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ABSTRACT
The Balanced Scorecard (BSC) is a methodology that allows managers to define and implement a set of financial or nonfinancial indicators 
in a balanced way to assess an organization’s performance from four viewpoints. Many companies are unsuccessful in their implementa-
tion of the BSC. This lack of success may be attributed to different factors, such as strategic problems, planning failures, and poorly defined 
targets and goals. However, the failed implementation may be attributed in part to the failure to institutionalize habits and routines. In this 
regard, this objective of this paper is to use institutional theory to determine whether the book Strategy in Action: Balanced Scorecard con-
tains evidence that the BSC model proposed by the authors (Kaplan & Norton) includes elements that favor the model’s institutionaliza-
tion. For this purpose, a qualitative bibliographic survey was prepared. The survey revealed 404 clues that were rated according to Tolbert 
and Zucker’s description of the processes inherent to institutionalization and to Scott’s proposed framework of legitimation/legitimizing. 
These findings suggest that the book primarily legitimizes the BSC by examining organizations and describes it as an acknowledged mana-
gement instrument. The aspects supporting the semi-institutional stage (26% of the findings) and the total institutionalization stage (10% 
of findings) suggest that the authors intended to propose a tool without focusing on the institutionalization process, which may partly 
explain the great difficulty faced by companies attempting to implement this methodology. 
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 1  IntroductIon

Scholars have studied the effective use of the Balan-
ced Scorecard (BSC) as a tool to support the performance 
management process. Atkinson (2006, p. 1442) cited stu-
dies that have documented the use of the BSC since the 
late 1990s by most large companies in the world. He also 
summarized studies conducted by other researchers that 
demonstrate the need for adjustments to the BSC and for 
the joint use of other performance management tools by 
organizations. 

In contrast, Speckbacher, Bischof, and Pfeiffer (2003) 
researched the implementation and use of the BSC in com-
panies in German-speaking countries and found that only 
9% of 174 surveyed companies had implemented the BSC 
throughout the organization and that only 17% had imple-
mented the BSC in business units.

Researchers such as Lewy and du Mee (1998) have no-
ted that flaws in the implementation of the instrument are 
accompanied by high rates of failure. Kong (2010) stated 
that the BSC is conceptually inappropriate for some orga-
nizations, particularly nonprofit organizations. 

In Brazil, the subject of the BSC has aroused great in-
terest in the area of management accounting, and several 
studies have been conducted regarding its implementation 
and use. For example, Giuntini (2003) conducted a study 
on the use of the BSC in Alcoa; Silva, Santos, and Prochnik 
(2008) studied the implementation of the BSC in Petro-
bras; Dietschi and Nascimento (2008) investigated publicly 
traded and private companies’ adherence to the BSC; and 
Russo (2011) examined the institutionalization of the BSC 
in Sabesp.

The deployment and use of the BSC as a management 
tool should be viewed as a sea change in management ac-
counting systems. The relevance of this issue and the con-
sequent changes in management accounting systems have 
been so significant that in 2001, the academic journal Ma-
nagement Accounting Research devoted an entire issue to 
articles addressing the subject (Guerreiro et al., 2005). 

In Brazil, several studies have addressed change proces-
ses in management accounting based on institutional the-
ory in recent years (Guerreiro et al., 2005; Guerreiro, Fre-
zatti, & Casado, 2006; Reis & Pereira, 2007; Frezatti, Aguiar, 
& Rezende, 2007; Reis, 2008; Rezende, 2009; Guerreiro, 
Pereira, & Frezatti, 2008; Takahashi, Almeida, & Almeida, 
2004; Kuniyoshi, 2008; Boff, Beuren, & Guerreiro, 2008).

Despite the importance attributed by the literature to 
the BSC and the numerous companies that have internali-
zed BSC concepts, researchers have noted difficulties and 
critical issues in the implementation and the use of the BSC 
(Silva, Santos, & Prochnik, 2008; Beber, Ribeiro, & Klie-
mann Neto, 2006; Pietro et al., 2006; Frezatti, Relvas, & 
Junqueira, 2010). 

This finding corroborates Kaplan and Norton's claim 
(2001, p. 371) that many companies, "despite considerable 

effort, and in some cases, vast resources, have failed to de-
ploy" the BSC. Henri (2004) showed that different studies 
on the BSC have produced conflicting results.

In their reflections on companies’ low levels of adhe-
rence to the adoption of new management practices, Guer-
reiro, Frezatti, and Casado (2006, p. 9-10) raised questions 
about the real reasons that hinder the deployment of such 
practices in organizations. The rationality of the economic 
agent seeking to take actions aimed at profit and market 
efficiency is an important assumption in neoclassical eco-
nomic theory but does not seem to explain these issues. 

According to Burns and Scapens (2000, p. 4), institutio-
nal theory has produced several approaches to organizatio-
nal studies. Institutionalists argue that organizations seek 
legitimacy for their actions (even if those actions do not 
confer efficiency gains) and thus seek tools (devices) that 
confer the legitimacy they seek (Tolbert & Zucker, 1999; 
Meyer & Rowan, 1991). This phenomenon is also men-
tioned in Norreklit’s (2003, p. 614) analysis of Kaplan and 
Norton's work Strategy in Action: Balanced Scorecard.

Against this backdrop, this article aims to analyze Ka-
plan and Norton’s abovementioned book because it is a 
benchmark for the legitimation of the BSC as a manage-
ment practice in organizations (Scott, 2001; Norreklit, 
2003). This paper moves beyond the role of the BSC’s insti-
tutionalization to investigate evidence that the authors in-
cluded other elements that facilitate the institutionalization 
of the BSC in companies adopting this methodology. These 
institutionalization processes were identified from the the-
oretical elements contained in New Institutional Sociology 
(NIS) and the elements cited by Scott (1987) in his third 
and fourth lines of thought on institutional theory. 

