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Abstract
Literature on performance management in hybrid organisations remains lacking, 
even though they increasingly are providing public services. This study created new 
knowledge on performance management in hybrid organisations by answering a 
question that addressed what kinds of challenges are in hybrid organisation’s bound-
ary-crossing performance dialogues. Boundary-crossing performance dialogues here 
refer to performance management discussions between representatives of public and 
private sector organisations forming the hybrid. To answer the proposed question, a 
case study approach based on interviews and documents was chosen. Using induc-
tive content analysis, the study identified several challenges that occurred during 
the boundary-crossing dialogues. This contributes to existing research on perfor-
mance management in hybrid organisations. For practitioners, the results provide 
insights for tackling the specific problems of performance management in hybrid 
organisations.

Keywords  Hybrid organisation · Performance dialogue · Performance management · 
Performance governance · Performance information

1  Introduction

Hybrid organisations increasingly are providing public services (e.g., McGuire 
2002; Christensen and Laegreid 2011). A typical hybrid organisation comprises 
public and private actors who, through collaboration and cooperation, provide 
public services for citizens (Johanson and Vakkuri 2017). Extant literature claims 
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that traditional entity-based performance management systems are inadequate in 
hybrid organisations and, therefore, performance management systems based on 
inter-organisational collaboration are being adopted by these types of organisa-
tions (Agostino and Arnaboldi 2018). Here, performance management means a 
‘continuous process of identifying, measuring and developing the performance of 
individuals and teams and aligning performance with the strategic goals’ (Agu-
inis 2009, p. viii). Adopting inter-organisational performance management sys-
tems aims to turn performance management into performance governance that 
operates within and across public, private and third sector interfaces and relies 
on inter-sectoral co-processes (Bouckaert and Halligan 2008). One way to create 
inter-organisational collaboration in performance management is to use dialogue 
that engages all necessary actors in developing an organisation’s performance 
(Agostino and Arnaboldi 2015). In this article, dialogue that addresses perfor-
mance management tasks is called performance dialogue.

More specifically, performance dialogue is a phenomenon in which ‘partici-
pants jointly interpret performance information and discuss it while identifying 
the actions needed to manage the performance according to this information’ 
(Rajala et al. 2018). Performance dialogue utilises the methods of dialogue and 
concentrates on performance information (e.g., Moynihan 2005). Performance 
information includes data about resources, workload, outputs, processes, out-
comes and efficiency (Hatry 2006), and it systematically is collected, produced 
and shared (Van Dooren et al. 2015). Boundary-crossing performance dialogues 
here refer to performance management discussions between representatives 
of public and private sector organisations operating in the hybrid; this defini-
tion of boundary-crossing dialogues was borrowed from the work of Rajala and 
Laihonen (2019).

Generally, embedding dialogue in performance management can be benefi-
cial in many ways, as it enables learning and development of organisational prac-
tices (Laihonen and Mäntylä 2017). However, performance dialogue simultane-
ously imposes many challenges on organisations, such as a lack of dialogue skills 
and motivation to conduct dialogues (Rajala et al. 2018). In this research, we were 
interested in the specific difficulties of hybridity associated with boundary-crossing 
performance dialogues that occur between representatives of different organisations 
forming the hybrid organisation. Therefore, we asked the following question: What 
kinds of challenges are in hybrid organisation’s boundary-crossing performance 
dialogues? This research question remains unanswered until now. Although Rajala 
et al. (2018) have studied performance dialogue problems in both hybrid and pub-
lic organisations, they did not identify challenges of hybridity in boundary-crossing 
performance dialogues within hybrid organisations. To answer our question, we uti-
lised a case study approach and content analysis. By identifying several challenges 
that occurred in hybrid organisations’ boundary-crossing performance dialogues, we 
contribute to conversations addressing performance dialogue and performance man-
agement practices in hybrid organisations (e.g., Hodges 2012; Rajala et al. 2018). 
Our results also offer reasons why it is difficult to attain the type of performance 
governance that is achieved through collaboration between public, private and third 
sector actors, according to Halligan et  al. (2012). We also argue that our results 
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provide useful insights into conversations about why performance management does 
not reach its full potential in hybrid organisations.

The rest of this study is organised as follows. In the next section, we provide more 
precise conceptual definition of hybrid and we define performance management in 
hybrids. In the third section, research methods and context are explained. In the 
fourth section, we present an analytical framework for the content analysis, while 
the fifth section shows how this original framework was iterated and developed dur-
ing the empirical analysis. The fifth section also provides the empirical analysis. In 
the final section, conclusions are presented.

2 � What are hybrid organisations?

Previous research has demonstrated that hybridity is not an easy concept to define 
(Johanson and Vakkuri 2017). Theoretically, hybrids have been considered an entity 
that one cannot explicitly explain (Ménard 2004). Almost everything can become 
hybrid, as its conceptualisations are associated with exploring ‘impure’ forms of 
social organising (Philoppopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2012). Thus, hybrid forms of 
organising have been defined in various ways.

