International Conference

Performance and Institutions: From Efficiency to Pluralism?

17-18 November 2011

Call for Papers

The research center “Organisations Marchandes et Institutions” (OMI-EA 2065) of the University of Reims Champagne-Ardenne will held an international conference on the analysis of the performance of institutions on the 17 and 18 November 2011. This conference is part of a collaboration with the research center “Criisea” of the University of Picardie Jules Vernes. The Criisea will organize a conference on the relationships between institutions and democracy during the first semester of 2012.

Economists, researchers in organizational and management sciences and also scholars coming from other disciplinary perspectives (sociology, political sciences, anthropology, history) are invited to submit their work on the recent developments around the theory and the definition of institutions and on the plurality of measures of their performance. We wish to engage thoughts taking into consideration the multiple dimensions of the performance of institutions but also the performance that institutions generate inside the organizations.

All schools of thought in economics and management science have lately developed for their own framework to study institutions. Institutions can be defined in the general way proposed by Geoffrey Hodgson « as systems of established and prevalent social rules that structure social interactions. Language, money, law, systems of weights and measures, table manners, and firms (and other organizations) are thus all institutions » (Hodgson, 2006: 2). Institutions include both formal elements (organizations) and informal ones (e.g. conventions, social norms). According to most theories, institutions and notably economic institutions are often taken to be the “coordination devices” of individuals’ decisions and actions in decentralized economic relationships. The well known “invisible hand” metaphor is thought to be a great illustration of this conception. The performance of institutions is then reducible to their coordinative efficiency: both the theory of the market and the theory of the firm treat the performance of institutions as a function of their capacity to meet some criteria in the allocation of resources. Economists have typically transmitted these conceptions to managers. Managers then have taken the task to implement them in an operational form in their organization. It leads to the consecration of profit maximization. This perspective should lead to the application of the same efficiency criteria to non-economic institutions (i.e. the law for example).

The conference aims to propose a different perspective by emphasizing the twofold dimension of social interactions: beyond their coordination function, institutions also permit the regulation of rivalry between economic agents. Market institutions help to coordinate decentralized actions but they must also regulate the relationships of competition, rivalry and even sometimes of conflict between individuals and between groups. This last dimension is even more important since heterogeneity of groups is institutionalized. Because of the diversity of the agents’ objective interests and subjective representations, the performance of institutions can no longer be studied in a purely monist and objectivist way.

Indeed, the very definition of the performance concept is becoming a subject of discussion and a place for strategic behaviors. The concept of performance is characterized by its plurality. According to the shareholder, the performance of the firm is more or less a function of its profitability. But at the same time employees expect their firm to boost employment while the consumer is primarily attached to the quality of the product. Finally, external actors will value several other dimensions of the performance (environmental performance, development of a local economic area,). The diversity of definitions being applied to the performance concept is a clear sign of this plurality: economic performance (competitiveness, growth, employment …), financial performance (profitability), legal performance (solvability), organizational performance (efficiency) societal performance (social responsibility, conflicts regulation …).

Therefore, it is necessary to take into account both:

· the territorial and cultural dimension of performance. This dimension is the product of the institutional and productive patrimonies instituted by a territory and its history. Also, it determines the role of organizations in the development of these patrimonies;

· the ideological dimension of performance: this dimension is currently under change because of the evolution in the priorities of organizations. These priorities can be ecological, legal, social, ethical, …

The discussion on the plurality of the performance concept leads to another one on the plurality of institutions. The “tragedy of the commons” has often been used as an argument in favor of the market regulation. The (late) consecration of Elinor Ostrom’s work by the Nobel committee offers an opportunity to look at some forms of “collective regulation” relying on several levels of institutional mechanisms. It is interesting to note that such forms of regulation have to find a way toward efficiency by taking in charge as well “anthropogenic ecosystems”, which until recently were taken to be of a secondary importance, as cultural creation, being artistic, technological or scientific (the Creative Commons).

According to this perspective, some sessions are already planned. Other sessions will be added depending on the submissions we receive:
Sessions around the topic of the performance of the firm but also beyond it:

a. Is corporate social responsibility an efficient plural measure of performance?

b. Institutions and the performance of territories

c. Institutions and sectorial performance

d. The place of the commons and how sustainable developmental is integrated in the measure of performance

Sessions on the diversity of institutions leading to specific kinds of management, such as:

a. The institutions of cultural goods, of goods of taste and of creative goods

b. The polymorphic governance of organizations of the social economy

c. The specificities and the performance of the institutions of systems of social protection and health care. 

Sessions on the plurality of institutions as defining the structures of society, such as custom, State, trade unions, moral, law, science, education…

For all these topics (and others), communications could take into account some of the following dimensions:

The definition of performance

Since the decline of the Scholastic thought, the performance concept has become a key one in the economic thought. This is the case in the elaboration of macroeconomic tools as well as for the rationalization of regulation fathered by merchants and bankers. Beyond its growing importance, the perimeter of the performance concept has changed. More “qualitative” approaches of wealth (fight against poverty, inequalities reduction, quality of life) are now preferred to quantitative economic theories and policies. These new perspectives are directly linked to questions of social justice and more generally of ethics.

Communications taking an history of thought approach and treating of the transformation of the nature of performance are welcomed. They may also get interested in the importance of the place of performance, relying on the distinction between institution and organization: public organizations, private organizations, organizations of the social economy. They may also focus on the evolution of the performance in long period. 

The measure of performance

Recent discussions around the question of the measure of performance invite us to confront two problems: (1) the first one is about the relationship between immediate and “mediate” effects of performance; (2) the second one is about the non-monetary means of valuation and measure: for example, how to use the human values of institutions and organizations as a lever of performance; how to evaluate the social utility of the accompaniment of future entrepreneurs by cooperatives of employment? Is it possible to create an operational indicator measuring the social value?

Along with the traditional measures of value, economic value added and market value added, alternative methods allow to measure the economic performance while taking into account the management and the human resources (Activity Based Costing, Activity Based Management). As social criteria of performance are now quickly developing, is it not necessary to determine their relevance and operability?

The notions of individual, organizational and institutional performances and how they articulate together

The fast development of both the individual evaluation and of the idea of individuals as “self-entrepreneurs” calls for a measure of individual performance. The human resources management tries to develop a generic framework to evaluate the performance of individuals at work through the dynamic of three concepts (competence, motivation and work organization) which have a collective dimension. In the same way, evaluating the performance of organizations makes necessary a larger specification guiding the collective action in commercial or non-commercial sectors and responding to the logic of profitability or not (“non-profit organizations”).

This gives the institutional dimension of performance all its meaning. Is the measure of performance universal? Can we measure the performance of different institutions by the same methods? Are Robert Putnam’s criteria of institutional performance (responsiveness and effectiveness) transferable to economic analysis? The performance of the different institutional arrangements is also a question which could be asked. Finally, it would be useful to show the institutional evolution over a long period and to study its influence on hte economic performance.

Modalities

The proposition of communication must be presented according to the following standard plan (2 to 3 pages). On the first page, must be indicated: the communication title, the mailing and email addresses of the author(s) (if two or more authors, underline the name of the corresponding author), the author(s)’s institution and a brief CV.

The proposition should include the following points:

- a brief presentation of the problematic and of its relevance;

- the originality of the communication in reference to the relevant literature;

- the nature of the communication: theoretical, empirical;

- the work advancement;

- a selective list of references (5 to 10).

Propositions of communication have to be sent exclusively by email at the following address:

Institutions-performance-2011@univ-reims.fr    
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