We analyzed the evidence with content analysis tech-
niques (Bardin, 2004), which allow categories, investigati-
ve questions, variables, and measurement indicators to be 
identified based on the critical causal forces of the insti-
tutionalization processes proposed by Tolbert and Zucker 
(1999, p. 207) and Scott (2001).

In this context, we seek to answer the following ques-
tion: how has the work Strategy in Action: Balanced Score-
card contributed to the corporate institutionalization of the 
model proposed by the authors Kaplan and Norton?

Accordingly, this study aims to use institutional theory 
to verify whether there is evidence in Strategy in Action: 
Balanced Scorecard that the BSC model proposed by Ka-
plan and Norton contains elements that promote its ins-
titutionalization. The specific objectives are to perform a 
literature analysis of the BSC based on institutional theory 
and to identify criticisms of the BSC model.

The theoretical framework adopted for the study was 
based primarily on NIS concepts and Scott’s (1987) third 
and fourth lines of thought. The paper does not address the 
differences between NIS and other streams of institutional 
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theory and whether there are points of divergence between 
them. 

The main contribution of this study is to clarify the 
usefulness of Strategy in Action: Balanced Scorecard for 
the corporate institutionalization of the BSC. Clarifying 
the book’s contribution will allow BSC users and readers 
to understand the book’s limits as a conceptual reference 
for the implementation of the BSC. We will determine the 
utility of the book by identifying the book’s institutional 

elements and by encouraging interested parties to seek 
other academic references and technical professionals 
who address the elements that are not discussed in detail 
in the book but that influence the implementation of the 
BSC. 

To that end, we developed an analytical approach that 
can be applied not only to the research subject in the pre-
sent article but also to other studies on the BSC and other 
institutional elements for theoretical substantiation.

 2  thEorEtIcal FoundatIon

 2.1  Institutional theory
Institutional theory is known to offer a different ap-

proach to management accounting studies and can be 
classified into three different areas: New Institutional 
Economics (NIE), Old Institutional Economics (OIE), 
and New Institutional Sociology (NIS) (Burns & Sca-
pens, 2000).

NIE is used to analyze macroinstitutions and the 
relations between organizations and the environments 
in which they operate (Guerreiro et al., 2005; Steen, 
2005). OIE focuses on institutions, microinstitutions, 
and the relationships among individuals within orga-
nizations. OIE has been used to identify how the pro-
cess of institutional change occurs. NIS is used to study 
macroinstitutions and the relationships between orga-
nizations and the environments in which they opera-
te. Additionally, NIS is used to analyze the behavior of 
institutional actors and to research their decisions to 
increase their legitimacy, which may explain the emer-
gence of practices such as budgeting, activity-based 
costing (ABC), and the BSC (Guerreiro et al., 2005; 
Steen, 2005).

Unlike Burns and Scapens (2000), Scott (1987) classi-
fied institutional thinking into four streams:

a) Institutionalization as a process of inducing value.
b) Institutionalization as a process of creating reality.
c) Institutional systems as a class of elements.
d) Institutions as distinct spheres of society.

The first stream focuses on the awareness of a dis-
tinction between "organization" and "institution" and 
the importance of the institutionalization process to the 
introduction of values (Selznick, 1996; Rezende, 2009; 
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1991). The 
second stream identifies the formation of objectifica-
tions resulting from the crystallization of institutions 
formed between two individuals (individual actors) 
and of institutionalization as the post-sedimentation 
process of transmitting this object to new generations 
(Rezende, 2009).

The third stream focuses on the formal structures of 
institutionalization in organizations created from rational 
myths or a system of shared beliefs (i.e., prescriptions that 
are impersonal and rationalized, that serve specific purpo-

ses (e.g., rules), and that serve the entire organization re-
gardless of the individual participants’ judgments) (Rezen-
de, 2009; Meyer & Rowan, 1991).

The fourth and final perspective is concerned with 
institutions and describes the institutionalization pro-
cess by emphasizing the existence in all societies of 
standards, different cognitive systems, and standardi-
zed human activities, which are initiated and tend to 
persist (Scott, 1987; Friedland & Alford, 1991; DiMag-
gio & Powell, 1983; Meyer, Scott, & Strang, 1987; Tol-
bert & Zucker, 1983).

Institutional elements such as structures, actions, and 
roles are transmitted to newcomers in organizations and 
maintained for long periods of time. These elements arise 
from within the organization or through the imitation of 
similar organizations (Zucker, 1987). 

New management accounting methodologies such as 
ABC and the BSC can be regarded as institutional elements 
(Chenhall, 2003; Ittner, Larger, & Meyer, 2003; Wickra-
masinghe & Alawattage, 2007). Past studies have shown 
new methodologies in management accounting, including 
ABC, activity-based management, revenue accounting, 
product lifecycle costing, the BSC, economic value added 
(EVA), and economic management. These studies also 
indicate that these methods may have poor adherence or 
implementation difficulties (Coad, 1999; Kaplan & Norton, 
2001, 2004).

2.1.1  The institutionalization process
According to Zucker (1987), the meaning of institu-

tionalization is associated with two ideas. The first idea 
concerns rules, such as the social standards of organized 
actions. The second idea concerns the perception of some-
thing that is embedded in formal structures and not tied 
to particular actors or situations. For Tolbert and Zucker 
(1983), institutionalization also refers to the process by 
which the components of a formal structure are widely ac-
cepted as appropriate and necessary. This process serves to 
legitimize the organization.