Extant literature attaches many characteristics to hybrid organisations. First, 
hybrid organisations can produce public and private goods (Johanson and Vakkuri 
2017). Second, mixed ownership in hybrid organisations is common (Hansmann 
1996). Mixed ownership indicates that a hybrid organisation has both public and 
private sector owners (Thynne 2011). Third, different institutional logics, goal con-
gruency and incongruence typically exist in these types of organisations (Johanson 
and Vakkuri 2017; Kreps and Benoît 2011; Reay and Hinings 2009; Pache and San-
tos 2013; Eprahim et al. 2014). Fourth, hybrid organisations obtain funding from a 
variety of sources (Hodge and Greve 2007). Fifth, differentiated forms of economic 
and social control are exercised in hybrid organisations (Power 1997; Kelly 2005; 
Jordana and Levi-Faur 2004). For purposes of this research, an organisation formed 
by different types of legal organisations is called a hybrid organisation, i.e., it com-
prises public and private or third sector (i.e. voluntary sector) organisations, and 
these organisations have a common goal that they aim to achieve via collaboration.

3 � Performance management in hybrid and non‑hybrid organisations

The concept of performance management forms from two major aspects: performance 
measurement and performance information usage that aims to enhance management 
and other organisational activities (e.g., Aguinis 2009, p. viii.). In public, private and 
third sector organisations, performance measures viewed in different performance man-
agement models can be divided into the same measurement categories: input, process, 
workload, output, outcome, productivity and cost-effectiveness measures (e.g., Pol-
litt and Bouckaert 2004; Micheli and Kennerley 2005; Thomas et al. 2008; Schläfke 
et al. 2012; Van Dooren et al. 2015). Performance measures that are used to report a 
hybrid organisation’s value to the surrounding community also belong to these seven 
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performance measurement categories (Liu et al. 2014; Vo et al. 2016). The differences 
between performance measures used in public, private, third sector and hybrid organi-
sations boil down to the question of what types of measures are used, e.g., output and 
outcome measures. For example, arrested criminals can be an output measure in the 
public sector, whereas manufactured cars can be an output measure at a car production 
plant, part of the private sector.

When considering performance evaluations, public, private, third sector and 
hybrid organisations are trying to evaluate performance aspects that also can be 
grouped under the seven aforementioned measurement categories (e.g., Lee and 
Nowell 2015). Here, the only difference is that performance evaluations are non-
routine events that are designed in a case-by-case manner, whereas performance 
measurement is a routine event that occurs more or less the same way at different 
time points because the objective is to produce comparable information (McDavid 
and Hawthorn 2006).

The complexity of performance measurement and evaluation differs between 
the hybrid and non-hybrid organisation types. Performance measurement has been 
viewed as more complex in the public and third sectors than in the private sector 
(van Helden and Reichard 2016). The fact that no market-price information on sev-
eral public sector activities exists makes it difficult to evaluate government interven-
tions and public services’ impact and attribution (Johanson and Vakkuri 2017). It 
also has been argued that hybrids, as organisational networks, are more complex to 
measure than public and third sector organisations, although problems in evaluating 
and measuring network performance bear a resemblance to complications viewed in 
the evaluations of public and third sector organisations (Provan and Milward 2001). 
The private sector networks are also more complex in terms of performance meas-
urement and evaluation compared to a private sector organisation (Kamminga and 
Van der Meer-Kooistra 2007). At the organisational level, the constituents of pub-
lic, private and third sector organisations have conflicting views on what is valuable 
to the organisation and its actions (Cyert and March 1963; Agranoff and McGuire 
2001). Assessing networks, such as hybrid organisations, involves more constitu-
ents, and this complicates the evaluation, as more conflicting views on the network’s 
value can exist (Johanson and Vakkuri 2017).

Besides the number of constituents, measuring network performance involves 
more analysis levels because network performance must be considered, and one can-
not focus merely on the organisational and community levels, as is the case with pri-
vate, public and third sector organisations (Provan and Milward 2001). Using per-
formance information for performance management purposes is more complicated 
as well because developing the performance of individuals and teams and aligning 
performance with strategic goals involve more actors.

4 � Research setting

This study applies an explorative case study approach (e.g., Yin 2009). We chose 
this approach because we wanted to focus on one organisation, as this enabled 
us to use an in-depth exploration and multiple perspectives in describing the 
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chosen hybrid organisation’s complexity and uniqueness (e.g., Simons 2009). 
Using more cases would have limited our opportunity to understand the richness 
related to the challenges of boundary-crossing performance dialogue in hybrid 
organisations. Thus, the case selection served the theory-building objective that 
we aimed to reach (e.g., Thomas 2011). Indeed, the chosen case enabled us to 
develop the current theory addressing performance dialogue challenges. Overall, 
our research can be considered an instrumental case study because it provides a 
general understanding of the challenges present in boundary-crossing dialogues 
addressing a hybrid organisation’s performance. Thus, we aim to understand how 
things might be in general, not just how things are in the particular organisation 
that we examined.

