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			Grades, step counters, KPIs, ratings, review scores: every day we attempt to make sense of the world we live in by quantifying it. Students are as good as their average grade, employees have to achieve SMART goals, and doctors receive patient satisfaction ratings. We compare our scores with those of others and create rankings of the most productive colleagues, the best universities, and the sportiest friends.

			Berend van der Kolk shows what quantification does to us and our society. We raise the bar, the pressure to perform increases, and we lose sight of what really matters. When do the costs of metrics outweigh the benefits? And is there a way out? The Quantified Society embarks on a captivating journey spanning hospitals, schools, banks, and other organizations, while drawing upon insights from economists, philosophers, sociologists, and psychologists, to address these fundamental questions.

			“Van der Kolk offers a unique and unusual take on the realities and implications of how we measure performance.” – UK Management Platform Thinkers50

			“A critical look at seemingly rock-solid numbers.” – Belgian newspaper HBvL

			“A valuable book.” – Dutch newspaper Algemeen Dagblad

			“A fascinating book, a must-read.” – Professional psychology journal De Psycholoog

		

	
		
			BEREND VAN DER KOLK

			The Quantified Society

			How our obsession with performance measurement shapes the world we live in

			Publisher Business Contact 
Amsterdam/Antwerp

		

	
		
			 

			© 2021 Berend van der Kolk

			Original title: De Meetmaatschappij 

			© 2024 translation Business Contact Publishing

			Cover design Tijs Koelemeijer

			Photo author IE Business School Madrid

			Illustrations Bert Holtkamp

			E-book Crius Group, Hulshout

			ISBN 978 90 470 1797 4 

			D/2024/0108/529

			NUR 740/801

			Business Contact is part of Atlas Contact

			www.businesscontact.nl

			www.berendvanderkolk.nl

			This e-book has been produced based on the first edition, 2024, ISBN 978 90 470 1796 7

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Preface

			Not long ago, 81-year-old Walter Savage stumbled into the emergency room of a hospital. He had fallen and broken several ribs. After a brief examination, the doctor on duty concluded that he needed to be admitted immediately. In addition to his rib fractures, he was malnourished and dehydrated. Hospitalization was necessary for a speedy recovery, a second doctor agreed. Enough beds were available. But the hospital administration refused to admit him.

			How could this happen?

			Walter lives in Oregon, where patients rate hospital quality by giving one to five stars. The reward a hospital director receives at the end of the year depends on this rating: more stars means a higher bonus. Therefore, hospital administrators adopted a policy of admitting fewer complicated patients who need a lot of care. This way, the hospital would have more time and resources available to help the already admitted patients and thus get better ratings. And indeed, by cherry-picking patients, the quality rating of the hospital rose from one star to two, and the hospital director received a year-end bonus of some $8,000.1

			We measure more than ever: we count our steps, record all kinds of activities and achievements in apps, and measure our popularity by the number of likes and followers. Measuring gives us some knowledge about how well we are doing and allows us to track changes. Moreover, performance measures are often motivating. Reaching a measurable goal can give a huge boost. Yes! Thirty push-ups done! Yes! Landed ten new clients! Yes! Got an ‘A’ on my midterm! Then we compare our score to others, create rankings — in our heads or on paper — and adjust our behavior accordingly. We go to restaurants and hospitals with good reviews, buy books from bestseller lists and reward our children for good grades.

			But sometimes it backfires. Then we get lost in what we are measuring and lose sight of why we are doing it in the first place. By focusing so heavily on measurable performance, we increasingly find ourselves in constant competition with everything and everyone. This comes with a myriad of negative consequences. For instance, we may become so overly focused on striving to overtake those we are compared with that we burn out.2 It might even seem that what is not expressed in a number is either unimportant or does not exist. This is a problem.

