, team effectiveness and team performance.  
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Other studies focus on the different elements of the test and point to potential 
practical problems and issues people should be aware of. Ni and Hauenstein 
(1998) explore the relationship between item invasiveness and face validity on 
applicants’ affective reactions towards the selection process, and the 
interrelationship between invasiveness, face validity, and actual job-relatedness. 
Brett and Atwater (2001) look into reactions to feedback and the significance of 
the feedback source. In contrast to the previous mentioned studies, these two are 
less concerned with test purpose and more with other factors that can influence 
test reception. 

Actual test reactions have also been investigated quantitatively by putting the test 
to a test. Scholars here do not question the test’s scientific foundation, basic 
assumptions, and logics, in fact they reproduce them, but they acknowledge the 
significance of individual reactions and beliefs. The studies below are concerned 
with reactions of job applicants taking tests as part of a selection process. Converse 
et al. (2008) set out to investigate the effect of test formats and warnings on faking 
on ‘test-taking ease, test-taking anxiety’ (Converse et al., 2008, p.167). Chan et 
al. (1998) quantitatively measure pre- and post-test reactions. More specifically, 
they measure if ‘belief in tests’ impacts on test performance and if test performance 
impacts on post-test reactions. Visser and Schaap (2017) also explore job 
applicants’ attitudes towards tests, acknowledging that participants’ perceptions 
can impact the results. They measure six areas: ‘motivation, lack of concentration, 
belief in tests, comparative anxiety, external attribution, and future effects’ (Visser 
& Schaap, 2017, p.5). The study is based on the conviction that ‘attitude has a 
profound impact on the performance of an individual’, and therefore the aim is 
to ‘come to an understanding of individual performance levels in assessments’ 
(Visser & Schaap, 2017, p.1). Importantly, this aim is in regard to test validation 
and ensuring that the results are reliable. This information is supposed to improve 
the quality of test assessments and their interpretations.  

The studies on test reactions show that regardless of the science behind these tests 
and the degree of validity, recipients have certain reactions to tests and feedback. 
Scholars conclude that test reception depends on the character and source of 
feedback, degree of face validity, and the tests’ usefulness/applicability 
(concerning time efficiency etc.). According to Kline (1998), technically, face 
validity has no necessary connection to true validity. However, in practice these 
studies show it is greatly significant: Participants’ perception of face validity 
influences their reaction to items’ invasiveness. That is to say, the more relevant 
the question is perceived, the less invasive it appears.  
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The above-mentioned research is not concerned with a qualitative investigation 
into the subjective, emotional experiences, involved with test taking. To optimise 
and validate the test, these scholars assess reactions to feedback, that is, whether 
participants find their test results useful and accurate. However, they do not focus 
on the variety of reactions, subjective experiences, and how individual test takers 
express these. By employing a set framework or questionnaire, only restricted 
answers and experiences can be found (Cicourel, 1964). Finally, scholars in this 
field do not question or explore the acts of measuring and quantifying 
psychological traits.  

Most importantly, scholars in all the above-mentioned studies use the same 
methodological toolbox as the developers of the tests they evaluate, leading to the 
paradoxical activity of testing people’s belief in tests. Testing a test in the way 
noted above involves basically using the same assumptions about the measurability 
of attitudes and emotions, and the value of commensuration and statistics. 
Thereby this investigation does not question the test activity itself or its 
assumptions. Consequently, the knowledge produced in these studies is limited: 
Test takers’ responses are restricted to include only the available options. There is 
little or no room for nuances, ambiguities, and contradictions in emotions and 
attitudes despite the fact that these are characteristic of human experiences.  

A critical take on quantification 
In contrast to the many quantitative studies typically undertaken to further 
advance and improve test use, a number of more critical, qualitative studies focus 
on the problematic aspects of quantifying human behaviour. These represent a 
methodological and epistemological approach and style that resemble mine.  

Scholars voicing critical or sceptical perspectives emphasise the normalising and 
potentially discriminatory effects of social evaluative measures, exemplified by 
rankings of universities and ability tests in schools (e.g. Hacking, 1990; Porter, 
1995; Espeland and Sauder, 2007; Rose, 2008; Mau, 2019). The overall 
argument in this stream of literature is that numbers and behavioural averages 
promote ideas about normalcy and invite (or push) individuals to conform to fit 
the desirable, numerical and behavioural standards. This argument contests the 
positivist claim that statistics merely mirror reality.  

Others criticise the assumptions in and consequences of questionnaire use. 
According to Cicourel (1964), forced responses restrict ‘out of the box’ thinking 
or ‘problematic’ perceptions and interpretations. The questions asked in the test 
supply respondents with clues about the questions’ purpose and expected answers, 
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generating guided and standardised responses (Cicourel, 1964). The test offers 
certain options or a particular scale, limiting the possible outcomes. 

Alvesson and Einola (2020) likewise problematise the use of questionnaire formats 
and the general tendency to quantify complex social phenomena such as 
leadership. The authors argue that surveys give rise to various types of ambiguities 
such as different interpretations of wordings, poor contextual fits, or low relevance 
of items. They encourage a more critical approach to survey use and methodology 
in general which is sensitive to ambiguity: ‘Just because numbers add up and 
correlations are produced, does not automatically mean that knowledge obtained 
stands on a firm footing’ (p.8).  

Serving as inspiration for a number of studies critical of test use, Foucault (1991) 
argues that measurements and rankings classify, hierarchise, and normalise 
individuals. Although referring to examinations, Foucault argues that through 
rankings, characteristics or skills can be hierarchised, and punishments and 
rewards distributed. Quantifying phenomena such as leadership can be seen in 
this light as an attempt to rank, and thus hierarchise, normalise, discipline, and 
potentially punish or reward. Along the same lines, Rose (2008) argues that tests 
work as a device for:  

Capturing these ephemeral behaviours, the evanescent qualities and variable 
capacities of human beings, rendering them into thought as ‘docile’ objects. Test 
scores – tables, graphs – as immutable mobiles – enable the stabilization, 
accumulation of information about the subjects of testing. They enable them to 
be normalized, tabulated and deliberated about in the calm situation of the 
psychologist’s office (p.450). 

Further sub-arguments are for example that numbers and indicators are harder to 
challenge than judgements based on what seem like mere opinions, since people 
are more inclined to trust what they perceive as hard facts than gut feelings or 
opinions (Mau, 2019). According to Mau (2019), the process of turning social 
phenomena into quantities is a way of avoiding justification and criticism. The 
immunity to criticism is fuelled by the conviction that ‘data never lie’ (Mau, 2019, 
p.160), contributing to people ignoring or forgetting that numbers have meanings 
which can be used for political purposes and interpreted to promote particular 
interests. Following the conviction that data never lie, and that numbers embody 
authority, Rose (2008) stresses social measures’ ability to manage, distribute, and 
‘administer’ individuals (p.451).  
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There are a number of qualitative studies on test use in leadership development 
that take the broader context into account. Often from a Foucauldian perspective, 
these researchers explore identity regulation and disciplinary effects, acts of 
resistance, and the production of ‘confessional cultures’ (Ferry & Guthey, 2021; 
Gagnon & Collinson, 2014; Wilson et al., 2020). These studies have in common 
a focus on practices and interactions that take place around the assessment tools, 
acknowledging the broader context in which assessment tools operate. Moreover, 
the authors do not treat such measures as neutral instruments, or leadership 
development programmes as neutral arenas. Rather, they are interpreted as means 
and places for identity regulation and technologies of subjectification and 
normalisation. 

For instance, Ferry and Guthey (2020) explore how leadership development 
programmes for students in universities produce and normalise what the authors 
term a ‘confessional culture of leadership development’. Through ‘inward-
focused, quasi-therapeutic’ practices such as icebreakers and assessment tools, 
participants are encouraged to alter their identities in the pursuit of e.g. authentic 
or transformational leadership (Ferry & Guthey, 2021). Of greater significance, 
the participants are also encouraged to share their insights, strengths and 
weaknesses, that is, their test results. Icebreakers and assessment tools which the 
authors describe as ‘confessional technologies’, produce this culture, one that 
normalises compliance and submission to these types of identity-reshaping 
technologies.  

Meier and Carroll (2019) are, with inspiration from Hacking, interested in how 
leaders are ‘made up’ or ‘produced’ in leadership development programmes. The 
authors explore how leader identities are constructed and authorised, paying 
attention to not just the personality test itself but its setting: the role of instructors 
and programme participants and the interaction between them. 

Wilson et al. (2020) have likewise completed a critical study on measures, 
specifically 360° instruments. From a Foucauldian perspective, the authors seek 
to uncover the assumptions and unintended effects of 360° tools. They reveal 
such measures’ morally prescriptive standards and capacity to promote 
surveillance, both of which force individuals to self-discipline and conform 
through processes of subjectification. According to the authors, the format of 
360° tools discourages critical questions, leading to what the authors argue is 
‘inhibiting rather than enabling the development of ethical leaders’ (p.213). 
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Also highlighting the context of measurements, Elmes and Costello (1992) 
explore the significance of the venue and of social actors’ role in training activities. 
The authors argue that consultants create an aura of status and credibility, 
manipulating participants to feel emotionally indebted to their organisations, 
conform to the training, or at least feel ‘powerless against it’ (Hermes, 1972 in 
Elmes & Costello, 1992, p.428). Elmes and Costello describe communication 
skills training as a ‘social drama’, drawing attention to the actors involved and the 
staging of programme elements. Rituals, testimonials, and presentation of 
material all contribute to a certain dramatisation of the messages.  

The above-mentioned studies contribute knowledge about the encouragement of 
confession and conformity, surveillance activities, and processes of 
subjectification, all of which contribute to participants’ submission to certain 
leadership identities. Developing strategies of resistance is either stressed as 
important (Wilson et al., 2020), or considered nearly impossible to achieve, 
especially for student participants (Ferry & Guthey, 2021). Some critical scholars 
discuss opportunities of agency and resistance in leadership development 
programmes in general (e.g. Nicholson & Carroll, 2013), but few have empirically 
explored participants’ reactions and counter-strategies to the process of being 
measured.  

Contributing to our knowledge of quantification and its effects, a body of 
literature, primarily within interpretive accounting research, is concerned with the 
performativity of numbers in an organisational context. For example, Fauré, 
Cooren and Matte (2019) examine what numbers require in order to ‘speak’. The 
authors argue that numbers’ capacity to do things, to perform, is tied to their 
interaction with those using and responding to numbers. For instance, the authors 
point to the authority numbers assign to people and that people assign to 
numbers, and the work done to make a number matter in the first place. As the 
authors conclude: ‘If nobody listens, cares or believes what the numbers are 
supposed to say, numbers will remain lifeless figures’ (p.354).  

Similarly, Dorn (2019) questions measurements’ ability to more or less 
automatically prompt reactions, arguing that the reactivity of numbers depends 
on how social actors make sense of them. Exemplified with hospital rankings, 
Dorn refers to the variety of ways hospitals respond to their ranking, and makes 
the case that a measure, such as a ranking, does not necessarily put ‘irrefutable 
pressure on organisations and [work as] an influential device in their evaluative 
environment’ (p.343). These studies draw attention to the multiplicity of ways 
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numbers can be contextualised, used, and responded to, and how these elements 
determine if and in what ways numbers are performative. 

Related to the performativity of numbers, Espeland and Stevens’ (2008) 
conceptual paper has served as one of the main inspirations for my study’s 
positioning and development. The authors appreciate here both that 
quantification has performative effects and relies on context. Drawing on the work 
of philosopher John Langshaw Austin (1962; 1975), Espeland and Stevens make 
the case that numbers perform different acts by guiding our attention and 
ultimately by making us do things. Since I likewise draw on Austin’s work in my 
discussion chapter, a short account of his notion of the performative will be useful, 
before I then return to Espeland and Stevens’ paper and outline how my study 
complements and extends the authors’ perspectives on the performativity of 
quantitative assessment tools.  

In his book, How to do things with words (1962), Austin’s central argument is that 
by uttering words, we do not simply describe, we actually do. Austin distinguishes 
three kinds of speech acts: locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary. Of 
specific interest in the context of this thesis are illocutionary and perlocutionary 
acts.  

Illocutionary acts are sentences that realise their intent through their mere 
utterance: sentences whose meaning is achieved through the act of saying them. 
For instance, uttering the words ‘I hereby pronounce you man and wife’ in a 
wedding ceremony, actually unites two people into marriage. The meaning of the 
sentence is made true in the moment the sentence is spoken. Examples of 
illocutionary speech acts also include the use of performative verbs such as to 
promise, to order or to request. For instance, when someone says ‘I promise I will 
return the money to you’, s/he has in fact made a promise.  

Perlocutionary acts, in contrast, refer to the consequences or effects of an 
utterance. For example, if someone inside a room says: ‘It’s really cold in here’, 
this could imply a request for someone to close the window thus performing an 
illocutionary speech act; making a request. What this utterance then initiates, for 
instance that someone closes the window or argues that it is not cold at all are the 
perlocutionary effects of the implicit request.  

Perlocutionary acts thus refer to what is set in motion by illocutionary speech acts. 
Related to perlocutionary effects, Austin emphasises the numerous potential 
outcomes of an utterance, which can be both intended and unintended. In other 
words, the listener can react to the speaker’s speech act in various ways.  
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Importantly, illocutionary speech acts are not always successful, meaning that they 
do not always realise themselves. In order for speech acts to be complete, successful 
or ‘felicitous’ (happy) as Austin terms them – successfully realising what they 
intend – a set of circumstances must be in place. If such conditions are not in 
place, speech acts risk ‘misfiring’, meaning that what is intended by the 
illocutionary act will not be realised (Austin, 1962, p.14).  

Of these conditions, Austin considers authority relations to be particularly 
important. The speaker must have the authority to achieve what is intended by 
the spoken words. Declaring two people married requires the authority for such 
an act. In other situations, the authority is less official and ceremonial, but the 
receivers of the speech act must still recognise it. Successfully declaring a meeting 
adjourned, the person declaring must have the authority to do so (formally or 
informally). This means that the other people present must recognise this person 
as someone who can, and perhaps is expected to, make such a declaration. Also 
influencing the felicity of illocutionary acts are the physical surroundings. One 
must stand in front of two people getting married, when marrying them, 
attending a form of meeting that can be adjourned.  

If we now return to Espeland and Stevens’ paper, we may ask what it means for 
numbers to be performative. Thinking of quantification as ‘speech acts’ means 
that we look at how and in what ways numbers perform or do things. Espeland 
and Stevens (2008) argue that we turn our attention to quantitative tools’ 
persuasive, reactive, and productive abilities. According to the authors, 
quantification is performative by ‘intervening’ in our world, creating or 
reinforcing social categories, enabling judgement, evaluation, and overall 
discipline. More specifically, they suggest, for instance, that we look at the 
authority we ascribe to numbers, enabling their persuasive force, and the 
interpretation and decoding efforts quantification and numerical pictures (graphs 
and models) call for. As a consequence, considering quantification’s 
perlocutionary dimensions, Espeland and Stevens (2008) urge studies to be, 
‘sensitive to context’ (p.404), so as to explore the purposes and meanings of 
quantification, and what quantitative tools set in motion.  

Even though the authors point in the direction of more contextual perspectives 
on the effects of quantification, and emphasise how numbers rely on the authority 
we grant them, the authors remain primarily within the borders of quantifications’ 
material requirements. In terms of the ‘work’ which quantitative activities 
demand, Espeland and Stevens (2008) refer to the skills, time, money, and 
coordination efforts which grading essays requires. Skills, time, money, and 
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coordination efforts are quite concrete necessities for quantitative activities to be 
carried out and implemented in the first place. The elements tell us something 
about what quantitative activities need in order to actually take place, not what 
the activities need in order to have an effect on the world. Moreover, Espeland 
and Stevens’ acknowledgement of the context of quantification mainly involve 
the outcomes of quantification. The authors allocate most of their attention to 
the effects of quantification, its reactivity, ability to ‘[intervene] in the social world 
it depicts’, and ‘cause people to think and act differently’ (p.412), and thus 
contribute with knowledge of the ways quantification does things or make 
individuals do things.  

Likewise borrowing from Austin, my study complements Espeland and Stevens’ 
(2008) insights, by taking their argument even further and putting the social 
context of quantitative activities to the centre of study and discussion. In terms of 
the ‘work’ quantification requires, I will argue that numbers rely on certain 
conditions (beyond skills, time, and money) in order for them to perform their 
intentions, which is why I specifically look into how test practitioners work to 
create and maintain these circumstances, and how test takers respond to this. My 
study thus extends Espeland and Stevens’ (2008) work with empirically informed 
insights, particularly about the role of authority granted to quantitative measures 
and their advocates, and the mediating work quantitative tools require to have 
performative effects.  

In sum, my study represents a critical, contextual take on testing, by exploring the 
research questions: How do leadership measures rely on and promote norms? And how 
do social actors in organisations reinforce or undermine these norms? 
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METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter I present my methodological choices and reflections and cover how 
I have approached the field of leadership measures in a way that deepens our 
understanding of the norms within and around such assessment tools. The 
chapter includes reflections on the ontological and epistemological traditions and 
perspectives my study rests on, since these steer my subsequent choices regarding 
research strategy, concrete methods, and theorisation approach.  

Research perspective 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), ‘every researcher speaks from within a 
distinct interpretive community that configures, in its special way, the 
multicultural, gendered components in the research act’ (p.18). Accordingly, I 
approach the research field with a particular set of ideas and a distinct point of 
view, affecting my perception of the studied phenomena. In the following, I 
explain with what particular mindset I have approached the field of leadership 
measures.  

My research perspective lends itself to the constructivist (Berger & Luckmann, 
1966), interpretivist tradition. What is of interest is how concepts such as 
leadership and norms are constructed and maintained through practices and 
language. Consequently, I focus on subjective experiences and meanings attached 
to objects such as leadership measures. Since, as Morgan (1980) expresses it, ‘what 
passes as social reality does not exist in any concrete sense, but is the product of 
the subjective and inter-subjective experience of individuals’ (p.608), the aim is 
to uncover how social actors make sense of, construct, and negotiate the four 
measurement tools and the activities surrounding and supporting the instruments.  

This position provides an opportunity to understand the use of tests in leadership 
development as a value-laden practice and offers a counterpart to the reductive 
functionalist and quantitatively based studies that dominate the field. Since, 
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‘understanding meaning and intentionality is emphasised over and above causal 
explanations’ (Prasad, 2005, p.14), my interest lies in how individuals make sense 
of and influence particular leadership measures.  

Accordingly, I view test effects as depending upon individual interpretations and 
reactions, therefore accounting for contextual influences and complexities. Using 
this framework, subjective nuances, ambiguities, and paradoxes are brought out, 
offering an alternative understanding of contemporary use of leadership measures 
compared to that of quantitative studies.  

In other words, to counter the reductionism of such quantitative instruments that 
capture the observable and risk neglecting the constructive qualities of the world, 
my approach is informed by critical, interpretivist perspectives; embracing 
complexities, nuances, and multiplicity. More specifically, the aim of this study is 
to generate ‘insightful descriptions’ that ‘present the phenomenon in new and 
revealing ways’ (Hammersley 1992 cited in Bate, 1997, p.1168). Instead of taking 
leadership measures at face value, I consider the tools as expressing something 
other than an objective truth and working in other ways than perhaps initially (or 
officially) intended. 

Quantifying human behaviour, competencies, and reputations represents certain 
convictions, beliefs, and discourses, which calls for critical questioning. The 
demand for and implementation of tests are historically and socially conditioned 
and created. Consequently, a test contains and promotes much more than what 
it purports: a set of items measuring the level (of effectiveness) of certain 
competencies. From a critical, interpretive position, tests are based on normative 
beliefs about leadership, formed by historical and social events, research streams, 
and commercial trends. The theoretical analysis of the tools themselves therefore 
intends to reveal the, at times hidden, normative assumptions embedded in 
leadership measures. Following this perspective, leadership measures are 
interesting in terms of their ideological and political properties. Studying 
leadership measures critically also means avoiding the reproduction of dominant 
ideologies or taking the legitimacy or naturality of such measures for granted 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009), countering what some organisations tend to do, 
namely treat tests as a natural, perhaps even unavoidable, choice, with quite 
unproblematic and predictable implications.  

Leadership measures convey the idea that leadership is a consistent phenomenon 
which can be categorised, that patterns and units exist, and that language in a test 
mirrors social reality. In contrast, I argue that such measures and their language 
represent assumptions, values, and belief systems, and that their effects are both 
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unpredictable and influenced by numerous contextual factors. Most importantly, 
the act of commensuration, reducing leadership and personality to numbers, can 
be seen as a form of silencing (voices, nuances, inconsistencies, experiences), that 
a critical, interpretative approach counter by voicing and foregrounding 
interpretations, paradoxes, and potentially problematic assumptions.  

Studying an evaluative quantitative method such as leadership measures or 
personality tests in a critical manner calls for different, contrasting methods than 
those that have been used to construct the tools. In other words, since the method 
I explore is quantitatively based, the methods I employ in this study need to offer 
something else than the studied method itself claims to offer. Test takers’ 
experiences of being tested cannot be captured by using the same method (e.g. 
quantitative tests or surveys). Also, quantitative studies on test experiences and 
effects typically restrict their focus to that of test takers, without consideration for 
other social actors involved in the measurement process, such as feedback givers 
or those who permission the test. I argue that, first, test experiences and effects do 
not lend themselves well to being expressed numerically or placed in a pre-defined 
box, and second, that the effects of tests can be best understood if we include a 
more contextual perspective. 

In my study, this approach means that my observations, interviews, and document 
analysis represent specific kinds of realities, whose uniqueness is valuable, adding 
to the nuance and complexity of the studied phenomenon. The empirical analysis 
of social actors’ test understandings and experiences of tests thus reveals a richness 
and depth that is more limited in quantitative or positivist leadership studies. For 
example, I view the individual test taker, not as a project for improvement, or a 
simple test recipient, but as a person with particular and unique opinions about 
the test, affecting the subsequent lives of the measures. 

While acknowledging and highlighting the variability and diversity of both the 
test takers’ experiences and the four measures, I also bring out patterns and 
regularities. These speak to the tendencies within test use, suggesting that even 
though the measures are different, they, in some respects, represent the same 
phenomenon.  
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Case study 

Setting out to generate an in-depth and multi-faceted understanding of test use 
in leadership development, the study is built on cases or occasions of observation, 
as I term them. Exploring test use this way means that the particular and unique 
is foregrounded (Stake, 2000). My study is a mix between an ‘intrinsic’ and 
‘instrumental’ case study (Stake, 2000). It is ‘intrinsic’, as I focus on the case itself, 
i.e. the particular leadership measure. The specific tests, their particular qualities, 
formulations, and formats are of interest in themselves. At the same time, the case 
study is ‘instrumental’, in that I explore the particular measures in order to gain 
insight into an issue and to better understand a phenomenon: the use of 
quantitative assessment tools (in leadership development). The studied tools serve 
as examples of leadership measures, and could therefore have been different ones.  
Since the purpose of my study is to generate insights into tests’ design and how 
they are framed and experienced, with a focus on norms and normativity, I have 
studied four measures. This allows me to identify similarities, differences, 
tendencies, and patterns, while still foregrounding each measure’s uniqueness. 
The intention is not to formally generalise, but to offer new insights through ‘the 
force of example[s]’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p.228). However, the similarities of these 
measures and how and why they are implemented speak to tendencies possibly 
beyond the context of leadership measurement.  

Four measures – and their empirical contribution 

The four quantitative assessment tools are named: ‘The Extraordinary Leader’, 
‘HD Leadership’, ‘Hogan Leadership Forecast’, and ‘People Test Person’. These 
are either specifically targeted at managers (‘The Extraordinary Leader’, HD 
Leadership’, and ‘Hogan Leadership Forecast’), or possible to use in both 
recruitment and development purposes (‘People Test Person’).  

Although I acknowledge how companies’ structure, management, and culture 
influence how assessment tools are experienced by test takers, the core empirical 
material for this research comprise the occasions of observation and the assessment 
tools themselves. I therefore provide here descriptions of the specific measures and 
the tools’ contribution to my study.  
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The Extraordinary Leader 
This is an American, commercial measure developed by Jack Zenger and Joseph 
Folkman. The tool is based on a 360° feedback model, consisting of feedback 
from peers, employees, and supervisor(s), in addition to a self-evaluation. In the 
setting where I studied the tool, the respondents consisted of four peers, six 
employees, one manager, and one test taker. Each respondent, including the test 
taker in question, rated the person on 49 items that together purport to measure 
16 competencies, on a scale from one to five.  

The Extraordinary Leader is meant to provide test takers a picture of their overall 
‘leadership effectiveness’ (PowerPoint slide from the workshop). The report also 
shows if test takers have any ‘fatal flaws’ by which is meant strong negative 
feedback indicating ‘below average capability in an area that is mission-critical to 
[their] job’ (PowerPoint slide from the workshop). Fatal flaws are expected to lead 
to ‘performance problems, career plateaus, job failure, and damaged relationships’ 
(PowerPoint slide from the workshop). 

The rationale behind the tool is that ‘peak performance can be engineered’ (The 
Extraordinary Leader - Participant Manual, 2015, p.6, module 6). This 
mechanistic logic leads to the recommendation that so-called leaders develop three 
to five competencies with a rating for each which lies within the 90th percentile 
in comparison with the rankings for other leaders. As Zenger Folkman states: ‘You 
don’t have to be perfect’ (PowerPoint slide from the workshop), you just need 
Profound Strengths in three to five areas (Zenger & Folkman, 2017). Reflecting 
a concern with causality, the conviction is that by developing these profound 
strengths the organisation and leader will ‘truly flourish’ (Zenger & Folkman, 
2012, p.xii). The research supporting this logic is based on data from around 
20,000 leaders, who have been measured with different 360° feedback 
instruments. Collectively, the data were comprised of 1,850 survey items 
describing different behaviours. The test developers’ subsequent analysis revealed 
16 competencies that differentiated ‘the best from the worst’ (Zenger & Folkman, 
2012, p.5). Moreover, from the data, the developers derived 49 items that 
‘accurately measure leaders’ effectiveness at these specific competencies’ (Zenger 
& Folkman, 2012, p.5). The 16 competencies are organised in five behaviours 
that comprise the ‘Leadership Tent Model’. For an overview of the instrument’s 
items, competencies, and behaviours, see Appendix 1. 

I studied this tool at PharmExtra (pseudonym), a health care company which 
started using The Extraordinary Leader in 2016. According to the company’s 
Leadership Specialist, Aaron, the company deliberately chose a 360° leadership 
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assessment tool, since they consider tests based solely on self-reporting to be 
inadequate. The belief is that with a 360° model, the test taker will get 
information about how they are perceived by different people, providing a fuller 
and more trustworthy picture.  

The tool is used as part of a virtual workshop within a leadership development 
programme for second level managers (managers managing managers). The 
measure is introduced to the participants by an external consultant. At the time I 
did my observations at PharmExtra, the company had held this workshop four 
times, with no equivalent tool prior to this.  

Studying The Extraordinary Leader has provided me with insights into the 
introduction and framing of leadership measures. I attended a workshop where 
the tool was introduced for 2.5 hours. This was an opportunity to hear what and 
how certain points, such as the tool’s validity and trustworthiness, were 
emphasised by the consultant, and how this was received, within the restrictions 
of the virtual workshop, by the participants.  

HD Leadership 
HD Leadership is a commercial personality test developed by four Danish 
psychologists. It consists of 271 items. The company, Human Developers, was 
founded in 2013 and its stated aim is to ‘provide an all-in-one solution for HR in 
the business sector, in terms of both assessment and development’ (Human 
Developers, 2023, n.p.).  

On Human Developers’ website, their ‘test system’ is described as being: 

…based on our effective business psychology personality test, which measures 
personality accurately and nuancedly. It gives an in-depth picture of the person’s 
characteristics, dynamics and potentials, and reflects the personality profile in 
relation to the current situation of the test subjects, including the purpose of the 
testing. (Human Developers, 2023, n.p.) 

The test consists of 26 ‘personality scales’ that are uncovered by the 271 items, 
which are answered on an ordinal scale with five possible answers: ‘highly agree’, 
‘agree’, ‘from time to time’, ‘disagree’, and ‘highly disagree’. Items include:  

When assessing an issue, you always need to first consider the concrete. 

Very rigid principles often strangle innovation. 
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According to the test developers’ PR material, the scales should not be understood 
as measuring more or less permanent traits. On the contrary, the belief is that a 
person’s ‘properties, dynamics, and potentials’ are changeable, especially if the 
person undergoes coaching sessions. The 26 scales in HD Leadership are arranged 
into four categories: ‘Personal Strength’ ‘around [which] are the three roles: ‘The 
Controller, The Inspirator, The Strategist’ (HD Leadership, own report). The 
generated report goes through all 26 scales, sorted by their deemed relevance for 
one’s personal strength, role as controller, inspirator or strategist. 

I studied HD Leadership primarily from the test takers’ angle with access to a 
Danish company, Logistica (pseudonym) who uses this personality test mainly for 
managers or potential managers who are participating in a talent programme. I 
interviewed 11 test takers, one of the test developers, and a test administrator. 
Also, I took the test myself. 

Studying HD Leadership has contributed insights into aspects of test 
development but also the more practical side of test use: how a tool is used to both 
develop existing leaders and assess the ‘leadership potential’ of employees 
participating in a talent program.  

Hogan Leadership Forecast 
This self-assessment tool, developed by Joyce and Robert Hogan, consists of three 
parts: ‘Hogan Personality Inventory’, ‘Hogan Development Survey’, and 
‘Motives, Values, Preferences Inventory’, generating three reports: ‘Potentials’, 
‘Challenges’, and ‘Values’. By answering 150-200 questions per assessment, the 
tool is aimed to inform how others perceive you, ultimately providing what is 
described as ‘strategic awareness’:  

It’s vital that people understand the difference between the way they see themselves 
and the way they are seen by their peers, managers, and direct reports. As the 
industry-leading expert, we’ve developed solutions that provide critical insight into 
characteristics that not only facilitate an individual’s success, but, more 
importantly, can cause failure and career derailment. (Hogan Assessments, online, 
n.p.) 

The Hogan Leadership Forecast is not a multi-rater assessment. However, the 
report is designed to tell test takers how others perceive them, solely based on self-
assessments.  

The ability to infer how others perceive you based on your self-report is made 
possible due to studies where employees have been asked which of a certain 
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number of provided characteristics describe their manager the best. These results 
are then considered against the manager’s test results. By pooling thousands of 
these together, a person’s Hogan profile is connected to characteristics that other 
people, according to the studies, will likely ascribe to this kind of profile.  

According to Hogan’s official website, the Hogan Leadership Forecast:  

…provides an in-depth look at a leader’s performance capabilities, challenges, and 
core drivers. Use it for succession planning decisions and leadership development, 
and you’ll see your current and future leaders excel. They’ll gain strategic self-
awareness to leverage their strengths, avoid behaviors that get in the way of success, 
and gain insight into the culture they create for their teams based on their 
motivators and values. (Hogan Assessments, online, n.p.) 

Two parts of the Hogan Leadership Forecast are based on a five-point Likert scale: 
‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’, ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’. The Motives, Values, 
Preferences Inventory, comprises items with three options: ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or 
‘don’t know’. Items include for example:  

I am a very confident person. 

Fear has been a big driving force in my work. 

I am proud to be someone who follows others. 

The Hogan Leadership Forecast generates three main reports: ‘Values’, 
‘Potentials’, and ‘Challenges’, a summary and a ‘Flash Report’, which gives an 
overview of the results of all three main reports (see Appendix 2). All the reports 
start with definitions and cues on how to use the information.  

I was able to observe the use of the Hogan Leadership Forecast at BigBank 
(pseudonym), where I conducted interviews and observations at what the 
company called a ‘community meeting’. At this meeting, the rationale behind 
using Hogan and the choice of eight specific competencies as the most important 
ones, were presented by the company’s Transformation Consultant.  