The examined hybrid organisation could be defined as the most extreme, as the 
scope of services provided was diverse and these services were consumed by het-
erogeneous clientele. In this research, we focussed on the performance dialogues 
occurring in the steering and coordination groups, which were the hybrid organi-
sation’s two main administrative organs. The steering group prepared budget pro-
posals, solved conflicts, monitored goal achievement and carried into practice the 
hybrid organisation’s procedures. The coordination group made operational deci-
sions and prepared matters for the steering group and service market manager. 
These administrative organs involved representatives from all nine service units 
operating in the hybrid organisation. These service units were as follows:

1.	 A government agency that provides basic social security for residents of Finland.
2.	 A federation of municipalities that produces healthcare services.
3.	 A private company that generates healthcare services.
4.	 A third sector organisation, along with municipal and voluntary workers, that 

arranges art events.
5.	 A library (a municipal service unit that offers versatile collections and helps 

information seekers).
6.	 A maternity and child health clinic (a municipal service unit that supplies social 

and health services).
7.	 A youth service (a municipal service unit that provides low-threshold guidance 

to youths and young adults ages 16–29).
8.	 A mental health and substance abuse service clinic (a municipal service unit that 

helps people over age 18 with mental health and substance abuse problems).
9.	 A citizen service (a municipal service unit serving citizens by distributing infor-

mation, selling tickets, etc.).

The hybrid organisation’s main goal was to make it easier for citizens to use 
public sector services, which was the biggest reason why it was formed. The sec-
ond objective was to create an innovation platform that would improve public 
service production. The hybrid organisation aimed to fulfil its goals by combin-
ing the ideas of accessibility and customer orientation into a new technology 
and public space design that supported public service production and use. The 
hybrid organisation attempted to provide better services to citizens by generating 
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collaborations among different service units. Indeed, active searching for syner-
gies among different units and new ways to collaborate was built into the hybrid’s 
modus operandi. For example, many health-related services were part of the 
hybrid, and they collaborated to create effective service paths for citizens. Cre-
ating effective service paths included joint decisions on different service units’ 
tasks in each service path. Other examples of partnerships included collabora-
tions between the library and youth services, joint briefing sessions and other 
health education events that the library and health service units arranged for citi-
zens. The steering and coordination groups’ activities served the hybrid’s objec-
tives, and within these groups, the boundary-crossing performance dialogues that 
we focussed on in this research occurred.

It was typical for the hybrid’s personnel to view citizens’ needs in a holistic man-
ner, with service paths between different service units generated accordingly. Thus, 
personnel in the hybrid saw the citizen not only as their own customer, but also as 
other service units’ customer in the hybrid. From citizens’ perspective, it was con-
venient that the often-used services were provided in same building, lowering the 
threshold to use public services, according to reports (Kenno 2017).

Our data collection method mainly entailed expert interviews (e.g., Meuser and 
Nagel 2009), which provided more room for a more in-depth explorative approach, 
as follow-up questions can be asked and clarifying statements may be requested. 
Interviews were carried out between November 2016 and March 2017. The semi-
structured interviews’ objective was to determine managers’ perceptions of current 
challenges in boundary-crossing performance dialogues. The shortest interview 
lasted about 32 min, while the longest one took 70 min. Generally, most interviews 
lasted about an hour, but all interviews were conducted face to face, audiotaped and 
transcribed verbatim. Each of the 11 managers was interviewed only once. Only 
one researcher was sent to conduct each interview. The interviewees were selected 
through purposive sampling (Patton 2002) and in collaboration with city representa-
tives so that we could locate public managers who participated in the dialogues in 
which we were interested.

In the hybrid organisation, we interviewed three members from the steering 
group: the administration and development director, a representative from the library 
and a representative from a government agency. Then we interviewed five members 
of the coordination group (the service market manager and representatives from the 
maternity and child health clinic, library and mental health and substance abuse ser-
vice clinic). Finally, we interviewed three people from the city’s central adminis-
tration: the director of human resources, the services development director and the 
project manager. Anonymity for the interviewees was guaranteed and secured; thus, 
special attention has been paid to preserving anonymity during the sampling and 
reporting phase. Other researchers listened to the interviews, and feedback was pro-
vided to the interviewer if necessary. No biases arising from the interviewer were 
noticed in the process, and any feedback related mostly to follow-up questions. To 
triangulate and cross-check the interviews’ findings, five documents from the hybrid 
organisation were analysed (see Table 1).

As an analysis method, inductive content analysis was used. At first, the theo-
retical framework developed by Rajala et  al. (2018) was adopted and used in the 
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empirical analysis. However, during the analysis process that took place after all 
interviews were conducted, we iterated and corrected this framework after going 
through 50 of the interview transcripts. This method is known as inductive category 
development, in which new theoretical categories are created from collected empiri-
cal data (Mayring 2000). By utilising inductive category development, it was possi-
ble to provide more space for interactions between the researchers and research sub-
jects. This space was very useful because our research topic had been unexplored in 
previous literature, and we did not know exactly what we were looking for when we 
entered the case organisation. Conducting the study via inductive content analysis 
gave us the chance to iterate the research setting. Overall, the whole research process 
can be summarised in 11 steps:

	 1.	 Review literature on performance management and identify research gap.
	 2.	 From the literature, adopt theoretical categories for the content analysis.
	 3.	 Create questions for interviews based on these categories and select semi-struc-

tured interviews as the interview type.
	 4.	 Choose interviewees with the case organisation by using purposive sampling 

and secure interview permissions.
	 5.	 Pre-test the interview questions with colleagues and iterate each one of them.
	 6.	 Send interview questions to the interviewees beforehand and set interview dates.
	 7.	 Conduct all interviews using the chosen questions and record and transcribe 

each interview.