			Let’s turn back to what happened at the hospital. Patient assessments were probably once developed with the best intentions, but then they backfired. While they were meant to increase the quality of care in the region, that quality of care was actually lowered. Indeed, a patient who needed to be admitted was simply refused admission. At the same time, official figures painted the picture that the quality of care provided by this hospital was improving.

			This contradiction intrigues me. If it turns out that quantifications of quality and performance can have this kind of negative effect, why do we allow them to permeate every corner of our society? How do our measurement practices affect our own lives and relationships, both privately and at work? These questions have triggered me as a researcher for years. The search for answers led me to schools, service engineers, multinational corporations, philosophers, desk clerks, politicians, sociologists, doctors and bookshelves filled with academic studies. What have I discovered? Measurement is often presented as a panacea to solve a problem, such as a lack of knowledge, understanding or motivation. However, little attention is paid to its limits and negative consequences. With this book, I hope to change that. I do so by shedding light on the undesirable side effects of measurement practices, and by illustrating how they can make us hit the target but miss the point. But I will end this book on a positive note by exploring how we can achieve a healthier attitude toward measurement.

			Berend van der Kolk, Amsterdam, 2024

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Since the 2009 Apple commercial with the slogan “There’s an app for that,” the number of apps you can use to measure yourself has skyrocketed. Strava records your cycling performance, Step Counter records your walks, Goodreads tracks the books you’ve read, and MyFitnessPal helps you log your daily calories. But why subject yourself to so many measurements?

			The international leaders of this self-monitoring organized themselves into the Quantified Self movement in 2007. This movement consists of people who collect measurement information about themselves in order to learn from it. David de Souza, a young Internet entrepreneur from North Carolina, is one of them.

			Since 2016, David has been the proud owner of The Dashboard of My Life. The dashboard contains all sorts of data about himself: from hours of sleep, pages read, the amount of alcoholic beverages consumed to the number of push-ups performed and miles run each day. He came up with the idea to accurately measure his life and accomplishments after he failed to fulfill one of his new year’s resolutions — to run a marathon.

			“I find it interesting that businesses have dashboards which help keep them on track in reaching their profit forecasts,” he states, “but when it comes to our own lives, we don’t really have dashboards.” An overview like this with a variety of indicators can help you gain insight into yourself and achieve goals, according to David. “I think simply measuring something already helps you to be more mindful.” A programmer has translated David’s idea into an online dashboard that partly automatically collects data from his smartphone and smartwatch, after which he only has to enter a few details every day.

			The data obtained provided David with a variety of insights, he explained at a conference of the Quantified Self movement in Amsterdam. For example, the data taught him that there was a correlation between his alcohol consumption and the city he was in. He drank a total of 449 alcoholic drinks in 2016. His personal record (10 drinks) fell on November 24, Thanksgiving: “I had a lot to be thankful for.” He also learned that the number of hours of sleep per night and his productivity were related — fewer hours of sleep and lower productivity went hand in hand. “I didn’t think [sleep] affected me until I saw the data.” In addition, the measurement information taught him that Tuesday was his most productive day. The knowledge gained about his own performance helped him see what worked well to achieve his goals; for example, he set an alarm clock for 9:30 p.m. to remind him to go to bed on time. The result? The following year, he ran the New York Marathon.3

			David’s example illustrates how today we can use technology to measure all sorts of things at the micro level. However, measuring performance is not new. Especially in the context of organizations, performance measurement — how fast you do something, how much work you do per day — has quite a history. 

			Management scientist Frederick Taylor, for example, wrote about it back in 1911.4 He argued that accurately measuring the duration of processes in factories could lead to more efficient organizations, wealthier owners, and motivated, happy employees. According to him, the worker should be “able to measure what he has accomplished and clearly see his reward at the end of each day if he is to do his best.” Although we no longer see people walking around at work with stopwatches as often as in Taylor’s time, invisible systems keep a multitude of data about our actions. How long, on average, are help desk workers on the phone with a customer? How many billable hours are made by consultants? Such measurements are processed into colorful graphs or tables and used to make decisions, motivate employees and create rankings. 