I interviewed two external consultants, Jacob and Miles, the Vice President, 
James, responsible for the leadership development programme which the Hogan 
Leadership Forecast was a part of, and the Programme Director, Megan, who had 
chosen to purchase and implement the tool at BigBank. Following the 
organisation’s request that I did not approach any test takers myself, my options 
were rather restricted, and only two test takers contacted me. To partially 
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compensate for the limited insight this afforded, I took the test myself and 
received feedback from one of the consultants.  

People Test Person 
People Test Person is a commercial and normative self-assessment tool developed 
over the past 15 years by the Danish company People Test Systems. On People 
Test Systems’ website, they state:  

People Test Person is a well-documented personality test which is applicable for, 
among others, recruitment, personal development and value-creation for 
employees and leaders. People Test Person provides a thorough and nuanced image 
of the candidate’s personality and behaviour, by covering 12 overall character traits 
and 36 subjacent qualities. The test also measures to what extent the candidate 
takes responsibility, has a constructive attitude and a realistic evaluation of their 
own abilities. (People Test Systems, online, n.p.) 

After taking the test, an analysis is generated where the test taker’s results are 
compiled to form four categories of personal attributes: personal characteristics, 
dynamic characteristics, qualitative characteristics and cooperation. For each 
category, three character traits are listed (making 12 in total), which are then 
further divided into three qualities (36 in total).  

I studied this tool in terms of how it was introduced to practitioners. I attended a 
certification programme, where people from different companies learned how the 
tool was built, its purpose, how to give feedback, and what ethical guidelines to 
consider. I also interviewed two people from People Test Systems. Emma, who is 
involved in developing the test and assuring its quality, and Elizabeth, who is 
primarily responsible for certification programmes, assessments, and advising 
clients. I did not interview any test takers, since my access was to the company 
developing the tool, and not an organisation using it.  

The empirical contribution of these observations was insight into test 
certification; how test practitioners teach and communicate test theory, and how 
participants receive and work with this information. This access offered insight 
into test framing at certification workshops where future test practitioners are 
trained or moulded, so to speak, to represent and use the tool in a certain way.  

Differences and similarities 
The four tools differ in various ways. The Extraordinary Leader is a multi-rater 
tool, whereas the others are based on self-assessment. The Extraordinary Leader 
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and Hogan Leadership Forecast were developed in the United States and focus on 
behaviour and other people’s perceptions of the test taker. HD Leadership and 
People Test Person originated in Denmark and concentrate on personality and 
self-perception.  

Besides measuring different things, the tone, construction, and formats of the 
tools vary. The Hogan Leadership Forecast for example includes these items: 

I know why the stars twinkle. 

My friends know how to party. 

As a kid I often wanted to run away from home. 

I have felt bitterness towards my parents.  

In contrast to these quite evocative and emotional items, the items in HD 
Leadership have a different, more formal tone:  

When you are thinking about the details, you consider the different parts of an 
issue. 

Practical sense is more important to judgements than abstractions. 

No items on family ties or emotional matters are included in HD Leadership.  

The Extraordinary Leader contains a lot of implied meanings and taken for 
granted expressions such as:  

Works hard to “walk the talk” and avoids saying one thing and doing another. 

Balances “getting results” with a concern for others’ needs. 

Has a perspective beyond the “day-to-day” work to take a longer-term, broader 
view of business decisions. 

Frequently encourages others to consider new approaches and ideas (e.g., avoids 
getting stuck in a “one right way” approach). 

According to the test developers, these items are observable and possible to 
evaluate from the outside. The self-assessment tests, on the other hand, require 
personal, more intimate, answers.  

Despite some obvious differences, the four tools are similar in quite a few ways, 
suggesting that the test developers share some ontological and epistemological 
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assumptions. For this reason, I was able to also compare the measures, despite 
their differences.  

First, the measures are all developed with the purpose of measuring some ‘quality’ 
such as personality, leadership effectiveness, behaviour, or a person’s image. 
Second, the reliance of fixed choice formats suggests that test developers believe 
that they have ensured conceptual equivalence, that is, that respondents 
understand the meaning of questions and expressions identically. Essentially, this 
means that individual interpretations, states of mind, and previous test 
experiences are variables that will not affect the test results significantly. Third, 
another shared assumption is that a person’s leadership is improved through self-
awareness, either by accessing other people’s perception of you, or by having your 
self-assessment analysed, structured, and translated through a leadership measure 
and feedback giver. This rests on the conviction that the more aware one is of 
one’s strengths, weaknesses, and what impression one leaves with others, the better 
development foundation one has. The self-assessment tests presuppose self-aware 
test takers in order for them to respond to test items in an honest way from the 
beginning. The tests thus assume a certain level of self-awareness, while claiming 
that it is also the product of the test.  

Besides the above-mentioned assumptions, the four measures are also 
intertextually connected. Albeit officially subscribing to different psychological 
theories, and using different terminologies, the measures target a number of 
similar or even identical characteristics (norms), suggesting that they draw on 
some of the same psychological theories and leadership philosophies. For example, 
a test taker’s ‘sociability’ or so-called ‘extraversion’ is included in all four measures. 
Other characteristics that occur in two or three of the measures are ‘focus on 
details’, ‘empathy’, ‘being innovative or visionary’, ‘dominance’, ‘risk taking’, 
‘self-confidence’, and ‘responsibility’. These are the most direct or apparent 
overlaps.  

There are other, less obvious, overlaps. The developers use different terminology, 
making their similarity to other measures harder to identify. For instance, in 
Hogan Leadership Forecast, ‘adjustment’ is a category that concerns ‘composure, 
optimism, and stable moods’ (Hogan Potentials report), whereas People Test 
Person measures ‘stability of mood’ and ‘optimism’ separately.  

The fact that all four tools include a person’s level of extraversion, which is a 
Jungian term, suggests that the measures are intertextually connected, in that they 
indirectly refer to some of the same psychological theories that share many of the 
same assumptions. Personality tests thus target some of the same characteristics 
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and test developers’ choices are, as most academic or scientific work, based on pre-
existing knowledge, psychological theories and previous tests.  

Summary 
The variety within the four studied tools offers valuable insights into the different 
leadership assessment tests on the market. Representing different belief systems, 
the instruments draw attention to the diversity in and range of leadership 
measures. However, in spite of the tools’ differences, there are also several 
similarities and alike mechanisms.  

Given the diversity represented in these tools, the various types of access I had to 
them, and the nature of my empirical material, the tools contribute different 
insights and are therefore not equally represented in all sections which follow in 
later chapters.  

The different types of access and empirical material; attending workshops and a 
certification programme, taking tests myself, and interviewing different actors 
with different interests, mean that I have gained insight into test use from various 
angles. I have covered different perspectives of the test process: that of test takers, 
of consultants promoting and facilitating the test (and feedback), and of test 
developers.  

Approaching the phenomenon from these angles has allowed me to identify 
paradoxes, ambiguities, and complexities that might otherwise be concealed. 
More specifically, by giving voice to different actors about the same phenomenon, 
it has been possible to identify and explore similar and contrasting experiences 
and beliefs. As a result, tendencies, patterns, and paradoxes in test practice come 
forth.  

A multi-method approach 

In order to generate rich descriptions of how leadership measures are framed and 
experienced, I have used multiple methods. Observations, document studies, and 
interviews allowed me to approach and understand the phenomenon from 
different angles (Stake, 2000). Following Denzin and Lincoln’s (2000) accounts 
of qualitative research, a variety of methods contribute different perspectives and 
insights, supporting and contrasting each other in the attempt to reach ‘rigor, 
breadth, complexity, richness, and depth’ (p.5). In the case of leadership measures, 
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where several interests are at play, these, sometimes diverging, perspectives have 
contributed a nuanced understanding of the phenomenon.  

My choice of using multiple methods is also based on the epistemological 
implications of my understanding of leadership measures. As covered in this 
chapter in the section called ‘Research perspective’, I have approached the 
phenomenon from an overall constructivist and interpretivist position, implying 
that my aim has not been to uncover some essential truth about leadership 
measures. Instead, the interest lies in the ambiguities, inconsistencies, and 
paradoxes, which is why employing a variety of different methods has been 
helpful. 

The individual reasons for each method are given in the next sections. For an 
overview of my empirical material, see Table 1. 
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Table 1: Overview of empirical material  
Measure 

(organisation) Texts Observations Interviews 

The 
Extraordinary 
Leader  
(PharmExtra) 

A 360° sample 
report 
The book, How to be 
Exceptional (2012), 
by Zenger and 
Folkman 
PowerPoint 
presentation from 
the virtual workshop 
Website material 

Two virtual 
workshops and 
almost three weeks 
at the Training and 
Leadership 
Development 
department  
Coaching session on 
Skype between 
Michael (consultant) 
and Joseph (test 
taker) 

17 with test takers 
One with Aaron who 
chose and administers 
the test  
One with Michael, the 
external consultant who 
facilitated the virtual 
workshops 

HD Leadership 
(Logistica) 

Own test reports 
Educational material 
(for certification 
purposes) 
Handbook 
Popular articles and 
PR material 
Website material 
 

Own test feedback 
session with Cathy 

11 with test takers 
One with Julie, facilitating 
the test in Logistica 
One with Cathy, an 
external psychologist, 
consultant, and test 
developer 

Hogan 
Leadership 
Forecast  
(BigBank) 

Own test report 
PowerPoint 
presentation from 
the community 
meeting 
Website material 
 

Community meeting, 
where the role of the 
test was explained 
to future test takers 
Own test feedback 
session with Jacob 

Two with test takers 
Two with external 
consultants currently 
working in different 
agencies 
One with Megan, 
Programme Director, 
responsible for test 
selection  
One with James, Vice 
President, responsible for 
the leadership 
development programme 
in which the test played a 
part 

People Test 
Person 
(People Test 
Systems) 

A sample test report 
Educational e-
learning material (for 
certification 
purposes) 
Manuscript on how 
to give feedback 
Website material 
 

Test certification 
workshop 

One with Emma, 
responsible for 
documentation, 
assurance of quality, and 
test development 
One with Elizabeth, 
responsible for ‘delivery’, 
the educational 
programme, 
assessments, and 
consultancy  
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Texts 

Texts, in the form of the tests themselves, test items (questions), test reports, 
website material, and educational material, have played a significant empirical role 
in my study. It is primarily through document analysis that I respond to my first 
research question: How do leadership measures rely on and promote norms?  

I consider texts to be not only representations of ideals, principles, values, and 
norms, but textual agencies promoting norms and ideas of normalcy (Cooren, 
2004). Despite test reports’ autogenerated texts, with their buried or distant 
authorship, the tests speak on behalf of the company and test developers who 
created them. I have therefore interpreted the items of the tests as representations 
of larger dimensions with underlying normative significance and as examples of 
assumptions on which the test is built. Take for example, the test item: ‘I am 
proud to be someone who follows others’ (Hogan Leadership Forecast). In this 
item, strong assumptions are clearly present about the dichotomy between leaders 
and followers, and that pride is likely to be involved. Moreover, I have given focus 
to the distinctive use of styles and visual formats such as graphs and tables, as these 
elements can indicate the intention to normalise and regulate test takers’ 
behaviour.  

According to Atkinson and Coffey (1997) these documentary realities ‘create their 
own hierarchy and legitimate authority’ (p.58). Combined with rhetorical devices 
and the absence of clear authorship, the tests appear authoritative, official, and 
factual and imply that the reality constructed exists independently (Atkinson & 
Coffey, 1997). These techniques are important to bring to light when analysing 
test material, since a test is a document designed to appear convincing and valid. 
I have therefore read the tests as texts that construct their own realities, ‘according 
to conventions that are themselves part of a documentary reality’ (Atkinson & 
Coffey, 1997, p.61). This means analysing the test as a text, and as part of a wider 
system of texts, with an authorship and, perhaps implied, readership.  

Besides the measures themselves, my material consists of website material (all four 
measures), educational material (People Test Person and HD Leadership), 
promotional articles (HD Leadership), a Handbook (HD Leadership), 
PowerPoint presentations (Hogan Leadership Forecast and The Extraordinary 
Leader) and the book How to be Exceptional (2012), which provides the basis for 
The Extraordinary Leader. 
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Observations 

On the seven different occasions I made observations, where tests had a central 
role, I have seen how social actors present, frame, and respond to leadership 
measures. It is exactly in these types of social settings where actors play different 
roles and support, moderate, or obstruct the normalising potentials in the 
measures, that I got an understanding of how social actors in organisations reinforce 
or undermine the norms within the measures.  

I understand the process of observing as a theory-laden undertaking (Hanson, 
2000), shaped by prior knowledge of the observed and the language used to 
describe and explain what we know. Having previously worked at HR 
departments where personality tests laid the groundwork for recruitment, 
leadership and team development, I have gained insights into the role and 
influence tests can have. Moreover, I have acquired knowledge about historical 
developments of measurements, experimental psychology, and the emergence of 
concepts such as ‘norms’ and ‘objectivity’. This knowledge enabled me to (or 
perhaps, at times, restricted me from) seeing and, more importantly, interpreting 
things in a certain way. In accordance with Hanson (2000), I therefore consider 
it my task to show how ‘data are molded by different theories or interpretations 
or intellectual construction’ (Hanson, 2000, p.175). This will be further unfolded 
in the section called ‘Analytical strategy’. 

I have termed my observations ‘occasions’ to focus attention on the events 
themselves which occurred in a limited time and space, rather than the specific 
sites where they took place.  

Attending situations where tests played a key role gave me the opportunity to 
observe the measures outside constructed interview settings. These situations 
would have taken place regardless of my observation and attendance. I therefore 
gained insight into everyday test settings: how tests are talked about, how test 
theory is taught and communicated to practitioners and how it is referred to in 
informal conversations.  

I made observations in connection to three out of four of the measures, excluding 
on site observations at Logistica. However, being tested myself also served as an 
opportunity for observation. Even though the test subject was myself, getting 
feedback on my test allowed me to observe a feedback session. I therefore paid 
attention to my own internal emotional process, what I was being told, and how 
I was being told this. For instance, I observed how the consultant put together a 
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narrative, emphasised or ignored certain points, and asked me particular 
questions.  

At all the occasions of observation, I introduced myself but then refrained from 
actively participating. This was because I wanted to gain insight into the ways the 
tests were presented and received without my interference. Also, the workshops 
and meetings followed a planned and rather strict schedule, leaving little room for 
interruptions. At the workshop where The Extraordinary Leader was introduced, 
there was a formal process for participants’ questions. Three options of 
communication were available during the workshops. Participants could enable 
their microphone (the majority of the time, only the consultant’s microphone was 
on in order to eliminate any background noise), digitally raise their hand by 
clicking a button named ‘raise hand’ (see Figure 2), or write their questions or 
comments in a shared chat that everyone could see.  

 

Figure 2: Activation buttons, virtual workshop 

I also avoided interfering since the phenomenon under study is personal or even 
emotional to the subjects, potentially making interferences disruptive or 
upsetting. Lastly, I aimed for a certain amount of distance, since I did not want 
my previous professional and personal experiences with tests to influence my 
interpretations too significantly. That said, I have also considered my own 
experiences with quantitative assessment tools to be a potential advantage, in the 
sense that they have enabled me to better understand test practice and perhaps the 
test takers’ individual experiences. 



74 

Similarly to my approach to observation at PharmExtra, described above, at 
People Test Systems and BigBank I attended the certification workshop and 
community meeting, respectively, as a somewhat passive participant.  

The individual occasions of observations are presented below.  

First occasion 
The first observations were on April 30th and May 3rd 2018 at PharmExtra, 
where The Extraordinary Leader was introduced to test takers. The workshop was 
based on Zenger and Folkman’s book, How to be Exceptional (2012). Each 
participant was provided with the book and a participant manual. Prior to the 
workshop, the participants filled out the 360° assessment themselves and asked 
the required number of other people to fill this out.  

The workshop took place at the company’s headquarters. On April 30th, the 
external consultant spent 2.5 hours introducing the measure. He did this twice; 
for one group of participants during the morning and one group in the afternoon. 
At the second workshop on May 3rd, the session began with a repetition of key 
points from the previous one. After this followed more specific exercises and 
discussion about the participants’ results and how they were going to work with 
these. The external consultant was responsible for both sessions, and he also gave 
the test takers their test feedback in individual coaching sessions. 

Participating at this virtual workshop gave me an opportunity to observe how a 
tool such as The Extraordinary Leader is framed by an external consultant, in 
other words, what the consultant emphasises and how. Being virtual, the 
workshop was recorded, so besides attending it in real-time, I also got access to 
the recorded sessions. Both the external consultant, Michael, and I were present 
at the company’s headquarters for the two days of the workshop, allowing me to 
ask him questions about the tool and the workshop. 

After the workshop I spent two weeks at PharmExtra’s headquarters where the 
Leadership Specialist, Aaron, provided me with an office space in the Training 
and Leadership Development department. I used this opportunity to learn more 
about how employees at the company work with leadership development, what 
role the assessment tool plays, and how they generally talked about and referred 
to the workshop. These observations enabled a deeper understanding of the norms 
ascribed to the workshop and assessment tool. This also gave me the chance to 
speak more informally with Aaron. 
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The second set of observations took place over four days in October 2018. My 
observations were related to informal conversations and everyday life at the office. 
Since some time had passed between May and October, I also used this as an 
opportunity to clarify what had emerged after having interviewed several of the 
workshop participants.  

While at the department, my role was more active and therefore more potentially 
influential than at the workshop. I wanted to understand the reasoning behind 
the organisation’s test use, and the thoughts, beliefs, and concerns related to it. 
Therefore, a certain level of closeness was needed. I initiated conversations 
(whenever I deemed it natural) and asked questions.  

Second occasion 
The second occasion of observation was at BigBank on March 18th 2019. Here, 
I participated in what was referred to as a ‘community meeting’ for managers who 
were interested in hearing about BigBank’s plan concerning Hogan Leadership 
Forecast and the rationale behind choosing the eight specific competencies on 
which the managers were encouraged to be measured.  

Around 40 participants were shown a PowerPoint presentation with information 
about the Hogan Leadership Forecast, the eight competencies, their alignment 
with the bank’s own leadership model, and different network activities. Almost 
half attended virtually. At the meeting, these future test takers had the chance to 
ask questions about the process, why the bank had chosen to implement the 
Hogan Leadership Forecast in the first place, and how the eight competencies had 
been decided as being the most important ones. It was therefore an especially 
interesting opportunity to observe how those who had designed the leadership 
development programme and chosen to use this form of leadership assessment 
answered questions and framed the process. 

Third occasion 
The third occasion of observation took place on September 18th 2019 at People 
Test Systems during a test certification workshop. Here, participants became 
certified to give feedback on People Test Person. During the certification, 
participants practised giving feedback to each other. The workshop ended with 
an exam where they would give another person feedback on the entire test.  

Prior to the certification workshop, participants had to pass an online exam after 
reading through e-learning material consisting of eight modules about different 
characteristics the test measures (‘personal’, ‘dynamic’, and ‘qualitative’), ethical 
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guidelines, and questioning techniques. Likewise, I gained access to the e-learning 
material and tried to pass the exam. In the traditional teaching parts of the 
workshop, where the instructor gave a background of the test and the different 
measured characteristics, I sat at the same table as the participants. It was only in 
the group exercises and one-to-one feedback exercises that anyone could notice 
my different role. In these, I either observed the feedback process, conversed 
informally with a People Test Systems staff member, or structured my field notes.  

Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews with test takers have informed my analysis of the 
different responses to both the tests’ normalising potentials and test practitioners’ 
mediating strategies. Together with informal conversations, these interviews have 
added nuances to my observations, particularly those with test practitioners 
(consultants, test developers and test facilitators responsible for their 
organisation’s test choice and use).  

In total, I interviewed 30 test takers, eight consultants, and four individuals from 
the respective companies who have played a role in either choosing the particular 
measure or implementing it internally in the organisation. All of my respondents 
have been anonymised. 11 of the interviews were in English and 31 in Danish. 
For an overview of respondents, see Table 2.  
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Table 2: Overview of respondents 

Measure 
(organisation) 

Respondents 

Test takers Consultants Test 
selectors/facilitators 

The Extraordinary 
Leader 
(PharmExtra) 

Martha 
Freddie 
Allison 
Thomas 
Dan 
Vera  
Carl  
Sebastian  
Joseph 

Rachel 
Oliver  
Frank  
Richard  
Sean 
Eric 
Tim 
Vincent  
 

Michael Aaron 

HD Leadership 
(Logistica) 

Connor  
Gabriel 
Layla  
Samuel 
Harry  
Noah 

Nathan  
Leo  
Catherine  
Erin  
Daniel 
 

Cathy (also test 
developer) 

Julie 

Hogan Leadership 
Forecast  
(BigBank) 

Charlie 
Ethan 

Jacob 
Miles 

James 
Megan 

People Test 
Person (People 
Test Systems) 

 Elizabeth  
Emma (also 
test developer) 

 

Other consultants 
representing 
various tools 

 Violet 
Eva 

 

 

Through interviews with test takers, I got an understanding of how they put their 
test experience into words. By encouraging them to talk freely about their 
experience, they described, evaluated, criticised, or praised the test and the test 
practitioners’ strategies. From these accounts I have been able to detect different 
types of responses to both the norms within the tests and the strategies employed 
by test practitioners. For example, statements about how someone ought to act or 
perform based on their test’s results, I consider supportive of my identification of 
the tests’ normalising aims. Through interviews, test takers expressed responses 
that either adopted, questioned, ignored, commended, or resisted the normalising 
potentials in the tests. Concretely, I have treated statements including words like 
‘ought’, ‘should’, ‘must’, ‘best’, and ‘worst’ to be empirical sources of normativity 
and tied to the tests’ performative potentials to normalise. 
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It is also in the interviews that I have identified test takers’ linguistic responses to 
test practitioners’ mediating strategies. Test takers either explicitly comment on 
the work test practitioners do in order to frame the measures a certain way or 
express their experience with the strategies they have encountered in more subtle 
ways.  

These semi-structured interviews allowed for a balance between prepared and 
follow-up questions (Kvale, 1994), to dive deeper into interesting themes that 
arose. Certain questions were part of every interview so as to compare answers and 
interpretations, but I generally used techniques that allowed for adaptability, de-
tours, and elaborations. My interest was within the particular, which is why 
individual follow-up questions were necessary to understand the matters under 
study as deeply as possible.  

Some interviews were quite structured, others more dynamic and fluid. In my 
interview outline, I alternated between asking broad, open questions and more 
specific ones. The broad questions let the interviewees answer as they saw fit, 
interpreting the questions freely and emphasising what they found important (or 
believed I would find important). This revealed what the test takers found 
memorable, interesting, or difficult, and thus indicated what they took away from 
the experience. I asked questions such as:  

Tell me about your experience with the tool.  

What was your first reaction when you received the report? 

How was it introduced to you? 

What were your expectations prior to taking the test? 

Did anything surprise you? 

Why do you think [company name] has chosen to use this tool? 

What role do you expect the report to have (or have had) in your everyday life? 

Could you imagine a leadership development programme without quantitative 
assessment tools? 

Most of the interviews were conducted via Skype for various reasons. First of all, 
a number of test takers were located in different countries. Second, many 
requested the option themselves since they considered it more efficient and 
flexible. Third, all four companies use Skype (or similar) regularly. The 
respondents were therefore used to communicating virtually.  



79 

As well as these virtual semi-structured interviews, I visited some sites for a 
number of interviews. I therefore had the opportunity to see the physical 
environment, converse informally, and join some interviewees for lunch.  

The interviews with consultants focused on the specific tool they advocated, their 
general testing and feedback provision experiences, their opinions on other 
psychological assessment tools, and the test industry in general. In these 
interviews, the consultants argued for the validity and reliability of the tool they 
represented. In contrast to the interviews with test takers, these focused less on 
personal experiences with tests, and more on the consultants’ professional role as 
feedback givers or sales people. Examples of questions with consultants included:  

What role do leadership measures play in leadership development, according to you? 

What can [name of the tool] contribute with? 

How does it differ from other tools on the market? 

Is there anything it cannot tell us? 

What does the ideal test process look like? 

What do you do in order to ensure this? 

Do you see any problematic aspects of test use? 

Interviewing individuals who are responsible for their organisation’s leadership 
development and consequently, test use, gave a better understanding of the 
reasoning and legitimisation of companies’ test purchases. The people responsible 
argue for the necessity of these tools and their hopes for their effects. I asked 
questions such as:  

What made you choose this exact tool? 

What considerations did you have? 

Why is it important to measure? 

What is your impression of the test takers’ reception of the tool? 

What are the consequences of a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ outcome? 

Almost all interviews were transcribed in full. Three different transcribers were 
involved (one native English speaker and two native Danish speakers). One 
interview was lost due to technical issues. During and especially immediately after 
the interviews, I wrote down thoughts, reflections, and very early analytical points. 
This served as an overview and a guideline for later sorting and coding.  
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In line with a constructivist ontology, I approached the interview situation as a 
form of negotiated accomplishment (Fontana & Frey, 2000), co-produced by the 
interviewee and myself rather than an opportunity to neutrally or objectively 
collect knowledge from informants (Kvale, 1994; Stake, 2010). I acknowledge 
that I influenced the situation through my framing of questions, interpretations, 
and signals. As Schwandt (1997) puts it, the interview is a linguistic event where 
‘the meanings of questions and responses are contextually grounded and jointly 
constructed’ (Schwandt 1997 cited in Fontana & Frey, 2000, p.663). This further 
implies that I have interpreted my interviews with regard to the context in which 
they were conducted.  

I have also treated the interview material with reflexive caution, as encouraged by 
Alvesson (2011). Interview accounts can be influenced by cultural scripts, 
discourses, impression management, moral storytelling, identity work, or political 
interest. At times they represent something co-created in a unique situation 
between myself and the person I am interviewing (Alvesson, 2011). That said, I 
tried to find a balance between reflexivity and pragmatism. When interpreting the 
interview transcriptions, I continuously considered alternatives and attempted to 
challenge my assumptions. Specifically, I applied different analytical categories 
(scripts, moral storytelling, identity work) to the same account to assess how the 
meaning of the text changed. Analysing certain interview accounts like this has 
sensitised and nuanced my interpretations.  

Getting tested myself 

During my field work, I took three tests myself: Hogan Leadership Forecast and 
two of Human Developers’ tests: HD Profile and HD Leadership. I only received 
feedback on my Hogan Leadership Forecast and HD Profile. Besides sensitising 
me towards my respondents’ stories and emotions, it gave me the chance to 
experience and observe feedback sessions with a consultant. These two feedback 
sessions differed greatly in every way possible, drawing my attention to the 
significance of consultants’ approach, attitude, and style.  

Taking tests myself allowed me to access and experience the items that comprise 
the tools. Investing myself personally this way means that the distance between 
myself and the studied phenomenon has been reduced. In these two experiences 
I respond myself to both the tests’ normalising potentials and test practitioners’ 
mediating strategies. I have felt the frustration with item formulations, feelings of 
uncertainty when choosing a response option, concerns about my test results, 
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expectations about the feedback session, the thrill of discovering things about 
myself, surprises, and disappointments. In the process of taking these tests; 
receiving the links to the tests, filling them out, waiting for feedback, and receiving 
feedback, I have written down my thoughts and impressions.  

I have chosen to share my test results on different occasions throughout this thesis, 
exposing and displaying the tests’ assumptions about my personality. I have made 
this choice hoping to make testing less conjectural and more relatable to the 
reader.  

Reflections from the field 

Approaching this particular field from a critical position has brought different 
challenges. Meeting and interviewing individuals in favour of or even representing 
and selling certain measures, arguing for their value and necessity, have both had 
interesting and challenging implications. At lunches, meetings, and in informal 
conversations and interviews, test practitioners would speak with such enthusiasm 
about the tools and their contribution, that any criticism, or even curious 
questioning at times seemed too provocative or confrontational.  

Consequently, I have had to find a balance between challenging these taken for 
granted convictions while trying to avoid offending anyone (too much). This was 
also something I considered when doing interviews, in terms of how much I 
should reveal about the aim of my study. If I was interviewing a consultant, 
challenging their assumptions sometimes led to very honest and open 
conversations, where the consultant expressed doubts, concerns, and paradoxes 
about their own work. Other times, critical questioning was met with 
counterarguments or the claim that academics were simply naïve. These 
challenges have been a constant source of both frustration and motivation. The 
fact that my endeavour has been able to provoke some of the people I have 
encountered, shows how established and legitimate the measurement field has 
become. The value of contemporary test practice is so recognised that critical or 
even just curious questioning can be met with massive astonishment and defensive 
argumentation.  

When I asked critical questions about the limitations of leadership measures, or 
the assumptions inherent in them, most practitioners would react with long 
periods of silence, vague answers, refer to complex calculations and studies, or 
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emphasise the inescapable, self-evident necessity of such tools. Being met with this 
kind of response confirmed my argument for conducting this study. Test practice 
has become a taken for granted, naturalised part of organisations. As my empirical 
material will reveal, questioning its validity, by test takers or myself, is usually 
either rationalised or ignored. There are, of course, exceptions to this reaction. A 
number of test takers and a few consultants expressed reservations and concerns 
about test use. Even so, these consultants tended to then explain how the tool they 
represent avoids these pitfalls, or how their handling of test results is ethical and 
considerate.  

Analytical strategy 

In this section, I describe the type of dialogue that I have had with my empirical 
material; how I have gone back and forth between my empirical material and my 
preconceptions, assumptions, and analytical categories. My analytical strategy 
thus covers the part of my study that concerns how I have sorted my material, 
made selections, reductions, identified patterns and tendencies.  

Sorting and coding my material were influenced both by what the respondents 
themselves emphasised and by constructed analytical codes. I have therefore 
remained close to the empirical material, but also allowed more analytical codes 
to guide the sorting process (Charmaz, 2006). More concretely, I labelled 
different segments of data that either simply described what the segment was 
about (by using the respondents’ own words, for example) or that was influenced 
by preconceived notions which took the form of more abstract categories 
(Charmaz, 2006). I identified these themes by reading through my material, 
looking for repetitions, similarities, and differences between statements (Ryan & 
Bernard, 2003). For example, when I noticed that many respondents described 
the tool as helpful and tangible, I started looking for statements that expressed the 
contrary. Some of the initial codes were: ‘scepticism’, ‘the tool as helpful’, 
‘described changed behaviour’, and ‘attraction of numbers’.  

My constructed analytical codes were partially informed by the existing critical 
literature about measurements and norms and thus reveal some of my own 
assumptions about the implications of quantitative assessment tools. I have used 
these concepts or notions as points of departure to inform the interview questions 
and reflect analytically on my empirical material (Charmaz, 2006). This meant 
that I looked for taken for granted ideas and beliefs and implicit assumptions since 
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I expected these to be linked to normative perspectives. As mentioned, I took 
notice of normative words such as ‘ought’, ‘should’, ‘must’, ‘best’, and ‘worst’. 
Also, I paid extra attention to statements that more indirectly revealed normalising 
effects at play, such as the description of changed behaviour or submission to what 
was perceived as ‘normal’, ‘appropriate’, or ‘encouraged’.  

During this, I started connecting the themes, selecting the most significant ones 
(Charmaz, 2006). I compared experiences, actions, and interpretations and found 
similarities, contrasts, and tensions to explain or understand the patterning of the 
first order coding (Maanen, 1979). For example, I noticed how almost all 
respondents emphasised the importance of numbers. Later, connecting this 
tendency to other themes, the different roles of numbers emerged as an interesting 
theme. I tried out different interpretations, presented them to colleagues or peers, 
and continually checked back with my data to see which interpretations were most 
substantial and empirically supported. This process was also influenced by a search 
for what was ‘interesting’ (Davis, 1971) e.g. opportunities for dominant 
assumptions to be contested, more specifically when ‘what seems… is in reality…’ 
(Davis, 1971)3. This involved challenging the prevalence of themes by looking for 
the converse or different, and discovering new or unexpected relationships. In 
order to construct and experiment with these ‘interesting’ relationships 
(theorisations), I found it helpful to allow the process to be fluid, intuitive, and 
even messy (Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). Inspired by Swedberg (2012), the 
process can be described as a ‘playful’, ‘imaginative’ and ‘explorative’ discovery 
phase where the purpose was to find what was significant and interesting, meaning 
that many ideas and interpretations attracted attention and that justifying them 
became a secondary exercise.  