Table 1   The empirical documents used in this study

Document Content

A report on an ethnographic study This study examined the capabilities and challenges 
of co-production in the hybrid. A total of 100 
study subjects participated. The study was based 
upon interviews and observations, and a private 
company conducted it. The examined municipality 
published the report

Presentation of the management model, governing 
structures, and joint goals of the hybrid

The document describes actors involved in the 
governance and management of the hybrid and 
their tasks. The jointly agreed-upon goals of 
the organisations forming the hybrid are also 
presented. This document is an internal document 
of the municipality

The annual budget of the municipality This document reveals what the hybrid reported 
to the external stakeholders in official municipal 
documents. It reported the number of customers 
and costs per customer

The quarterly report of the municipality This document reveals what the hybrid reported 
to the external stakeholders in official municipal 
documents. It reported the number of customers 
and costs per customer

A report describing the hybrid as an innovation 
platform

This 50-page report provided by the municipality 
describes the hybrid and its functions and prob-
lems in detail
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	 8.	 Analyse 50% of the interview transcripts with theoretical categories using the 
computer program Atlas.ti.

	 9.	 Develop theoretical categories based on the conducted content analysis.
	10.	 Using Atlas.ti, conduct a new content analysis of all interview transcripts and 

documents with the developed theoretical categories.
	11.	 Report the results.

4.1 � Analytical framework: known challenges of performance dialogues

We adopted an analytical framework, presented in Table 2, for the content analy-
sis. This framework comprises seven challenge categories, listed in Column 1. The 
categories are based on key concepts, described in Column 2. In Column 3, these 
categories’ precise content in our research setting is explained further with example 
statements excerpted from the interviews. This framework was presented originally 
by Rajala et al. (2018), and it initially was developed from reasons for non-use of 
performance information. Extant literature used mental models (McGrath 1999), 
power (Bass and Riggio 2006; Verhoest et al. 2004), information (Bouckaert 1993; 
Poister 2003), information systems (Abdel-Maksoud et al. 2015), organisational cul-
ture (Moynihan 2005) and organisational structure (Goh 2002) to explain non-use 
of performance information. Because boundary-crossing performance dialogues are 
based on performance information use, this theoretical framework seems relevant.

4.2 � Challenges of performance dialogues in hybrid organisations

As we went through 50 percent of the interview transcripts after all the inter-
views were conducted, we noticed that the analytical framework was too general. 
To describe the challenges of boundary-crossing performance dialogues within the 
hybrid organisation, we further developed the framework by using our empirical 
data. In our case, increasing the intensions (e.g., Blackburn 2016, p. 170, for a defi-
nition of intensions) of the concepts enabled us to describe the challenges of bound-
ary-crossing performance dialogues that were evident in interviewees’ statements. 
We increased intensions by creating subcategories under those categories presented 
by Rajala et al. (2018). Our subcategories had more characteristics than the catego-
ries adopted in the previous research. As a result, we were able to report the chal-
lenges of boundary-crossing performance dialogues in the chosen hybrid organisa-
tion in a more analytical manner. These subcategories are discussed in detail in the 
following sub-sections.

4.3 � Mental models, motivation and power

First, we developed two subcategories for the category of mental model. The first 
identified subcategory was named ‘language barriers between member organisa-
tions’. This challenge indicated the lack of a common language among representa-
tives of member organisations participating in the boundary-crossing performance 
dialogues (interviewee 3). A representative from a private company expressed this 
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issue in the following manner (document 1): ‘We do not speak the same language, 
as there are so many actors, but this can be resolved’. When asked about the chal-
lenges of boundary-crossing performance dialogues, one interviewee stated that one 
problem is that:

‘Our [referring to the representatives from the member organisations] lan-
guage is not necessarily the same….In my opinion, this [lack of a common 
language] has been a challenge…generating a common language. This is a key 
factor…’.

Complications in communication arose as a result. In a hybrid organisation, each 
member organisation has developed its own performance jargon before joining 
the hybrid, so it was difficult sometimes to determine a ‘common language’ in the 
organs of the hybrid organisation (interviewee 8). This caused complications in 
information production and information interpretation in the hybrid organisation.

We labelled the second subcategory ‘conflicting mindsets of the member organi-
sations’. Here, the participants brought their different organisational values and per-
ceptions to the boundary-crossing performance dialogue, and these collided (inter-
viewee 1). The member organisations’ conflicting mindsets led to disagreements 
about what information should be produced and why (interviewee 11). Statements in 
the empirical data described the different organisational mindsets in the boundary-
crossing performance dialogues this way (interviewee 7, document 1):

‘When we talked about customer service desks [in the hybrid organisation], 
there were eight different perceptions on what is a customer service desk. Even 
in such a general matter, there were very different perceptions’.

‘One challenge from the perspective of companies is that expectations do not 
match up. Actors of different size do not understand that start-ups try to sell 
their services and try to receive payments from testing these services. Cities 
want that they are paid for operating as platforms [for testing these services 
offered by start-ups]. These conversations start well, but do not reach a conclu-
sion, as hopes and goals are different’.