			Measurement systems are also increasingly playing a role in the public sector. Although evidence suggests that some sort of performance measurement took place in the nineteenth century at British public schools, measurement practices in the public sector really took off from the 1980s onward.5 At that time, management practices from business were introduced en masse in the public sector in several Western countries to increase efficiency. Governments had to become more business-like, and less bureaucratic. This movement is referred to internationally as new public management.6 Central to this movement was the measurement of performance. Quantified information about performance would contribute to better, economically rational decisions. The old bureaucratic focus on rules and procedures was to be replaced by result orientation, preferably in combination with measurable targets. The idea was that quantitative information on efficiency, costs and service quality would then make it easier to recognize where improvements could be made.

			Looking back on the introduction of all those measurement systems in the public sector, I think that the high expectations they came with were not realized. Or rather, only partially, and at considerable “cost”.7 The desire to express everything in measurable indicators, for example, has also contributed to more fiddling with figures — from professors who cheat just to publish their target number of articles to police officers who manipulate crime figures just to look good.

			Furthermore, with all this measuring and comparing of performance, we have entered a never-ending competition. This competition is fueled by lists of “the best hospitals” and “the best performing colleagues” and thus takes place not only between organizations, but also between individuals. Increasingly, our obsession with metrics influences reality  — and sometimes we don't even realize it. We all care about the number of likes received on LinkedIn and Instagram and compete for the attention and appreciation of others. Because we can now easily compare our “performance” with anyone in the world, the bar is raised ever higher. The increased pressure to perform has led Korean-German philosopher Byung-Chul Han to refer to our society as the burnout society. Our desire not to be inferior to others in terms of performance, combined with the idea that we can freely choose to go the extra mile, can lead to self-exploitation. We force ourselves to go beyond what is good for us — until we burn out.

			The little prince

			Anyone who starts paying attention to our obsession with numbers will make surprising discoveries. It is striking that in well-known stories counting is often an activity of miserly figures, while more sympathetic characters are often not that interested in numbers. 

			In A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens, accounting is the main occupation of the efficiency-minded miser Scrooge in his “counting” house. Because of his focus on counting and measuring his wealth, he has no regard for other matters. He treats his employee Bob unkindly and forgets the importance of social gatherings that do not produce immediate financial results, such as a dinner with friends.

			Antoine de Saint-Exupéry in The Little Prince also introduces a character obsessed with numbers. Of course, this is the businessman. This businessman is so busy that he hardly looks up from his work. “I have so much to do! I am concerned with matters of consequence. I don’t amuse myself with balderdash [...] I am accurate.” It soon becomes clear that the businessman is mainly busy counting objects, without knowing exactly what he is counting. “Those little objects,” he said, “which one sometimes sees in the sky.” He was so busy he didn’t pay much attention to what he was counting: stars.

			In the novel The Childhood of Jesus by Nobel laureate John Maxwell Coetzee, we see just the opposite, a character’s refusal to count and add up. The story follows an extraordinary boy who sees the world differently than those around him:

			“Put an apple in front of him and what does he see? An apple: not one apple, just an apple. Put two apples before him. What does he see? An apple and an apple: not two apples, not the same apple twice, just an apple and an apple.”

			In the story, it appears that the boy, to the annoyance of his teacher, is incapable of simple arithmetic. He refuses to see a number of apples, seeming to affirm the uniqueness of each individual apple. It is as if he wants to say: everything we see is special and I do not want to strip all these different objects of their uniqueness by simply adding them up. With his unusual observations and behavior, the boy demonstrates a deeper awareness of the implications of quantification than his teacher. 

			Several stories thus suggest that counting, measuring and quantifying are not as neutral and innocuous as they initiallyappear. All the more reason to take a closer look at what exactly happens when we try to capture something in a number.