Interpretation and presentation 

Studying the use of leadership measures through a constructivist lens, 
interpretation and reflection have been my main instruments. With this position 
follows the notion that subjectivity is not something to be avoided, rather it is 
considered a strength and a necessity to understand human activity (Stake, 2010). 
I relied on inferring and interpreting meaning, based on what I heard, read, and 

 
3 ‘Reality’ is used here as representing new findings that contrast or contest previous 

understandings. The term is not meant to indicate that the new findings are ‘real’ in an 
objective, stable, or universal sense. 
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observed. I, with my particular academic background, personal experiences, and 
set of assumptions, have been the instrument through which I could paint a 
picture of the test takers’ reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The interpretive 
process then involves making sense of the empirical material and seeing something 
as something (else). As Bate (1997) argues:  

The story will never be a telling but a retelling, never a transcription but a 
translation. There really is no such thing as “insider out”, only an ambition to get 
closer to the natives, and a commitment to learning something about their world 
and what they make of it all. (Bate, 1997, p.1160) 

While emphasising the strength of subjectivity, I have sought to communicate my 
knowledge claims transparently. Through multiple methods I have strived to base 
my interpretations on a comprehensive, full, and detailed picture of the 
happenings in the cases. With that said, the meaning of the material depends as 
well on the reader’s interpretation. Since the end result will be a painted picture, 
a told story, as it looks from my perspective, it is open to interpretation by others. 
This is not however a disadvantage:  

With an explication of the perspectives adopted towards an interview text and a 
specification of the researcher’s questions to an interview passage, several 
interpretations of the same text will not be a weakness but a richness and a strength 
of interview research. (Kvale, 1994, p.157) 

Based on this, I explicate my perspectives, assumptions, and questions, but then 
let the text be, allowing for multiple possible meanings and interpretations.  

To sum up, the reflexive framework employed works as a way of continuously 
questioning and challenging the dominant assumptions, my own assumptions, 
the empirical material, and especially my interpretations of this material. I have 
sought to interpret my interpretations, so to speak, to embrace the ambivalence 
and complexity in my empirical material rather than succumbing to the 
temptation of presenting a coherent, credible, and convincing story supported by 
well-chosen quotations and observation points.  
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Summary of methodology 

Setting out to qualitatively explore the norms in and around four measures from 
an interpretive, critical position, the study’s main instrument is interpretation. I 
consider the tests themselves and the meaning attached to them as socially 
constructed, continuously reproduced, and negotiated. As a result, I have focused 
on interpretations, argumentations, and legitimisations of test use. By this means, 
the phenomenon of interest is turned into a ‘series of representations’ (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2000, p.3), studied in its natural setting, in order to ‘make sense of, or 
to interpret, [the phenomenon] in terms of the meanings people bring to [it]’ 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.3). Through observations, semi-structured 
interviews, and informal conversations, I explored how different actors make sense 
of and influence test practice. The process of collecting empirical material was 
characterised by my interpretive stance. The material is viewed as co-produced, 
since I inevitably influenced the field by my presence, specific formulation of 
questions, and assumptions. The presented interpretations, the story of the story, 
is therefore a result of looking at the phenomenon from a unique point of view, 
with a unique set of assumptions, knowledge, and past experiences.   
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EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS: MEASURES IN 
PRACTICE 

The following chapter is structured in three different sections, dealing with what 
goes on within the measures, around the measures and how test takers respond to 
both.  

The first section, called ‘Normalising potentials,’ covers the tests’ inherent 
potentials to normalise test takers and regulate their behaviour or personality. 
Through value-laden language and colourful charts and diagrams, the measures 
reveal prescriptive and normative standards and thus encourage test takers to 
normalise, that is, score within certain numerical spans.  

In order for the normalising potentials to be actualised, and to have a performative 
effect, test practitioners mediate the measures in various ways, as unpacked in the 
second section, called ‘Mediating strategies’. Test practitioners use different 
strategies to create auras of scientific legitimacy around the tools, and manage test 
takers’ expectations, emotions, and interpretations of their test results. 

In the third section, ‘Responses to normalising potentials and mediating 
strategies’, I give space to the voice of test takers. I show here the various ways in 
which test takers respond to both the measures’ potentials to normalise and the 
test practitioners’ strategies. Precisely because of the variety of test takers’ 
reactions, test practitioners employ mediating strategies in an attempt to pre-empt 
resistance and ensure acceptance and conformity. In other words, test 
practitioners’ awareness of the range of possible test reactions motivates their 
mediating strategies.  

This chapter ends with a personal account of being tested and receiving feedback 
on two different occasions during my study, personalising my object of study and 
highlighting the peculiar, paradoxical, and emotional aspects of test use. 
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Normalising potentials 

The four measures contain inherent potentials, expressed through value-laden 
language and graphics, aimed at normalising and regulating test takers’ behaviour. 
The tools express these potentials by considering test takers’ scores against 
predefined desirable quantities of qualities, so to speak, for instance, the 
appropriate amount of empathy a leader should strive to have (or display). These 
normalising potentials resemble intentions that are expressed through a somewhat 
buried authorship of test developers (psychometricians, statisticians, 
psychologists), granting an authoritative voice to the measures: a voice echoing 
science and rationality. Through these normalising potentials, the measures (and 
their developers, sales representatives, purchasers, and implementers) try to 
influence the test taker to aim for certain scores. By scoring within particular 
‘spans’ or numerical areas, the rationale of the measure and its developers is that 
a test taker’s behaviour is then adjusted to fit the desirable norm.  

What the desirable norm then is, varies. At times, the tools promote behaviour or 
levels of characteristics that fit with the statistical average, that is, what most 
people in the norm sample scored. Other times, the desirable score, decided 
specifically for leaders, is to either exceed or score below the average of some 
particular quality. The measures express these inherent regulative intentions 
through graphical representations of scores, value-laden language, and other 
evaluative mechanisms the test reports generate. Thus, the instruments do not 
simply attempt to measure a person’s leadership abilities; they encourage test 
takers to become a certain type of leader, that is, to aim for a particular score.  

One way in which the four measures express normalising potentials is through 
visual imagery, where gaps, for example between one’s actual score and the score 
to aim for, and high and low scores stand out. In the HD Leadership test report, 
a wheel resembling a pie chart is used to visually summarise one’s scores. The chart 
consists of colours that correspond with the four main dimensions: personal 
strength (referred to as ‘personal power’ only on the summary page, see Figure 3), 
controller, inspirator, and strategist. An example from my own HD Leadership 
test results appears as Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: ‘Overall summary graph’, own HD Leadership report 

In this chart both very high and very low scores catch the eye, drawing immediate 
attention to these. The amount of colour in a field works as a sort of highlighter. 
For example, ‘theoretical and abstract thinking’ is almost completely filled, 
making both the field and the words distinct and noticeable. In turn, ‘conflict 
management’ is barely coloured. Further supporting the almost non-existing 
presence of ‘conflict management’ is the pie chart image. The design of a pie slice, 
where one end is narrow and the other wide, means that a very low score is barely 
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visible. If you look closely, there is a smidgen of green, but from a quick glance, 
one would probably not notice it. Illustrating one’s scores this way thus further 
diminishes and disregards low scores while strengthening and highlighting high 
scores.  

Also with a purpose of summarising scores and visually presenting an overview, 
Hogan Leadership Forecast uses a bar chart (see Figure 4): 

 

Figure 4: ‘Potential’ scales, own Hogan Leadership Forecast report 

Similarly to the wheel in HD Leadership, high and low scores stand out. 
Combined with the information at the bottom telling us what scores are ‘low’, 
‘average’, and ‘high’, we are already given clues about our level of normalcy. 
Moreover, the numerical scale format and the coloured bars presented as a 
summary, without further explanations, make a powerful first impression. In the 
absence of any nuance or interpretation from a test practitioner, this could lead 
to exaggerated conclusions (is this person completely maladjusted and 
unambitious?).  
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In People Test Person’s test report, a quick look at the scale summary also prompts 
one to notice what scores stand out, such as dots at either end of the spectrum 
(see Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5: People Test Person sample report 

The numbers on the right side further encourage test takers to notice extremes 
since these give an indication of the level of normalcy one possesses of a certain 
quality. In this case, ‘dominance’ and ‘physical energy’ stand out, since these are 
the qualities this ‘sample person’ scores highest and lowest on.  

As a 360° tool, The Extraordinary Leader differs from the other three measures in 
that it explicitly and visually shows the target scores, providing test takers with 
direct incentives to reach these ideal numbers. According to the instrument’s test 
developers, ‘research shows that extraordinary organizational results are the 
product of leaders who operate in the 90th percentile of competency effectiveness’ 
(Zenger Folkman, online, 2021) and therefore individual scores are compared to 
the 75th and 90th percentile scores of all ‘global leaders’.  

 

Figure 6: 75th and 90th percentile symbols 

The symbols shown in Figure 6 are plotted next to all scores (see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: The Extraordinary Leader, example from sample report 

Including the 75th and 90th percentile visually cements the gap between a score 
below these: the larger the gap, the further one is from being extraordinary.  

As the name implies, The Extraordinary Leader builds on the idea that a great 
leader is out of the ordinary, outside the normal and the average. Becoming 
extraordinary is about ‘finding ways to break the mediocrity barrier’ (The 
Extraordinary Leader - Participant Manual, 2015, p.2, module 1). This idea 
reveals strong rhetorical infusions from charismatic leadership streams (Weber, 
1968, 1978). Weber (1968) states for example that the charismatic leader is 
extraordinary in that ‘he [sic] must stand outside the ties of this world, outside of 
routine occupations’ (p.21). Besides being indicated in the name, the book on 
which the tool is built, How to be Exceptional, by Zenger and Folkman, also argues 
this. An extraordinary leader is, according to Zenger and Folkman, someone who 
possesses ‘a small number of profound strengths that elevate that person above the 
others’ (2012, p.31). Describing the leader as elevated and above others reveals a 
belief that leaders are extra-ordinary and not part of the ‘others’. He or she stands 
outside the norm.  

Signs of the leader as outside or above the normal are also evident in the language 
of the actual tool. Here, several items emphasise the importance of going ‘beyond’ 
the normal ‘everyday’ work. The test taker is evaluated on whether or not he or 
she ‘has a perspective beyond the “day-to-day” work’ and if he/she ‘willingly goes 



93 

above and beyond’. The leader must exceed expectations and requirements and 
thus be and act above the norm and the expected. Paradoxically, being able to go 
above and beyond, being extraordinary, is rated on a set numerical scale from one 
to five, implying that you can averagely go above and beyond. A set scale cannot 
be exceeded, meaning that a rating, an assessment of someone will always be 
restricted to the limits of the scale. Therefore, being elevated and above others 
arguably cannot be captured on a set scale, a scale that is identical for everyone. A 
rating of five is still within the boundaries of the scale, which is why even a five 
cannot be an extra-ordinary rating.  

Even so, The Extraordinary Leader is designed to direct test takers to exceed the 
norm, the statistical average. By encouraging scores within the 90th percentile, 
‘extraordinary’ scores will ideally, according to the rationale of the test, become 
the new normal. The normalising potentials within this 360° tool are thus 
paradoxical in that test takers are encouraged to score above the norm 
(normalising extraordinariness), while staying within the set scale.  

Besides graphical imagery that draws our attention to (ab)normality and gaps, the 
four measures use value-laden language that either applaud or problematise 
certain scores, that is, certain behaviours and personality traits.  

After Human Developers presents the test taker’s score summary in a pie chart, 
each scale is explored and the implications of the exact scores are explained. 
Through mechanisms called ‘resource areas associated with a low/high score’ and 
‘areas of potential development’ which are only activated or highlighted if a person 
scores either ‘very low’ or ‘very high’ that is, below 20 or above 80 (see Figure 8), 
Human Developers aims more or less explicitly at normalising their test takers: 
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Figure 8: ‘Scale 7 – Situational Awareness’, own HD Leadership report 

Low, middle, and high scores only activate so-called ‘resource areas’ with mostly 
positive sounding descriptions, whereas very low scores and very high scores 
activate ‘areas of potential development’. In other words, scoring at both ends of 
the statistical spectrum (very low or very high) is problematic.  

The formulations in ‘areas of potential development’ are concerned with negative 
implications of the score, such as: ‘You may focus almost exclusively on the overall 
picture and risk overlooking important details which may turn out to be crucially 
important,’ ‘a particularly low score could indicate that you completely overlook 
important, overall relations,’ ‘a particularly high score could indicate a lack of 
ability to work with others,’ and ‘a particularly high score could indicate that 
nobody understands what you are saying’.  

In the ‘resource areas’, phrases are more positive: ‘You pay attention to detail and 
are thorough and meticulous in every situation,’ and ‘you have situational 
awareness and a good intellectual understanding of the interaction between others 
and of their motives’. Here, both a low or high score are phrased in positive terms. 
Only when the scores become very low or high, it becomes potentially 
problematic for the test takers’ leadership practice, according to the test.  

Similarly to the HD Leadership test report setup, Hogan Leadership Forecast 
follows up its scale summary with descriptions of each score. Figure 9 offers an 
example from my own test:  
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Figure 9: Adjustment score, own Hogan Leadership Forecast report 

In the summary, one can read about the implications of one’s exact, in this case, 
low, ‘adjustment’ score. The value-laden language is softened, and positive spins 
on the score are included, through phrases such as ‘admit their shortcomings and 
try to fix them’, ‘work with passion’, ‘open to feedback’. However, there still 
appear to be more problematic than good aspects of this score. A scoring of ‘9’ 
means that, under pressure, I might appear ‘tense or edgy’, and that I tend to ‘stop 
communicating’, ‘only listen for bad news’, and suffer from overall ‘moodiness, 
unpredictability, negativism, and tendency to worry’, which can then hinder my 
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ability to build relationships. This example is from the report about my 
‘potentials’, where high scores appear to have some advantages and therefore 
include potentials.  

In contrast, in the ‘challenges’ report, high scores pose a problem. If one is 
‘excitable,’ one is ‘overly enthusiastic about people or projects’, leading one to 
become disappointed. The word ‘overly’ occurs in many of the descriptions. The 
report on ‘challenges’ indicates whether you are at low, moderate or high risk of 
expressing this problematic behaviour. Dimensions at moderate or high risk 
automatically generate developmental recommendations. These are in all reports 
written in imperative terms (‘don’t’, ‘recognise’, ‘use’, ‘think’, ‘support’). At times 
the tone is somewhat brusque:  

You probably use displays of emotion as a way of making a point. There are better 
ways to make a point and repeated emotional outbursts may annoy others. 

Practice active listening-don’t interrupt. 

You need to speak your mind. 

Beware of confusing activity with productivity, and don’t waste people’s time with 
unnecessary meetings. (Developmental Recommendations, own Hogan 
Leadership Forecast report) 

Other scores appear less problematic; the language is more positive and the 
recommendations are mostly concerned with doing more of what works. For 
example, a scoring of 61 on ‘learning approach’ (in the ‘potentials’ report) 
generates mainly positive statements and the recommendations include: ‘You tend 
to take advantage of job-related training and skill development programs. 
Continue seeking these opportunities’, and ‘others will normally be able to 
understand your written memos. Seek feedback on ways to make them even more 
effective’ (own report). Thus, some scores in the Hogan Leadership Forecast 
prompt more negative feedback than others.  

Albeit buried a bit at times, it is clear in the report, that some traits are 
fundamentally and indisputably good and important to always strive for, 
regardless of context. For example, a team should be encouraged to be ‘creative’, 
one should stay ‘current’, ‘seek feedback’, be ‘willing to change, ‘make decisions’, 
‘learn new management skills’, and ‘serve as a mentor’ (own report). In turn, ‘rule 
breaking’, ‘inflexibility’, ‘defensiveness’, and forms of reactivity are undesirable 
traits or behaviours.  
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In contrast to high and low scores, middle scores sometimes generate statements 
such as: ‘have a normal degree of imagination’ (on ‘inquisitive’), or ‘you are 
normally cooperative’ (on ‘interpersonal sensitivity’), suggesting that low or high 
scores are indeed outside the norm (not just statistically). Again, guiding our 
attention towards abnormality and normality.  

Value-laden language is not only prominent in test reports, it also dominates the 
educational material I had access to. Human Developers’ material even includes a 
page titled ‘The Ideal Manager Profile’, where the optimal scores are established, 
by for example stating: ‘no less than 30 in dominance’, clearly expressing the 
assumption or, according to test developers, fact, that managers need at least a 
score of 30 in dominance. Moreover, the material contains scales with red and 
green circles, showing where the test practitioner needs to ‘pay attention!’ (red 
circle), and what scores are within the ‘ideal top leader profile’ (green circle) (see 
Figure 10 below).  

 

Figure 10: Circles of attention, Human Developers’ educational material 

This categorisation and value-laden language contradicts the introduction pages 
to the HD Leadership test report, where it is stated that ‘the value of the score is 
context dependent’, as well as their claim in the educational material, where 
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Human Developers states that the test provides a picture of a person’s qualities 
and dynamics, ‘without defining or judging’. Similar caveats are found in the 
material for the other measures.  

In the educational material for People Test Person, assumptions, normative 
language and taken for granted knowledge dominate. Very high (between 90 and 
100) and very low scores (between zero and 29) are described as potentially posing 
problems. People are expected to do ‘too much’ or ‘too little’ of something. In 
contrast, middle scores ‘will rarely cause real problems’, and high scores typically 
just show people’s strong sides (People Test Systems, educational material). 

Describing one’s behaviour as ‘too much’ or ‘too little’ implies that the same 
behaviour is perceived similarly by different people. It further suggests an optimal 
middle that holds for all people, in all organisations, and in all cultures. 
Assumptions like these recur throughout the material. For example, people 
scoring low on ‘mental resilience’ are predicted to react in ways that others might 
find surprising: ‘You can expect to be surprised over some of the personal reactions 
that may occur’ (People Test Systems, educational material). Inherent in this 
formulation is the assumption that the people surrounding the test taker will react 
somewhat identically to the test taker’s low mental resilience (score). In other 
words, that this test taker’s behaviour will come as a surprise to the surroundings, 
implicitly suggesting that others will find his/her reactions emotional or perhaps 
expressing weakness. 

A more explicitly taken for granted phrase is the following: ‘too high endurance 
can be a problem. Here we have the type of person who tends to continue long 
after people with common sense would stop’ (People Test Systems, educational 
material). ‘Common sense’ is a translation of the Danish ‘sund fornuft’. Both 
phrases are interesting in this context. The phrase ‘common sense’ assumes that 
the knowledge is sound and shared. It also differentiates between the ‘common’ 
(which connotes the ‘normal’) and the ‘uncommon’ (the ‘abnormal’ or deviating). 
In Danish, the word for sense is ‘sund’ which also means ‘healthy’ or ‘sound’, 
suggesting that people without it are not sensible, and at least in Danish, that they 
may have an unhealthy approach.  

Besides the presence of assumptions and taken for granted notions, many 
formulations in the material are basically hard to disagree with, for instance that 
it is good to be responsible, to be able to concentrate, to be more or less stable, or 
to make an effort.  
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In People Test Systems’ educational material, it is explained that one of the most 
important learning objectives for future feedback givers is to gain a deep 
understanding of the different character traits consisting of a blend of qualities. It 
is also emphasised that the feedback givers learn what hypotheses can be made 
about the test taker’s personality or behaviour, based on the test taker’s 
combinations of character traits. These hypotheses are then supposed to be tested 
and confirmed as valid (or not) in the feedback session. People Test Systems 
provides a list of examples of these: 

The (too) kind person, the (too) dominant person, the temperamental person, the 
impatient person, the perfectionist person, the (over-) ambitious person, the 
vulnerable person (wearing velvet gloves), the person with low self-esteem, the 
“administrative disaster”, the misjudging person. (People Test Systems, 
educational material) 

This is followed by disclaimers and softening formulations like the somewhat 
ironic phrase: ‘It is important to stress how nobody likes to be put in a box’. 
Arguably, the typification above functions to categorise people, which indeed 
resembles putting people in boxes. It is emphasised in the educational material 
that these descriptions are in fact hypotheses, that test takers should be met with 
open, curious questions, and that the different characteristics should be seen as 
part of a whole. However, such disclaimers and softening sentences are only 
necessary due to the value-laden language in the test. If the language was less 
categorical, it would not be necessary to make such qualifying statements to lessen 
its impact in the first place.  

In the educational material for People Test Systems, certain values are consistently 
attached to particular scores. A high score on a characteristic is generally positive. 
This is in clear contrast to the type of descriptions for low, very low, or very high 
scores. The following examples indicate the use of value-laden words to describe 
different levels of ‘self-control’ and ‘mental resilience’ (emphases added):  

Characteristic: Self-control 

High level: Here is a person who is well-balanced, who seems to have a lot of self-
control. The person will often have a soothing effect on others and exude calm.  

Low/very low: Here is a person, who is experienced as temperamental or who easily 
gets nervous and insecure/uncertain.  
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Very high: The person is so controlled, that it doesn’t seem natural/that it seems 
forced. The person is hard to read. Doesn’t react until everything is chaos in which 
case, the reaction might be surprising. 

Characteristic: Mental resilience 

High level: It takes a lot for this person to be affected personally. The person is 
mentally resilient and doesn’t get too affected by the things life and work throw at 
them. 

Low/very low: Touchy and vulnerable. Even little things will be taken personally, and 
you can expect to be surprised over some of the personal reactions that may occur. 

Very high: Doesn’t fear to be affected at all. Therefore, the person can also have 
trouble empathising with others who more easily get affected, resulting in the person 
seeming tough. The property can also mean that the person simply continues 
his/her activities completely unconcerned with previous mistakes or failures. 
(Educational material, People Test Systems) 

It does not require much interpretation to infer that the scores to aim for here are 
high scores. The two extremes, very low and very high, are described in a negative 
tone with emphasis on the problematic aspects of the expected behaviour. What 
is of interest is again that this is in contrast to the preliminary introduction where 
test practitioners often stress that there are no good or bad profiles.  

In sum, the four measures have in common a way of promoting ideas of normalcy 
and desirable leadership conduct. The measures are infused with different kinds 
of normative assumptions and are evaluative both in language and graphical 
representations, generating prescriptive conclusions. The visual representation of 
one’s scores allows for quick comparisons, assessments, and identifications of 
deviations, and ultimately evaluations of one’s level of normalcy. Whether 
presented on a colourful wheel, through bars, or dots on a spectrum, high and low 
scores stand out. This makes it difficult not to pay attention and attach value to 
such scores. In addition, the value-laden language in both the test reports and 
educational material reveals that some scores or combination of scores are 
expected to lead to problematic behaviour; problematic as assumed in the specific 
test with its particular understanding of what constitutes good leadership.  

Confronted with these tools’ value-laden prescriptions, test takers respond in 
various, unpredictable ways, ways that test practitioners aim to either pre-empt, 
moderate, or support. In relation to this, test practitioners work to foreground or 
downplay the normalising potentials in the measures. Overall, they frame the 
instruments by using particular strategies to mediate test takers’ or future feedback 
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givers’ experience with the instruments. Ultimately, test practitioners seek to 
convince test takers of the measures’ value and legitimacy. How test practitioners 
carry out these efforts will be unfolded in the following.  

Mediating strategies 

In this section, the context of the four measures and their normalising potentials 
takes a central role. The context includes the social actors framing the measures 
and the spaces where these framing efforts take place. This, since it is not enough 
to examine the measures out of context; in order to understand how the measures 
operate in practice and what informs their use and potential effects, we must also 
explore how social actors mobilise soft norms around the measures, and overall 
try to actualise the normalising potentials within the measures. Such a perspective 
provides insight into the way quantitative tools do not work by themselves, but 
are framed by test practitioners in the anticipation of the variety of (un)predictable 
ways test takers respond to being tested.  

The first time I experienced a test representative in action was when an external 
consultant introduced The Extraordinary Leader to test takers at PharmExtra. In 
the following, I draw on some of my field notes to convey my experience when I 
entered the field.  

When I arrived at PharmExtra on April 30th 2018 at 8am, Aaron, my contact 
person and the company’s Leadership Specialist, met me outside the building and 
then took me to the site of the workshop. We went through an open office space 
where the Training and Leadership Development department was located. A 
combination of clear and frosted glass separated the open office space from smaller 
conference rooms. In the frosted glass, words were written in horizontal lines, such 
as: ‘COMPETETIVE TRANSPARENT FLOW MINDSET’, ‘INNOVATION 
RESPECT DECISION MAKING’, and ‘EXCELLENCE MAXIMISE SKILLS’.  

I was led into a small room with a raised computer and a headset, which 
immediately caused some confusion since I had expected a workshop where 
participants were physically present. Without inquiring about this, I tried to infer 
from what Aaron said how the workshop would take place. It turned out the 
workshop was virtual (through Adobe Connect): All 36 participants (two groups, 
one in the morning and one in the afternoon) joined the workshop via their 
computer, meaning that they could participate irrespective of their location 
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(whether they were located in Denmark, Brazil, U.S., or France), also suggesting 
to me that the workshop would be held in English. After a quick mental 
evaluation of the pros and cons of this where I thought about the limitations in 
terms of interacting with the participants, I focused on the positive. This virtual 
setup would allow me to systematise my observations more easily and less 
noticeably. I could take notes, pictures, and record impressions without disturbing 
or affecting the participants.  

After being introduced to the external consultant, Michael, who sat in the adjacent 
room with a technical supporter, I prepared for the commencement of the 
workshop. A countdown clock appeared with big red numbers, reminding me of 
a bomb. I shared this thought with Aaron, who replied: ‘Well. It sort of is like a 
bomb’. At 00.00.00, the workshop was in progress. Aaron ran some initial 
technical checks, followed by a short talk about conduct where Aaron encouraged 
the participants to be active and participate. Then Michael took over and 
introduced himself. Among other things, he mentioned his background in 
psychology and finance. His English was almost flawless. It turned out he had 
worked in investment banking in London for 12 years. Michael exuded 
experience, confidence, and trustworthiness. He delivered his points in a calm, 
clear, well-articulated, and organised way.  

My second experience with a test facilitator representing a tool, was at the 
certification workshop at People Test Systems.  

I arrived at People Test Systems on September 18th 2019 at 8am. It was my 
second time there. The first time involved a meeting with Emma and Elizabeth 
about my project, expectations, and the possibility of attending the workshop. I 
therefore knew how to find the right floor, which lowered the nervousness a bit.  

Before arriving at the certification workshop, I had received a link to some e-
learning material about People Test Person that the other participants had also 
received. The material was structured in eight modules concerning different 
aspects of the test. It included its ‘construction and background’, different 
characteristics: ‘personal’, ‘dynamic’, and ‘qualitative’, ethical guidelines, and 
questioning techniques. The e-learning finished with an online exam that one had 
to pass in order to attend the certification and become an authorised test 
practitioner.  

I took the test myself and found it surprisingly difficult, especially the part where 
I had to choose what combinations of characteristics would lead to what kind of 
behaviour. Combinations of characteristics I intuitively figured would lead to a 
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certain type of behaviour would turn out to be wrong, more often than not. This 
experience made me realise the importance of learning the test language, so to 
speak. What might intuitively seem to mean one thing may mean something very 
different in a test context. However, I might have spent more time with the 
material if my participation relied on getting a pass. Even though there was no 
pressure on me to pass the exam, no instrumental gain from passing, I still felt the 
disappointment of failing it. I wondered how the atmosphere at the workshop 
would be and if I would be able to understand the content at all.  

A woman that I had met the first time I visited People Test Systems whose name 
I recognised from the email with the e-learning link, showed me to the room 
where the certification would take place. The instructor, Karen, and a couple of 
participants were already there. Polite head nods were exchanged. The 
participants sat on their designated chairs around a table. I quickly found my seat, 
up front, next to the instructor. On the table were fruit, snacks, coffee, and tea. 
The ceramic mugs were surprisingly nice, nothing like the standard white 
porcelain mugs at workplaces in the public sector where I had previously worked. 
The snack and tea selections were also impressive, all in all giving the workshop a 
slightly luxurious feel. It suggested, to me at least, that People Test Systems can 
afford (or wants to signal that they can afford) such a level of comfort because 
their product is successful. With an appealing first impression, and by feeling 
pampered, participants might be more inclined to trust their product and advice.  

In front of each participant’s spot around the table was a programme revealing the 
plan of the two following days. The programme was quite packed: it started at 
8.30am and finished at 16.30am with only one 30-minute break for lunch, 
perhaps signalling that the content is rich and demanding because the product is 
complicated and ‘dense’. Next to the programme was a list of participants: 11, 
including myself.  

Aware that the other participants probably assumed I was there to gain 
certification, I tried to imagine I was in that situation. This led me to read the 
programme differently, noticing every time the word ‘exam’ appeared. I 
immediately felt at ease reminding myself that I was not there to pass an exam.  

The instructor, Karen, and I quickly talked before the workshop started. She 
encouraged me to emphasise to the participants that my purpose was not to 
evaluate their performance in any way. Emma and Elizabeth had asked me to do 
the same. I reassured her about my role there, and that I would try to appear the 
least ‘evaluative’ possible.  
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The workshop began with a round of introductions. Karen asked me to start, 
perhaps to disclose my role at the outset. I stated my name, place of work, why I 
was interested in attending this workshop, and how grateful I was to be allowed. 
I mentioned several times that I was not there to evaluate them as future test 
practitioners, but that I was simply interested in how practitioners were certified 
in a test such as People Test Person e.g. how the theory the test relies on was 
communicated to them. The participants all appeared comfortable with this. 
They smiled and did not ask me any questions.  

During the workshop, my note-taking did not seem to cause any distraction or 
prompt curiosity since several of the other participants did the same. I simply 
looked like just another participant eager to scribble down Karen’s points which 
she conveyed very enthusiastically. She stood up, gesticulating passionately with 
her eyes wide open. She spoke so loudly that I almost instinctively moved my 
chair slightly backwards. Granted, I was sitting very close to her, but the room 
was quite small with only 11 participants. Whenever someone commented on 
something, Karen replied with a loud ‘yes!’, ‘very good!’, ‘exactly!’, or ‘agreed!’. 
Similarly to Michael, Karen delivered her points in an organised, confident, and 
almost proud way.  

Even though the measures are constructed and designed in a way that is meant to 
give them a serious, reliable, and scientific feel, test practitioners still employ 
different activities and mechanisms to further create the impression of scientific 
legitimacy. Through certain ways of introducing and framing the tools, giving test 
feedback, and certifying future practitioners, consultants influence the uses and 
effects of measures. In the following, I discuss examples of such influences and 
present five mediating strategies. 

Mediating strategy #1: Creating legitimacy and trust  

At the certification workshop at People Test Systems, the instructor, Karen, 
repeatedly told the participants how valid People Test Person was, emphasising 
its trustworthiness, that it had been designed and constructed in a ‘solid way’ and 
had been ‘investigated’. She argued tautologically: ‘When we measure dominance, 
then we measure dominance, because we have a whole team of scientists making 
sure of this’ (dominance being one of the so-called ‘dynamic characteristics’ that 
are measured in the test). Scratching the scientific surface, she stated it is ‘based 
on correlation theory and other mathematical stuff’, without going into more 
detail.  
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In her view, it is not up to practitioners to explain this scientific basis in detail. If 
test takers question the test design and how constructs are measured, Karen urged 
the future feedback givers to avoid giving long explanations and simply say ‘we 
know. We know that the construction is solid’. This claim was justified by 
referring to the ‘wise people’ behind the test design: ‘They are psychometricians, 
they know things about psychology and math, so they know how to calculate 
things’ (Karen, certification workshop).  