For Scott (2001), legitimacy is achieved in institu-
tions if it is possible to act in a rational and efficient way 
or to build mental models that communicate standards 
of efficiency according to the values envisioned by the 
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 Figure 1  Institutionalization Process

Source: Tolbert and Zucker (1999, p. 207)

social actors involved. The legitimacy of a structure and 
its consequent institutionalization are achieved by actors 
who share meanings and significances. Legitimacy can 
also be obtained from concepts that are widely accepted 
by society, especially if the company adopts solutions re-
garded as panaceas (Tolbert & Zucker, 1999; DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983). 

Meyer and Rowan (1991) proposed two classifica-
tions of environments in which organizations, actors, 
and artifacts coexist: the technical environment, whi-
ch addresses the products and services provided by the 
organization through its economic relationship with 

society, and the institutional environment, in which 
systems (cultural, social, and legal) that exert pressure 
on the actions of organizations are produced and disse-
minated. If these environments meet the expectations 
of institutional actors, they provide legitimacy to the 
institutions.

According to Tolbert and Zucker (1999, p. 203), 
creating a new structure requires considerable human 
effort. Figure 1 presents a diagram with a summarized 
overview of the causal critical forces in the institutio-
nalization process. 
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changes
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To better understand this diagram, we applied ano-
ther concept also proposed by Tolbert and Zucker 
(1999) to the stages of institutionalization to observe 
the institutionalization process across different stages 
or levels. For those authors, the institutionalization 
process occurs in three distinct stages (or phases): the 
pre-institutional, semi-institutional, and total institu-
tionalization stages. 

As shown in Figure 1, in the pre-institutional sta-
ge, causal forces external to the organization arise from 
changes in technology, legislation, and market forces, 
which may lead to the introduction of innovations in 
organizations. These forces may also lead to the crea-
tion of new habits. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identified stimuli that 
do not originate exclusively from external forces. Ac-
cording to these authors, organizations also compete 
for political power and institutional legitimacy for both 
the social and economic good. 

In this initial phase of the change processes, which 
is called habitualization, different actors within organi-
zations perceive stimuli. Each actor responds to these 
stimuli individually and proposes solutions. Conse-
quently, there are many adopters of new solutions in 
this stage but few equivalent solutions (i.e., few organi-
zational actors adopt the same type of solution). 

As a result, the level of theorizing about proposed 

new structures in the initial stage of the institutiona-
lization processes (habitualization) in organizations is 
low. The methods by which solutions are found vary 
greatly because of the diversity of the approaches adop-
ted by individual agents. The end result is that the fai-
lure rate of the institutionalization processes in this 
stage is high. 

The semi-institutionalization stage is characterized 
by the objectification of the new institutional element 
(i.e., the element becomes more dispersed and perma-
nent within the organization) (Tolbert & Zucker, 1999). 
This objectification occurs because organizations in 
this phase are already using information about the re-
sults of the implementation in other organizations. An 
organization can obtain this information by monitoring 
competing organizations and by working to increase its 
competence relative to its competitors. Objectification 
also occurs by internally monitoring the results of the 
new structures. 

In the semi-institutionalization stage, the adopters 
of new innovations in organizations are often driven by 
the desire to improve performance and to add value to 
the organization (Selznick, 1996). However, seemingly 
rational strategies for individual organizations may not 
be rational if they are adopted by numerous organiza-
tions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).

According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983), this phe-
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nomenon means that organizations become increasingly 
similar. The authors were surprised to find that vastly diffe-
rent companies (in origin, purpose, and history) become so 
similar over time. The researchers noted that if companies 
are in their early life stages, they are considerably different. 
However, as a particular market segment becomes well es-
tablished, there is an inexorable trend towards homogeni-
zation. At that time, powerful forces (bureaucracy) emerge 
and cause the companies to become similar but not neces-
sarily more efficient.

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identified three mechanis-
ms through which institutional isomorphic change occurs: 
1) coercive isomorphism, which spreads from political in-
fluence and the problem of legitimacy (laws, government, 
and pressure from stakeholders); 2) mimetic isomorphism, 
which results from responses to patterns of uncertainty 
(with the resolutions to problems identified through so-
lutions found by other organizations); and 3) normative 
isomorphism, which is associated with professionalization 
(which may happen if professionals (i.e., consultants) de-
fine the choice of institutional elements, especially if this 
choice concerns champions (i.e., panaceas)). The greater 
potential a market has for innovation, the more likely it is 
that panaceas will emerge (Tolbert & Zucker, 1999). In the-
se circumstances, these panaceas are taken for granted, and 
it is advantageous for organizations to conform to them at 
least symbolically (Strang & Meyer, 1993).

Thus, as more companies adopt the same solutions, 
decision makers are more likely to perceive the favora-
bility of accepting a given solution and to believe that 
this decision will improve the relative balance between 
the costs and benefits of deploying the solution.

Structures that undergo the objectification process 
become fairly well distributed. The new element being 
institutionalized in the organization in this stage (semi-
institutional) is primarily distributed through norma-
tization, with a reduction in imitation processes. This 
normatization allows many new adopters to access the 
new element (irrespective of their initial beliefs). As a 
result, the group of adopters becomes heterogeneous. 

However, to properly distribute the concepts under-
pinning the new element being institutionalized, orga-
nizations must undertake two tasks of theorizing: a) a 
generic organizational problem and the organizational 
actors characterized by the problem must be defined; 
and b) a formal structural arrangement must be jus-
tified with rationales. In the first activity, a problem 
requiring resolution is publicly recognized, and in the 
second activity, theories that diagnose the sources of 
dissatisfaction/failures and that provide a unique solu-
tion or treatment must be developed (Tolbert & Zucker, 
1999; Strang & Meyer, 1993). 