			A “complete” picture of each child

			To measure something, you need to quantify. When a meal in a restaurant is no longer “spicy,” “flavorful” or “original,” but simply “four stars out of five,” quantification has taken place. This makes a complex reality immediately understandable in a form we all recognize. Another implication is that you can suddenly compare previously incomparable things by comparing their scores. The more stars, the better. It is as if this gives you a better grip on reality.

			Numbers seem to have something magical about them — for example, we are quickly impressed when someone can quote statistics about one thing or another. It suggests that they are well informed about what is going on. Using statistics to convince someone is a common rhetorical trick for good reason. You don’t see an election debate anymore without numbers and statistics being used to support various points. Those numbers give an objective and realistic picture of reality. Right?

			When a statistic such as a customer satisfaction score is used to make a decision, it is often said to be based on “hard numbers”. Objective and neutral. But what is often forgotten is the subjective process preceding the construction of such a figure. What questions are asked in a customer satisfaction survey? How is something counted or measured? What is not included in the survey? Often the hard numbers — if you look more closely — are softer than they initially appear.

			Quantification has all sorts of implications. Complex reality is “translated” into numbers and necessarily simplified, while important properties fade into the background. For instance, when we say there are twelve cars in a garage, what do we really know? Fairly little. By simply adding together different cars with different characteristics (different brands, engines, colors and versions), all these characteristics of the individual cars are lost. The only thing we know is that there are twelve things in the garage that meet a broad definition, such as “a motor vehicle on four wheels”. The properties that distinguish one car from another are pushed into the background and thus rendered invisible.8

			Whether we count, measure, or rate something with a number, when quantification occurs, there is always a loss of information. 

			Elementary schools in the Netherlands use tests and a so-called pupil monitoring system to measure children’s levels in skills such as arithmetic and reading. These are important tools that also have a strong influence on secundary school advice. In a promotional video for one of these tools, a dashboard is shown while a friendly voice says, “The new reports put the focus on growth and also give you insight into the reference levels.” A little further into the website of the organization providing the tools, we read that their monitoring system gives you “a complete picture of each child.”9 

			While I can see the value of testing and grading from time to time, the claim that a system with primarily quantified information will lead to a “complete” picture of each child goes much too far. It suggests a degree of insight that cannot be achieved with just a few metrics in a dashboard. After all, it ignores everything that is not measured or cannot be measured — what does a standardized test score say about a pupil’s perseverance, for example? Or about bullying behavior? Or about the ability to be original?

			Nothing.

			Hitting the target, missing the point

			Imagine you are the director of an organization with 1,000 employees. How would you try to make sure that all employees do their jobs well? I usually begin my lecture series on management with this question. Students often answer that employees should be motivated by linking a reward to a well-performed task. For example, a car salesperson should receive a bonus per car sold. An incentive so that the salesperson will indeed make an effort to perform well.

			Intuitively, this may seem like a good suggestion, but if we take a closer look at this example, we quickly see problems arise. In order to boost the number of sales, the salesperson may simply lower the selling prices of the cars (this will not please the owner of the company), switch to aggressive sales techniques, or even lie about the fuel consumption or condition of a car. If we look only at the measured performance — the number of cars sold — it seems as if this salesperson is doing well. However, crucial information would be overlooked. If sales prices are too low, the car dealer can suffer losses or go bankrupt. Aggressive sales techniques and lying to customers are also very harmful, not only to the company, but also to customers and the environment. 

			Harmful effects of measurement systems are everywhere. In 2019 a group of investigative journalists reported on the problems in the registration of crime rates.10 The good news was that crime rates had shown a sharp decline in previous years. The bad news was the “creative accounting” involved in these crime rates, the journalists argued. What was going on? 

			Police team leaders are held accountable for key metrics, such as the number of crimes solved and the number of reported high impact crimes: crimes that will get more attention from politicians and the press. For instance, street robbery and home burglary are high impact crimes, but pickpocketing and vandalism are not. A police officer explains what happens next: 

			“Home burglaries are our current focus. Team leaders are held accountable for those results. Vandalism is not a priority, so team leaders will do anything to push cases of home burglary under vandalism or some other category that is less important. Anything is better than another case in the high impact crime category.”