Test developers and practitioners generally tend to frame chosen characteristics, 
such as dominance, as self-evident, factual, and unproblematic. Particularly in test 
materials, characteristics are presented as indisputable, self-explanatory, and of 
obvious importance to the user.  

My experience at PharmExtra was similar. I witnessed the time and effort a test 
practitioner employed to frame The Extraordinary Leader as legitimate and 
trustworthy.  

After Michael, the consultant, had introduced himself to the test takers, he laid 
out arguments supporting the 360° tool, presented as different ‘insights’. Michael 
talked about the benefits of the tool and the ‘evidence’ supporting it. He 
emphasised several times that there is: ‘data supporting causal effect’, ‘strong and 
linear correlation’, ‘fantastic effect’, ‘radical impact’. He stated that: ‘the better/the 
higher you score, the greater impact’, ‘I had prejudices, but then I learned’, ‘self-
perceptions are not as accurate as other’s perception’, and ‘a 360 is just a great 
thing to get’.  

Along with these statements, Michael presented data (as numbers and graphs) 
supporting his arguments. He used this, for instance, to quantify great leaders’ 
impact on customer satisfaction, income, employee engagement and the effects 
which ‘profound’ strengths (competencies at the 90th percentile) have on 
leadership effectiveness. Numbers played a heavy role throughout the session and 
were used as the apparent primary means to support Michael’s arguments and 
assure the audience of the tool’s legitimacy and reliable scientific foundation. 

Michael engaged the participants by using different features. The participants 
answered polls on ‘which insight did you find most interesting?’, and ‘what is the 
impact of great leadership on business results?’ These polls reinforced the points 
made by Michael. By making the participants phrase the insights and choose the 
‘correct’ option themselves, Michael made sure the participants understood, 
appreciated, or realised his arguments and stated beliefs. Using polls might also 
create feelings of participation, influence, and autonomy. Michael invites the 



106 

participants to voice their reflections, reducing a possible feeling of being forced, 
but without having any actual influence over the process.  

Another feature supporting the quest for buy-in was the monitoring of people’s 
attention to the workshop. Next to the participants’ names were bars in a colour 
that revealed their level of engagement (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11: List of participants and their engagement level, virtual workshop 

Adobe Systems Incorporated, the developers behind the computer programme, 
explains how participants’ engagement level is calculated:  

Different activities have different engagement point values. The following are 
events and actions that provide engagement points to an individual:  

1. Explicit activities give 100 points to an individual including: 

a. Chat activity – Chatting privately and publicly 

b. Q&A activity – Asking questions, adding, assigning, and deleting  

c. Poll activity – Responding to a poll 

d. File download – Downloading a file 

e. Notes pod activity – Typing 

f. Status updates  
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i. 10 points if status is stepped away  

ii. 100 points for all other status updates 

g. Mouse activities – 80 points for activities like clicking to start a webcam, 
scrolling a notes pod, and so on  

2. Meeting window focus 

a. 70 points if meeting browser tab/add-in has focus 

i. otherwise, 20 points 

b. 10 points if meeting add-in is minimized (Adobe Connect User Community, 
2023, n.p.)  

Monitoring participants’ level of engagement was thus an in-built feature in the 
program PharmExtra used for their virtual leadership development. The 
participants’ level of engagement (as measured by the programme) became in this 
way very visual. If the workshop had been physical, one would have had to 
evaluate the participants’ engagement in other ways. For example, are people 
slouching, yawning, glancing at their phones under the table, or are they taking 
notes, looking at the consultant, perhaps nodding or otherwise responding to the 
consultant’s arguments and points. In a virtual format, we could simply speculate 
that some participants were less engaged than others, since they had perhaps 
minimised the computer window or refrained from answering one of the polls.  

By engaging the participants in different ways (and monitoring this), the 
consultant attempted to convince them that the tool is helpful, reliable, and valid. 
Reactions both during and after the workshop show that this work had some 
immediate effect.  
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Figure 12: Chat window, virtual workshop 

Figure 12 shows a picture of the chat window in which the participants could 
write questions and comments throughout the workshop. In this particular 
picture, we see different participants’ reaction to Michael’s assertion that there is 
72% likelihood of someone becoming an extraordinary leader if this person 
combines the strengths ‘builds relationships’ and ‘drives for results’ (based on 
some mathematical model). Interestingly, two of the participants react specifically 
to the number ‘72’. This number sparks an enthusiastic ‘WAW’ [wow] and ‘- that 
is positive synergy’. This is an example of how numbers are used, here by Michael, 
as an effective way to create trust, legitimacy, and overall belief in the tool. How 
this particular number was arrived at is not explained to the test takers. Based on 
the test takers’ reactions however, the number does not seem to be in need of 
further justification, it carries and conveys an authority in itself.  

Throughout the session, there were some group work exercises taking place in 
smaller breakout rooms. Participants were digitally allocated into groups, with 
their own virtual forum, where they could talk freely and not listen to the other 
groups’ discussions. I was able to listen in on these breakout sessions. At one point, 
I actually felt like a fly on the wall. My presence was almost unnoticeable, since 
my microphone was turned off and the only sign of my presence was the addition 
of my name to the list of participants in the group.  
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At one of these breakout sessions the participants analysed a sample test profile. 
They talked about how this person ‘lacked’ certain competencies, and was ‘better 
than the norm, but maybe not extraordinary’, i.e. ‘not really a superstar’, why they 
recommended that he got a ‘distinct profile that he [could] promote’. Not only 
was the language clearly affected by the terminology presented to the participants 
just beforehand, they also quickly adopted the entire framework about distinctive 
strengths and the importance of being extraordinary.  

At the first session, the participants had not yet received their 360° reports. They 
had completed them, so they knew what they were measured on, but they had not 
yet seen their results. Before the second session, three days later, the test takers 
would receive their reports. I wondered if withholding the 360° reports before the 
first session was deliberate; a way of avoiding or reducing potential criticism. 
Before the test process would become too personal to the participants, they might 
be more inclined to listen to all the arguments about the helpfulness of the tool. 
Telling the test takers about the value of the tool, before they receive their results, 
might also be a way of ‘softening the blow’, so to speak.  

Michael’s efforts to make test takers trust the tool continued after the workshop. 
He offered all participants a one-on-one coaching session where they could discuss 
their 360° results, e.g. how to interpret different ratings, and what to focus on in 
the future. At Joseph’s coaching session on Skype, Michael pointed out and 
argued for the high validity of the report, based on the response rate (13 out of 14 
people had agreed to rate Joseph on the 49 items). Michael therefore encouraged 
Joseph to trust or embrace the results, based on the fact that the generated report 
gave a ‘good, representative image’.  

The test practitioners’ creation of trust and buy-in is further supported by test 
purchasers’ preconceptions about the value of quantitative assessment tools, 
making the sale easier. The Programme Director at BigBank, Megan, who had 
chosen to implement Hogan Leadership Forecast, states: 

Models and tests can create the foundation for a dialogue where you kind of avoid 
“this and that person thinks that Megan is really weird” or “it is really annoying 
that”, to “oh right, you have a preference for…” then we can sort of lift it up and 
away from me personally and into a place where we have a shared language or 
vocabulary: “Ah, so you don’t think in that way.” (Megan) 

Tests appear to answer Megan’s call for a distanced, more detached perspective 
that replaces personal opinions.  
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Concerned with his organisation’s legitimacy, Aaron from PharmExtra, 
responsible for choosing The Extraordinary Leader, points to the benefits of using 
a valid tool, represented by a trustworthy consultant: 

I think that it is becoming more and more the case today that you have to be able 
to prove your views and we feel that Zenger Folkman knows that they have this 
big database which the recommendations of what cross-competence fits your 
strengths is based on, so that means a lot and we can feel that in the participants 
as well. They also emphasise that “okay there is actually something about this” and 
they are happy about it too. (Aaron) 

According to Aaron’s reasoning, in order for the Training and Leadership 
Development department to offer legitimate, substantiated views and assessments 
to the rest of the organisation, they need a trustworthy tool, which has led them 
to choose The Extraordinary Leader.  

The simple numerical format of the tests prompts positive expectations of their 
trustworthiness and overall value, inclining test-buyers to trust the tools.  

Test practitioners’ efforts at test introductions, workshops and certification 
programmes to create legitimacy and trust in their tools mirror and further build 
on how the measures are presented on their websites.  

For example, on Zenger Folkman’s website they claim to be ‘globally recognized 
as the most efficient and effective 360’ (Zenger Folkman, online, n.p.) and 
describe their solutions as a ‘proven approach’ that brings ‘science to the art of 
leadership’, by putting ‘leadership under the microscope’ (Zenger Folkman, 
online, n.p.). Words like ‘proven’, ‘science’, and ‘microscope’ initiate associations 
with laboratories, mathematical proofs, and physical facts. Exactly what Zenger 
Folkman is inspired by and strive for:  

Consider the progress made by the medical profession as they have embraced the 
concept of their practice being strongly guided by rigorous scientific evidence. 
Frankly, with only a few exceptions, such rigor has been lacking in the study of 
leadership. (Zenger, Folkman & Sandholtz, 2021, p.2) 

A proven, scientific approach is implicitly put in contrast to what the test 
developers might regard as the oppositive, such as unsubstantiated opinions. 
Choosing an approach that is proven and scientific, one can blindly trust and 
vouch for the outcome.  
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Similarly, Hogan Assessments establishes the legitimacy of their tool by referring 
to its scientific validity and consequently its trustworthiness. One of their main 
headings on their website reads: ‘Turn leadership into an exact science’ (Hogan 
Assessments, online, n.p.), suggesting that with Hogan Leadership Forecast, one 
can obtain exact and scientific knowledge. Implicit in this statement is that 
without this tool, one must settle for inaccurate and unproved knowledge. 
According to Hogan Assessments, settling for that both can and should be 
avoided, since: ‘Personality can be assessed with accuracy and reliability’ and 
‘personality assessments compare people objectively, on equal playing fields’ 
(Hogan Assessments, online, n.p., emphasis added). Besides providing an 
objective instrument, Hogan Assessments claims to offer a tool that ‘truly 
differentiates high performers from their peers’ (Hogan Assessments, online, n.p.), 
presupposing that the organisation has already identified their high performers, 
and that it is of great value to ‘truly’ know how these high performers differ from 
their peers. The latter assuming that the test offers the capability to provide 
truthful knowledge.  

The measures are further legitimised in educational material. Human Developers 
emphasises in their certification material that ‘the questionnaire has turned out to 
be very robust’ and that the tool is ‘efficient, thorough and accurate’. The test 
developers stress how their tool offers a ‘precise x-ray’ of the measured person, 
suggesting that a person’s inner personality factors can be known in the same way 
an x-ray reveals bones and muscle. When Human Developers uses this particular 
analogy it creates associations to physical facts, prompting the test user to expect 
accuracy and indisputability of the test results. Moreover, an x-ray separates the 
measurer from their object, implying that it is indeed objective.  

In sum, test practitioners work to present their instruments as devices that 
accurately measure one’s reputation, behaviour, preferences, or personality, which 
are crucial for assessing one’s leadership style or effectiveness. When one then 
encounters the measures’ normalising potentials, these appear scientific, well-
documented and more or less beyond question.  

Mediating strategy #2: Managing expectations 

As part of framing the tools in certain ways, test practitioners manage test takers’ 
expectations in different ways. On a general note, practitioners talk about the tools 
in particular value-neutral ways, supporting a positive, non-instrumental purpose 
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and representing a form of ‘front stage talk’. This appears to be used to lower the 
stakes and reduce any fear or resistance towards the tools.  

Moreover, Michael, the consultant for The Extraordinary Leader, managed the 
participants’ expectations at the workshops by using different techniques that 
together construct a sense of urgency and importance, establishing acceptance as 
the norm, the emotional ideal, and feedback as a ‘gift’. Similarly, Karen, the 
instructor at the People Test Person certification workshop, attempted to regulate 
future test takers’ expectations through particular ways of training future feedback 
givers.  

Test practitioners’ front stage talk about the measures was used in interviews with 
me and on two occasions of observation at BigBank and People Test Systems, 
respectively. In order to create the desired image of the measures, test practitioners 
talk about the tools in value-neutral terms, emphasising the tools’ soft and non-
instrumental purposes.  

The measures are described as primarily personal and meant for personal 
development (Julie, Megan, Aaron), they are supposed to create insight 
(Elizabeth), dialogue and shared language (Jacob, Megan, Julie), and reflection 
(Violet, Eva, Megan). They legitimise conversations and strengthen relationships 
(Julie), provide feedback on how one is perceived from the ‘outside’ (Aaron, 
Violet, Elizabeth), and are an opportunity to evaluate oneself (Violet). They target 
development and identify strengths (Aaron) and potentials (Julie). 

At the certification workshop at People Test Systems, Karen, the instructor, 
emphasised several times that People Test Person is not a test, there are no right 
or wrong answers, and low or high scores do not imply positive or negative 
personality aspects. As mentioned earlier, the same is written in the material for 
HD Leadership and Hogan Leadership Forecast.  

This was met with some discussion. For instance, a certification workshop 
participant remarked: ‘When I had a low score, I was thinking “Oh no”, because 
a high score should be good’, to which Karen, replied: ‘It is crucial to stress that 
it is not important if it is a high or low score’. Karen was generally careful to 
communicate that low scores are not bad, by for example directly encouraging the 
participants to not ‘value the scores – we shouldn’t start saying “that’s good”, 
“that’s great”, “that’s okay”, “that’s not great”’.  

This front stage talk contradicts the fact that a person cannot score lower than 
five, since ‘an empathy score at zero – no one wants to have that. You can’t have 
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a score lower than five. The minimum is five. It’s too harsh with a zero on “mental 
resilience” or “self-control”’ (Karen). Clearly, some scores are indeed ‘not great’.  

At the community meeting at BigBank, one participant asked why the bank had 
chosen to implement Hogan Leadership Forecast and measure people in this way, 
to which BigBank’s Transformation Consultant responded: ‘We have seen that 
the language, the terminology has been very beneficial … The primary purpose is 
to create a common frame of reference … that you have the same starting point’. 
Megan, the Programme Director, added to this and stressed the importance of 
having ‘something’ that supports test takers’ own individual development: ‘It is a 
tool of support … it is an individual report, no one else is getting it but you. For 
your reflection on where to develop … no one is good or bad, we all bring our 
own personality to work, we need to conduct authentic leadership’ (Megan). 
Megan was careful to present Hogan Leadership Forecast as harmless and in the 
test takers’ own personal interest, working to manage the test takers’ expectations 
and attitudes towards their forthcoming test experience.  

Likewise, at Logistica, Julie, who facilitates HD Leadership, emphasised that the 
tool should not be used for any value-laden purposes:  

In the feedback there is a risk that one might not be skilled enough to convey that 
high does not equal good and low does not equal bad, and there are no right and 
wrong profiles, la la la. And they are not a score. And it is my general opinion on 
tests that it can be a bit delicate, someone can be afraid that this is a measurement 
instrument. That one can get a good test result and a bad test result. (Julie) 

According to Julie, there are no good or bad test profiles. Instead, she explained, 
the purpose of testing is to identify and cultivate potential. 

In sum, whenever test practitioners are met with questions about the measures’ 
purpose, they tend to respond in ways that emphasise the ‘softer’, ‘non-
threatening’ aspects of the tools. Besides talking about the measures in non-
instrumental terms, test practitioners also employ more concrete tools to manage 
test takers’ expectations.  

The first part of the virtual workshop for The Extraordinary Leader was about the 
impact of ‘great leaders’. This functioned as a persuasion strategy to convince the 
participants of the value of the tool, but it also worked to manage test takers’ 
expectations of themselves. Statements like: ‘Good does not equal extraordinary 
– and your organization needs you to be extraordinary’ (PowerPoint slide from 
the workshop) both create a sense of urgency while appealing to the participants’ 
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sense of responsibility and desire to be important for the organisation’s success. 
Implicitly, the statement conveys that the test takers should want to reach this 
extraordinary state, if not for their own sake, then for that of their organisation. 
The organisation relies on the participants to develop as leaders, potentially 
influencing their expectations of themselves and willingness to, at least overtly, 
embrace their results.  

At the end of the first workshop session, after having established the legitimacy of 
The Extraordinary Leader, Michael, the consultant, presented the participants 
with different emotional stages that ‘most experience to feedback.’ This was 
alluded to by the acronym ‘SARA’ (surprise/shock, anger/anxiety, 
rejection/rationalisations, and acceptance). First, Michael revealed that ‘I 
definitely went through this’, making the reactions more credible and perhaps 
inevitable. Then, he introduced the stages by asking the participants to guess what 
each letter stood for. At the end, he told them that he often experiences people 
being ‘stuck’ in anger and ‘especially rationalisations’. He mentioned that 
‘rationalisations are normal, but I urge you to move away from rationalisations 
and on to acceptance’. Michael then directly encouraged the participants to reach 
‘acceptance’ as quickly as possible.  

This way of guiding test takers in the direction of acceptance is supported by the 
first pages of the 360° report, where one is met with the following sentences: ‘As 
you review this report, keep in mind that feedback is meant to be constructive. 
You will derive the most benefit from it if you keep an open mind, rather than 
becoming defensive or looking for reasons why it “must be wrong.”’ Having an 
‘open mind’ is put in direct contrast to being ‘defensive’, a word with negative 
connotations. Constructing this opposition limits the field of possible attitudes: 
You can either be open-minded and derive benefit, or defensive and gain nothing 
helpful from the report.  

As part of preparing the participants for their test reactions and emotions which 
might include being ‘stuck’ in defensiveness, the participants received a ‘Top ten 
list of rationalizations’ (Figure 13).  
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Figure 13: ‘Top ten list of rationalizations’, PowerPoint-slide 

Michael ridiculed these, indicating that they were ‘silly’ to experience and perhaps 
restricting the test takers from expressing these reactions. The rationalisations 
were established as ‘typical’, something Michael had seen many times before, 
making the participants’ reactions less personal, unique, or even that serious. Most 
importantly, the reactions were presented as simply a step on the way to an 
inevitable and desirable acceptance.  

Besides constructing acceptance as the norm and the appropriate reaction, 
Michael repeatedly mentioned the slogan-like statement, ‘feedback is a gift’. This 
was also used as one of the slide titles on the PowerPoint show, about which 
Michael explained:  

In my experience, receiving a 360 is always a really, really interesting thing. And 
also, it can be a little bit tough to receive a 360, whether you have received it before 
or not. But there are definitely always benefits in receiving it. The first thing to 
know about a 360 and feedback in general is that feedback is a gift. I know this is 
a huge cliché, but it is actually still the truth … it is like with Christmas Eve. 
Sometimes we get a gift and it’s not exactly what we had hoped it would be. And 
sometimes that’s the case with feedback as well. Sometimes it surprises us, maybe 
it is better than we expected, sometimes it’s different or worse than we expected. 
But it’s generally always a gift. People have taken, each of your raters has spent at 
least 20 minutes giving you feedback, honest feedback, and generally that’s a really 
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good thing. And you should assume genuine intentions … please assume that the 
raters have genuine intentions. (Michael) 

Here, Michael speaks to the test takers’ emotions. He acknowledges and 
emphasises how the ‘feedback gift’ might not be on top of the wish list but 
repeatedly encourages the test takers to still consider it a valuable gift. Michael 
compares receiving feedback with accepting an ugly sweater ‘like a gift from a 
mother-in-law’, playing on feelings of courtesy.  

Later, the importance of gratitude is further cemented, when Michael says: ‘I 
would definitely encourage you to thank the people who filled them out and to 
share the results with your manager’. Convincing the test takers that feedback is a 
valuable gift encourages them to accept and embrace their results. Also, 
emphasising the time and ‘genuine’ and ‘honest’ effort spent by the test takers’ 
raters is a way of instilling gratitude and humility in the participants – urging 
them to accept and appreciate their feedback. 

Aaron, the Leadership Development Specialist at PharmExtra, also emphasised 
that feedback is a gift: ‘It might not be a great experience for the participant, but 
it must be a nice gift even though it is negative, to find out how people see me, 
because then I can change it’. Both Michael and Aaron made the point that 
feedback is a gift even when it might be negative. The risk exists that negative 
feedback may be discarded or rationalised away. In contrast, by establishing that 
‘feedback is a gift’, the participants are steered into its acceptance.  

A quick shift to the perspective of test takers shows us that some indeed appeared 
to adopt this view: ‘For me it has been a gift to do this 360 degree’ (Carl), ‘for me 
it was a gift, a really great tool for development’ (Oliver), and ‘I take it 100 percent 
in, like a gift, now that people have told me something’ (Richard).  

Working to establish the gift of feedback and its inevitable acceptance, Michael 
prompts certain expectations the test takers should have of themselves, their 
reactions, and the tool: the test takers should be grateful and accept their results.  

At the certification programme at People Test Systems, expectations were likewise 
an implicit central theme. Here, Karen, the instructor, indirectly regulated future 
hypothetical, test takers’ expectations by training practitioners to give feedback in 
a certain way. This involved, in part, creating a comfortable feedback situation. 
Karen asked participants to discuss in groups what elements are important to 
consider when giving good feedback. Participants mentioned making the test 
taker feel safe, not putting people in boxes, appearing calm, controlling body 
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language, emphasising that the tool is trustworthy and that it is not meant to sort 
people, and that there are no right or wrong answers.  

Later, Karen handed the participants a manuscript they were encouraged to use, 
with the following instruction: ‘There are some things we want you to say’. This 
consisted of eight points the participants should follow chronologically when 
giving feedback. It would begin with welcoming the test taker, asking them about 
their previous and current test experience. This should be followed by a 
presentation of the conversation to come, for example going through the purpose 
of the test. After this, the feedback giver is supposed to clarify and align 
expectations and then present the actual analysis. In presenting the analysis, 
feedback givers are encouraged to mention some background to the test, for 
instance that it is normative, not ipsative, that it measures behaviour in 33 areas, 
that test takers are compared to a norm group of 3000 people, that it is not quality 
that is measured, but the amount of a particular behaviour compared to the norm 
group. After this, the parameter of trustworthiness is to be explained, followed by 
how the feedback giver will give the feedback.  

At this point, the actual feedback begins, which is described as an exchange 
between interview and feedback. When this is done, the feedback giver is 
supposed to summarise strengths, challenges, and areas of development, ending 
with asking the test taker for any questions. In addition to this, at the bottom of 
the manuscript, three bullets appear under a headline reading ‘important’:  

To create a good connection 

To create trust 

To create a good atmosphere 

In Human Developers’ educational material, future certified test practitioners are 
similarly urged to give feedback in a certain way. The authors of the material state 
that ‘feedback must at times overcome great resistance’ and ‘it is necessary that 
the consultant applies a very specific method when he/she gives feedback’. More 
specifically, the authors encourage consultants to always be ‘appreciative in 
approach’, especially if the test taker has many low or very low scores.  

Emphasising the importance of a good connection, atmosphere, an appreciative 
approach, and trust suggests that test practitioners are aware that test takers may 
not perceive these tools as non-threatening, harmless, and neutral, even if test 
practitioners present them as such. The measures require the right framing, such 
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as a certain procedure for giving feedback, in order to adjust test takers’ 
expectations and responses and thereby reduce resistance.  

In sum, test practitioners preparing (guiding) test takers’ future reactions, 
providing them with a certain terminology, certifying practitioners in ways that 
encourage them to give feedback in a specific way, are examples of test 
practitioners’ attempts to manage both practitioners’ and test takers’ expectations 
and as a result, willingness to receive their results with openness and acceptance.  

Mediating strategy #3: Regulating emotions 

Closely related to test practitioners’ expectation management is the strategy of 
regulating test takers’ emotional processes.  

At the second The Extraordinary Leader workshop the participants’ emotional 
state was a central theme and something to be shared with the others. As the 
consultant, Michael, said: ‘I am interested in where you are emotionally’, followed 
by a poll about ‘what are you currently feeling?’ (Figure 14).  

 

Figure 14: Poll: ‘In light of your feedback, what are you currently feeling?’,  
virtual workshop 

The poll was used in both groups, but the results were similar: all but two, one in 
each group, chose ‘d. Acceptance’ as Figure 14 indicates, to which the consultant 
responds ‘that’s fantastic, that obviously makes it easier’, and ‘it is good with 
acceptance, then you can truly embrace the results’. Using a poll with few options, 
where participants are forced to share their emotional state, visually shows that 
acceptance is the ‘correct’ answer to the question. The poll establishes in a very 
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unambiguous way, that the majority of participants find themselves (or claim to 
be), in the desirable acceptance.  

Shifting perspective to that of test takers’ show how they adopt the emotional 
guidelines offered by Michael. Some test takers even talk about their emotional 
process using the same terminology as the one Michael used at the workshop. In 
the interviews, there are signs of a managed emotional process, and acceptance as 
the inevitable end goal. When I ask Tim if he remembers his first reaction to his 
360° report, he responds:  

Yes, as a matter of fact I can. Then I could recognise this pattern of emotions they 
had presented to me. That you will deny until you accept and all that. And since 
we went through that you can say: “Oh yes, that one, that can’t be right” and stuff 
like that. “That is not correct”. But I got over that pretty fast and moved on to the 
acceptance phase, compared to if I hadn’t been introduced to how we were going 
to react. We are not that intelligent after all, even though we think we are the most 
intelligent on earth. So, there is a pattern. And it is extremely great that we get that 
[introduction] beforehand, and say “everyone who receives this will go through 
this to some extent”. (Tim) 

According to Tim, the presented emotional pattern helps him. He evaluates, 
reflects, and regulates his own process by the help of the SARA stages.  

John also describes his process by referring to the SARA stages: 

I went through the entire emotion spectrum. Absolutely. I was, when I read it the 
first time, in shock. Because I didn’t really stand out on any of them, and I was 
lying relatively low on these different 16 or how many there were, what are they 
called, areas that you get assessed on. So, I was completely hit by a shock phase at 
the beginning and then later a reaction: “this can’t be right, someone must have 
answered incorrectly”. You definitely go through these things. And then I thought: 
“fair enough, we were told this”. Make sure to look through it and learn, and we 
have to be careful not to say: “it is just because someone didn’t understand it or 
answered something else than we wanted them to”. (John) 

Both Tim and John express how they self-regulate their emotional process based 
on the presented SARA phases.  

How the participants handle their feedback appears to be regulated through 
different mechanisms, such as disclosing them on a set scale in a plenary, and by 
managing their expectations in the first workshop session. Presenting what they 
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ought to experience and feel serves to guide these expectations, which then makes 
them unwrap the feedback ‘gift’ in the desired way.  

For The Extraordinary Leader, another site of emotional regulation is the one-on-
one coaching session between the consultant, Michael, and the test taker, Joseph. 
For example, Michael read and translated Joseph’s results in a deliberately positive 
way. Michael continuously praised Joseph, characterising some of his results as 
‘extremely impressive’. He was careful to maintain a positive atmosphere, for 
example by softening the statement: ‘one item where you scored the lowest’, by 
quickly adding ‘you didn’t score low on any of them’. Further, through 
adjustments, the feedback appears more positive than it perhaps is. Michael sorts 
the information and disregards certain inconvenient results. For one item with a 
rating of ‘1’ (the lowest possible rating), Michael states:  

We just have to remember that when people receive this questionnaire, some say 
“well, I have just ten minutes, I’ll rush right through it”, and other times you might 
have just had a meeting with some colleague and he suggested something that you 
didn't think was a particularly good idea, so when he gets to this questionnaire 
then a quick rating at one, and... Sometimes it can be a bit random. That is also 
why we need to be careful not to over interpret the individual items. (Michael) 

Later, Michael disregards ratings from the ‘other’ group, justifying this by 
describing the group as a ‘special category’, which is why he would not ‘read too 
much into that’. 

In the part of the test concerning the commitment of the employees whom Joseph 
managed, one disclosed that he/she is actively looking for other jobs, to which 
Michael remarks:  

Either this person had slippery fingers and pushed the wrong button by accident, 
or someone is actually looking for other jobs, which there can be several good 
reasons for. Like “now I have been here for ten years and I feel like making a 
change” or “my wife has gotten a job in Jutland, so we are considering moving”, 
or “I am ambitious and would like to advance in my career, which is not possible 
here at the moment”. The bottom line is, there are many possible reasons that have 
nothing to do with you or PharmExtra. (Michael) 

Michael rationalises Joseph’s results, deciding and adjusting what is of significance 
and what is not. He is careful not to place the responsibility for other people’s 
negative ratings, or low employee commitment, on Joseph or PharmExtra. In 
contrast, Michael makes strong efforts to maintain a positive, optimistic 
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atmosphere, and a coherent narrative by introducing hypothetical explanations 
for such negative ratings. Michael also sometimes downplays divergences between 
Joseph’s rating of himself and his manager’s rating of him. He goes as far as to 
suggest that Joseph and his manager might actually agree, even though 
numerically, it doesn’t seem like it. Discrepancies, potential sources of conflict, or 
ambiguities that do not fit the narrative are, to a certain extent, disregarded as 
unimportant or unreliable. 

Michael is also cautious when talking about Joseph’s areas of improvement: ‘If we 
take your Overall Leadership Effectiveness Score and say it’s at 3.7 now, let’s just 
play, let’s say we want it up to 3.9 in twelve months’. Making the suggestion for 
development playful takes some of the seriousness out of it. Also, Joseph’s future 
improvements are articulated in numerical terms, making the suggestion remain 
abstract, technical, and impersonal.  

The importance of consultants interpreting the test results is also acknowledged 
by James, who is responsible for the leadership development programme at 
BigBank. He explains that his choice to arrange for test takers to get their Hogan 
Leadership Forecast feedback session with a consultant before they receive their 
test report is based on his experience where test takers were ‘deeply shocked’ about 
their results. He elaborates:  

People become paralysed, especially young, inexperienced leaders. They don’t read 
behind. [The test result] is taken for what it says, and this is where you have to 
ensure that there is buy-in by establishing that it is something positive that comes 
out of it. (James) 

According to James, the feedback session gives the test takers ‘sort of a way out’, 
‘even though the facts are still there’. In contrast ‘the mechanically generated 
report [doesn’t] give them that option’. James describes a need for softening 
strategies and emotional regulation, in order for test takers to psychologically 
respond to the measures without rejecting their results.  

Mediating strategy #4: Silencing critical questioning  

Related to test practitioners’ efforts to establish the trustworthiness and authority 
of tests, they also tend to brush off or only half-heartedly give attention to critical 
questions. This tendency is prominent in both the interview material and 
observations. 
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At an interview, the First Vice President, James, at BigBank, explains:  

We would very much like to get him [the consultant] to tell us more about these 
competencies and Hogan, so we can demystify it, because it is engineers we are 
working with, even though they are leaders, and they really want: “What is the 
mathematical formula, how has it been calculated and decided that I am there”. 
And I just feel like does that really matter? We are using a tool, so just believe in 
the data. And then, back to how it feels like to be examined and measured and 
weighed, I mean, people are always, when things are good, then they are happy, 
and then the survey was good. When the results are bad, then it wasn’t a good 
survey, and “I don’t understand this” and “that is not me” and denial and 
projection and all these typical psychological things that occur. Yes, this is you. 
Just get on with it. (James) 

James advocates explicitly for a form of blind faith, by encouraging test takers to 
accept the tool and stop asking technical questions. There are traces of annoyance 
in the above quotation, where James appears frustrated with critical attitudes 
towards tests and technical questions. This frustration suggests that, to James, the 
technical aspects are not really important. Instead, it is about making an active 
choice to believe in the measure. He argues: ‘It is not a question of beating people 
over the head with a stick, it is a question of making them believe in it’.  