We identified two types of motivational challenges: extrinsic (interviewee 9) and 
intrinsic (interviewee 10). Extrinsically motivated people are driven by external 
factors, such as rewards and punishments. People who are extrinsically motivated 
can conduct actions even though the task might not be in and of itself rewarding. 
This happens because the reward or punishment associated with these actions acts 
as a motivator (Frey and Osterloh 2001). The extrinsic motivation challenges were 
caused by the hybrid organisation’s inability to sanction sufficient disciplinary 
actions should a member organisation operate in a way that degraded the perfor-
mance or performance dialogue. In boundary-crossing performance dialogues, we 
named challenges relating to extrinsic motivation as ‘lack of inter-organisational 
sanction systems’. Indeed, no incentive systems existed that could be used to force 
member organisations to do something. As one interviewee stated, ‘I do not know 
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how we could force to participate those who do not participate even though they are 
invited [to the meetings]’. Sanctioning also refers to accountability systems that are 
based on proper monitoring of actions through information systems. However, these 
monitoring and information systems were lacking in the hybrid organisation, as the 
following quotations demonstrate (interviewee 2, document 1):

‘I do not know exactly what happens to the matters that the steering group 
has decided. Are they executed or not?….This we do not monitor very 
much’.

‘It depends on the person how the information flows in the service unit, as 
there is no control for it’.

Compared with extrinsically motivated individuals, intrinsically motivated individ-
uals are driven by interest or enjoyment in the task itself. Thus, intrinsic motiva-
tion exists within the individual and does not rely on external pressures, as extrinsic 
motivation does (Frey and Osterloh 2001). Unfortunately, intrinsic motivation occa-
sionally was lacking in the hybrid organisation because member organisations were 
not that interested in each other’s results, and collaboration was viewed as undesir-
able or uninspiring. Thus, the subcategory relating to intrinsic motivation was called 
‘lack of interest in other member organisations’. One interviewee described this 
challenge as follows (interviewee 9, document 1):

‘I’m not interested in what happens in the organisations of [mentions the 
name of the municipality]. Instead, I’m interested in what happens in [men-
tions his own organisation by name]’.

‘Some employees feel that co-development generates an extra burden that 
takes time away from their jobs. Some of the employees feel that they have 
too much to do in their current jobs, so co-development does not raise 
enthusiasm‘.

The problem in the hybrid organisation was that it was not easy to create topics that 
would interest all the member organisations because these organisations had very 
different tasks. One manager operating in the hybrid described this by stating that 
‘all the information is not considered as interesting by everyone’. Another inter-
viewee added that ‘if there is a meeting…not producing added value or its purpose 
is somehow vague, one can perhaps skip it’.

When we examined the empirical data by using the category of power, we 
conceived a subcategory titled ‘powerlessness of the member organisations’. 
Powerlessness was considered to be a lack of influence over the other member 
organisations, each of which had an equal amount of power in boundary-cross-
ing performance dialogues. Powerlessness in dialogues points to a situation in 
which a person or multiple people feel powerless when they attempt to break det-
rimental deadlocks that inhibit improvements in current performance dialogue 
practices or their outcomes. For example, the companies thought that one of the 
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main challenges is ‘how to get people interested in co-development’ (document 
1). Interviewees themselves used the word ‘powerless’ to describe their incapac-
ity to change things in performance dialogues. Of course, the fact that a manager 
is feeling powerless means that someone else must have the power to make the 
change that the manager desires. Thus, we do not mean that a total absence of 
power exists when we talk about powerlessness. Rather, powerlessness describes 
the manager’s feelings. In the hybrid organisation, all the representatives in the 
boundary-crossing performance dialogues could have felt powerless when dead-
lock situations between the representatives occurred. The following quote cap-
tures this phenomenon in the hybrid organisation (interviewee 11): ‘Although I 
am a manager in here, I do not have any power to make [certain] decisions [relat-
ing to performance dialogues]’. Another statement from the same interview 
added:

‘Efficiency is required from all of us as a whole [talking about the goals of 
the hybrid organisation]….It is an interesting goal [for the hybrid organisa-
tion] because I cannot decide on their budgets [refers to the budgets of the 
other member organisations]. The budget I can decide is so small even in 
percentages that trimming it won’t do anything’.

4.4 � Information systems and information

One subcategory was identified under the category of information systems. We 
conceptualised this category as ‘member organisations as information system 
silos’. When information system silos occurred, the participants had different 
access rights to information systems in different organisations. Each of the mem-
ber organisations formed its own information system silo in the hybrid organisa-
tion. Indeed, the member organisations already had developed their own infor-
mation systems to serve their organisational goals. The information systems 
had been developed before any of the organisations became part of the hybrid 
organisation, and they were mutually distinct (interviewee 11). These separately 
conducted development processes meant that integration of these information 
systems was such a complex process that the hybrid organisation decided to aban-
don the idea altogether, even though integration could offer better information 
about the costs and effects of the hybrid organisation (interviewee 6). Two people 
expressed the existence of these information system silos as follows:

‘We do not get the financial figures from our member organisations [operat-
ing within the hybrid organisation]. The representatives have been ordered 
not to give their numbers’ (interviewee 11).

‘the biggest challenges are, in my opinion, in the information flows if infor-
mation does not transfer quickly enough…but these can be solved as soon 
as [information] systems become more easily approachable’ (document 1).
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Because the member organisations formed information system silos, multiple 
information asymmetries existed between participants in the hybrid organisation’s 
boundary-crossing performance dialogues (interviewee 3). This affected the perfor-
mance dialogue in many ways: Time was taken away from the actual use of perfor-
mance information and expended instead on levelling the pre-existing information 
asymmetries (interviewee 6).