			By being “creative” with categories, goals can be met — important for team leaders seeking internal promotion. In a large-scale survey, half of the responding police officers said they experienced crimes being registered in the wrong category. This focus on improving an indicator while losing sight of the original goal is what I call indicatorism (see Chapter 4).

			Apart from the resulting distorted picture of improved safety, misclassification of crime can also have far-reaching consequences for victims. For example, there is a cap on compensation in the case of lighter crime, while there is no such cap for more serious crime cases. So, misclassification can cause victims to unfairly miss out on compensation.

			What began as an innocent measurement to give policy makers and team leaders in the police force direction and an idea of the safety and crime in a region, generated all sorts of unintended effects. It even affected officers’ motivation: “Their passion for the job is slowly losing out to bureaucracy and number fetishism,” the journalists argue. “Some feel that they are no longer serving the citizens, but only their superior, who wants to present good figures. That is frustrating and drives them to despair.”

			To measure is to know?

			So, are counting, measuring, and quantifying bad things? No, that would be too strong of a claim. The implications of measurement practices depend greatly on the context in which they take place. 

			In some situations, it is easy to measure things and doing so yields readily usable knowledge. When a cabinet maker measures the length of wood, he obtains knowledge. No problem. When a doctor measures someone’s blood pressure, she obtains important knowledge about someone’s body and condition. In both cases, the measurement supports their work and leads to useful knowledge about the physical properties of something or someone.

			It is an entirely different story when we talk about measuring the performance of people and organizations, which is the focus of this book. Performance, unlike wood, can actually be influenced by measuring it. Especially if the obtained measurement information is used to award bonuses or create rankings, the activity of measuring itself will have an effect. People can become stressed and focus on improving indicators while losing sight of the actual goals. Also, all these performance measures and rankings can affect how we look at people and organizations around us. 

			So, the mantra “To measure is to know” is true when measuring physical objects such as chairs and tables, but not in the same way when measuring the performance of people and organizations. In fact, measuring often leads to an illusion of knowledge (a “complete” picture of each child). 

			As far as I am concerned, we should stop using the mantra “To measure is to know” when it comes to performance of people and organizations. This idea totally ignores the complexity and real implications of measurement and quantification in a social context. To make matters worse, measuring often results in quantitative guesses rather than gaining true understanding, and this, in turn, generates all sorts of side effects.

			However, if we still want a short mantra regarding measuring performance, later in this book I will make a case for an even shorter but less problematic mantra: “Measure in moderation.”

			Looking ahead

			In this book, I use a broad definition of measurement systems. A measurement system observes and quantifies things such as performance, activities, or characteristics, and the data obtained can be processed and used. Such a system can be automated and digital, or it may involve a simple count or measurement with stopwatch, pen, and paper. The function of measurement systems in organizations is sometimes illustrated by the operation of a thermostat. With a thermostat, a desired measurement value — the temperature — is determined, the actual value is measured, any difference is analyzed, and then the information is processed, and action is taken: the heater turns on.11 This is roughly how a measurement system can also function according to theory, although I would like to stress that reality is much more unruly than this comparison suggests.

			In The Quantified Society, I explore why we measure so much and what this does to us, individually and as a society. I discuss unwanted side effects, such as a blind belief in the objectivity of numbers, but also measurement’s ability to help us focus our attention on something important. Rather than a practical handbook, this is a critical note for people who measure others or themselves, and for those whose performance is measured. In other words, it’s for everyone. Although the last section of this book does contain some practical tips, I deal primarily with the background and effects of measurement practices. I do not restrict myself to the boundaries of my own research field (organization science) and I have gratefully used the work of a wide range of researchers, journalists, thinkers and writers to paint a multicolored picture of The Quantified Society. 

			In the first three chapters, I address why we measure so much.
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