James further explains why the test takers need to just believe: ‘It [the test] is not 
supposed to be inhibitory. It is supposed to develop people. If you have all the 
defence mechanisms ready, then… Then there is a long way ahead to build or 
restore faith in the fact that this is what works’. According to James, an overly 
critical mindset obstructs the development of faith in the tool. Notably, it is faith 
and belief that the tool not only works but is what works that is essential in James’ 
work to reduce critical questions. 

Other times, test practitioners provide vague answers or diversionary responses to 
critical questions, silencing or confusing the sceptic. At the certification workshop 
at People Test Systems, one participant enquires about the possible conclusions 
one can infer from self-report tests:  

Participant: ‘But isn’t it just the person’s own self-evaluation? We don’t actually 
know if people actually talk a lot, how it is perceived by other people?’  

Karen (instructor): ‘It measures the degree of self-awareness.’  

Participant: ‘Again, isn’t it just the person’s own assessment? We don’t know how 
it will be perceived?’ 
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Karen (instructor), (hesitating and then responding): ‘We-e-elll. Then we will take 
a look at the parameters of trustworthiness.’ 

The instructor answers the participant’s question by referring to the ‘parameters 
of trustworthiness’, which according to the educational material include: ‘realism 
of replies’, ‘realistic self-assessment’, and ‘response coherence.’ These three as a 
whole are taken to indicate how trustworthy a person’s test answers are. If this 
score is below 60: 

…it is very likely that something is wrong with the result, and it is [the person 
responsible for the test’s] recommendation that the test taker retakes the test. The 
reason might be that the test taker has tried to manipulate the test, or it can be 
because the person in question simply is not capable of assessing him/herself 
realistically. Finally, it may for some come naturally to exaggerate a little. (People 
Test Systems, educational material) 

This reasoning implies that a person’s trustworthiness score determines whether 
or not one can make hypotheses about how others perceive this person. In other 
words, if a person has a high trustworthiness score, it is reasonable to assume that 
one can predict how others might perceive that person. Karen’s answer is based 
on the tool’s premise and restrictions, she does not engage in a discussion of what 
one can infer from self-assessment tests. But by referring to trustworthiness scores, 
which are deemed to be numerical proof of a test taker’s ability to answer 
truthfully and realistically, the discussion is stopped and the participant is left with 
the option of just believing in the tool and its trustworthiness.  

Mediating strategy #5: Disclaiming other tools 

Another way test practitioners (and the companies they represent) seek to establish 
the tools’ legitimacy and superiority is to argue that they are more valid, advanced, 
and scientific than other tools on the market. In doing this, test practitioners do 
not simply point out how the tools differ, but disclaim other tools. Disclaiming 
other tools both took place in informal conversations that I myself participated in 
or that I overheard during my observations, in interviews, test material, and on 
websites. 

In informal conversations, it was not rare that I (over)heard someone talking 
about the limitations of other tests and how there are numerous problematic tools 
‘out there’. What were considered to be ‘simple’ typological tools such as DiSC 
or Insights were especially ridiculed.  
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Also on websites, more or less explicit comparisons to other tools are made. On 
Hogan Assessments’ website it is stated that: ‘No other company has measured 
job performance to the extent and depth that Hogan has’ (Hogan Assessments, 
online, n.p.), placing this measurement tool above all others. How Hogan 
Assessments has reached this result is not made clear.  

Likewise, People Test Systems’ website indicates that their tools are ‘state-of-the-
art test tools. Tools that show a more nuanced and valid picture of the tested 
person’ (People Test Systems, 2019). It is unclear what these tools are compared 
with. It is possible that People Test Systems means that their tools offer a more 
nuanced picture than if no tool at all was used, or alternatively in comparison with 
other tools on the market. Further supporting this claim, the website includes the 
information that ‘92% of their customers recommend People Test Systems’, 
followed by selected reviews praising the company and their tools.  

People Test Systems’ claims on their website are further reinforced in their 
educational material. Here, they state in bullet points how People Test Person 
differs from other tests. This includes, for example, that it is specifically made for 
the business context, not based on American test systems (like other tools are), 
and that it compares job demands with personality. By highlighting these 
differences, People Test Systems indirectly points to the limitations of other tools.  

Likewise attempting to elevate themselves above their competitors, Human 
Developers’ educational material reveals that their incentive for developing their 
measure was their ‘growing reservations concerning traditional tests currently used 
in industrial and organisational life’. Describing ‘growing reservations’ in 
connection with their choice of developing HD Leadership, suggests to the reader 
that Human Developers is an observant and critical company, and more 
importantly, that they have resolved or succeeded in working around the problems 
of ‘traditional tests’.  

In the participant manual for The Extraordinary Leader, Zenger Folkman argues 
confidently that they have ‘moved beyond the traditional approaches to personal 
development that have been proven to produce “average” results’ (p.2, module 1). 
Aaron, the Leadership Development Specialist at PharmExtra, who administers 
The Extraordinary Leader appears to share this opinion and states in an interview: 
‘Previously we’ve worked with tests where it’s just yourself answering. And we 
didn’t really feel that that was sufficient since it is then very subjective’ (Aaron). 
According to Aaron, tools based on self-report are not sufficient due to their 
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subjective character, also suggesting that the 360° tool that PharmExtra uses is the 
opposite: sufficient and more objective.  

The disclaiming of other tools was strongest in interviews with test practitioners, 
who defend the scientific legitimacy of their own tool while criticising that of 
others. Cathy, one of the psychologists who developed HD Leadership, explains 
that while other test companies are appealing, they fail to deliver high quality 
assessments. She argues: ‘The problem is that they don’t pass the test if you have 
to make a deep assessment and they can’t... They don’t go deep enough if people 
really have a problem and you really have to figure out what it’s really about. Then 
they often miss it’ (Cathy). 

One of the main reasons why Cathy finds these other tools problematic is because 
they are not actual personality tests (as opposed to Human Developers’ tests). She 
claims that they mask themselves as personality tests, but are actually measuring 
behaviour. In the interview, she remarks about other test developers: ‘I can hear 
that they don’t even know the difference when I talk to them at conferences’, 
indicating that they are less knowledgeable than Cathy or even ignorant about the 
distinction between personality tests and behavioural assessments. According to 
Cathy, the latter is less precise:  

If you use the DiSC or Garuda or Papi or People Tools and all of them, that’s 
behaviour plus competence. When you work with behaviour and competence, you 
are not as precise in the object you are measuring. (Cathy) 

By arguing that other tests are less precise and their developers less competent, 
Cathy makes her case that HD Leadership should be the preferred tool.  

Jacob, one of the consultants representing Hogan Leadership Forecast, argues 
instead that this is a better tool, especially compared to most others:  

Hogan is a pretty advanced tool in many ways, but there are assessments that are, 
well, sorry but they are just terrible, right. It’s all about finding the truth. And then 
you suddenly happen to be blue, and then you just have no chances here in life … 
Like DiSC for example and PI, which is often used as a screening tool, it’s very 
superficial. I think, even Myers Briggs, I think if you look into the validity of the 
test, you feel like crying. But you know, some people think it’s fantastic … I don’t 
want to bash anyone. But I think for some purposes, you might as well just use a 
horoscope. (Jacob) 
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According to Jacob, the validity of some tools is so low, that a horoscope might 
do the same trick. Paradoxically, Jacob points to a non-scientific instrument such 
as a horoscope as an alternative to claimed scientific test tools, suggesting that in 
some respects, the level of validity or science is not important. What’s important 
is having an instrument that claims something about someone.  

Miles, who also represents Hogan Assessments, criticises other tools by referring 
to their ‘poor validity’:  

I am very result oriented and therefore I also care a lot about what validity is and 
all that and that is also what guides my perspective on the individual tests. Because 
tests may well be visually attractive, there are test systems like Insights where you 
have some colours and you are weighted differently on the different colours. When 
I look at the validity, it is very poor … as soon as you start making major decisions 
on it, I would say, “slow down, now we’ve put people in boxes that are too big”, 
so we have to believe that people are just a little more sophisticated than what a 
simple system like that can tell us. DiSC is another example of a test, where the 
validity is also really poor. (Miles) 

Miles argues here that making tests visually appealing is a way of masking poor 
validity. He warns against categorising people in ‘boxes that are too big’, since this 
reduces complexity too much (in contrast to Hogan Leadership Forecast). He 
concludes: ‘There are an incredible number of tests that are completely hopeless’. 
His criticism of other tools is combined with his conviction that tests are and 
should be inescapable since ‘there is no other way’. Miles then quickly adds ‘but 
you have to use the right tool’. Since there are many ‘hopeless’ tools on the market, 
Miles argues that one needs to be careful and pick the ‘right’ tool, in this case a 
tool developed by Hogan Assessments.  

Representing yet a different opinion, Michael, the consultant for the 360° tool 
The Extraordinary Leader, argues that you need to stick with multi-rater tools, 
stating: ‘There are five, seven, eight global [360° tools] which are really, really 
good, and it doesn’t matter which one you choose. And then there are tools which 
are really terrible, and you need to stay away from those’. In contrast, Jacob argues 
that such tools are ‘not very valid’ since they are dependent on the situation. He 
explains that 360° tools give a snapshot of the person which relies on raters’ moods 
and personal opinions. Jacob concludes: ‘So a 360 is much more what-oriented. 
What happens here? Hogan has the potential, it is more concerned with why is 
this happening?’ Thus, Jacob manages to endorse Hogan Leadership Forecast, 
while disclaiming 360° tools.  
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Despite test practitioners constructing arguments that they claim are built on data 
and reliable knowledge, some acknowledge that test choices rely on commitment 
and belief. Michael argues for the use of 360° tools by stating that ‘self-perceptions 
are not as accurate as others’ perception’, which is in direct contrast to Jacob’s 
opinion. In establishing Hogan Leadership Forecast as a precise tool, Jacob argues 
that ‘the most valid is people’s own self-perception’. However, Michael also 
acknowledges the significance of faith. At a lunch meeting he states: ‘It is like 
religion; you believe in different things’.  

Practitioners’ test-subscriptions appear to be closely linked to what they consider 
‘reliable belief’. The belief is considered ‘reliable’ since test practitioners claim that 
their arguments are built on solid, trustworthy ground, especially compared to 
others’ arguments. Test practitioners themselves, with the exception of at least 
Michael, might not acknowledge that the basis of their arguments may resemble 
religious belief. Instead, they refer to data supporting their arguments.  

Whatever test practitioners believe, or acknowledge to believe, they demonstrate 
their own knowledge, critical mindset, and ability to evaluate other tests by 
comparing measures to each other, pointing out their differences and other tools’ 
shortcomings.  

Overall, test practitioners manage through (at least) the five presented strategies, 
how test takers’ process, react, and work with their test results and thus create the 
foundation for acceptance.  

Reflecting on the mediating strategies: Underneath the value-neutral 
surface 

As shown in the section titled ‘Normalising potentials’, the tests consist of visual 
imagery and value-laden language expressing ideas of normalcy and desirable 
behaviour. In spite of, or exactly because of this, test practitioners attempt to 
frame the tests as value-neutral with harmless intentions, indicating that 
practitioners either believe the measures are indeed value-free with the purpose of 
initiating dialogue and reflection, or at least want them to appear this way. 
However, when digging a little deeper in conversations with test practitioners, 
value-laden purposes also emerge, illustrating discrepancies between test talk and 
test practice. The test practitioners’ mediating strategies are thus informed both 
by test takers’ various possible reactions and by the value-laden nature of the 
measures. 
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Despite Julie emphasising how the purpose of HD Leadership is not to 
instrumentally utilise the appraisals, later in the interview she mentions that 
Logistica uses an ideal profile that helps them evaluate test takers’ results. This 
ideal profile, or ‘target spans’ is a mechanism Human Developers can enable, 
making one’s chart look like this:  

 

Figure 15: ‘Overall summary graph’ with leadership target spans,  
own HD Leadership report 

The inserted target spans visually show how far my scores are from the spans that 
are deemed suitable and desirable for a managerial role. Indeed, the lack of colour 
in the target span fields creates very visible voids and illustrates my incapacity to 
achieve the ideal scores. As Human Developers states, the ideal profiles can 
‘specify the requirements for the leadership role and the development process the 
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person is facing’ (Handbook for Human Developers Test System, p.63), reflecting 
a somewhat instrumental, evaluative purpose.  

The test developer, Cathy, mentions this ideal profile in the interview, where she 
explains how it is based on:  

…theory and what you can read a leader should be high on … and then it is also 
about testing it in reality, to go out and test the stars [“great leaders”]. What do 
the stars look like? The leaders who are successful, what do they look like? They 
are also in the ideal norm or in the target span. (Cathy)  

Interestingly, the leadership norm is built on ‘what you can read a leader should 
be high on’, which is exactly what the test developers are creating themselves: 
material telling others what a leader should score highly on. Moreover, a fixed 
leadership norm can only be created if test developers believe there are leadership 
‘stars’, whose observable behaviours or personality traits can serve as inspiration, 
independent of context. The ideal profile is therefore, in accordance with test 
material in general, stripped of context, based on selections, and carrying traces of 
subjectivity. The ideal profile is based on ‘theory’ and so-called leadership ‘stars’, 
suggesting that the development of such a profile depends on what theory is 
deemed relevant, and who one believes to be leadership stars. These two elements 
are likely to be influenced by one’s personal experiences and convictions, and 
dominant leadership discourse, such as transformational and charismatic 
leadership. Regardless, test developers are careful to explain how their theoretically 
based convictions about good leadership are ‘tested’ in reality. This is yet another 
way of instilling trust in their judgement and conclusions: Human Developers’ 
knowledge base and ideal profile are tested and therefore sound.  

Nevertheless, to compare Logistica’s managers to this ideal profile, contradicts 
Julie’s statement that there are no good or bad test profiles. The ideal profile, 
capturing the personality or behaviour of the ‘stars’, expresses an ideal to strive 
for. When such an ideal exists, profiles can, and should, according to Human 
Developers, be evaluated in terms of how well they fit this ideal. 

Instead of using target spans based on theory and ‘stars’, companies can also 
choose to create their own ideal profile. Cathy explains:  

We will go in and say “what does your product manager look like?” Then they go 
in and look at the last ones, what, 10,20,30, or the top ten and bottom ten, and 
then see. Then you make the ideal profile based on that… They made one for 
[Logistica’s talent programme], what they [the test takers’ profiles] should look 
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like, and then we go in and help them if they want it, and otherwise they [Logistica] 
go in and make them [the ideal profiles] themselves. (Cathy) 

The process of identifying the people in the ‘top ten’ and the people at the 
‘bottom’, is described as a straightforward and unproblematic activity. One simply 
identifies the best and the poorest. Besides exemplifying the normative nature of 
leadership, and the normalising potentials in leadership measures, the statement 
clashes with tests’ value-free appearance as created and emphasised by test 
practitioners.  

Julie further elaborates on how the ideal profiles work in Logistica. She states that 
the ideal leadership norm reveals what span on dominance a manager should 
ideally score within. This is not shared with the test takers. Julie explains: ‘It is 
not a result as such, it is not like “well you score 35, so you are home safe”. You 
can still be a terrible leader or a really good leader, regardless of that’. Even though 
it is not a result ‘as such’, Julie and her team still consider very high or low scores 
on certain parameters as potential challenges, since the test takers’ scores might 
then ‘go against certain characteristics that can make it difficult for them to be in 
a leadership role’ (Julie).  

Another way the test is used in Logistica is to construct team profiles: Test takers’ 
results are pooled together, from which tendencies are identified. Julie points out 
that test takers are anonymised in the team profile: ‘They are just dots on a scale’ 
(Julie). For the purported sake of anonymity, individuals are transformed to 
representational ‘dots’, small parts of a bigger pattern. In this exercise, individual 
nuances are removed in the name of comparison and accumulation.  

As mentioned earlier, the language in People Test Systems’ educational material 
is value-laden and prescriptive. When I ask about this in the interview with 
Elizabeth and Emma, Emma responds:  

I think that’s probably one of the things we would like to change, the written 
material, because it might be a little bit rigid, but there is also... there is also a 
balance to be found in terms of how we get someone to remember the 
interpretations if we don’t describe them a bit simplistically. So, it also has to do 
with learning. We somehow have to spell things out for people to be able to 
separate things and understand it. (Emma) 

Following Emma’s rationale, People Test Person’s educational material has to be 
communicated in simplistic ways. Emma considers nuances and gradations to be 
too confusing and difficult for people to remember. For the purported sake of 
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comprehensibility, a complex phenomenon such as personality is simplified. 
Regardless of this rationale, the educational material functions as practitioners’ 
first encounter with the test and the meaning of different scores. This is what these 
practitioners bring with them in their future work with People Test Person. The 
reduction of complexity, in the name of practicality and user-friendliness, will 
nevertheless influence future test takers’ understandings of both themselves and 
others.  

A similar scenario is evident with Hogan Leadership Forecast at BigBank. There 
are discrepancies between the value-neutral front stage talk and how tests are 
spoken about behind the scenes. Megan from BigBank emphasises at the 
community meeting that the purpose of using Hogan Leadership Forecast is to 
create a common frame of reference and support personal development. However, 
in spite of this officially stated purpose, people at BigBank are measured on their 
ability to master eight chosen competencies: ‘driving strategy’, ‘developing 
people’, ‘integrity’, ‘inspiring others’, ‘time management’, ‘positive attitude’, 
‘team work’, and ‘accountability’. Through people’s test-responses, their level of, 
for example, ‘integrity’ is evaluated on a scale from 1-100. As the First Vice 
President, James, says in an interview: ‘We are trying to say, this is where we as an 
organisation want to go. How do you fit into that?’ Evaluating how someone fits 
into an imagined ideal organisation is clearly a normative endeavour.  

Later James elaborates on the eight competencies: ‘It’s a personal thing here. It’s 
not something you should be forced to share with others because some will have 
a bad experience and get a wake-up call and say: “Fuck! I have something to work 
with here”’ (James). Despite stressing the voluntary nature of participating in the 
competency assessment, James argues why it is highly encouraged: ‘It would be 
stupid not to do it, and I keep saying it in these communities: “Go get these 
competencies assessed. It will give you an indication of where you are”’ (James). 

Even though the eight competencies are communicated as helpful for the 
individual’s development, managers are measured quantitatively, on a scale from 
1-100, and the results have consequences. In the interview, James recalled a 
manager with a rating that was ‘very, very good on seven of the parameters’. 
However, since the last competency ‘integrity’ was low, James could not conclude 
that this manager was doing well. According to James, a low integrity score might 
suggest that this manager is good at exhibiting some qualities, but without any 
integrity.  

This raises two points. The fact that James describes high scores as ‘very, very 
good’ indicates that high scores on those eight competencies are indeed desirable, 
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the norm to aim for. Also, a low score on integrity, a parameter perceived as 
important, can invalidate or undermine the scores on the other seven 
competencies. This evaluation of one parameter over others imbues it with 
significant powerful properties. The fact that some scores are considered better 
than others, might not come as a surprise. What is interesting is the contradiction 
between the front stage talk and the ways tests are spoken about behind the scenes.  

We see the same contradiction at PharmExtra with The Extraordinary Leader. 
During lunch, Aaron explains how the 360° tool is not an actual test, since there 
is ‘not a right and a wrong’. In contrast, Michael, the consultant, states in the 
interview with me that ‘I have had a 360 report in front of me [and I was] thinking 
“this person should probably look for another job”’.  

Aaron here represents the front stage talk about measures’ use and purpose: that 
they are not actual tests, with right or wrong verdicts leading to serious 
consequences. However, Michael reveals the contrary, namely, that test results can 
indeed lead to consequential evaluations of someone’s suitability for a position. 
Michael’s statement mirrors Zenger Folkman’s arguments that huge differences 
exist between top performers and average performers in any job category’ and that 
‘the top person performing high-complexity jobs is 127 percent more productive 
than the mean average person, and infinitely more productive than the 100th 
person in that curve’ (Zenger & Folkman, 2017, p.2). Differentiating between 
top performers and average performers indicate that there indeed are standardised, 
normative ways of identifying desirable and undesirable scores and test results. 

Again, of interest here are the contradictions in how test practitioners discuss and 
present the test. They deny or downplay normative aims and try to disassociate 
the measure with a traditional test (where there are right and wrong answers), 
while also disclosing how the measures can reveal problematic behaviours and help 
identify mis-hires or the like.  

Representing an empirical exception, Miles, a representative of Hogan 
Assessments, talks about ideal leadership profiles in a very blunt manner: ‘Today 
if people say, [adopts a falsetto] “well, there’s no good or bad personality” you can 
almost hear how I’m saying it, right, “for a leadership role”. Yeah right’ (Miles). 
Miles’ imitation of other consultants’ value-neutral front stage talk suggests that 
he finds them naïve or that they are deluding themselves. He elaborates:  

I could place brackets and say “this is the optimal area that the person has to score 
in”, and then knowing that you will never get the perfect one. But let’s say that, 
for example, as a leader, you have to be relatively high on power, not too high. You 



133 

have to be outgoing, ambitious, maybe not too much, but if you are high on 
outgoing and ambitious, that is, you are competitive and driven by the specific 
tasks, project, functional responsibilities, then you can be a little lower on power. 
(Miles) 

In contrast to the other test practitioners, Miles speaks about ideal leadership in 
quite unambiguous terms – apart from the vagueness of the advice to be ‘high’ in 
power, but ‘not too high’ and outgoing and ambitious, but ‘not too much’. 
According to Miles, he would be able to identify the exact ranges for parameters 
within which a leader should score. Interestingly, on Hogan Assessments’ website, 
the test development company Miles is representing, they state: ‘There is no such 
thing as an ideal score or personality profile’ (Hogan Assessments, online, n.p.). 

There are indeed discrepancies between how tests are talked about and how they 
are used. This partly informs test practitioners’ efforts to mediate the measures 
and regulate test takers’ expectations and emotions. Moreover, the discrepancies 
between test talk and test practice are significant in understanding test takers’ 
responses.  

Responses to normalising potentials and mediating 
strategies 

Test practitioners’ efforts to mediate users’ test experience are motivated by the 
variety of responses test takers can have to the measures and their normalising 
potentials. By instilling trust in the tools, regulating expectations and emotions, 
silencing criticism, and disclaiming other tools, test practitioners work to ensure 
that test takers accept the tools and fail to notice any discrepancies between test 
talk and test use. The variety and unpredictability of test takers’ responses are key 
in understanding the rationale behind test practitioners’ mediating strategies. The 
focus will therefore now shift to that of test takers – outlining the responses to 
both the normalising potentials and test practitioners’ mediating strategies.  

I first met test takers, who would later be my respondents, at the virtual workshop 
at PharmExtra. Prior to arriving I was unaware that the meeting was virtual. This 
upset my previous plans for how I would I introduce myself and how to approach 
the participants in breaks. I would not be able to talk to the participants, let alone 
observe their reactions to the introduced material and the consultant’s messages. 
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I could not even put a face to a name, these names simply appeared as a list on 
the computer.  

The unavoidable distance there would have been when I physically met the 
respondents for the first time, I would have normally tried to moderate or reduce 
through eye contact and informal conversations, with the expectation that my 
respondents would then be more comfortable at a later interview. But this format 
didn’t allow me to do that, resulting in additional distance between me and my 
future respondents. However, I also thought that this particular online setup was 
interesting to observe in itself: How do people interact and participate virtually? 
My attention became focused on how the consultant introduced and framed the 
measure, since there was not much else to observe.  

My first impression of the test takers at PharmExtra therefore solely consisted of 
the colour of their engagement beam and their contribution to the public chat. I 
next met these test takers one on one, either at a physical interview in a 
PharmExtra meeting room, or online, usually with video. The online format had 
again its advantages and disadvantages. Especially when respondents did not use 
a headset, the sound quality varied from decent to horrible. Sound issues led to 
many awkward moments in some interviews when I had to ask respondents to 
repeat their answer, or simply misheard them, leading to even more awkward 
moments. I therefore quickly added a request to wear a headset in the email 
invitation sent to respondents.  

Besides the poor sound quality at times, I could again not make eye contact. 
Although we could see each other (more or less clearly), there were limits to how 
deep a connection we could make. With that said, generally the same social codex-
following behaviour applied for these online meetings, as for physical ones: The 
level and type of chemistry varied, there was usually some small talk before the 
interview began, and we would exchange encouraging nods and smiles, meaning 
that the interview often felt relaxed and natural.  

One of the biggest advantages of the online format was its flexibility. There was 
no need to book meeting rooms and no travel time. Meetings were easily set up 
since they could take place whenever and wherever, which was very important to 
most respondents. This flexibility was imperative with test takers working abroad. 

I interviewed some respondents from PharmExtra at physical meetings. I was 
usually met with a very calm and composed person, in quite formal attire, which 
made me very aware of my own casual look. As if the respondents’ clothes were 
indeed a costume, the interviews felt at times like a struggle to get behind the 
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façade. The distance almost felt bigger in the physical meetings, than at the online 
ones.  

As a medicinal company, PharmExtra’s main building at their headquarters 
appeared fairly sterile and modernist: clean, white, and uniform. Inside this 
building there was a lot of light, white-painted walls, and no ornaments or other 
knickknacks. The clinical feel was in stark contrast to my own office at Lund 
University, stressing the fact that I had entered strange land far away from home, 
perhaps with different rules and norms that I risked not knowing how to follow. 
In contrast, at the online meetings, both my respondents and I were placed in our 
own home court, so to speak, where any potential differences in the surroundings 
were invisible. 

The test takers at Logistica, I only met online. Very few of the respondents turned 
their camera on during the interviews, obviously causing some additional distance. 
However, the biggest difference between the interviews I did with respondents 
from PharmExtra and those with people from Logistica, was the significance of 
my own interview experience. When I started interviewing PharmExtra-
respondents in Spring 2018, I had done very few interviews alone. I was also still 
at the beginning of my PhD, meaning that my focus was still very much 
developing. When I interviewed respondents from Logistica in the Autumn 2019, 
I had done around 30 interviews with both test takers and test practitioners. My 
focus was sharper, and I felt more confident and comfortable as an interviewer. 
However, in both situations, the subject of test use and test experience seemed to 
be generally relevant and important to most respondents. This prompted them to 
open up and speak rather freely from strong positions (regardless of how I 
formulated my questions). On several occasions, test takers would move from 
short, diplomatic responses to suddenly sharing their opinions and theories 
eagerly and enthusiastically.  

In general, the test takers were either somewhat sceptical of my research 
perspective on test use or found it refreshing and relevant. Those who were 
sceptical repeatedly asked for hypotheses, solutions, and psychometric 
assessments. To my best ability, I tried to explain how my focus was interpretative, 
and not evaluative per se, while taking note: Many test takers expressed a strong 
orientation towards instrumentalism and a need for clear-cut, unambiguous 
answers. Other interviewees appeared reassured and almost hopeful that a study 
like mine was taking place. These test takers generally shared substantially about 
their test experience(s).  
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Respondents frequently expressed strong feelings concerning test use. Some even 
became emotional. One 360° test taker, interviewed over the phone, told me that 
he was certain his manager wanted to replace him. He said he felt sick to his 
stomach after taking the test, and that he would often look in the mirror and 
wonder if he was good at anything at all. His manager generally gave him lower 
scores than his other raters, which worried him. The interview changed from one 
with preformulated questions to an informal conversation between two people, 
where we talked about a situation which affected him deeply. Suddenly the 
questions I had prepared were not that important. What was important was to 
just listen, make him feel heard, and maintain a safe space for him to share his 
thoughts. Ironically, the recording of this interview failed due to technical issues. 
As frustrating as it was in the moment, in a way, it also felt appropriate. This 
material was so personal and emotional, allowing me to refer more loosely to it 
here, but escaping the scrutiny of coding and analysis.  

I interviewed all test takers after they had been tested, meaning that either staff 
from their company or external consultants had introduced and framed the 
instrument to them. More specifically, they had been exposed to consultants’ 
mediating strategies. I observed that some test takers adopted the terminology 
presented by the consultant and/or test, buying into the premise of the test, 
regulating their emotions, and adjusting their expectations accordingly. In turn, 
some test takers were critical of the whole process. They had reflected on their 
results and the consultant’s messages and strategies, leading to some strong 
opinions about what constituted ethical and unethical test use.  

Based on interviews with test takers I present here a typology of reactions and 
responses to tests, their normalising potentials and test practitioners’ mediating 
strategies. I have arranged these into two main types: ‘appreciation’ and 
‘scepticism and suspicion’. This is not to say that test takers’ responses are 
unequivocally either in favour of or critical of test use. Test takers’ reactions to 
being tested are filled with nuances and ambiguities. The same test taker can be 
conflicted, appreciating parts of the testing experience while disliking others, 
which is why some test takers are represented in both sections. The typology 
illustrates how test takers’ responses tend to move across a spectrum from 
appreciation, joy and excitement about tests, to more critical, sceptical views on 
quantitative assessment tools.  

The purpose of exploring the range of test takers’ responses is to discover how 
they react in ways anticipated by test practitioners and in less predicted ways. Test 
practitioners attempt to be one step ahead of the unpredictable nature of test 
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reactions, the many nuances, and the occasional contradictions in responses. 
Practitioners try to foresee and manage test takers’ reactions, causing them to 
mediate the measurement activity as meticulously as they do.  

Appreciation 

As the previous section, ‘Mediating strategies’, shows, the test practitioners’ role 
– approach, style, and framing activities – is significant in establishing the tools’ 
legitimacy, trustworthiness, and acceptability. These strategies are used to make 
test takers buy into the measures and accept and comply with their behavioural 
prescriptions. The strategies appeal to test takers’ underlying assumptions and 
preconceptions about the value of quantitative assessment tools.  

The quantitative test format itself thus attracts test takers, with some even arguing 
that the tools are objective truth-tellers (Connor; Sebastian; Layla), or a way of 
doing a ‘sanity check’ (Leo). Layla reasons: ‘I think unless someone’s telling you 
verbally on a daily basis or weekly or monthly basis, you kind of need a tool to tell 
you objectively to some degree “this is who you are”’, ascribing a substantial 
mandate to quantitative assessment tools, due to its perceived objective character.  

By referring to the tools’ foundation in data and their numerical format, some test 
takers argue that the measures (and the HR departments administering them) 
become more credible than discussions and subjective assessments (Connor; Carl; 
Sean; Samuel). As Sean states: ‘It’s a great way to visualise. How are you really 
doing with this competence, sizing it up. How else would you do it? That would 
be very difficult. To sit and talk about it, I think’. According to Sean, a test is not 
just appreciated, but necessary. Without a test, assessing how one is doing ‘with 
[a] competence’ would be difficult. One would then have to resort to ‘talking’ 
about competency development, indicating that Sean finds this approach 
inadequate or not as trustworthy as when a test quantifies and visualises one’s 
competencies.  

Many test takers explicitly express that they consider data, scales, and 
measurements necessary components when assessing and improving performance. 
For some, this is because ‘we love facts today, we love measurements, we love 
numbers’ (Sean). This conviction is strengthened by placing quantitative 
assessments in contrast to bias, subjective hunches, and opinions. Rachel explains: 
‘We see that in PharmExtra, we always see that we have to be data oriented. 
Everything should be, every judgement should be judged on facts and data, not 
on feelings’, leading her to the conclusion: ‘Everything is really data oriented, so 
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it’s no surprise that for assessing something, you need to have some figures, some 
data’ (Rachel). Further supporting the need for quantitative data, critical 
questioning is referred to as ‘suspicion’. Leo explains how he cannot use tests in 
his own team, since his employees would become ‘suspicious’ about how and why 
the test would be used.  