The subcategory under the concept of information was named ‘inability to aggre-
gate the member organisation data’. This subcategory pointed to a lack of aggre-
gated data on member organisations, according to the information user. Producing 
aggregated information about inputs, processes, workload, outputs, efficiency and 
outcomes of the organisation network was difficult at the level of the hybrid organi-
sation. The hybrid organisation’s main issue was the current data collection proce-
dures. According to one public manager, ‘the units collect it differently [she had 
talked about output information collection in the member organisations]’, and ‘we 
have tried to achieve comparability, but we did not achieve this’ (interviewee 6).

4.5 � Organisational culture and structure

Two subcategories under the main category of organisational culture were found: 
‘clash of organisational cultures’ and ‘prevailing culture among the member organi-
sations’. The challenge in the hybrid organisation was that it had to deal with mem-
ber organisations’ clashing organisational cultures. Of course, each member organi-
sation had its own internal cultural clashes, but they also had cultural clashes with 
the other member organisations when boundary-crossing performance dialogues 
were implemented. The following quotation captures the clash of organisational 
cultures arising from the attempt to implement boundary-crossing performance dia-
logues: ‘There are participants from different work cultures, and I do understand 
that some people do not get it that their presence in the meetings could be useful to 
others’ (interviewee 2). Below are other quotations from the hybrid organisation that 
summarise this challenge (interviewee 7, document 1):

‘The most central [challenge] is that we cannot harmonise master data [in 
the hybrid]….Information is incompatible, and so is the information produc-
tion….Different [service] units [within the hybrid]…have different cultural 
frameworks that create mindsets guiding the information production….Com-
mon understanding in information utilisation cannot be reached because the 
mindsets are different’.

‘The public sector is very cautious, and failures are not tolerated….This is a 
big challenge when one is talking about the culture of experimentation. The 
culture of the city can be a challenge, and it needs to be developed so that co-
development can function’.

The prevailing culture permitted behaviour that was detrimental to performance dia-
logues and allowed it to become a part of the organisational culture. As a sign of det-
rimental behaviour permitted by the prevailing culture, one interviewee stated that 
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‘the weakness of the steering group…is a low attendance rate in meetings, as there 
are three people in them at best’. As nine service units exist in the hybrid, many rep-
resentatives of different organisations did not attend. More challenges relating to the 
prevailing culture were viewed in the documents, and one document contained the 
following statement: ‘Some employees are persistently staying in their own teams, 
and they do not try to get to know others, even if one asks nicely’.

Because member organisations were equal in terms of power, the hybrid organ-
isation had to accept the fact that dissent among member organisations on some 
issues could prevent certain types of performance dialogues. Indeed, the lack of 
sanction systems meant that detrimental behaviour toward the performance dia-
logues had to be tolerated. One manager described this situation by stating, ‘I 
do not know how we can force those to participate who do not participate [in 
boundary-crossing performance dialogues] now’ (interviewee 8).

We found three subcategories of challenges associated with organisational 
structures. First, we observed ‘inter-organisational territorialism’. Territorialism 
here is understood as human behaviour characterised by the defence of a par-
ticular area, sphere of activity or influence. In short, territorialism is possessive-
ness. People defended their organisations (territories) by blocking new informa-
tion systems or tasks suggested to them by someone else operating in the hybrid 
organisation. In a hybrid organisation, examples of inter-organisational territo-
rialism were found that blocked collaboration, and this inter-organisational ter-
ritorialism was even understood and accepted by other representatives of mem-
ber organisations. An interviewee described this by stating that ‘I can understand 
why [mentions the name of one service unit] does not understand how they could 
collaborate with [the] child health clinic or library’. Another sign of inter-organi-
sational territorialism was one statement from the documents (document 1):

‘Many state that health services are detached from other services in the ser-
vice market (i.e., the hybrid organisation). The common aim is that this seg-
regation would not prevent collaboration in the future’.

Within the hybrid organisation, each member organisation had its own territory out-
lined by organisational boundaries. The member organisations’ representatives also 
had the option to exercise territorialism because the representatives had an equal 
amount of power in dialogues. The member organisations even encouraged their 
agents to be territorial whenever their interests were in jeopardy (interviewee 11). 
This can be viewed from earlier quotations demonstrating how joint performance 
information systems could not be implemented because member organisations either 
did not provide their information or did not want to expend the effort to change their 
current information systems. Based on the interviews, a hybrid organisation brings 
inter-organisational territorialism into the organisation (interviewee 1) and makes it 
an internal matter, rather than an external one.

Second, we labelled a subcategory ‘representative line-up rotation in bound-
ary-crossing performance dialogues’, which refers to a cycle in which representa-
tives of the member organisation change constantly in the dialogues or do not 
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show up, which, in turn, creates difficulties for the performance dialogue. In the 
hybrid organisation, one interviewee stated:

‘The representatives [of some member organisations] have changed every 
time….In fact, I do not even know what is the correct line-up in the steering 
group’.

‘The staff is changing at a high rate. It is burdensome’.