Finally, the total institutionalization stage is associa-
ted with the sedimentation process, as shown in Figure 
1. For Tolbert and Zucker (1999, p. 209), total institu-
tionalization occurs through the continued use, main-

tenance, and survival of the structure across successive 
generations of organizational members. Sedimentation 
is characterized by the virtually complete propagation 
of structures across the group, either in perpetuity or 
over a long period of time.

Tolbert and Zucker (1999, p. 209) stated, "Identifi-
cation of factors that affect the extent of diffusion and 
long-term retention of this structure are therefore key 
to understanding the process of sedimentation." The 
authors noted that one factor indicated in many studies 
is the opposition role that many actors attempt to play 
and mobilize against the new devices. 

The authors also argued that in some instances, there 
is no direct opposition but a lack of demonstrable results 
associated with new structures (i.e., a weak relationship 
between the structure and the desired results may be suffi-
cient to affect diffusion, either by reducing the efforts of the 
structure’s supporters or by reducing theorizing and pro-
motion efforts). In many situations, there are great difficul-
ties in associating benefits with new structures. Therefore, 
total institutionalization likely depends on combinations of 
various types of effects. 

 2.2  the Balanced Scorecard (BSc)
Kaplan and Norton (2004, p. vii-xii) noted that the BSC 

began in 1990 as a research project involving several com-
panies with the objective of developing new ways to mea-
sure organizational performance. The authors believed that 
conventional means of financial accounting were unable to 
measure accurately intangible assets, such as employees, 
databases, and customer relations. The authors also belie-
ved that managers would be drawn to systems that offer 
measurements appropriate to their needs. On this basis, the 
concept of a balanced system of measurement emerged: the 
Balanced Scorecard. 

The executives who implemented this new measure-
ment system in their organizations intuitively realized 
that "a measurement system based on strategy could 
solve the problem of how to communicate and imple-
ment the strategy" (Kaplan & Norton, 2004, p. viii-ix). 
Thus, as the system was implemented in companies, the 
authors realized that they were creating a new strategic 
management model. 

This realization led them to publish the book Stra-
tegy in Action: Balanced Scorecard, in which the funda-
mentals of the BSC were formulated as a measurement 
and management strategy system (Kaplan & Norton, 
1997). Through this methodology, five management 
principles were identified to create a "strategy-oriented 
organization" (which is also the title of the authors' se-
cond book (released in 2001)): 

Translate the strategy into operational terms. ◆

Align the organization with the strategy. ◆

Transform the strategy into everyone's jobs. ◆

Convert the strategy into a continual process. ◆
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 Table 1  Criticisms of the Balanced Scorecard

Criticism/ Aspect Functionality Aspects People and Leadership Aspects

Hispagnol and Rodri-
gues (2006)

Difficulty in selecting performance indicators aligned with strategies and critical factors. a) Lack of employee commitment to 
the assessment of performance; b) 
problems related to the interest of 
senior management in the agenda; 
and c) pressure for short-term results, 
which make consolidation of the 
model difficult.

Paranjape, Rossiter, 
and Pantano (2006)

a) Issues around selecting, developing, and implementing measures in practice; b) problems with 
maintaining relevant measures for organizational changes; and c) lack of concrete evidence of 
performance improvements due to the use of the BSC.

 

Pietro, Pereira, Car-
valho, and Laurindo 
(2006)

a) Four unbalanced perspectives and b) the BSC as a single event instead of a continuous process. a) Lack of commitment from senior 
management; b) unclear and infre-
quent discussions; and c) lack of defi-
nitions of roles and responsibilities.

Bourne and Neely 
(2002)

a) Inadequate estimated hours for implementation and b) problems with accessing the information 
and information systems of companies.

a) Political and personal impact 
generated by the measures; b) lack of 
commitment from senior manage-
ment; and c) excessive intervention 
of the matrix in the subsidiaries of 
transnational organizations. 

Otley (1999) a) Insufficient details in the implementation methodology about how to select performance indica-
tors; b) few guidelines on how to build cause-and-effect relationships and (as a result) simplifica-
tions of reality; c) lack of details regarding the goal-setting process in the literature; and d) poor 
explanations for the rewards programs.

 

Malina and Selto 
(2001)

a) Imprecise or subjective measurements; b) one-way communication about the BSC (for example, 
from top to bottom and nonparticipatory); and c) use of inadequate benchmarks for evaluation.

 

Ittner, Larcker, and 
Meyer (2003)

a) Subjectivity in the consideration of the measures that affect improvement and a focus on 
financial performance and b) negligence of the most predictive measures of future company 
performance.

Generation of conflicts among mana-
gers in performance assessment.

Dietschi and Nasci-
mento (2008)

Importance of companies with other perspectives that emphasize the following: a) relationships 
with suppliers, b) relationships with society, and c) relationships with the environment.

Emphasis on financial indicators 
by the managers of publicly traded 
companies.

Speckbacher, Bischof, 
and Pfeiffer (2003)

a) Use of more than the four perspectives by some companies; b) difficulty in establishing cause-
and-effect relationships; and c) difficulty in developing action plans for some companies.

Henri (2004) a) Lack of procedures for mapping the means-end relationship; b) neglect of the link with pay 
structures; c) presumed availability of information systems and feedback processes; d) problems in 
defining goals; e) time dimension; and f) the establishment of relationships among measures (e.g., 
the interdependencies of the four dimensions do not highlight the contributions of employees, 
suppliers, and the community).

Insufficient attention paid by managers 
to nonfinancial measures.

Norreklit (2000) a) Difficulty in establishing actual cause-and-effect relationships, especially those that can express 
an increase in the financial results; b) design of the BSC, which is intended for implementation 
within a hierarchical top-down model that, in turn, can be heavily impacted by the relationship 
established between management and the employees; and c) insufficient dynamism of the BSC 
with respect to the daily needs of management. 