Because they trust quantitative assessments, several test takers found measures 
helpful in justifying decisions and opinions, and confirming their progress and 
improvement. Using ‘facts and data’ is in direct contrast to ‘making things up’, as 
Connor, a HD Leadership test taker, argues:  

The test adds weight and allows you to say “yes but it’s true he has to develop this 
dominance because he is low compared to his peers” and that’s probably what it 
does. It gives it some credibility. So it’s not just based on me making something 
up about you not being dominant enough. Then you have that one to refer to and 
say “it is true”. (Connor) 

As Connor expresses in this quote, tests legitimise decisions and opinions: By 
referring to test results, the need to justify, argue, and convince is reduced. 
Numbers allow test users to make claims which, without this numerical basis, 
would probably seem offensive. If someone is told that they are not dominant 
enough or that their mental resilience is too weak, without any referral to an 
external source of (quantitative) information, this could conceivably lead to 
significant conflict. Through the use of numbers, such claims are simply ‘true’. 
Connor’s quote also referred to a situation where a test result confirmed his 
impression of a person. The test was seen to add credibility and establish this 
opinion as ‘true’. One might wonder what would happen in a situation where the 
test does not correspond with Connor’s personal opinion.  

Connor generally emphasises the positive side of measures’ instrumentality and 
their establishment of statistical norms. According to him, HD Leadership is 
useful and effective when a test taker recognises ‘a particular behaviour that they 
would like to change and then actually changes it for the better’ (Connor). This 
is exemplified by his colleague who, according to Connor, would benefit from 
‘developing more dominance’. Overall, Connor finds HD Leadership (and its 
normalising potentials) to be a helpful guide in determining someone’s leadership 
effectiveness:  

If you are going to be an effective leader, then the idea is that if you are very far 
from where the majority of other leaders are… you might be in the wrong place. 
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So there are some things where it, you could say, where I think it is very clear 
which direction one needs to go in, but it has that… Well, it does not show it that 
explicitly, I mean, it does it in a slightly hidden way by showing that wheel. I mean, 
it’s not like high is good and low is bad because sometimes low is good and, you 
know, it does this very well. (Connor) 

According to Connor’s own statement, the test guides how he evaluates himself 
and his colleagues by placing test takers in relation to a norm. Connor appears to 
believe that residing outside the norm means that you are ‘in the wrong place’. 
Interestingly, Connor describes the prescriptive component as working in a 
‘hidden way’. The hidden or, at times, denied presence of normativity in the 
measures is a pronounced theme in my empirical material. As demonstrated in 
the section titled ‘Mediating strategies’, test practitioners spend significant time 
and energy framing their tools in a value-neutral manner, stressing how no scores 
are better than others, and that the tools are not meant to sort or categorise people 
as such. However, as Connor observes, there are hidden or implicit prescriptive 
standards in the tools; some more hidden than others.  

Several other test takers share Connor’s impression that tests are more valid than 
opinions and observations. Harry says: ‘I think they [tests] have the tendency to 
be accurate and more neutral than basically human... yeah, well, human 
observation’ (Harry). Samuel explains this in more depth:  

[The test] allows a conversation to take place about certain areas of people’s 
personality. It’s sometimes a difficult conversation to approach. Sometimes people 
don’t recognise it in themselves so it’s impossible to have that conversation and 
sometimes you can talk to someone and you haven’t really convinced them of your 
opinion, sort of thing, whereas this objectivises that conversation. (Samuel) 

According to Samuel, test results serve as convincing documentation that one can 
point to in order to objectivise a claim or opinion. Without it, some conversations 
are ‘impossible’ to have. 

Erin has the same impression:  

I do believe at least modern managers or modern leaders believe that this gives a 
certain level of independence, you can say. It reduces subjectivity and personal bias 
and personal opinion in terms of “this manager is good because I like that person”. 
It takes a bit of that away, right, and it gives some... (Erin) 
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In very explicit terms, Erin explains here why she thinks quantitative assessment 
tools reduce subjectivity, bias, and personal opinions. She doesn’t finish the 
sentence on what tests offer instead, but I imagine that she is thinking of the 
opposite: that tests remove subjectivity, and offer a more impartial, credible, and 
reliable touch.  

Leo expresses a similar opinion:  

As soon as you don’t have something, some SMART targets, then it becomes a 
little more fluffy and just something you talk about, but you cannot really 
substantiate it. Why is one better than the other? Well, that’s because “I think so”. 
It’s such a weak argument, whereas “he’s a 3.7 and the other is a 3.2”, well, then 
he’s better. (Leo) 

Leo attaches here a lot of persuasive force and objectivity to quantitative 
assessment, contrasting them with ‘weak arguments’. Without measures, he 
appears to believe that all attempts of persuasion are lost causes. On the other 
hand, with measures, one can conclude with certainty who is ‘better’ at 
something, even if the difference is a mere 0.5. 

Respondents appear to believe that the tools transform personal opinions or 
arguments into objective, substantiated claims and that credibility and objectivity 
are built-in features of the tools. Tests are perceived by many test takers to 
represent a contrast to (negative) statements and opinions that might otherwise 
be met with frustration or hurt feelings. Many of the test takers openly state that, 
by referring to test results or using test terminology, such statements and opinions 
become less personal and subjective and, as a result, more objective and impartial.  

Besides using test results as ‘weight’, in other words, devices serving to legitimise 
decisions and opinions, some test takers also describe tests as providing ‘proof’ of 
improvement and change. In response to why Sean thinks quantitative 
assessments have become so popular, he says:  

If we can make something completely concrete and tangible, then we can show 
progressions afterwards. “See. You started here, you weren’t very good. Now you 
have reached this point. That is fantastic”. The fact that you can show this visually, 
right. After all, there is something about that format itself. We can measure 
development. We can give people grades in school and say “you started low, now 
you are there”. It’s probably some kind of human need. A visual proof if you can 
call it that. Visibility at least, of progress. I think that’s what this is all about. And 
that’s probably what everyone agreed on. “Oh, it’s probably hard. How can one 
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measure it? Human values, soft stuff, and oh, it’s actually difficult. Nevertheless, 
how can we quantify that?”. (Sean) 

According to Sean, leadership measures answer the call for visualisation and 
illustrate proof of progress. Interestingly, he emphasises the value of quantification 
while at the same time contemplating the difficulty of quantifying phenomena 
such as leadership. Sean doesn’t try to resolve this apparent problem. Instead, he 
acknowledges its difficulty, but somehow considers the challenge overcome. He 
has chosen to believe in the tools, despite his awareness of problematic or difficult 
aspects. The appreciation of facts, measurements, and numbers outweighs 
possible concerns.  

Other test takers likewise emphasise the tools’ ability to track and prove change 
and progress. Carl explains how the 360° report helps him because ‘you actually 
get a rating, all the time [you] measure yourself and evaluate if you develop 
yourself as a leader’ (Carl). By saying ‘if’ one develops and improves, he suggests 
that the evaluation depends on a measure showing a (numerical) change. Nathan 
also describes how HD Leadership has helped him assess whether or not there has 
‘actually been a development’, whether he has ‘actually succeeded with [his] 
efforts’ (Nathan, emphasis added). Similarly, Catherine sees HD Leadership as 
proof: ‘Everybody in those kind of positions wants to prove that they’re 
performing or prove that they’re improving and so a number makes that very 
easy’. These statements imply that development and success cannot be identified, 
communicated, or perhaps most importantly, trusted, without visual, numerical 
‘proof’.  

Even though HD Leadership is a self-assessment tool, allowing for a subsequent 
test response strategy in accordance with the test taker’s development plan, some 
of the test takers still consider it possible to objectively track a change (Nathan; 
Catherine; Connor). Along the same lines, Harry argues that leadership measures 
are used because they are sources of ‘confirmation’, both personally and as a 
political asset: ‘I think an important aspect which we should not underestimate is 
the political aspect: Being able to demonstrate change is a really strong thing these 
days’ (Harry).  

These statements reflect the view that leadership measures are strong personal and 
political assets, based on the rationale that the tools help convey that one has 
improved one’s performance by lifting one’s score on a specific scale (Nathan). 
This is seen in opposition to feedback statements that are ‘less measurable’, 
making it more difficult to ‘conclude [whether] it has improved’ (Dan). Sean 
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likewise distinguishes between ‘systematised’ (quantitative) and ‘nonsystematised’ 
(qualitative) feedback. Quantitative, systematised feedback is thus perceived by 
some test takers to be more concrete, reliable, and tangible as opposed to 
qualitative forms of feedback.  

Besides working as proof of change and improvement, the measures are, for some 
test takers, also knowledge sources of ‘what’s normal’. Thomas, after receiving 
feedback on his 360° report from Michael, reports how the session helped him 
infer ‘this is normal, this is not normal’. More specifically, 360° test takers speak 
of changing their behaviour due to their test results, after realising that some types 
of behaviour are more desirable than other types. Rachel says: ‘Thanks to the 360, 
I realise that I can look closed to people… And so I realise that I need to still to 
look open and maybe just to say “Okay, I’m sorry but can we reschedule 
something, we can see your point later,” always be open’ (Rachel). Based on both 
high and low scores, Rachel would ‘try to compare and see what [she] could 
change’.  

In general, the quantitative format of the tools and test practitioners’ emphasis on 
numbers contribute to test takers trusting that their test results provide an 
objective and fair foundation for decisions and progress assessments. This is based 
on the conviction that the tools are valid, reliable, and objective, and, to a certain 
extent, that they tell the truth. Several test takers, primarily those who undertook 
The Extraordinary Leader, mention nervousness about ‘the verdict’ (Martha) of 
the test and how to deal with and ‘swallow’ the ‘truths’ (Sebastian) that can be 
‘hard to escape from’ (Freddie). Vera perceives her test results as something that 
can ‘prove or disprove’ what her strong competencies are. The reason behind the 
attraction of quantitative assessments is here explained by Harry:  

There is a tremendous challenge in believing in qualitative data. Whenever I bring 
something qualitative up, including observations… It is easy to challenge 
qualitative analysis. People won’t believe that it is a recurrent problem then they 
pay fortunes to get McKinsey to say the exact same thing. (Harry) 

According to Harry’s testament, the fact that quantitative assessments come off as 
believable and hard to contest is strengthened by the perceived shortcomings of 
qualitative data, which in turn is ‘easy to challenge’. Qualitative data needs further 
legitimisation in the form of ‘experts’ validating, or simply repeating it.  

The test practitioners’ mediating strategies, applying numbers and highlighting 
their objectivity, thus fit conveniently with the test takers’ pre-existing 



143 

appreciation of numbers. However, there was also scepticism and suspicion 
amongst test takers, which tells us that mediating strategies do not always succeed. 

Scepticism and suspicion 

As shown in the above, many test takers find that the measures and the test 
practitioners’ messages confirm what they already presume about the need for 
quantitative assessment tools and their value. However, some of these and other 
test takers also respond to the tests’ prescriptions and test practitioners’ mediating 
strategies with scepticism and suspicion, often showing awareness of what is 
underneath the value-neutral surface. These test takers express an uncertainty 
about the trustworthiness of the measures’ construction and conclusions, and a 
suspicion of the role and purpose of the test and the data it generates. For some 
test takers, their scepticism leads them to acts of (mental) distancing or more 
active counterstrategies, such as gaming the test.  

On the surface, test takers appear to adopt test practitioners’ front stage talk about 
the goals of the tools. It is some test takers’ impression that the use of these 
assessment tools is meant to create dialogue (Daniel), inspiration (Eric), reflection 
(Oliver; Ethan; Daniel; Layla; Samuel), insight (Richard; Carl), awareness (Oliver; 
Sean; Layla; Catherine), a shared language (Charlie), to identify gaps and areas of 
development (Richard; Nathan; Joseph; Harry), improve collaboration (Nathan), 
open conversations (Samuel), systematise and structure feedback (Sean; Dan; 
Layla), and essentially, to contribute to personal development. However, in the 
interviews, a number of test takers also recognise and critically reflect on the 
behavioural prescriptions and values imposed by the tests, that is, the tests’ 
normalising potentials.  

Test takers speak about the tools being used to compare and sort (Nathan; Harry; 
Noah), assess suitability for attending talent programmes (Layla; Noah), and 
assess profiles’ correspondence with ‘ideal profiles’ (Harry). For instance, even 
though the official purpose of Hogan Leadership Forecast is to provide a frame of 
reference and support individual development, one test taker claims that ‘they’ve 
obviously been looking for a certain type of person’ (Charlie). Charlie goes on to 
compare test results with giving management a ‘loaded gun’, which they in turn 
‘might not know how to use’. Similarly, Leo says:  

There are some leaders who pull it [the test results] out once in a while and it may 
well be that they don’t pull it out at all because I’ve just been totally disqualified 
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due to some delusion that I don’t realise myself. Then it may well be that I just see 
it as a development area, but that it actually means that I will never advance here, 
and that aspect is quite unknown. You do not know what it is actually used for 
and it’s obviously a little bit uncomfortable. (Leo) 

The unknown aspect of test result use and interpretation worries Leo, making him 
wonder if he is just ‘paranoid’. According to Leo, test results have an immense 
power, by potentially being able to disqualify people and prevent promotions. 
Along the same lines, Harry is concerned that, after receiving certain test results, 
he is written off as ‘an emotional cripple’. He explains:  

Now I’m comparable. Now I’m comparable with all managers, right, and whatever 
I did in the last five years doesn’t count because I am one of the people with the 
lowest emotional intelligence quotient, and the number stands. The number 
stands, no matter which context, right. The number stands. (Harry) 

An effect of these measures is that the numbers are inescapable, which for some is 
experienced as a threat, or a ‘danger’, as Charlie, another test taker, put it.  

Samuel explains the unavoidable reality of numbers: 

It’s on a piece of paper. I can’t deny it. I can either lock it in a drawer and pretend 
it doesn’t exist or maybe I have to reflect on it, so it’s not... You know what we’re 
like. Someone says something and it bugs you or you just dismiss it and you don’t 
hear it. Whereas a piece of paper, something in front of you, you have to reflect 
on it or you have to engage in conversation about it. (Samuel) 

Following Samuel’s reasoning, conclusions drawn from assessment measures 
cannot be denied. The format and presentation of test results forces one to engage 
with it.  

Another concern for some test takers was the risk of creating self-fulfilling 
prophecies. Harry argues for example, that test profiles risk ‘stick[ing] in his 
[manager’s] mind’. Harry concludes: ‘Okay, then we are making decisions that 
basically can harm my personal development based on my profile of one year ago. 
Oh, fantastic’ (Harry). In Harry’s experience, test results can lead to the very 
opposite of positive development and improvement. Rather than pushing people 
forward, tests can, in his view, hinder personal development. By establishing or 
repeating patterns of, for example, how and to who tasks are delegated, test results 
become self-fulfilling prophecies and maintain the status quo. Interestingly, when 
I ask Harry how he tries to avoid this status quo maintaining behaviour himself, 
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he admits to arranging his teams according to their test profiles. There appears to 
be a strong impulse to ‘stick’ with impressions and presumptions offered by the 
test results – even for those who voice a critical awareness of the problematic 
aspects of test use.  

Another concern for some test takers in Logistica was whether or not ideal profiles 
exist. Around half of the HD Leadership test takers either had an unconfirmed 
feeling or said that they knew for a fact that Logistica uses ideal profiles in order 
to evaluate individuals’ test results, whereas the other half were convinced that 
these do not exist. In response to my question on why Daniel thinks Logistica had 
chosen to use HD Leadership, he responds:  

If you speak in [a] pure [talent programme] context, then I have no doubt. It is 
my personal belief that they are looking for certain types of personality traits and 
these are the ones they would like to promote internally within the company. And 
of course, you can find this by using a tool like this one. (Daniel) 

He adds a little later:  

They want to breed certain types of talents, you know, a certain personality type 
of talent, because there are also other talents who are really good at something, but 
who did not advance in this programme. I think that is because they were looking 
for some specific personality traits. (Daniel) 

Daniel concludes that he assumes the tools are used to identify ‘Logistica DNA’, 
which is ‘not communicated publicly of course’, speaking to the hidden desirable 
profiles in measurement activities within the process or organisational leadership 
development. Similarly, Nathan has the impression that Logistica has:  

… some kind of template that says “well leaders should be in this span”. That’s 
my notion of it, it’s unconfirmed rumours. So, that there is… You have to lie from, 
you know, from 45 to 85 on this scale, then it’s good and if you are just below, 
then that’s good enough. (Nathan) 

Albeit based on ‘unconfirmed rumours’, Nathan expresses a strong feeling that 
Logistica has a more or less formalised conception of how a leader ideally should 
score on HD Leadership.  

For Leo, he instinctively evaluates what parts of his profile are good or bad: ‘When 
I look at the outcome, you know the spider web [‘overall summary graph’] there, 
for example, I clearly have an impression of what would be... where it is I should 



146 

move, what would be better’ (Leo). Leo’s orientation towards good and bad scores 
suggests that the test’s normalising potentials (in combination with the mediating 
strategies) have provided him with a clear impression of how he needs to change. 
When I ask him what his assessment is based on, he replies: ‘Yes, that’s a good 
question. If it is just a norm, I mean, it’s not an explicitly stated criterion from 
management or anything, that one must be something particular’ (Leo). Leo 
cannot specifically identify why or how he has come to the conclusion that his 
‘spider web’ should look different, indicating that the normalising potentials and 
mediating strategies have worked in subtle ways to make him understand that he 
needs to change his behaviour, while he maintains a belief that there are no explicit 
demands (possibly generating less resistance). 

As opposed to feelings, hunches, or guesses, Harry expresses more certainty about 
the existence of ideal profiles:  

Well, we had been told that there are certain traits which are good for leadership, 
right? So, in some areas, if you would score low on them, then you... the suggestion 
was created that you… should work on that because those are traits that leaders 
need. (Harry) 

According to Harry, desirable ‘traits’ or profiles are far from hidden, rather, they 
were communicated explicitly to him; an experience the other test takers did not 
share. Harry then continues to talk more generally about the ‘indoctrination’ of 
values in ‘big companies’, drawing critical attention away from Logistica:  

What happens in these trainings is an indoctrination of particular traits that the 
company is in favour with [sic] and ah, and look, “you have seen your test results 
and there you deviate. Hmm, that’s interesting, maybe you should change,” right? 
… So, the corporate indoctrination of what are the values we like to see here, right? 
There’s always the underlying disclaimer of “you might want to consider to 
change”. (Harry) 

Harry doesn’t explicitly link value indoctrination to Logistica. Neither does he 
think tests’ ‘pseudo-academic, pseudo-psychological’ (Harry) characteristics apply 
to HD Leadership. However, Harry is the test taker who on another occasion talks 
about being reduced to an ‘emotional cripple’. He thus appears to be quite critical 
of test use in general, but reluctant to criticise Logistica or test use too much, 
suggesting that test practitioners’ attempts to silence criticism has influenced 
Harry, further reinforcing his reluctance to raise concerns. Harry reflects on his 
hesitancy to voice criticism and concludes that he will have to pick his battles: 
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‘Well, I would have to sink a very powerful boat and believe me, I will choose my 
fights wisely, I won’t do that’ (Harry). Instead, Harry places responsibility on 
himself: ‘I will simply accept that I have done too many tests, I will always embrace 
test results as they are. I don’t take this one too serious [sic] and I will basically try 
to be a good citizen in the company’ (Harry). Being a ‘good citizen’ is important 
to Harry and implies that he does not air his criticism openly:  

I will speak more open [sic] if this stays within the two of us but if I know it’s 
going to be shared… I won’t speak more open, right, because I want to be a good 
citizen of my company that I work in. But then, that doesn’t mean that I can’t be 
critical with things. But I wouldn’t necessarily say it everywhere. (Harry) 

Interestingly, Harry equates being a ‘good citizen’ with obedience, compliance, 
and acceptance, which are not typically associated with contemporary forms of 
leadership that emphasise outspokenness, out-of-the-box thinking, and creativity. 
However, a ‘good citizen’ does correspond with the SARA response phases and 
reaction management, where test practitioners encourage test takers to ‘just 
believe’, accept their results, and be grateful for their feedback gift. 

Noah, another test taker, doesn’t refer to an explicit ideal leadership profile, but 
he is still quite certain of its existence. When asked if he thinks there are particular 
desirable profiles or characteristics, he replies:  

I think it’s safe to say that that is the case, yes, but the... the people who were using 
this tool to make an assessment about who can get on the programme and who 
can’t would have looked at certain aspects and said “well actually this is a problem”. 
So, I mean it’s no... it’s no surprise that people who exhibit extrovert behaviours 
tend to succeed more and yeah, these are... So yeah, I’m absolutely certain. I’m 
absolutely certain that they will have used this data in a way that, from a purely 
professional point [of view], they shouldn’t have … Do I like that those results 
would’ve been used by people who were not necessarily professionally qualified to 
interpret them to make decisions around who got on the programme and who 
didn’t? Yeah, I don’t like that and I’m pretty sure that happened. (Noah) 

According to Noah, test data should not be used to evaluate someone’s suitability 
for a leadership development programme or a talent programme. He is certain 
that this has been the case though. Moreover, Noah thinks it is ‘no surprise’ that 
people with extrovert profiles succeed more, suggesting that he indeed sees beyond 
the value-neutral surface and acknowledges that some profiles are just more 
desirable than others. However, he rejects the idea that such information should 
form the basis of selecting participants for a talent programme. Convinced that 
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Logistica uses ideal profiles in this way, Noah finds inappropriate, he also doubts 
the competencies of those handling and interpreting the measures. Overall, this 
causes him to be rather critical of the entire measurement experience.  

Despite the actual presence of ideal profiles and other more subtle leadership 
norms, most test takers deny their existence, perhaps due to their taken for granted 
character. Gabriel, who is sure there are no ideal profiles in Logistica, later says 
that he himself has a classically good leadership profile, since he is an ‘extrovert’, 
suggesting that, more or less consciously, he considers some characteristics to be 
more suited for leaders than others. However, Gabriel does not recognise this 
understanding as representing an ideal profile, indicating that he has experienced 
such strong socialisation that he doesn’t notice these value-laden ideas and taken 
for granted notions about good leadership.  

The same sort of contradiction or tension appears when test takers are asked about 
their relationship to the statistical norm. Gabriel, Harry, Joseph, Dan, Oliver, and 
Martha all argue that they, to some extent, have not been concerned with how 
they have been placed in relation to a norm. Some even state that the norm did 
not matter to them at all. However, they then usually begin to speak about either 
high or low scores. These terms are only possible because of their relation to a 
norm. A score cannot be high or low if it is not compared to an average. For 
example, Gabriel says, he has not been bothered with averages or norms, but then 
continues to explain how it can be important to measure and assess where 
someone scores on for example dominance, in comparison with others: ‘Let’s say 
that many managers score relatively high on dominance, if you then score low on 
dominance, do you then have a challenge, in, say, leading people with strong 
opinions?’ (Gabriel). The statistical norm is perhaps associated with comparison, 
competition, and hierarchy, something the test takers might want to disassociate 
themselves with. However, test takers talking about high and low scores, and what 
is normal and abnormal, suggests that the normalising potentials have indeed 
guided test takers’ attention.  

In spite of test practitioners’ efforts to frame their instruments as trustworthy and 
accurate, a recurring concern amongst some test takers is the arbitrariness of filling 
out the tests. These test takers point out the possibility that people ‘probably just 
ticked a box’ (Richard), that results depend on raters’ or test takers’ ‘mood’ or 
‘mindset’ on the day (Nathan; Catherine), on how much test experience one has 
(Harry; Noah), or how individuals interpret scales and items (Sebastian; Sean; 
Martha; Vera; Thomas). Sean ties this concern about interpretation directly to the 
limitations of numbers: ‘Numbers alone are a bit hard to move on from, because 



149 

you have tried to categorise these different leadership qualities, but there are many 
ways to interpret them, I think’ (Sean). Martha expresses the same concern, when 
she explains that results depend on how people interpret being ‘result oriented’. 
Or as Vera simply put it: ‘It depends on how you interpret the questions’. These 
statements indicate an overall scepticism towards the activity of quantifying 
leadership qualities because of the range of possible interpretations. Sean points 
more specifically to the interpretation of scales:  

I am also fully aware that some of these numbers, depending on what you put into 
them, you should have some reservations. But it’s interesting enough to see... What 
you also need to remember, when giving such a test to people and asking them to 
answer from one to five, is that there is a difference in how people respond to such 
a thing. There are some who are very black and white who answer “yes”, “no”, “a 
five”. And then others really try to use the entire scale and differentiate. (Sean) 

According to Sean, how one responds to test items depends on ‘what you put into 
[the numbers]’ and how one interprets a scale from one to five. This reasoning 
shows that he does not fully buy into test practitioners’ claim that the tools are 
objective. More or less explicitly, he questions here the scientific trustworthiness 
of the measures, by arguing for their reliance on and influence of human 
interpretation.  

Frank likewise expresses scepticism of the test’s ability to produce ‘realistic’ results, 
when he shares his impression of how respondents fill out the 360: ‘They don’t 
take too much time to think about the questions, they answer very quickly, la la 
la, just to finish … So maybe it could be not realistic sometimes’ (Frank). 
However, on a different occasion, Frank told me that the 360° experience 
prompted him to attend therapy, which ‘changed [his] life’. Even though Frank 
has his doubts about the tool’s trustworthiness, he still tells a story where the test 
results caused him to change his life (in a revelatory and positive way). It therefore 
appears that some test takers need not necessarily perceive the tool as ‘realistic’ or 
objective in order for them to treat it as significant and valuable.  

In contrast, Oliver’s scepticism has led him to question the test’s validity:  

You can say, these kinds of tools are presented in a way, where it is of course 
emphasised that it is not the truth, but you still work with it as if it is. And what 
do I think about that? I just don’t think that it is particularly factual, if you ask 
me. It’s opinions and [a] “matter of the day”. (Oliver)  
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Oliver shows here an awareness of test practitioners’ use of mediating strategies 
by drawing attention to the ways tests are framed and sold by test practitioners 
and test companies. Further, the fact that Oliver has experienced how tests are not 
presented as truth-tellers per se, but treated as if they are, indicates that he is very 
much aware of the discrepancies between measurement talk and measurement 
practice. Oliver concludes: ‘Considering how big this folder is, and how much is 
presented as if it is true science, then I don’t respect it that much. In that case, I 
think it is presented as being more scientific, you know, than what I think it 
actually is’. Oliver contests the test, so to speak, and questions the claim made by 
Zenger Folkman that the tool is truly scientific. 

Tim likewise shows awareness of test practitioners’ mediating strategies, framing 
efforts, and front stage talk, when he states ‘a good story has been created around 
it [the measure]’, which he assumes is necessary since ‘we are talking about 
perceptions. We are talking about feelings’. According to Tim, stories told around 
the tools are necessary since the tests cannot stand on their own; the tools do not 
hold enough convincing power in themselves.  

Other test takers point to the limitations and problematic implications of 
behavioural measurements. In her interview about HD Leadership, Layla says: 
‘Maybe that’s the issue, that the test measures what you believe and not necessarily 
what you do at all times’. She goes on to argue for the potential benefits of 360°s, 
of getting other people’s perception instead of measuring people’s self-assessment. 
She alludes to the idea that self-assessment tests merely measure people’s ‘belief’ 
and where they prefer to place their mark. Another limitation of tests is voiced by 
Harry who says: ‘I have seen people that are incredibly creative, that you could 
not read that from their profile [sic]’, suggesting that tests might miss important 
characteristics or behaviours.  

Yet another test taker points to linguistic issues in HD Leadership, resulting in 
her answering the test in a particularly random way: 

I had no clue what I was answering when I answered those questions because they 
didn’t make any sense to me whatsoever. So that’s the point, you know? [I had] 
totally no clue what they were going on about in any of the questions and, like I 
said, that was very much the feedback from all the native English speakers, actually, 
that have done the test. (Erin) 

Erin has completed the test with ‘no clue’ about the questions she was answering. 
Working in HR, Erin is both a test taker and a feedback-giver. She gained 
certification, which enabled her to give feedback to test takers in the company. 
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However, she finds the language and formulations so incomprehensible or 
meaningless, that she has no confidence in her own test results, or in giving 
feedback to others: 

I can’t explain that when I’m giving feedback to people. So I would still, even now, 
a couple of months later, I would still not feel competent doing the feedback on 
this particular test, you know? (Erin) 

Possibly as a result of this, when I ask her if HD Leadership has had an impact on 
her life, thoughts, behaviour, she replies: ‘No. Not at all’ (Erin).  

For some test takers, their scepticism takes the form of measurement fatigue, 
discouraging these test takers from engaging with tests in the way practitioners 
encourage them to: openly and enthusiastically.  

Harry, Noah, and Gabriel describe how their measurement fatigue now influence 
their approach and attitude to tests. Their extensive test experience means that 
their knowledge about themselves is ‘saturated’ (Noah), and they now master the 
measures. As a consequence, these test takers explain how they find it difficult to 
gain new and meaningful insights from the test results. According to Noah, the 
extent of self-awareness and hyper-reflection means that he ‘can’t really answer 
neutrally’, because ‘you have that in the back of your head probably’, leading to 
him ‘skewing the results by answering questions in a very exaggerated manner’ 
(Noah). Harry describes a similar consequence:  

Well, for instance I know where my problem areas are, what I have to work on. 
Therefore, I give already answers that will suggest that is the case and then... 
Because normally they would always say “yeah, just answer intuitively on the 
questionnaire”, right? “Just don’t think about it too much”. Yeah, but if you have 
done like literally ten times the questionnaire, how can you not think about it? 
And if you know already the areas where you potentially have to improve because 
you can feel it every day in every situation, because you have been through that 
reflective process so many times, then you would give the answer either that you 
don’t want to give or that you want to give. And if you’re honest, which I am, I 
wouldn’t give the answer that I think, or I think, I’m not sure, if it is actually the 
problem because I have not had a psychologist sitting next to me. It’s only the test 
which is always telling it, right? So it’s literally like a self-fulfilling prophecy and if 
you’re answering the questions not intuitively but with a really good knowledge or 
an assumption about what the problem is, then you determine the result. (Harry) 
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Bringing about a self-fulfilling prophecy, Harry answers items based on 
knowledge from previous test experiences, which then reinforces his test profile. 
For example, if several test results claim that one is very detail oriented, one might 
answer future test items as if this has already been established. According to Harry, 
this is unavoidable, despite instructions telling test takers to answer questionnaires 
‘intuitively’, indicating that previous test knowledge replaces intuition, or offers a 
sort of intuition about which boxes to tick. Indeed, one could argue that Harry 
does answer the items intuitively. Intuition relates to knowledge or beliefs that are 
without analysis, reasoning, or deeper reflection. Harry answers the questionnaire 
without reflecting more deeply about his previous experiences and how they might 
skew his results. In this sense, he simply fills the boxes instinctively.  

For Nathan, the risk of self-fulfilling prophecies was a big concern the second time 
he underwent testing via HD Leadership: ‘When I took it the second time, then 
I probably knew what to expect. I think then I had a concern that I would be 
biased and try to game this test since I know what factors I have to work on’ 
(Nathan). However, Nathan continues to explain how he decided to trust the 
validity of the tool since there are ‘so many questions and control questions’, 
which he believed would make a gaming strategy impossible. He goes on to argue 
for the importance of getting a result that is as ‘objective and correct as possible’, 
which is why he said he tried to answer truthfully, without keeping in mind the 
‘bias’ he mentioned.  

In contrast to this strategy, Harry and Noah find that their extensive test 
experience inevitably directs the way they fill out tests, and ultimately reduces 
their learning potential. Harry even describes that he has now figured the test out. 
He acknowledges that he knows too much about himself and the tests. Harry 
explains how he has completed many different tests, leading him to be:  

… a bit fed up with these kinds of tests. I keep getting more intelligent, do you 
know that? I have the feeling I have understood the principle of how these 
questionnaires are running … I know what they ask, I know what to answer 
because I know how I am. But it feels like the result is more extreme, as if I would 
have just answered what I wanted to hear. And the result is basically always the 
same and it’s getting more extreme. (Harry) 

The combination of Harry knowing himself well and knowing the principles of 
the tests enables him to predict the results and therefore answer the items in a 
more extreme way.  
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Charlie describes the same tendency. However, Charlie sees his experience as 
allowing him to tweak and game the tests. Since Charlie is convinced that 
BigBank is looking for a ‘certain type of person’, he answers the test strategically: 
‘I was one of two that met the perfect profile, so that’s nice to hear. So I got quite 
“hey, I’ve gamed it, I’ve got this strategic thinking right”’ (Charlie). He elaborates:  

If I was a 20 year old doing my first assessment test, I’d have definitely answered a 
lot of things differently. I think we experience and know what people are looking 
for. Then you can sort of tweak it a little bit, if that makes sense … So I think the 
more experienced you get, the wiser you get with these tests. (Charlie) 

The same phenomenon is present for all three test takers: They express having 
such extensive test experience that they respond to test items in a steered or 
extreme way. Whether or not it is a deliberate gaming strategy or an unconscious 
act, they perceive their results as expressing something skewed or adjusted. 