Rotation was named as a challenge in the hybrid organisation. The hybrid organisa-
tion could not force anyone from the member organisations to attend the meetings 
(interviewee 1). According to an interviewee, ‘the line-up has constantly changed’ 
in the steering group (interviewee 2). This was viewed as problematic because 
important voices were being left out of the performance dialogues, and the constant 
rotation hampered continuity.

Third, we identified a phenomenon that we conceptualised as ‘incompatible tasks 
of the member organisations’. In this subcategory, performance dialogues in the 
hybrid organisation were incompatible with member organisation(s)’ tasks. There-
fore, the connection between the topic addressed in the performance dialogue and 
the representative(s)’ tasks was weak, or sometimes even non-existent. Due to these 
incompatible tasks, representatives sometimes viewed performance dialogues as a 
waste of time. Consider this statement from interviewee 9:

‘I do not participate in every steering group meeting. I look at the meeting 
agenda. There are meetings that relate very little to [mentioned his organisa-
tion’s name] and to these, I do not necessarily participate….I feel that I do not 
have anything to give or receive from these meetings’.

The organisations’ incompatible tasks mainly resulted from the municipality’s dom-
inant role in the hybrid organisation and because all matters relevant to the munici-
pality were not relevant to the other member organisations. Many municipal units 
were involved in the hybrid organisation; therefore, municipal issues were addressed 
more often in the dialogues. As one manager put it, ‘there is the world of [men-
tioned the name of his organisation], and there is the world of the city, and the city is 
not so interested in our figures’ (interviewee 9). One of the documents (document 1) 
revealed that ‘time pressures associated with service unit tasks made it more difficult 
for the service units to participate [in] the activities of the hybrid organisation’.

4.6 � Summarising empirical findings

The saturation of findings was achieved in this study (see Table  3), as empirical 
data demonstrates that boundary-crossing performance dialogues between public 
and private sector actors are confronted with the challenges reported in this study. 
Different performance management practices between public, private and third sec-
tor organisations partly explain why it was difficult to create common performance 
management systems for the hybrid organisation. For example, differences existed in 
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the organisations’ mental models concerning performance. Public, private and third 
sector organisations also were dissimilar in terms of the information that they col-
lected, and they even applied different methods to collect the same kind of informa-
tion. Moreover, the information systems in these organisations deviated remarkably 
from each other. Finally, the organisational cultures and structures supporting their 
performance were quite different because each organisation served different pur-
poses, and the professions included in these organisations also differed. The hybrid 
organisation itself did not have any formal power over the member organisations, 
and proper motivation schemes were not adopted in the hybrid setting. Thus, recon-
ciling differences and finding a common ground for mutual performance manage-
ment were based on member organisations’ willingness. When this willingness was 
not forthcoming, deadlocks occurred, and the lack of formal power and motivation 
schemes in the hybrid organisation was viewed as a challenge.

5 � Conclusions

Hybrid organisations contain many organisational disparities that can cause 
conflicts in performance management. This makes performance dialogues espe-
cially relevant to these types of organisations because such dialogues often are 
used to transform conflicts into cooperation. Considering the hybrid organisa-
tion’s characteristics requires active inter-organisational dialogue when perfor-
mance management systems are being designed and used. For example, using the 
performance dialogues to understand goal incongruence between the organisa-
tions comprising the hybrid organisation can be very beneficial to the success of 

Table 3   Saturation of findings

Challenge of boundary-crossing performance 
dialogue

How many interviewees 
mentioned this challenge?

How many documents 
mentioned this chal-
lenge?

Language barriers between member organisations 8 2
Conflicting mindsets of the member organisations 10 2
Lack of inter-organisational sanction systems 6 2
Lack of interest in other member organisations 8 2
Powerlessness of the member organisations 8 2
Member organisations as information system silos 9 2
Inability to aggregate the member organisation data 10 2
Clash of organisational cultures 11 2
Prevailing culture among the member organisations 9 2
Inter-organisational territorialism 9 2
Representative line-up rotation in boundary-cross-

ing performance dialogues
8 2

Incompatible tasks of the member organisations 9 2
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performance management. However, creating a functional performance dialogue 
also can be challenging in many ways.

In this study, we sought to identify the challenges of boundary-crossing per-
formance dialogue in a hybrid organisation. This issue is relevant not merely due 
to performance dialogues’ important role in all organisations (e.g., Agostino and 
Arnaboldi 2015, 2018), but also particularly because of our limited understand-
ing of performance dialogues’ impacts on different forms of hybrid organisations. 
Accordingly, this paper has explored the problems of boundary-crossing perfor-
mance dialogues in the context of particular hybrid organisation. As a result, we 
found many challenges and described them in a detailed way in our analysis. With 
this analysis, the study revealed relationships between inter-organisational factors 
and obstacles with boundary-crossing performance dialogues. Conflicting mind-
sets between member organisations, member organisations as information system 
silos, inter-organisational territorialism, and clashes of organisational cultures are 
all examples of inter-organisational factors that can cause issues in performance 
dialogues. Some of the problems which can arise include inhibition of innovation, 
and limitations placed on the learning and knowledge-sharing potential which is 
normally embedded in boundary-crossing performance dialogues. In general, the 
inter-organisational factors described in this study were harmful due to the fact 
that they were detrimental to an environment open to respectful communication 
of views on performance. As respectful and open communication is a bedrock of 
every effective dialogue (Rajala et al. 2018), issues emerge when these practices 
are lacking. Thus, the relationships identified by this study create new insights 
into the systems and practices of hybrid performance management.