Basso and Pace 
(2010) 

Inability to prove the causality of the cause-and effect-relations proposed by Kaplan and Norton 
when these relations are scientifically analyzed. 

Mobilize change through executive leadership (Kaplan  ◆
& Norton, 2004, p. IX).

As more was learned about the use of the BSC, compa-
nies realized that they needed to focus on goals and that 
these goals were linked in cause-and-effect relationships. 
Developing this insight, the book Strategic Maps asserts 
that the success of a strategy depends on three components: 
description of the strategy, measurement of the strategy, 
and management of the strategy (Kaplan & Norton, 2004).

Despite this apparent conceptual density, researchers 
have found difficulties in deploying and using the BSC. 
Additionally, evidence of the instrument’s impact on per-
formance improvements is lacking. Some of the criticisms 
appear to be related to functional aspects of the BSC, but 

others are related to the behavior of people, the leadership, 
and the organizational culture. 

To better understand the criticisms and their rela-
tionship with the BSC, we propose a classification of criti-
cisms by type: functionality aspects, which are criticisms 
that are directly related to the development of the BSC 
model, the quality of information, and the use of the func-
tional BSC model by organizations; and people and lea-
dership aspects, which are related to the behavior of the 
BSC users, who, in turn, are probably influenced by the 
organizational culture. 

Table 1 summarizes the main criticisms encountered by 
the author(s). The studies were selected for their relevance 
to the issues addressed in the book under review.



Evidence of institutionalizing elements in the Balanced Scorecard in the book Strategy in action: a view based on institutional theory

R. Cont. Fin. – USP, São Paulo, v. 23, n. 58, p. 7-18, jan./fev./mar./abr.  2012 13

Some criticisms highlight the organizations’ di-
fficulties in addressing issues related to functionality 
aspects. In terms of institutional theory, these same 
criticisms can be understood as a consequence of ina-
dequate allowances in the methodology implementa-
tion process for failures in the diffusion and theorizing 
processes. 

The aforementioned critics often cited problems 
with people and leadership aspects. These criticisms 
lead us to question whether there may be conflicts be-
tween the culture of user organizations and the BSC 
proposal. This finding then becomes a question of 
whether the BSC should be adapted to fit the organi-
zation better, which would change Kaplan and Norton’s 
original proposal, or whether the BSC should be con-
solidated with difficulty as a performance management 
tool for these organizations. These criticisms highlight 
the role played by support and resistance groups in the 
process that enables the BSC to transition from the ob-
jectification phase to the sedimentation phase.

Additionally, the criticisms analyze the evidence for the 
institutionalization of the model in Kaplan and Norton’s 
work by focusing on the functionality aspects, which are 
the main focus of the literature on the BSC. Especially re-
levant are Otley’s (1999) criticisms about the lack of detail 

in the literature on the BSC and about how goals, means, 
and ends must be related analytically. Norreklit (2003, p. 
610) also criticized the BSC by arguing that the "analo-
gies and metaphors employed in the BSC, together with 
the overload of adjectives and metonymy are excellent for 
persuading, but they are not convincing." 

Regarding the structure of the management accoun-
ting attributes, Frezatti, Relvas, and Junqueira (2010) 
showed that the companies that adopted the BSC had 
two management accounting attributes that distingui-
shed them from the other surveyed companies: the 
availability of financial information for evaluating per-
formance and information on future predictions. 

According to the authors, these attributes allow 
the BSC to be understood as a maturation of the use 
of planning and are prerequisites for well-structured 
organization planning processes. It is inferred that or-
ganizations without such attributes tend not to achieve 
the benefits of using the BSC and thus incur the criti-
cisms leveled by the authors listed in Table 1. 

Concomitantly, as argued by Norreklit (2003) in his 
analysis of Kaplan and Norton’s work, the motivations 
of companies lacking the management accounting attri-
butes required to implement the BSC successfully may 
be related to mimetic and normative isomorphism.

 3  MEthodology

This research is descriptive and qualitative. First, as 
proposed by Cervo and Bervian (2002, p. 65), a litera-
ture search was developed to explain a problem based 
on published theoretical references. We applied content 
analysis techniques in accordance with Bardin's (2004) 
methodological propositions, which are appropriate for 
analyzing mass media such as newspapers and books 
(e.g., Strategy in Action: Balanced Scorecard). Accor-
ding to the same author, the stages of content analysis 
should include preanalysis, codification, categoriza-
tion, and inference.

In the preanalysis phase, we performed a prelimina-
ry reading, formulated questions for the investigation 
and variables of interest, and linked the BSC with ins-
titutional theory from a theoretical basis to guide the 
codification phase. 

In the codification phase, we defined the rules for 
clipping text in a methodological manner. We used the-
se rules to determine whether the text was considered 
evidence of a contribution to the institutionalization of 
the BSC in the organizations that adopted this device. 
The rules were as follows: a) the phrase “Balanced Sco-
recard” and/or the word “scorecard” was found in the 
text, and an allusion was made to this phrase or word 
even if neither was actually quoted in the text; and b) 

the phrases, sentences, and paragraphs that could de-
fine a specific sense and that could be related to one 
of the issues and variables listed in Table 2 were iden-
tified. 

According to the script suggested by Bardin (2004, 
p.101) and the codification process described in the 
previous paragraph, listing rules were defined based on 
the frequency of each category’s occurrence.

As shown in Table 2, the categorization process en-
tailed classifying each piece of evidence identified in 
the work according to critical causal forces (i.e., the 
forces that contribute to the establishment of the insti-
tutionalization stages). 