In sum, test takers’ responses to being measured: appreciating the activity, being 
sceptical and suspicious or even counteracting the intentions underlying the tests 
and their practitioners are what motivate test practitioners’ mediating strategies. 
Despite official claims (on websites for example), about tests’ neutrality and ability 
to objectively evaluate test takers, test practitioners are very much aware of the 
range of potential reactions to such measures potentially initiate. For example, 
Michael presenting test takers with the common reaction pattern (SARA), James 
carefully arranging the order in which test takers receive their test report and get 
their feedback, are efforts that speak to an awareness, perhaps an alertness, of test 
takers’ responses.  

Despite test practitioners’ awareness of the possible responses to the measures and 
their consequent use of mediating strategies, some test takers remain sceptical. 
However, it might not be despite of the mediating strategies, but partly also 
because of them. Test takers respond to the entire measurement activity: the 
framing of the test, taking the test, and getting feedback on the test. Some test 
takers appear to be sceptical precisely because of test practitioners’ efforts to guide 
test takers’ measurement experience.  

Of greatest interest in terms of numbers’ capabilities to perform effects is the 
relationship between the test’s normalising potentials, test taker responses and test 
practitioners’ mediating strategies. Before I go deeper into this relationship in my 
discussion chapter, I will now tell my own test story, illustrating the personal and 
emotional investment and inner process which tests and their practitioners call for 
and initiate. 
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Putting myself to the test 

I was tested myself three times in the course of this study and received feedback 
twice. During interviews, two consultants offered to send me the test and give me 
feedback after, which I happily accepted. The two experiences where I also 
received feedback (Hogan Leadership Forecast and HD Profile), are the ones I 
will share here. I took Hogan Leadership Forecast first and HD Profile second.  

I completed Hogan Leadership Forecast in May 2019 on a Saturday afternoon at 
home. I read the instructions thoroughly, as if it was an exam that I could answer 
incorrectly. I was nervous although Jacob had explicitly told me in the interview 
that there are no right or wrong answers, which was also stated in the instructions. 
Maybe I was nervous about having to answer hundreds of questions as ‘honestly 
as possible’; my instinct is to always respond to categorical questions with ‘that 
depends’. Being forced to choose an option that might not feel fitting sparked 
some nerves. In addition, my test anxiety might have had something to do with a 
fear of being analysed, exposed, and figured out somehow (or that people think 
they have figured me out), and that my profile would be perceived as weak or 
problematic. More than anything, I feared being misunderstood and reduced to 
something I would not be able to recognise (or perhaps wanted to recognise).  

Answering the 450-600 items was a mixed experience. Some items required 
almost no reflection time, some were very difficult to answer, and I simply did 
not understand the meaning of others. When filling out the personality inventory, 
I had to answer by choosing either: ‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’, ‘agree,’ or 
‘strongly agree’. In the motives/values assessment, I had to answer either ‘agree’, 
‘disagree’, or ‘don’t know’, this last being described as having ‘no opinion about 
the matter’.  

I found many of the items odd or even impossible to answer without any context, 
especially for people with ‘untraditional’ jobs or people who are self-employed. 
For items about one’s relationship with one’s boss, everyday interactions with 
colleagues, and one’s ability and desire to take charge in projects, I found it 
difficult to answer as a doctoral student. Some items that puzzled me were for 
example: ‘Fear has been an important driving force in my job’. What was the 
meaning of this? That fear got me to where I am, or that it drives me to keep 
going? And fear of what? Another item was: ‘Our Post Office is pretty inefficient’ 
which I found difficult to answer, wondering what my answer would say about 
me. More examples are: ‘In my opinion you can’t trust a person who drinks’ and 
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‘My friends know how to party’. What would my answers to these items say about 
me?  

The items that caused me the most trouble were those that, in my opinion, largely 
depended on the context, such as ‘I would typically take charge in a group’ or ‘I 
like speaking in front of a lot of people’. Even though the instructions said to 
answer the items according to how you are ‘the majority’ of the time, I still found 
items such as these hard to answer. Being forced to answer with one of three or 
four options was frustrating: I felt the need to explain and provide additional 
information.  

Hogan Leadership Forecast comprises three assessments. I finished them all and 
sent off my answers to the consultant. I looked forward to getting the results, but 
also wondered what Jacob would think of them. And would the results stick with 
me in a way I would rather avoid? The latter concern was probably related to the 
fact that the test includes a reputation dimension, where you are told how people 
perceive you, solely based on your own answers. This dimension added an extra 
layer of pressure: On the basis of my answers, the consultant would (claim to) 
know how other people perceive me. According to supporters of the test, 
including the consultant I interviewed, Hogan Leadership Forecast is based on a 
massive amount of data which has been thoroughly validated, so I felt that 
potential resistance or scepticism might be difficult to voice. Also, such supporters 
believe that one’s personality is stable, but not static, meaning that my test results 
are assumed not to change unless I experience a life-altering incident. Was my 
argument for so many of the test items that ‘it depends’ then disqualified? 

Approximately two weeks went by before the test results landed in my email 
inbox. I had planned to read systematically through every section of the results. 
However, the amount of information quickly prompted me to skim through parts 
and wait for the feedback session with Jacob to try and make sense of it. This 
decision was further supported by the language in the report. Some of the 
conclusions or hypotheses were quite categorical. At times it felt like I was being 
told, by some distant, nameless authority, who I was. Some ‘developmental 
recommendations’ included formulations like: ‘When talking to direct reports, 
make sure to listen; talking is not always communicating’ and ‘don’t be defensive 
about negative feedback,’ which felt somewhat like a reprimand. I did not 
necessarily agree with all of the recommendations (or was that just me being 
defensive?). 

At times, formulations went in different directions. For example, the report 
concluded that I both like working with others and working alone. While these 
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are not mutually exclusive, other results contradicted each other. For instance, 
that I like and dislike public speaking. These contradictory conclusions reflected 
a contextual component within the test. However, it also seemed like a type of 
safeguarding – the results could this way match anyone.  

Two weeks after I received my test results, I had an online feedback session with 
Jacob. Trying not to come off as defensive, I awaited Jacob’s analysis. The session 
took almost two hours and was different to what I had expected. The feedback 
became very personal and at times resembled a therapy session. However, Jacob 
was careful not to overstep any boundaries, and appeared genuinely interested in 
my interpretation of the results and his hypotheses. Jacob interpreted the report 
in what I felt was a meaningful way. He highlighted themes and conflicts from 
the report that I had not been able to spot myself. Interpretation was indeed key. 
I was left with a feeling of having been heard and understood – quite far from 
being categorised or labelled.  

After the feedback session, I wondered how I might have experienced it if I had 
been rated on competencies, or evaluated with a specific leadership role in mind. 
The process and feedback would then have had a different aim. Since nothing was 
at stake for me, professionally at least, both Jacob and I discussed the results freely 
and with no ‘ideal profile’ in mind.  

Having this experience to look back on, I was excited to try another test: HD 
Leadership. Cathy, the test developer, asked me in the interview with her if I 
wanted to try it, and she also offered to give me feedback.  

I took the HD Profile test in November 2019 during a normal work day. Similarly 
to the earlier test experience, I felt a little tense when reading the instructions in 
the email:  

Please answer the questionnaire within the agreed time period. There is a total of 
271 statements that must be answered in one stretch, as far as possible. Remain 
undisturbed while answering. Choose the answer that comes to mind first. You 
cannot correct a response you have submitted. It takes most people approx. 30 
minutes to answer the questionnaire. 

Already there was a statistical norm to consider. Answering 271 items in 30 
minutes meant that I roughly had to go through nine items per minute, in order 
to be among the average test takers, that is. I wondered what it would say about 
me, if it took me longer to complete the test. The reminder that I could not correct 
a submitted response did not ease my nerves either.  
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My nervousness was quickly replaced with feelings of frustration and confusion. 
This test comprised so many items whose meaning I did not understand. These 
included: ‘When I work on an issue, I usually consider the principal matters first’ 
and ‘I prefer to analyse my way to the principal matters of an issue’. What do ‘the 
principal matters’ cover? And what is this preference an alternative to? Or: ‘Parts 
are more important than the whole for my understanding of things’ and ‘Abstract 
(theoretical) thinking is a prerequisite for practical decision making’. What kind 
of decision making? I would think it depends on what the decision is about. There 
were many of these types of formulations: ‘When assessing an issue, you always 
have to consider the concrete first’. What is ‘the concrete’? And: ‘Life is full of 
opportunities and tasks to be solved’. How are opportunities related to tasks to be 
solved?  

I hesitantly answered all 271 items and was then left with a feeling of uncertainty. 
Since I did not understand several items, I answered them quite randomly. I 
wondered whether this would show in the results. And if I would even be able to 
recognise anything about myself from the generated report. 

Two months and two reminders to Cathy later, I received my test report. The 
front page displayed this greeting: 

 

Figure 16: Front page, own HD Profile report 

My test results are personal, but paradoxically enough I was reduced to a number, 
something notoriously impersonal. I was now known as ‘99337’. What I also 
found interesting about this introductory greeting is that test practitioners often 
emphasise how quantitative assessment tools are complex and capable of almost 
anything. Oddly, substituting the number with my name has either not been 
possible or merely not prioritised. However, a number on the front page rather 
than my name might be a strategic choice. The impersonal impression initiated 
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associations to something technical, automated, and serious. Not unlike medical 
tests and results, I was reduced to a quantity, suggesting that I was indeed 
measurable, and that whatever information followed this page was reliable.  

I scrolled further through the digital report, immediately noticing the very high 
and very low scores. I did this despite having heard during my field work that this 
is not the most constructive approach. But it felt instinctual to pay attention to 
high and low scores, both since these visually stood out and since I figured they 
would bear greater meaning and implications.  

Shortly after, I received feedback from Cathy via Skype. This feedback session was 
very different from the one with Jacob. This time, I did not get the impression 
that the consultant was interested in my views and perspectives. Cathy cut me off 
several times, quickly moving from one scale to the next, as though my test 
personality consisted of boxes to be ticked off. She frequently asked me if I 
recognised the descriptions of my scores, only to interrupt me after it seemed she 
considered that I had either validated or invalidated the claims. She appeared 
impatient and in a rush. She did not seem interested in explanations, elaborations, 
or reflections. Before we reached the last part of the feedback, called a ‘cluster 
analysis’, where I assumed some sort of narrative would be constructed, we ran 
out of time. We made plans to go through the cluster analysis the following week, 
but Cathy never showed. I wrote to her, but never heard back.  

The two test experiences were complete contrasts to each other, drawing my 
attention to the arbitrariness and human influence that surround test use. The test 
experience appears to rely on many different factors: one’s previous test 
experiences (reservations, fears, expectations), the consultant’s approach, and the 
comprehensibility and interpretation of the test items.  

In my case, the test experiences were also influenced by the fact that I was taking 
these tests while simultaneously studying them. I underwent these tests two and a 
half and three years into my PhD, which has inevitably influenced the experiences. 
At this time, I had completed most of my field work. I therefore had, theoretically 
based assumptions about the phenomenon and empirical material that pointed to 
certain findings. Specifically, my assumptions and empirical material sensitised 
me towards techniques employed by the consultants and possible value-laden or 
paradoxical test items and phrasings in my test reports.  

The combination of my own test experiences and my analysis of observations, 
texts, and interviews has led me to reflect on wider questions in relation to the use 
of measures in leadership development. What is the relationship between the 
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measures’ normalising potentials and test practitioners’ mediating strategies? How 
can the performative effects of leadership measures be characterised? These are 
some of the questions that I explore in the following discussion.  
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DISCUSSION: THE PERFORMATIVITY 
OF NUMBERS 

Measures aim to shape test takers’ identities and encourage them to change 
behaviour according to the established ‘normal’ within the measure. But, as I have 
shown in the previous chapter, this is not the whole story. I have found that the 
link between quantitative assessment tools and individuals’ responses and changed 
behaviour is a mediated one. In the context of leadership measures, numbers do 
not speak for themselves or perform automatically. The use of measures in 
leadership development programmes is a meticulously managed process, one that 
relies on certain actions and reactions from the social actors involved. In 
particular, consultants and instructors frame the measures and facilitate the entire 
measurement activity for test takers or future test practitioners. From the tools’ 
official presentation on websites, to the introduction of the tools to test takers, to 
test feedback sessions, test practitioners mobilise norms that frame the 
instruments and regulate users’ expectations, responses, and potential resistance. 
Through these efforts, practitioners guide test takers towards the ‘normal’ test 
experience, that is, a test experience that achieves particular goals: test takers 
responding to the measures’ items in an honest way, accepting their test results, 
refraining from asking too many critical questions, and the identification of 
appropriate developmental areas in line with the organisations’ objectives.  

In this chapter, I unpack the link between measures and their performative effects. 
Drawing on Austin (1962), I suggest that numerical utterances, like speech acts, 
require certain conditions for their performative intents to be realised, and 
propose ways to explore how these conditions are achieved or hindered by social 
actors.  

In developing this argument, I first consider how, in existing critical literature on 
the effects of quantification, researchers generally tend to underestimate the 
importance of quantification’s contextual factors. Underestimating or 
downplaying the significance of such conditions impedes a full picture of 
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quantitative tools’ performative effects. Second, in accordance with Austin’s 
(1962) views, I make the case that the performativity of numbers relies on context. 
More specifically, I argue that the effects of leadership measures are a potentiality, 
whose actualisation depends on social actors’ efforts to establish certain 
circumstances around quantitative assessment tools. In the third section, I discuss 
the mediating work quantitative assessment tools rely on, furthering our 
knowledge of the performativity of numbers, i.e. what the numbers require in 
order to carry out illocutionary acts and have perlocutionary effects. In the context 
of leadership measures, numbers alone do not greatly affect their users or targets, 
which is why it is essential for social actors to intervene and mediate the process.  

The performativity of numbers in critical literature on 
quantification 

As we have seen in the theoretical section: ‘Social measures and their normative 
implications’, critical scholars tend to focus on the performative power of 
commensuration itself or quantitative tools themselves (Cohen, 1999; Espeland 
& Sauder, 2007; Hacking, 1990; Mau, 2019; Porter, 1995; Rose, 2008). These 
scholars are concerned with measures’ ability to normalise, discipline, change, and 
guide human behaviour and value systems (e.g. Espeland & Sauder, 2007; 
Hacking, 1990; Mau, 2019; Porter, 1995; Rose, 2008). Further, critical scholars 
point to actual (normalising) effects of quantitative assessment tools: When we 
measure, we nudge people’s behaviour to fit the numbers (Adolf & Stehr, 2018).  

What these perspectives share is a focus on the power of quantification itself. As 
Espeland’s first sentence states in the foreword to The New Politics of Numbers: 
‘Numbers do things’ (ed. Mennicken & Salais, 2022, p.vii). For example by 
transforming ‘how we understand our selves’ (Mennicken & Espeland, 2019, 
p.224). Earlier, Espeland and Stevens (1998) write that commensuration 
‘encourages’ (p.323) ‘transform[s]’ (p.328) and ‘produces’ (p.331), that 
commensuration has ‘constitutive power’ (p.331), and that commensuration can 
‘radically change the world by creating new social categories’ (p.323). Here, 
commensuration is the powerful subject performing (‘encouraging’, 
‘transforming’, ‘producing’, ‘changing’). Likewise, Hacking (1990) and Rose 
(2008) argue that numbers and data about averages have great power in that they 
promote ideas about normality and as a direct result, identify abnormal behaviour. 
Hacking (2006) further makes the case for how different ‘engines of discovery’ 
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such as quantification, have the power to ‘bring new kinds of people into being’ 
(2006, p.6) through new classifications. There is an assumption in the critical 
literature on quantification that numbers have an agency of their own, that they 
have the ability to transform the world and bring new things into being.  

This assumption partly exists for good reasons. As mentioned in the theoretical 
section: ‘Quantification, objectivity, and normativity’, quantitative measurements 
are closely linked to scientific ideals of objectivity, rationality, and accuracy. The 
power and authority of quantification is therefore coupled with the authority of 
science. In other words, because of our faith in science, which is often equated 
with quantitative measurements, we grant an authority to numbers, consequently 
ascribing them persuasive force and allowing them influence.  

However, jumping to study the power and effects of quantification, scholars in 
this field tend to ascribe a performativity to quantification in a way that suggests 
that numbers do their work by themselves. One might get the impression that 
quantitative tools ‘change’, ‘transform’, ‘normalise’, ‘produce’, seemingly without 
relying on outside assistance. The conclusion – namely, that quantitative measures 
can have powerful social impacts (Mau, 2019), forward agendas and guide 
behaviour (Cohen, 1999; Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Porter, 1995) – is entirely 
justified, but an important part of the puzzle is missing when the power of 
quantification is contemplated without full consideration of the measures’ 
mediators and their strategies. 

In the critical literature on the effects of quantification, the conditions 
quantification requires to have a performative effect are thus either downplayed 
or only briefly acknowledged. Scholars who recognise the conditions refer to 
numbers’ reliance on interpretation, ascribed rationality, and the need for buy-in 
and acceptance (e.g. Espeland & Stevens, 1998; Gould, 1996; Mau, 2019). Mau 
(2019) argues for instance that numbers require a leap of faith. In other words, 
for rankings to be taken seriously, we have to be convinced of their value. As Mau 
(2019) further posits, the establishment of quantification’s legitimacy and 
objectivity relies on the authority of the experts who present them. Likewise, 
Gould (1996) argues that numbers ‘suggest, constrain, and refute’ (p.106), but in 
order to do more, we need to interpret them – which can then lead to conclusions 
that favour certain (political) standpoints and prejudices (Gould, 1996). 
However, in these and other texts, numbers and quantification suddenly ‘do’ 
things again.  

Thus, in literature on the effects of quantification, there appears to be a recurring 
assumption that the conditions needed for numbers to perform are more or less 
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automatically in place. The required contextual factors are rarely treated or 
empirically explored in-depth e.g. how faith in numbers is instilled, how experts 
express authority and establish their measures as legitimate – and the amount of 
time and energy this work calls for. Most attention in both critical and 
mainstream studies is allocated to the effects, powers and properties of metrics, 
rankings, and commensuration processes themselves. 

As mentioned earlier, there are exceptions to studies that downplay the context 
quantitative activities rely on. One notable exception that my work builds on and 
extends, is Espeland and Stevens’ paper from 2008. Espeland and Stevens argue, 
with inspiration from Austin’s framework, how numbers’ persuasive force is 
conditioned by the authority we grant them. The authors also emphasise that 
since numerical pictures are not, metaphorically speaking, transparent glass 
windows but images that ‘color and refract what comes through’ (p.425), they 
require someone who decodes the information and interprets the images. 
Espeland and Stevens therefore point to a number of contextual factors 
influencing the effects of numbers. My study extends these arguments by 
empirically showing the significance of contextual elements and social 
intervention. In contrast to Espeland and Stevens, my study draws attention to 
the mediating work quantification relies on in order to have performative effects, 
and less on what they refer to as the ‘infrastructural’ work quantification requires 
in order to be carried out (p.410).  

Although developed in relation to linguistic analyses, Austin’s framework 
resonates with my argument that quantitative ‘utterances’ rely on context to have 
performative effects. In other words, social measures, like speech acts, have 
performative intents whose actualisation requires certain circumstances to be in 
place. The conditions necessary for performative acts to be realised are key both 
in relation to linguistic utterances and quantitative utterances. Borrowing from 
Austin’s (1962) work on speech acts, knowledge on quantitative tools’ effects can 
thus be further developed.  

Considering the felicity of numbers  

As discussed in the theoretical chapter, successful or ‘happy’ perlocutionary acts – 
actually persuading someone, or actually making someone act – require certain 
conditions to be in place, such as the speaker having the necessary authority and 
being in the ‘right’ physical surroundings (Austin, 1962). Where Austin mainly 
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focuses on the conditions required from the outset for a performative intention to 
be realised, I find that, in order to actualise quantitative measures’ normalising 
potentials, there is a reliance on continuous work, and that understanding this 
work is essential for appreciating such tools and their potential effects. 

The significance of social actors’ mediating work means that turning the tests’ 
normalising potentials into actual effects is a potentiality. Indeed, what is typically 
described in existing literature as effects of quantitative tools are in fact potentials 
whose actualisation depends on social actors establishing certain conditions. 
Powerful effects of quantification are indeed not a given, as the literature often 
assumes. In other words, numbers do not automatically perform ‘happy’ 
illocutionary acts and thus realise themselves and their normalising potential 
based only on their appearance.  

Suggesting that leadership measures do not just perform automatically invites us 
to consider them as performative potentialities. Drawing attention to the idea of 
potentiality means that the measures’ effects can be achieved (in many different 
ways) or not achieved at all. Circling back to Austin, the performative outcome of 
an utterance is not a given. Austin describes how acts can produce both intended 
and unintended consequences, and that different effects can occur or not occur, 
regardless of the intentions of the speaker. He explains how ‘we can import an 
indefinitely long stretch of what might also be called the “consequences” of our 
act’ (p.106) meaning that there are numerous potential outcomes of an utterance 
and several ways on which the listener/receiver can react to the speaker’s speech 
act. The field of possible consequences and the existence of an imminent ‘misfire’-
threat means that the illocutionary and perlocutionary performative acts are 
indeed potentialities. Uttering a number can have different, if any effects. Being 
told that there is a 30% chance of winning some game might persuade one person 
to play it, and discourage another, more risk-averse person. Also, the number must 
be uttered by the appropriate authority, in the appropriate context.  

The concept of potentiality calls for explorations of the work social actors do to 
ensure the actualisation of numbers’ normalising intents: the conditions required, 
and how these are established or hindered by social actors. Focusing our attention 
to the normalising potentiality of quantification means that the primary object of 
study shifts from quantification itself to contextual factors and the variety of 
responses from social actors. Acknowledging measures’ normalising potentials 
means that we ought to look at the context in which they operate, to explore 
elements and dynamics that hinder, obstruct, facilitate, or support the measures’ 
normalising aims. The concept of potentiality challenges the assumption of 
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quantitative tools’ automatic and certain effects by pointing out that these effects 
are mere possibilities. More specifically, we need to look at the interplay between 
test practitioners’ mediating strategies and test takers’ (counter)strategies, since 
these determine how or if the normalising potentials of the measures can be 
manifested to perform actual effects. These ideas are unpacked in the following 
section, where I take a closer look at the conditions needed for the measures to 
have performative effects. 

Creating the ‘appropriate’ circumstances  

There are many factors that (can) interfere, obstruct, and hinder the normalising 
aims of the four measures. These factors pose a ‘misfire’-threat, to stay within 
Austin’s terminology, which is why test practitioners employ the five mediating 
strategies: creating legitimacy and trust, managing expectations, regulating 
emotions, silencing criticism, and disclaiming other tools. Moreover, in the 
context of leadership development, the appropriate circumstances involve how the 
measures are presented on websites or individually by test practitioners 
themselves, the authority and intentions of social actors representing and 
translating the measures/numbers, the physical or virtual environment where the 
measures are introduced and talked about, and how the audience responds to 
them.  

Test practitioners work to ensure that the appropriate circumstances are in place 
before a number even appears. Through confident claims on the tests’ websites 
and references to data, validity and reliability, test practitioners aim to mobilise 
the necessary authority and context needed for test takers to immediately believe 
the numbers when they appear and attach great importance and value to them.  

The practitioners who are presenting the measures and conveying the tools’ 
objectives work to ensure that test takers perceive the consultants as experts with 
the appropriate authority. When Michael (the 360-consultant), in flawless 
English, tells the participants that he has a background in psychology and finance 
and has lived in London for 12 years where he worked in investment banking, he 
seeks to establish himself as experienced, trustworthy, and dependable. 
Supporting this endeavour, Michael confesses to the participants that he himself 
had prejudices about the tool, ‘but then [he] learned’, making participants trust 
his experience and judgement and testifying that any scepticism will be refuted.  
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By referring to ‘data’, ‘wise people’, ‘correlation theory and other mathematical 
stuff’, ‘strong and linear correlation’, test practitioners make numbers appear 
technical and beyond manipulation, and thus ‘shut down dissent’ (Porter, 2019, 
p.595). This way, practitioners ensure that test takers ascribe trustworthiness to 
the measures.  

The measures themselves are constructed in ways that radiate science and 
objectivity. In test material and on websites, the tests’ validity and their various 
helpful purported abilities are repeatedly stated. Test developers frequently refer 
to the word ‘data’, appealing to our historically developed associations to 
rationality and objectivity (e.g. Cohen, 1999; Porter, 1995). Being quantitative 
in format, the measures appeal to our preconceptions about quantifications’ 
superior status and fast track to certain knowledge (e.g. Espeland & Stevens, 1998; 
Mau, 2019). Test practitioners then carefully plan the introduction of a tool by 
creating attractive, yet serious-looking, physical or virtual environment, displaying 
convincing PowerPoint slides filled with graphs and references to ‘data’. These 
efforts work to support the legitimacy and scientific status of the measures and 
the professionalism of the people behind them.  

A lot of the test practitioners’ work is put into managing the audience’s responses 
to the measures, pre-empt resistance and critical questioning. As we have seen in 
the section called ‘Responses to normalising potentials and mediating strategies’, 
test takers react to the measures and the circumstances in a variety of ways. The 
prospect of test takers’ opposing a measure and its prescriptions prompts test 
practitioners to frame quantitative assessment tools as reliable, trustworthy, and 
non-threatening, to create compelling and positive narratives based on test results, 
and to regulate test takers’ emotional processes and reactions before they even 
occur. More specifically, practitioners establish norms about belief and trust, 
honesty and openness, gratitude, and acceptance, to nudge test takers’ (emotional) 
process in the desirable direction. Test takers’ reactions, attitudes and potential 
resistance are in this way taken into account in the efforts test practitioners make 
for the actualisation of the measures’ performativity potential. Test practitioners 
frame and mediate the measures because of the many and unforeseeable ways that 
test takers might respond to these tools’ potentialities.  

Test practitioners’ mediating strategies are thus not only supportive in terms of 
actualising the tests’ normalising potentials, but also productive in that they work 
to create an impressionable, compliant, accepting test subject: the appropriate 
receiver of the quantitative utterance, the normalising potentials, so to speak. As 
Austin (1962) argues ‘the procedure must be executed by all participants 
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completely’ (p.36), by which he means that when saying for example ‘I bet you 
sixpence,’ the person to whom you propose the bet must accept it, in order for 
the utterance to be successful (p.36). Users of leadership measures must agree to 
play the game and accept the terms and conditions, which is why much of the test 
practitioners’ work contributes to creating this compliance.  

The performative potential within the measures invites a variety of responses to 
the tools. Test takers can choose to respond in ways that maintain the measures’ 
normalising potential, actualise it, or transform it, encouraging all the mediating 
work of test practitioners.  

These insights challenge quantitative studies on test use which depict test takers 
as either passive or reacting in ways that can be captured in a questionnaire with 
a restricted set of possibilities (Chan et al., 1998; Converse et al., 2008; Visser & 
Schaap, 2017). Indeed, test takers do not only (potentially) ‘alter their behavior 
in reaction to being evaluated, observed, or measured’ (Espeland & Sauder, 2007, 
p.11), they also alter their expectations to measures themselves, influencing how 
they receive and respond to quantitative tools from then on. 

Test practitioners work in different ways to minimise test takers’ potential 
resistance to the measures, that is, test practitioners stimulate trust in the tools 
and the numbers they generate. But, as we have seen, this is not all. Test 
practitioners also seek to prevent test takers from believing too much in the 
measures, by preventing or managing any excessive trust in the tools and numbers. 
What might seem like a paradox is in fact a strategy of persuasion, another way in 
which practitioners encourage test takers to accept the results of the measure. If 
test takers have too much faith in the tool, they risk ascribing it the ability to tell 
them an absolute truth, a truth that might be hard to accept. In other words, too 
much belief in the numbers’ verdict can hinder test takers from accepting their 
test results. Test practitioners therefore also downplay the extent to which the 
measures are entirely objective, accurate, and reliable. What is interesting here is 
that test practitioners work hard to establish quantitative assessment tools as 
objective devices that can accurately capture one’s leadership potentials and 
pitfalls only to later downplay or soften these abilities and any normative agendas 
of such tools.  

When test practitioners deny the normalising aims of the test, it plays an 
important part of their work to moderate the blow of the test verdict and ensure 
that test takers will not reject their results and voice extensive criticism. Part of 
the measures’ effectiveness is therefore denying the properties that critical scholars 
point to, namely the tests’ normalising power. In doing this, test practitioners 
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stress the tools’ soft qualities, moderating the tools’ rational and factual 
conclusions. For instance, as we see in the section titled ‘Mediating strategies’, the 
360-consultant Michael chooses what numbers to highlight, and what numbers 
to downplay or even discard. He explains away some numbers as the result of 
ratees’ ‘slippery fingers’ or mood on the test day, suggesting that the tool cannot 
be blindly trusted, and that it is indeed not objective or completely reliable.  

Test practitioners need to maintain test takers’ buy-in and ensure that they stay 
committed to the measurement process, which is why numbers that are at risk of 
compromising this objective are mitigated. When practitioners soften some 
numbers’ abilities to offer precise and objective diagnoses, or ignore numbers that 
are in the way of the overall performative purpose, these practitioners actually 
repress rather than actualise the numbers’ normalising potentials. Repressing 
numbers’ potential suggests that test practitioners do things with numbers that 
are not already allocated within the numbers themselves. The work test 
practitioners do around measurement activities is therefore not always to actualise 
their potential, but may include rationalising or discarding certain numbers. 

The established norms and mediated trust test practitioners instil in their tools are 
essential for the numbers’ normalising intentions to achieve the appropriate 
circumstances. In other words, numbers do not act on their own. When my scores 
in a test report gets me thinking and possibly make me want to change my 
behaviour, it is because test developers and practitioners have already 
contextualised and framed these numbers for me. The test practitioner has 
employed strategies to ensure that I trust the measurement tool, believe in it, and 
accept my results. Supporting these mediating strategies, the numbers are further 
contextualised in a report with a colourful, confident design and language, 
prompting me to take the numbers seriously and trust their validity.  

More broadly speaking, numbers’ performative intents do not actualise 
themselves. The number 14 on a piece of paper does not mean anything or do 
anything. Numbers need to be contextualised, framed, and expressed by a person, 
sign, or device in that way be made meaningful and not remain a ‘lifeless figure’ 
(Fauré, Cooren & Matte, 2019, p.354). When we check the temperature on a 
thermometer or on an app, the number is expressed by a trusted device. Finding 
out it is -15 degrees Celsius outside, we put on warm clothes or stay inside. This 
action is not initiated by the number itself, free from context or audience. The 
number ‘15’ is first of all combined with a unit of temperature, Celsius, a known 
and established scale of measurement. Moreover, the number is conveyed by a 
physical thermometer, an app or a website that we recognise and trust. Lastly, the 
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context (season, people wearing warm clothes outside) corresponds with the 
number, making us, the audience, interpret the number as sensible and believable. 
Interestingly, quantitative tools, presented as objective, rely exactly on what 
objectivity historically has been conceived as being stripped of, namely ‘inference, 
interpretation, [and] intelligence’ (Daston & Galison, 2010, p.17).  