It seems intuitive to claim that the challenges of boundary-crossing perfor-
mance dialogues in hybrid organisations have something to do with the hybrids’ 
general characteristics (e.g., Johanson and Vakkuri 2017). Because this study did 
not focus on describing how the hybrid organisation’s characteristics can create 
the challenges that we identified, a need exists to examine this in future research. 
As an example, future studies could address how different forms of social and 
economic control create, e.g., clashes between organisational cultures, or how 
different funding methods shape the hybrid organisation’s performance manage-
ment system. Furthermore, it can be concluded that additional theoretical work 
addressing the conceptual relationships between the challenges of boundary-
crossing performance dialogues and the general characteristics of hybrids is 
needed.

Because the empirical examinations showed what caused the challenges of 
boundary-crossing performance dialogues, they also presented a model describing 
how these challenges occurred. However, further testing is needed before this model 
can be accepted as a general theory on boundary-crossing performance dialogues. 
As a methodological contribution, we created a conceptual framework that can be 
used to study the challenges of boundary-crossing performance dialogues occurring 
between public and private sector actors in hybrid organisations. In this research, 
we tested two conceptual frameworks in the analysis section, which revealed that 
more analytical frameworks would be useful in understanding the characteristics 
of the challenges associated with boundary-crossing performance dialogues. This 
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conceptual framework also proposes new concepts for the performance dialogue 
theories (e.g., Moynihan 2005; Rajala et al. 2018; Rajala and Laihonen 2019).

The results of this study have several managerial implications. First, because 
boundary-crossing performance dialogues are platforms that reflect the state of the 
organisation, they suffer from the same general issues which challenge the hybrid 
form of organising. These problems are related to motivational challenges and 
incompatible information systems, as well as the lack of common mindsets and lan-
guage between people working in different areas of the hybrid organisation. Inad-
equate organisation culture and structures are also an issue. Second, as the compli-
cations of forming hybrids engender costs, practitioners should consider carefully 
whether the benefits of establishing such an organisation outweigh the costs arising 
from it. Here, the central question is whether it makes more sense for these organisa-
tions to work independently or as a hybrid. Finally, practitioners should also keep 
in mind that boundary-crossing performance dialogues are only one coordination 
instrument amongst others which can be utilised to shape hybrids. However, bound-
ary-crossing performance dialogues can also be a vital coordination tool when regu-
larly used to solve difficult and complicated disagreements.

In this study, we used a case study approach, and for this reason, the results can-
not be generalised (e.g., Abdel-Kader et  al. 2009). Other limitations of the study 
include the limited number of interviewees and the fact that we did not interview 
representatives from the private sector. The views of the private sector actor were 
examined from secondary data (i.e., documents produced by the hybrid organisa-
tion) as these contained direct quotations from company representatives. When one 
is conducting qualitative content analysis, the observer-expectancy effect always 
runs the risk of biasing results. To tackle doubts concerning observer-expectancy 
effect, we have provided quotations from the challenges of boundary-crossing per-
formance dialogues. From these quotations, the reader should be able to discern 
whether we described the challenge arising from the interviews correctly. The ana-
lytical framework created in this study was built from the descriptions we used to 
depict the challenges of boundary-crossing performance dialogues that interviewees 
described to us. Because saturation of interview findings (see Table 3) confirmed 
our results about the challenges of boundary-crossing performance dialogues, and 
the analysed documents provided additional support for the interview findings, 
we are confident that specific challenges of boundary-crossing performance dia-
logues existed in the examined hybrid organisation. However, we do acknowledge 
that the way that we chose to describe the challenges seen in the interview is our 
construction that attempts to convey interviewees’ views. As the created analytical 
framework is our construction, it means that constructivism describes our research 
approach.

Despite these limitations, we think that our research has provided fertile ground 
for future research to address and more fully test our theoretical ideas about the chal-
lenges of performance dialogues in hybrid settings. Thus, we call for more research 
on the ideas proposed here so that more knowledge on dialogues as performance 
management practices in hybrid and public organisations can be gathered. This new 
knowledge is valuable in attempts to move to the type of inter-organisational perfor-
mance governance described by Bouckaert and Halligan (2008).



1 3

Exploring challenges of boundary-crossing performance…

Open Access  This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Interna-
tional License (http://creat​iveco​mmons​.org/licen​ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, 
and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

Appendix 1: Interview questions

Thematic interview questions categorised according to the theoretical framework.

General view on performance dialogues

1.	 How would you describe the dialogues about performance?

Performance information and performance information system

2.	 Are there problems related to performance information and the systems providing 
it?

Organisational structure and motivation

3.	 Who participates when organisational goals and performance indicators are deter-
mined, and actions are being decided based on the performance information?

4.	 Are all necessary participants present? Why/Why not?

Mental models

5.	 Is the performance information provided useful to you?
6.	 Are there different interpretations/views about the performance information avail-

able?

Power and organisational culture

7.	 Do people listen and respect different interpretations/views about the performance 
information?

8.	 How do you resolve conflicting views and develop conversational culture in the 
organisation?
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