To properly understand each piece of evidence and 
its ranking in these categories, we present the questions 
that shifted attention away from the reading process of 
the preanalysis phase toward the search for evidence, 
which can contribute to the BSC’s institutionalization 
process in organizations. 

Table 2 also shows the variables that indicate what 
was sought in the literature and the theoretical basis 
of the data required to identify the elements of institu-
tional theory that clarify how the text was understood 
and classified into one of the stages. The table is shown 
below:
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 Table 2   Classification of Findings

Categories Stages of 
Institutionali-
zation

Questions Variables Institutional 
Theory

Innovation 
Processes (triggers 
and drivers of 
institutionalization 
processes)

Pre-institutional Which factors trigger, lead, and support  ◆
institutionalization?

Social and political conflicts, crisis  ◆
of confidence, new paradigm and 
market demands, regulation (through 
laws), class organizations and standar-
ds setting, business elites.

Tolbert and Zucker 
(1999); DiMaggio 
and Powell (1983)

Monitoring, Theori-
zing, and Diffusion 
Processes

Semi-institu-
tional

Which vehicles are responsible for the  ◆
internalization of institutionalization in 
individuals and organizations (diffusion)? 

What is the transmission time of the insti- ◆
tutionalization factors in individuals and 
organizations?

Standards, newsletters, conferences,  ◆
process definition, deployment of IT 
tools, workshops, follow-up meetings, 
training, and others.

Brief, moderate, and long. ◆

Tolbert and Zucker 
(1999); Strang and 
Meyer (1993); Meyer 
and Rowan (1991)

Positive Impacts, 
Resistance Groups, 
Support Groups (the 
role of agents)

Total institutio-
nalization

How does the agent behave regarding the  ◆
process of institutionalization? 

To what degree do people perceive the  ◆
importance of systems and the conse-
quences of implementing the proposed 
models (for BSC)?

To what degree do people perceive the  ◆
importance of maintaining harmony 
among the systems, beliefs, and values 
accepted and shared by the members of 
the organization?

Actively, passively, both ways. ◆

Involvement of people in implemen- ◆
ting and maintaining IT tools and pro-
cesses and in maintaining the adopted 
practices such that they become the 
foundational habits and routines of 
institutions.

Adequacy of tools, systems, and  ◆
measurement criteria for strategic 
objectives.

Tolbert and Zucker 
(1999); DiMaggio 
and Powell (1983)

Legitimacy and 
Legitimation

All Which institutional actors contribute to  ◆
the legitimation and legitimacy of the 
work?

References to companies, parts of  ◆
companies, businesses, executives, 
educational institutions, and research 
data.

Scott (2001)

Source: The authors, based on Tolbert and Zucker (1999, p. 207), DiMaggio and Powell (1983), Strang and Meyer (1993), Meyer and Rowan (1991), and Scott (2001).

 Table 3   Identification of Excerpts from the Work

Page Categories Stages of Institu-
tionalization

Excerpt Identified in the Work

14 and 262 Innovation Processes 
(triggers and drivers 
of institutionaliza-
tion processes)

Pre-institutional Benchmarking can be used to incorporate the best practices found in the market and to  ◆
verify whether internal goals confine the business unit to an unacceptable performance 
level.

However, strategies for organizations in the information age cannot be so linear and  ◆
rigid. [...] Occasionally, organizations need to be able to create new strategies to 
capitalize on new opportunities or to neutralize new, unforeseen threats that arise while 
preparing the initial strategic plan.

215 and 264-
266

Monitoring, Theori-
zing, and Diffusion 
Processes

Semi-institutional Leaflets, newsletters, and bulletin boards are the tools of a communication/education  ◆
program. To be effective [...] will we know if the communication was received?

For example, how long will it take for the improvement in staff training and the  ◆
enhanced availability of information systems to enable employees to cross-sell various 
financial products to a larger client base? [...] How much time will pass between quality 
improvements and increased customer retention?

25, 231, and 
300-301

Positive Impacts, 
Group Resistance, 
and Group Support 
(the role of agents)

Total institutiona-
lization

The BSC translates the mission and strategy into objectives and measures that are  ◆
organized according to four perspectives: financial perspective, customer perspective, 
perspective of internal processes, and learning and growth perspective.

Awareness and alignment of these professionals will help establish the local goals of  ◆
the business unit, feedback and responsibility for the direction of the business unit, and 
responsibility for the strategic organization of the business unit.

We identified three critical roles to be played during the construction and incorporation  ◆
of the BSC as a strategic management system: 1) Architect; 2) Agent of Change; and 
3) Communicator. The architect is responsible for the construction process [...]. The 
agent of change should report directly to the chief executive [...]. The communicator is 
responsible for understanding [...] the goals of awareness and motivation.

45 and IX Legitimacy and 
Legitimation:

Actors who Contri-
bute to the Legitima-
tion/Legitimacy of 
the Work

All From the beginning to the end of the book, we illustrate the innovative use of strategic  ◆
measures by many companies. Moreover, the full use of BSCs is described through the 
experiences of five companies that underwent close monitoring in the last five years: 
Rockwater, Metro Bank, Pioneer Petroleum, National Insurance, and Kenyon Stores.

We summarize these developments in a third article, "Using the Balanced Scorecard as  ◆
a strategic management system," Harvard Business Review: January-February 1996.

Table 3 illustrates the text excerpted from the book 
for each classification to show the type of information 

provided in the work from an institutional theory pers-
pective.
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 Table 4  Location of Research Findings by Type

Categories Stages of Institutionalization Pages

Innovation Processes (triggers and 
drivers of institutionalization pro-
cesses)

Pre-institutional IX, 2, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 16, 132, 236, 262, 263, and 298.