In contrast to words, numbers do however appear to require less interpretation 
and to carry in themselves an authority of science, a persuasive power. As shown 
in the thesis’ theoretical chapter, quantification is tightly associated with ideals of 
scientific objectivity and rationality. This association means that the conditions 
necessary for numbers to perform illocutionary acts are often readily in place. 
Quantitative expressions benefit from the scientific authority attributed to them. 
As we saw in the empirical section titled ‘Mediating strategies,’ when Michael, the 
360-consultant, tells the participants that there is a 72% likelihood of someone 
becoming an extraordinary leader if this person combines the strengths ‘builds 
relationships’ and ‘drives for results’, he gets an immediate positive response to 
that number. The number ‘72’ is not explained in detail. When a perceived expert 
simply utters the number 72 in the appropriate context, the number gains 
authority and makes the audience react. 

Although at times they describe something personal, numbers are technical and 
less open to interpretation than words. If someone tells you that you are driving 
too fast, you might contest this and offer counterarguments. But if the 
speedometer indicates an excessive speed, you either slow down or actively ignore 
this number and break the law. The number on the speedometer does not 
function on its own, but it does invite less interpretation and fewer 
counterarguments. A number persuades us more easily than arguments based on 
words about our driving speed. Such words could be discarded as mere opinions, 
where a speedometer is typically perceived as expressing indisputable and precise 
facts.  

The ascribed authority of numbers goes to the heart of the matter: Quantitative 
tools are in high demand precisely because of their numerical format. The 
instruments offer an alternative to qualitative approaches to leadership 
development, which many organisations regard as insufficient, inaccurate, and in 
need of numerical back up. Numbers thus do appear to have an inbuilt powerful 
potential which, under the right circumstances, can have performative effects.  

With that said, the authority we grant social measures varies. In the case of 
leadership measures, their test developers tap into our association between 
quantitative measurements and the authority of science, providing them a 
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convincing starting point. As we see in the empirical chapter, our faith in science 
and preconceptions about the authority of quantification do incline many test 
takers to trust the tools.  

However, this authority is not simply in place, or secured per se. Rather, social 
actors must intervene and mobilise strategies to continuously establish the 
authority of the measures. Objectivising the personal, the intimate, and 
emotional, the numbers invite different responses, where some are far from 
aligned with the otherwise strong faith in science-discourse.  

Beyond the context of leadership development 

It is important to note that some types of measures or quantitative utterances 
require more intervention to have a performative effect than others. The 
performativity of numbers depends on what the numbers are conveying and who 
or what is communicating them. Some quantitative tools and indicators are so 
well-established that they meet very little or no scepticism and critical questioning. 
These typically target physical elements, such as temperature, speed, distances, 
which we consider to be external. As I have argued, while these measures are 
contextualised in a way that grant them authority and meaning, their abilities to 
perform effects do not rely on substantial ongoing human intervention.  

When measures then contain social or personal dimensions, more implicit 
political or economic interests, and consequences, they start to require more 
intervention. Overall, it appears that the higher the emotional stake and 
consequence of the measure, the greater the need for human intervention, 
mediation and continuous legitimisation of the tool. For example, both university 
rankings and leadership measures target performance and reputation. Neither are 
neutral, nor without consequences for institutions and/or individuals. Because of 
the personal investment one has in the ranking or test, these instruments are more 
likely to be met with emotional responses ranging from appreciation to scepticism 
(to flat out rage and uprise). To a larger extent, people contest the meaningfulness 
of ranking universities according to selected indicators or measuring someone’s 
self-perceived level of empathy, since these are not fixed in any physical sense. 
Instead, they depend on value systems, human interpretation, experience, and 
assumptions. This is exemplified by Locke (2014) who describes, based on case 
studies, how senior managers at higher education institutions, in response to 
rankings, would work to ‘maintain a degree of “stability” and agree a level-headed 
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and consistent attitude, “toning down” extreme reactions. They sought to “de-
sensitise” the league table “issue” in the institution by “routinising” and 
“accepting them”’ (p.85).  

According to these findings, like leadership measures and personality tests, 
rankings require social actors to frame and mediate them, in the form of 
mitigation and reaction management.  

Despite these similarities, notable differences exist between rankings and 
personality tests in terms of how much translation and intervention they need. 
Espeland and Sauder (2007) and Mau (2019) describe rankings as powerful, 
behaviour-altering mechanisms that do not just inform, but form. Mau, Espeland 
and Sauder all argue that information about rankings influences decisions, how 
people make sense of situations, and what and how administrators attach value. 
That rankings affect expectations and prompt people to change behaviour. 
Espeland and Sauder (2007) state: ‘Rankings create self-fulfilling prophecies by 
encouraging schools to become more like what rankings measure, which 
reinforces the validity of the measure’ (p.15). According to Espeland and Sauder 
(2007), these effects are closely tied to the power of commensuration (creating 
realities and guiding our attention). One possible explanation for these abilities 
lies in rankings’ purpose and the scope of their potential impact. Rankings are 
supposed to determine the order of quality, in terms of fulfilling selected, 
measured criteria. The top university receives a score of 100, others then receive 
a percentage of this score, creating a very visible reputational hierarchy (Mau, 
2019). Moreover, rankings are shared with a clear purpose of rising in the created 
hierarchy.  

In contrast to rankings that target institutions, products, and services, scoring, the 
quantitative method used in leadership and personality measures, is an individual 
undertaking. The hierarchisation of value and quality and the prescriptive 
standards in scoring are more subtle and open to interpretation. The verdict of a 
leadership measure is less clear and absolute than a ranking of a university, which 
is why there is a higher need for framing and translation.  

A test report does generate orders of worth, and it concludes what a person’s 
strengths and weaknesses are, but the interpretation of scores remains much more 
complex than that of a ranking. The fact that people need to gain certification in 
order to give test feedback suggests that test results cannot stand completely on 
their own. Test practitioners need to interpret the tool’s conclusions, allowing for 
different narratives to be developed, depending on the interpreter.  
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Moreover, leadership measures target the personal, emotional, and intimate. 
When something personal is described by something notoriously impersonal, 
numbers, my empirical material shows that tensions and ambiguous experiences 
are likely to occur. Social actors therefore have to establish these intimate 
numbers’ authority and create their appropriate circumstances, repeatedly.  

As a result, the performative effect of a personality test is, to a greater degree than 
a ranking, a potentiality. Commensuration, in the sphere of rankings, is perhaps 
more powerful on its own, given its immediate and visible hierarchisation of value. 
In contrast, the power of fixed numerical norms in leadership measures relies to a 
greater extent on social actors creating the appropriate circumstances and 
continuously linking the numbers to the authority of science.  

In order to perform, some numbers thus require less intervention than others but 
all require some form of mediation.  

In addition, different communication channels or people convey different 
numbers and measures. Many numbers that are shared with the public, such as 
Covid statistics, are ingrained in our institutions and communicated through 
official channels representing authorities. This is not to say that these numbers are 
never contested or questioned, indeed there are Covid critics or even deniers. 
Nevertheless, such numbers are surrounded by a well-established aura of scientific 
authority. A personality test is granted authority by its association with rationality 
and objectivity, but it is permissioned and interpreted by human beings. The 
person who permissions the test might be a colleague, while the consultant who 
interprets the measure may be directly facing the test user. The measures’ 
advocates and those responsible for it are not abstract, distant entities, which 
ultimately makes the measures’ aura of scientific authority less stable and as a 
result, more prone to being challenged.  

Summing up 

With the insights from this chapter in mind, I have extended Hacking (1999), 
Porter (1995), Rose (2008), and Espeland and Steven’s (1998; 2008) arguments: 
Acts of quantification are social processes, tied to values and assumptions, and 
their performativity relies on social actors’ strategies to mediate the measurement 
process and ultimately ensure the audience’s acceptance and internalisation of the 
numbers’ normalising aims. In relation to this, I argue that numbers have 
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powerful normalising potentials, which can be regarded as performative intents, 
rather than automatic performative effects. The measures’ performative power 
depends on the broader social context and the norms and conditions established. 
The power and normative effects are not an inherent property of the measures. 
Instead, the tools contain a potential, that, if test practitioners frame and handle 
a certain way, can have normalising effects. The social actors are key. How 
consultants and feedback givers interpret the norms and numbers of the 
instruments and establish mediating norms around them determines how, what, 
and to what degree normalising effects take place.  

My extension of critical scholars’ arguments about the power of numbers and 
commensuration takes into account consideration of the conditions needed for 
this power to be actualised. This focuses attention away from the power in 
quantitative commensuration per se and instead draws attention to the (powerful) 
actors intervening or guiding the process. When scholars attach all capability or 
performative effects to the measures, as is often the case in studies where measures 
are claimed to either represent or create reality, the role of operators, mediators, 
facilitators, or interpreters, for example consultants and instructors, is overlooked 
or downplayed, whether intentionally or not. 

In contrast, this study, where I have paid great attention to the types of mediating 
activities, focuses attention away from the power of metrics. After all, human 
beings develop the measures, sell them, frame them, and mediate them. Actors 
involved in these processes are key in understanding how quantitative social 
measurements work and normalise attitudes and behaviour. Moreover, through 
the concepts of normalising potentials and mediating strategies, I suggest how we 
can explore the field of quantitative assessment tools.  

The concepts invite approaches and research questions that consider the 
performative potentialities, rather than given effects, of quantitative measures, and 
the work social actors do to actualise or reject these potentialities. When we 
explore the strategic efforts of social actors, the measures’ reliance on and 
susceptibility to contextual factors and consequently the tools’ various possible 
outcomes, emerge.  

This perspective further allows for more critical questioning and acts of resistance, 
such as voicing concerns or suggesting alternative forms of personal development. 
If we better understand the conditions that measures require to have normalising 
effects, we can likewise better challenge, withstand, or counteract them. In 
contrast, when we assume and expect the measures to have substantial power in 
themselves, we attach a significant capability and mandate to them. When we 



175 

acknowledge that (some) measures’ normalising, disciplining effects require 
considerable effort from social actors, they cease to be particularly powerful on 
their own, and signs of the tools’ instability and vulnerability rise to the surface.  

To sum up, this study contributes with extending insights to existing studies 
about the more hidden sides of social measures and their performativity: the 
(legitimisation) efforts on and behind the scenes (Elmes & Costello, 1992), the 
conditions required for numbers to perform (Dorn, 2019; Fauré, Cooren & 
Matte, 2019), e.g. the different actors involved in measurement processes, and 
their significance (Meier & Carroll, 2019). My study complements these studies 
by showing how measurement processes are indeed social dramas, where 
surrounding mechanisms such as soft norms and the actors mobilising them play 
a key role in how the measures perform (or do not perform) and are received by 
test takers. Like a theatre, actors give enthusiastic staged talks with a script-like 
feel, in order to convince and persuade the audience of their prop’s (measure’s) 
value. A successful show depends on the actors performing in a way that leaves 
the audience clapping, believing, and buying tickets for the next show. 
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CONCLUSION 

Whenever I tell someone about my research topic, I usually receive one of two 
responses. Either ‘that’s interesting, I think there are way too many tests out there, 
and once I actually had a very unpleasant experience, where…’, or ‘that’s 
interesting, so what kind of test should we use then?’. 

The subject of measuring social phenomena tends to interest but divide us, and I 
have therefore had very different conversations with people in favour of and 
critical towards measurements.  

These conversations, the research for this thesis, and the experiences of being 
tested myself have impacted my view of quantitative assessment tools. On one 
hand I am less intimidated by quantitative measures. I have become so aware of 
their shortcomings, odd rationales, and seductive means of persuasion, that I 
attach less authority to them. Instead, I perceive them, now more than ever, as 
rich sources of paradoxes, norm production, and examples of human beings’ 
desire for categories, formulas, and truths. On the other hand, individuals in 
favour of and/or representing a particular tool have challenged my critical position 
with such conviction of the measures’ value and necessity that I have felt the 
ground shake beneath me. These discussions have made me wonder about the 
legitimacy of and possible meaningful places for quantitative tools.  

Regardless of both test developers’ claims and my findings, some people find tests 
helpful, empowering, and even bordering on revelatory, while others experience 
tests as violating, misleading, or ultimately a waste of time. I myself have felt both 
the allure of tests and resentment towards them: the rush of adrenalin when I have 
received a test report and feedback, but also the feelings of frustration and 
resistance to the tests’ instructive, so-called recommendations to change behaviour 
I could not recognise in myself, or the feedback giver’s disregard for my own 
perspectives on my test results.  

Fortunately, my quest in this thesis is not to indisputably determine whether or 
not we should measure phenomena such as leadership. Rather, I wish to share 
insights about and unveil the subjective, normative side of what is presented as an 
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objective, value-free phenomenon, so that people can relate to and make decisions 
about tests on a more nuanced basis.  

Summary of findings 

Through my study of four different measurement tools (HD Leadership, Hogan 
Leadership Inventory, The Extraordinary Leader, and People Test Person), I have 
found that leadership measures not only consist of and promote normative 
standards, but also rely on contextual norms to influence test takers. In other 
words, the measures are embedded in norms and normalisation efforts, efforts that 
are essential for the measures’ normative agendas to be actualised. In the 
development of this argument, I have introduced the concepts normalising 
potentials and mediating strategies.  

The measures have, as it were, in-built normalising potentials. Statistical norms 
decide if one’s empathy level is high, low, or average compared to others. This 
information is then visualised on a scale, graph, or chart accompanied by possible 
recommendations to change behaviour. The four measures are in general loaded 
with value-laden language. Recommendations to change behaviour are not merely 
suggestive, but instructive through the use of authoritative imperatives (e.g. ‘don't 
interrupt’, Hogan Leadership Inventory). In spite of test practitioners’ claims that 
the measures are not used to advance normative agendas, the measures themselves 
clearly promote and advocate for certain levels of characteristics, and thus 
encourage normalisation and conformity.  

Beyond the encouragement of normalisation, any effects of the tools take the form 
of a potential that may or may not become actualised. Similarly to speech acts 
(Austin, 1962), for the performative intents in quantitative ‘utterances’ to be 
actualised, certain conditions must not just be in place from the outset, but must 
be continuously secured. Specifically, the measures rely on social actors’ mediating 
strategies. These comprise the work test practitioners do to create legitimacy and 
trust in the tools, manage test takers’ expectations and regulate their emotions, 
silence users’ criticism, and disclaim other tools on the market. Practitioners frame 
the instruments in ways that appeal to test takers’ preconceptions about 
quantitative instruments’ superiority and objectivity, inclining test takers to 
expect valid, trustworthy verdicts from the test.  
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In line with the historical use of and perception of numbers and quantitative 
measurements, social actors who develop, sell, and use contemporary 
leadership/personality measures create auras of rationality, objectivity, and science 
around the instruments, making explanations and justifications less called for. 
Test practitioners utilise the historically forged link between objectivity and 
quantification and frame contemporary leadership measures as scientific, rational, 
and superior to qualitative (subjective) evaluation methods. The purportedly 
superior scientific status of quantitative assessment tools makes questions about 
the tools’ origin, development, and interconnectedness with other tests and 
psychological theories appear irrelevant.  

Further, test practitioners mobilise soft norms about belief, trust, honesty, 
openness, gratitude, and acceptance, in the attempt to regulate test takers’ 
emotional responses, pre-empt scepticism and critical questions. There is in this 
way a continuous interplay between the statistical leadership norms within the 
measures and the soft norms around them. Practitioners intervene in the 
measurement process in ways that at times promote and protect the statistically 
derived leadership norms and other times disregard and downplay them. Test 
practitioners use strategies to highlight certain numbers and discard or moderate 
others. Through soft norms and emotional regulation efforts, practitioners ensure 
a certain degree of standardisation of test takers’ test experiences and the creation 
of a compelling and persuasive test personality. When test practitioners mitigate 
some numbers and norms, while foregrounding others, they create a convincing 
narrative about the behaviour and/or personality of the test taker, and the areas of 
the test taker’s personality and behaviour that need to be further developed. All 
these mediating efforts are motivated by test practitioners’ knowledge of the 
unpredictable nature of test takers’ varied responses. In other words, test 
practitioners are aware of test takers’ numerous response options, where some 
counteract the mediating strategies or resist the measures’ normalising potentials, 
prompting test practitioners to employ their strategies.  

Based on the above insights, I suggest that the measures do not have their own 
powerful mathematical agency, meaning that they rarely manage to create the 
conditions for their own actualisation without external help. Rather, I argue that 
the measures contain illocutionary and perlocutionary potentials that human 
force must actualise and turn into effects. If the measures were sufficiently 
powerful on their own, they would not need to be framed and further ‘sold’ by 
test practitioners to the extent that they are.  
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The measures’ performative power thus relies on a particular social context where 
the test taker has accepted that: 1. I can always do better and improve myself. 2. 
The test is going to help me with this. 3. The test is trustworthy and reliable. 4. I 
owe it to the organisation to be open and grateful since it spent a significant 
amount of money and time on getting me tested. 5. The quicker I accept my 
results, the better (I am as a leader). 

All the work test practitioners put into ensuring these conditions, and test takers’ 
strategies to either accept or resist them, are exactly what deserves more scrutiny.  

Implications and future studies 

My study of the four measures extends critical literature on quantitative 
assessment tools by broadening our knowledge of how such tools operate. I 
contribute with insights into the interaction between social actors and quantitative 
assessment tools, soft norms and hard norms. I argue that this interaction is key 
in understanding how quantitative measures succeed or fail in influencing e.g. 
normalising the attitudes and behaviour of their users.  

Based on this understanding, I urge both academics and practitioners to direct 
their gaze towards the broader context and the social actors involved in a 
measurement process. Through concepts such as normalising potentials and 
mediating strategies we can approach the field of (leadership) measures from a 
contextual and interactional perspective. Recognising the measures’ potentiality 
means that we foreground the intentions, aims, and agendas underlying them, 
and what might hinder, obstruct, support, or facilitate them.  

This perspective encourages us to look at the strategies social actors employ to 
either actualise or repress numbers and norms within measures. I argue that we 
need not only to look at the efforts made to establish such measures as legitimate 
in the first place, but also to focus on social actors’ continuous work, since this is 
essential for the measures’ subsequent lives and potential effects. Refocusing our 
attention to the contextual factors and social actors involved in measurement 
activities downplays the instruments’ abilities, powers, and effects and puts instead 
the context, influence, and agency of social actors to the centre.  

Norms are not universal or fixed. On the contrary, norms are established, meaning 
that we can negotiate, change, question, and challenge them. This applies to all 
the norms in and around quantitative measures, which is why I encourage more 
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questions on the norms present both within and around measurement tools. For 
example: Why have test developers selected the precise leadership characteristics 
(norms) they have? What assumptions have informed these choices? Why do 
scholars and practitioners maintain the conviction that conforming to the norms 
(in other words, the prescriptive standards) of a measure automatically results in 
leadership? And what options exist for test takers in responding to norms in and 
around the measures? Since norms vary and change across context and culture, 
identifying more norms and strategies used by social actors in relation to different 
(types of) measures would enrichen our understanding of quantitative tools and 
the ongoing work they require.  

Deeper understandings of the ongoing work tests rely on to realise their 
normalising power will both make the phenomenon more transparent to users, 
but also provide scholars and practitioners with arguments that can challenge the 
instruments’ perceived power. Without more transparency, test takers are 
otherwise left to blindly trust the numbers and their advocates, resulting in both 
personal and professional costs for the individual. Therefore, and related to past 
and current calls for an ethics of quantification (e.g. Espeland & Stevens, 2008; 
Islam, 2022) my study challenges leadership measures’ objective status, highlights 
how this status is connected to ideals of rationality, and draws critical attention to 
the ways such instruments risk narrowing rather than opening perspectives and 
(leadership) understandings.  

In an emancipatory, ethical quest, knowledge of how social measures work 
illuminates both the measures’ power as well as their weaknesses and 
shortcomings. Without such insights, the tools’ prescriptive standards, labels, and 
ideas of good and bad leadership can freely flourish, producing simplified 
understandings about leadership, ourselves, and others. I expect that more studies 
that take into account the social elements (leadership) measures rely on will 
further add to knowledge about the instruments’ shortcomings, contradictions, 
and susceptibility to users’ counterstrategies, allowing for more critical 
questioning and perhaps new ways of thinking about (the status and value of) 
quantitative evaluative tools.  

My argument here is not that we must stop measuring leadership or personality 
altogether; test takers describe positive experiences as well as negative ones (e.g. 
they report higher self-esteem and more self-awareness). Nevertheless, scholars 
and practitioners would benefit from a more critical and ethical perspective 
concerning the tools, an approach which attaches less objectivity and authority to 
such quantitative measurement activities, affording them less power and a more 
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limited mandate. In the development of this mindset, I point to the traces of 
subjectivity, assumptions, paradoxes, and contradictions within the measures, the 
tools’ interconnectivity and concern with normality, and most importantly, the 
significance of social actors influencing and forming the process, underlining the 
subjective and normative side of measures and their development. I therefore 
invite more studies exposing these elements of test use.  

If we stop thinking of quantitative measures as indisputably objective, rational, 
and accurate representations of reality, we might notice the norms and paradoxes 
in and around them, and reduce the constructed opposition between quantitative 
measures and subjectivity, rationality and feelings, truth and belief. As shown in 
the theoretical chapter, objectivity, to which quantification is closely associated, 
has historically been linked to the negation of subjectivity and thus the 
obtainment of self-restraint, self-discipline, and self-control (Daston & Galison, 
2010). As a result, quantitative tools, presented as objective, carry with them an 
undermining of the self and of seeing based on ‘inference, interpretation, and 
intelligence’ (Daston & Galison, 2010, p.17) – three things that are at the core of 
human experience. Maintaining the dichotomy between objectivity and 
subjectivity strengthens the superior status of quantification while problematising 
qualitative methods and knowledge. This further increases the gap between the 
notions of objectivity and subjectivity, and the fear of the latter. In the end, this 
fear of subjectivity reinforces the call for more numbers, more measurements, and 
objectivity.  

If we reduce the gap, by drawing attention to the subjectivity within and around 
these tools, we can open up for more ways of understanding and approaching 
leadership (development). In other words, if everything has to pass the test of 
being put into numbers in order to be considered as important and valid, other 
interesting, meaningful viewpoints and assessments may be overlooked or 
disqualified. As Järvinen et al. (2022) argue:  

By framing the conversation around quantified information, an organisation can 
limit the opportunities of weaker stakeholder groups to participate in a 
conversation, as those with limited resources are not necessarily able to come up 
with convincing numbers. (p.24) 

Using numbers to evaluate leadership is a way of framing and thereby limiting 
conversations and viewpoints. Particularly in an area such as leadership, where 
one could argue that there are as many experiences of leadership as there are 
people, it might be neither productive nor meaningful to insist on eliminating 
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subjectivity and achieving the objectivity-imposed ideal of ‘blind sight’ (Daston 
& Galison, 2010, p.17). If we accept that leadership and personality are fluid, 
immeasurable phenomena, we might ease up on the formula hunt, and instead 
make room for more meaningful ideas about leadership and more varied 
approaches to evaluating and developing leaders.  

Commensurating leadership produces a certain type of knowledge, a knowledge 
that is shaped by the content and boundaries of the measure. When approaching 
and describing leadership through quantitative expressions, leadership as a 
concept and practice appears context-independent, still and fixed (momentarily). 
When leadership appears stable, this prompts the impression that we have the 
complete picture of the phenomenon. For example, letting quantification 
categorise us, dividing us in groups of introverts and extroverts might offer some 
immediate satisfaction and a sense of deep understanding. However, labelling is 
not necessarily a conversation starter, but can function as a stopper. Test advocates 
claim that using tests and their terminology start conversations and aid dialogue, 
but when we categorise individuals, it can prevent us from asking questions. It is 
tempting to think we know all there is to know, if we are told someone is an 
introvert. We don’t need to ask further questions or actually get to know the 
person. On the contrary, one might treat this person according to this 
classification, in an attempt to respect and accommodate the person’s 
introversion, which further strengthens the perceived legitimacy of the label.  

As Porter (1995) argues, quantification can work as a technology of distance. 
Decision makers can distance themselves from the measured by referring to the 
truth-telling numbers. Test practitioners and test users often perceive numerically 
based decisions as less personal, less subjective, and therefore fairer. But such 
detachment, using numbers as arguments, also comes with a cost. We risk not 
challenging assumptions, not listening to or ignoring intuitions, emotions, and 
gut feelings, simply because they are not (yet) expressed numerically. An 
overreliance on quantitative assessment tools challenges our ability to behave and 
talk independently from the expectations attached to the tools. In other words, 
conversations and understandings of leadership are restricted to the terminology 
and expectations inherent in the measures. In contrast, if we distance ourselves 
from our numbers, we are forced to stay close to the subject matter, use our words, 
and think outside the test box.  

An overreliance on quantitative assessment tools also carries the possibility of 
making us more concerned with seeming extroverted, empathetic, and ethical, 
rather than actually being it. Continuous tracking and monitoring activities, 
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resulting in quantitative analyses and categorisations, encourage us to optimise 
our numbers, reach the target spans, and appear better, improved, and 
extraordinary. Moreover, looking better is only possible because of the in-built 
comparative mechanism in quantitative leadership and personality tests. Our 
sense of self-worth or capability is thus tied to comparisons, making social 
hierarchies more or less directly the foundation for evaluations and decisions.  

In conclusion, my thesis informs new approaches to leadership understandings 
and development by foregrounding the conditions and active interventions which 
quantitative assessment tools require, their paradoxes and their normative aspects. 
This suggests that we might benefit from a more cautious, or at least ethically 
informed reliance on quantitative assessment tools. If we identify norms and ideas 
of (ab)normality, particular leadership conceptualisations, and paradoxes within 
leadership measures, and discuss the implicit meanings and assumptions in test 
items and scale choices, we might initiate interesting and important discussions 
on what we take for granted, value, and reward, perhaps leading to more nuanced 
understandings about leadership, how we practice and think about it.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Overview of competencies, items, and 
behaviour (The Extraordinary Leader) 

Competency Items Behaviour 

1. Displays high integrity 
and honesty 

1. Is a role model and sets a good 
example for his/her work group 

2. Works hard to “walk the talk” 
and avoids saying one thing 
and doing another 

3. Is careful to honor commitments 
and keep promises 

Character 

2. Technical/Professional 
Expertise 

4. Many people seek after his/her 
opinions 

5. His/her skills and knowledge 
make an important contribution 
to achieving team results 

6. Teammates trust his/her ideas 
and opinions because of in-
depth knowledge and 
experience 

Personal 
Capability 

3. Solves Problems and 
Analyzes Issues 

7. Has the ability to anticipate and 
respond quickly to problems 

8. Is trusted by others to use good 
judgment when making 
decisions 

9. Spots new trends, potential 
problems, and opportunities 
early 

Personal 
Capability 
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4. Innovates 

10. Frequently encourages others 
to consider new approaches 
and ideas (e.g. avoids getting 
struck in a “one right way” 
approach”) 

11. Finds ways to improve new 
ideas rather than discourage 
them 

12. Constructively challenges the 
standard approaches and finds 
important processes to get work 
done 

Personal 
Capability 

5. Practices Self-
Development 

13. Makes a real effort to improve 
based on feedback from others 

14. Actively looks for opportunities 
to get feedback to improve 
him/herself 

15. Creates an atmosphere of 
continual improvement in which 
self and others push to exceed 
the expected results 

Personal 
Capability 

6. Drives for Results 

16. Does everything possible to 
achieve goals 

17. Achieves agreed-upon goals 
within the time allotted 

18. Follows through on objectives to 
ensure successful completion 
i.e. does NOT get distracted 
before project is completed 

Focus on 
Results 

7. Establishes Stretch 
Goals 

19. Establishes high standards of 
excellence for the work group 

20. Is skilful at getting people to 
stretch for goals that go beyond 
what they originally thought 
possible 

21. Keeps people focused on the 
highest priority goals and 
objectives 

Focus on 
Results 

8. Takes initiative 

22. Can always be counted on to 
follow through on commitments 

23. Willingly goes above and 
beyond what needs to be done 

24. Is energized and excited to take 
on challenging goals, for which 

Focus on 
Results 
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he/she is held personally 
accountable 

9. Communicates 
Powerfully and Prolifically 

25. Provides others with a definite 
sense of direction and purpose 

26. Skilled at communicating 
insights and understanding of 
issues or problems 

27. Helps people understand how 
their work contributes to 
broader business objectives 

Interpersonal 
Skills 

10. Inspires and Motivates 
Others to High 
Performance 

28. Energizes people to achieve 
exceptional results 

29. Inspires others to high level of 
effort and performance 

30. Brings to the group a high level 
of energy and enthusiasm 

Interpersonal 
Skills 

11. Builds Relationships 

31. Balances “getting results” with a 
concern for others’ needs 

32. Is trusted by all members of the 
work group 

33. Stays on touch with issues and 
concerns of individuals in the 
work group 

Interpersonal 
Skills 

12. Develops Others 

34. Provides coaching and acts as 
a mentor to others 

35. Is truly concerned about 
developing others 

36. Gives honest feedback in a 
helpful way 

Interpersonal 
Skills 

13. Collaboration and 
Teamwork 

37. Promotes high level of 
cooperation between all 
members if the work group 

38. Resolves conflict within the 
work group 

39. Achieves objectives requiring a 
high level of cooperation from 
people in other parts of the 
organization 

Interpersonal 
Skills 

14. Develops Strategic 
Perspective 

40. Helps others understand the 
organization’s vision and 
objectives so that they can 
translate them into challenging 
and meaningful goals 

Leading 
Change 
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41. Maintains a clear perspective 
between the overall picture and 
the details 

42. Has a perspective beyond the 
“day-to-day” work to take a 
longer-term, broader view of 
business decisions 

15. Champions Change 

43. Quickly recognizes situations 
where change is needed 

44. Is willing to become a champion 
for new projects or programs, 
presenting them so that others 
support them 

45. Does an excellent job of 
marketing projects, programs or 
products 

46. Has the courage to make the 
change that will improve the 
organization 

Leading 
Change 

16. Connects the Group to 
the Outside World 

47. Helps people understand how 
meeting customers’ needs is 
central to the mission and goals 
of the organization 

48. Has demonstrated ability to 
represent the organization to 
key groups 

49. Is the antenna for the 
organization, bringing in 
relevant information that 
benefits the group 

Leading 
Change 
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Appendix 2: Overview of scales and subscales (Hogan 
Leadership Forecast, own report) 
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Sizing up leadership
Norms and normativity in and around leadership measures

In a highly quantified world where things tend to only really count if they are counted, 
this thesis encourages us to critically reflect on the implications and costs associated with 
putting numbers on phenomena such as leadership, personality, behaviour and reputation. 

In my study, I explore the role played by norms and social actors in establishing the ac-
ceptability and the purported validity of leadership measures. Taking an interpretivist and 
critical approach, I uncover the normative agendas and social contexts of four different 
measurement tools for leadership and personality assessment. I deploy two concepts – 
normalising potentials and mediating strategies – to argue that we should understand the 
performative effects of quantitative assessment tools in relation to test practitioners’ and 
test takers’ interaction with them. 

My study contributes with insights into the link between a measure and its potential 
performative effects, a link that is often downplayed or assumed automatically established. 
I argue, that leadership measures rely on social actors’ ongoing strategic work, and that 
any performative effect of the instruments therefore remain a potentiality. 

Foregrounding the norms, assumptions, and paradoxes within quantitative measures and 
the contextual factors their effects rely on, brings to the centre (of discussion and study) 
the traces of subjectivity and normativity in and around the measures. These insights allow 
us to better challenge and question the ascribed authority and mandate of quantitative 
assessment tools. Doing so, we might reduce the dichotomy between perceived objective, 
trustworthy quantitative tools and subjective opinions and beliefs, ultimately making room 
for alternative understandings of and approaches to leadership (development).
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