Monitoring, Theorizing, and Diffu-
sion Processes

Semi-institutional 2, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 21, 25, 28, 29, 30, 32, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 49, 50, 68, 
72, 97, 99, 102, 104, 110, 112, 117, 118, 120, 121, 131, 135, 138, 140, 
144, 145, 146, 148, 154, 157, 161, 171, 172, 175, 176, 177, 180, 183, 186, 
187, 203, 206, 208, 210, 211, 211-214, 215, 216, 218, 219, 221, 226, 228, 
231, 232, 233, 234, 235, 236, 237, 240, 241, 242, 250, 251, 254, 258, 264, 
265, 266, 273, 274, 277, 279, 279, 280, 281, 281, 286, and 299.

Positive Impacts, Group Resistance, 
Group Support (the role of agents)

Total institutionalization 2, 9, 12, 14, 16, 24, 25, 29, 50, 52, 53, 68, 111, 200, 201, 202, 203, 208, 
210, 218, 223, 231, 237, 238, 256, 257, 264, 266, 271, 273, 275-276, 281, 
298, 299, 300, 301, 302, 303, and 304.

Legitimacy and Legitimation All VII, VIII, IX, X, XI, 34, 37, 38, 39, 40, 45, 45, 47, 54, 56, 57, 62, 64, 69, 70, 
71, 72, 73, 75, 78, 79, 80, 81, 82, 83, 84, 85, 86, 87, 88, 89, 91, 93, 96, 97, 
98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 104, 106, 108, 109, 111, 112, 113, 114, 115, 116, 
117, 118, 119, 120, 121, 126, 127, 128, 133, 134, 135, 138, 141, 143, 157, 
158, 159, 160, 161, 162, 163, 164, 165, 166, 167, 168, 170, 172, 173, 175, 
176, 177, 178, 179, 180, 181, 182, 183, 184, 185, 186, 188, 189, 190, 191, 
192, 194, 197, 200, 206, 211, 214, 215, 216, 217, 219, 220, 226, 228, 230, 
238, 239, 241, 242, 244, 245, 256, 248, 249, 250, 252, 253, 254, 256, 266, 
267, 268, 269, 270, 274, 276, 277, 281, 287, 289, 291, 292, 293, 295, 296, 
309, 310, 311, and 312.

 Table 5  Quantitative Summary of Research Findings

Category Stage of Institutionalization of the BSC Number Percentage

Innovation Processes (triggers and drivers of institutionalization 
processes)

Pre-institutional 14 3%

Monitoring, Theorizing, and Diffusion Processes Semi-institutional 104 26%

Positive Impacts, Group Resistance, Group Support (the role of 
agents)

Total institutionalization 42 10%

Legitimacy and Legitimation All 244 60%

Total 404 100%

Finally, the aim in the inference phase was to de-
fine frequency measures by linking the data collected 

and the inferred variables of interest to the theoretical 
basis.

 4  data PrESEntatIon and dIScuSSIon oF rESultS

We analyzed the terms and expressions of Strategy 
in Action: Balanced Scorecard to identify evidence that 
might contribute to the institutionalization of the BSC 

by the companies adopting the device. Table 4 presents 
the location (by page) of each finding, which is classi-
fied by type:

The reading of the book and the classification of the 
findings are compiled in Table 5. A quantitative sum-
mary presents the frequency with which evidence of 

the institutional elements is identified in the book and 
the institutionalization stages of these elements.

As shown in Table 5, 3% of the evidence relates to the 
pre-institutional stage (i.e., the motivations for beginning 
the process of implementing the BSC). An additional 26% 
of the evidence relates specifically to the semi-institutional 
stage, and 10% relates to the stage of total institutionali-
zation. Finally, 60% relates to the forces of legitimacy and 
legitimation, which may be associated with any of the ins-
titutionalization stages. 

In accordance with Norreklit’s analysis of the same 
work (2003), the majority of the findings are related to the 
efforts of legitimacy and legitimation. We can establish a 

relationship between the appreciation of legitimacy found 
in the book and the institutional environment approach 
proposed by Meyer and Rowan (1991) by interpreting the 
book as a part of a dissemination strategy to present the 
BSC as a successful practice and to exert pressure on orga-
nizations to accept it. 

According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983), to com-
plement the legitimacy issue, the book operates based 
on the elements of mimetic and normative isomor-
phism. Mimetic isomorphism occurs when the work 
raises elements that cause the BSC to be "copied" by 
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other companies. Normative isomorphism most nota-
bly occurs when the book acts on a particular profes-
sional profile (e.g., senior executives, vice presidents, 
presidents, and renowned educational and research 
institutions) and thereby causes the professions and 
universities to behave as an element that induces iso-
morphism. 

Finally, this effort to legitimize the work seeks to 
convey the notion that the BSC is a widely accepted 
approach. In this respect, Kaplan and Norton presented 
the device as a panacea (Tolbert & Zucker, 1999, DiMa-
ggio & Powell, 1983). In the view of Norreklit (2003), 
the book presents no new theory, but readers may be 
influenced by its rhetoric and by the isomorphic appro-
ach of its arguments. 

The second highest frequency is related to the semi-
institutional phase. This phase focuses on the processes 
of implementation and the use of the BSC (i.e., the pro-
cesses related to objectification). From the concepts of 
theorization proposed by Strang and Meyer (1993) and 
Tolbert and Zucker (1999), two tasks of theorizing can 
be identified in the work: given that companies had di-
fficulties in implementing their strategies and that all 
that is not measured is not managed, Kaplan and Norton 
found an organizational problem that primarily related 
to the use of performance indicators for managing stra-
tegies; and the book lays the logical foundations of the 
BSC, especially in its first part entitled "measuring stra-
tegy," but this part focuses on aspects of the measure-
ment system rather than the management strategy pro-
cess. Thus, concerns with theorizing and with functional 
aspects of the BSC are prevalent in the book. 

The third major group refers to the total institutiona-
lization stage and the actions related to the sedimentation 
of the BSC, whose frequency percentages are three times 
lower than those of the actions that address the processes 
that lead to objectification. 

Based on the analysis of this information, the au-
thors’ primary intentions may have been to write a 
book whose approach focused mainly on the legitimacy 
of the BSC. The authors’ second objective appeared to 
be to present an approach focused on methodology. 
They did not seem concerned with providing elements 
aimed at all stages of the institutionalization process. 
Additionally, because it was the first book on the sub-
ject, the authors presented and reported five experien-
ces on the full use of the BSC. The fact that only five 
experiences were presented implies that there were no 
other experiences or that the other experiences were 
not authorized by the adopting organizations. This lack 
of information limits the book’s discussion on the as-
pects of the model’s sedimentation. 

The fourth group, which has the lowest frequency, 
relates to the pre-institutionalization stage. In the book, 
the BSC is presented as an established instrument and 
the result of empirical research on organizations. The 

book provides a theoretical basis for the use of the BSC 
as an instrument for measuring and managing strategy. 
The method is not presented as something incipient or 
concerned with the motivations that would lead to its 
use. Much of the discourse on this aspect is presented in 
two introductory chapters.

According to the findings, the book Strategy in Ac-
tion: Balanced Scorecard contains evidence of elements 
that favor the institutionalization of the BSC framework. 
The analysis of the book revealed that it was designed to 
enable the legitimacy of the BSC by influencing and sup-
porting organizations’ decisions to adopt this approach. 
Adopting the BSC will lead to the formation of habits. If 
these habits are absorbed by the groups involved in the 
implementation of the BSC, the habits may be transfor-
med into objects that become the basis for the institutio-
nalization of the BSC (the new institutional element that 
will be sedimented). 

However, criticisms of the BSC, particularly those 
related to functional aspects, provoke questions regar-
ding the effectiveness of the conceptual elements pro-
posed by Kaplan and Norton. These issues can directly 
influence the institutionalization process. For example, 
issues related to the selection, development, and imple-
mentation of indicators and measures (Paranjape, Ros-
siter, & Pantano, 2006; Bourne & Neely, 2002; Malina & 
Selto, 2001; Ittner, Larcker, & Meyer, 2003) and to pro-
blems related to organizational processes (Paranjape, 
Rossiter, & Pantano, 2006; Pietro et al., 2006; Malina & 
Selto, 2001) support Otley (1999, p. 375), who argued 
that the concepts of the BSC are not detailed enough 
to support its implementation. Similarly, regarding Ka-
plan and Norton’s textual ambiguities, Norreklit (2003) 
concluded that the validity of the theory is mainly ba-
sed on the reader’s construction of the model’s ratio-
nality.

With regard to the total institutionalization stage, 
the book offers little response to criticisms related to 
the senior management’s and employees’ lack of com-
mitment (Hispagnol & Rodrigues, 2006; Pietro et al., 
2006; Bourne & Neely, 2002), to the management of 
conflicts among managers (Ittner, Larcker, & Meyer, 
2003; Hispagnol & Rodrigues, 2006; Pietro et al., 2006; 
Bourne & Neely, 2002), to the distortions caused by a 
model focused on financial performance (Ittner, Lar-
cker, & Meyer, 2003), and to the pressure for short-
term results (Hispagnol & Rodrigues, 2006). However, 
the book addresses the role of agents in the implemen-
tation of the instrument.

Thus, readers who seek elements that supplement the 
methodological approach and that might facilitate the ins-
titutionalization of the BSC should refer to other works by 
Kaplan and Norton and to the critics’ works cited in this 
research, especially those concerned with the theorization 
and diffusion of the BSC. 
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tutional theory to analyze the contributions of the work in 
question. Additionally, the study identified criticisms of the 
BSC, as shown in Table 1. We divided the criticism into 
two groups:  functional aspects and people and leadership 
aspects. This research will provide a benchmark for further 
evaluations of the evidence of institutionalization elements 
in the analyzed work.

Through the authors’ references to organizations, 
executive functions, and educational institutions, the 
book under review contributes to the legitimation of the 
BSC among organizations. This study also arrived at the 
following conclusions. First, little concern was shown in 
the work for the aspects of the pre-institutionalization 
stage, and criticisms of the model did not clearly address 
the external factors related to its choice other than the 
strong appeal of the legitimacy provided by the work. 
Second, the most effective technical contribution of the 
book relates to the semi-institutional stage. However, gi-
ven that most of the criticisms also refer to aspects of 
this phase, a deeper rationale than the one presented in 

the work is needed. Third, in the book, the only aspect 
considered from the total institutionalization stage is the 
role of the agents. 

This study highlighted the limited collaborative appe-
al of the book because the authors were more concerned 
with proposing and seeking the legitimacy of the BSC than 
with examining the elements that might contribute to the 
effective institutionalization of the BSC in organizations. 
This oversight may partly explain the great difficulties en-
countered by many companies attempting to deploy this 
methodology. 
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ness for the institutionalization of the BSC. This cla-
rification allows users and readers to understand the 
limits of the work as a conceptual reference for imple-
menting the BSC. With regard to the sedimentation of 
the BSC in organizations, readers of Strategy in Action: 
Balanced Scorecard should complement their studies of 
the BSC with other works by Kaplan and Norton and 
with research critical of the BSC.

As a suggestion for future research, the authors propose 
to replicate this analytical approach for other central works 
by Kaplan and Norton concerning the implementation and 
use of the BSC. By doing so, we may formulate a final con-
clusion on Kaplan and Norton’s contributions to the insti-
tutionalization of this device.
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