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Abstract Previous research has called for an enhanced understanding of the
dynamic and interactional aspects of board work in public sector governance. Using
a longitudinal case study of Robotdalen, this paper attempts to meet this call through
a processual and qualitative study of board work in public organisations. The aim
of the paper is to enhance our understanding of the human side of governance and
the interactions between a board, the management in the governed organisation and
other stakeholders. We do this by addressing the theoretical concept of an expec-
tations gap. The results demonstrated how funding regimes influence governance
functions, structures and practices at the organisational level, and how internal
actors such as managers also carry out governance functions. Moreover, the results
show how an expectations gap shifts and changes over time. In this way we have
contributed a more nuanced theoretical understanding of how the governance func-
tion is co-produced and the importance of understanding the expectations gap to
further understand the dynamics of public sector board work.
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1 Introduction

This paper adopts and explores the concept of an expectations gap between a board
and a public organisation and the performance of governance functions in relation to
other stakeholders. Thus, the aim of the paper is to enhance our understanding of the
human side of governance and the interactions between a board, the management in
the governed organisation and other stakeholders.

Research on boards in general has received substantial attention in recent decades
(Minichilli et al. 2009). Nevertheless, so far research has mainly been concerned
with large private sector organisations, which has meant that less research has been
conducted on public organisations, even though their importance has been argued
for several times (cf. Cornforth 2003, 2004, 2012; Gnan et al. 2013a). There has
also been a lack of attention among researchers towards the study of board dynamics
and interactions between an organisation and its board (Cornforth 2012). This even
though it has been recognised it is crucial to understand dynamic and interactive
processes in relation to board work effectiveness and performance (Brown 2005,
2007; Minichilli et al. 2009). Huse (2007) also stated that, in order to understand
the human side of governance, it is vital to study the interactions among actors, for
example, between a board and the governed organisation.

Research into boards has traditionally focused on board structure with regard to
composition, role, and tasks (Huse 2000; Cornforth 2004, 2012) and its relation to
organisational performance (Brennan 2006). In trying to synthesise previous litera-
ture on board work, Minichilli et al. (2009) conclude there are two main perspec-
tives. The first is a controlling perspective, whereby the board is a tool for principals/
owners/stakeholders to control the organisation. The second is a service perspective,
in which the board should assist the organisation in various ways; in other words, it
becomes a tool for resource acquisition, strategy development, and contact with the
surrounding world. These perspectives can be seen as two extremes that, in prac-
tice, need to be balanced (Hoglund et al. 2015). As Cornforth (2003, p. 14) put it,
“boards face a tension concerning how much attention they should pay to these con-
trasting roles and how to balance the different demands on them.” These tensions
often emerge as the board and the governed organisation have different expectations
of their roles and tasks (Brennan 2006). Moreover, board members are obligated
by different expectations from their own organisation which do not always coincide
with those of the governed organisation (Cornforth 2012). Expectations, however,
is a research area within board work that is unexploited but has great potential for
advancing our understanding of the dynamic and interactional aspects that have
been called for in previous research on public sector governance (see e.g. Cornforth
2003, 2004, 2012; Hinna et al. 2010; Gnan et al. 2013a). In line with these thoughts,
we address the concept of expectations in relation to board work in the next part of
the paper.
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2 Board work and expectations gap

To understand the performance of governance functions and expectations, we need
to understand the composition and structure of the board. As such, we should take
into careful account the understanding of organisational characteristics, the mixture
of competences and backgrounds on the board and the need to create a stimulat-
ing working style and environment (Minichilli and Hansen 2007). The structure of
the board and its composition regarding board task performance, board roles and
functions has, however, been categorised in various ways (Huse 2000) and different
board tasks have been argued to have value-creating contributions (Johnson et al.
1996; Huse 2005). This is as a result of scholars who have used many different the-
oretical perspectives in order to understand board work, its function and role e.g.
agency theory, stakeholder theory, resource dependency theory, stewardship theory
and a democratic perspective (Cornforth 2003).

Agency theory could be seen as dominant and focusing upon the board’s role
to control managers, with the function of protecting the interest of the owners
(cf. Hung 1998; Cornforth 2003; Huse et al. 2008; Gnan et al. 2013b). Similarly,
stakeholder theory argues that the role of the board is to control managers and to
coordinate stakeholders; thus the function of the board is to protect the interests of
stakeholders (cf. Hung 1998; Cornforth 2003; Gnan et al. 2013b). The second most
dominant theory is resource dependency, which takes the view of the board’s role as
working together with top managers to strategically manage the organisation, acting
as a link between the organisation and the external environment (Hung 1998; Corn-
forth 2003; Minichilli et al. 2009). Stewardship theory also focuses on the board’s
role as working together with management to add value to the organisation, but
with the function of providing service in strategic matters (cf. Hung 1998; Corn-
forth 2003). Last, we have the democratic perspective where the role of the board is
to protect democracy—‘one member—one vote’—with the function of negotiating a
broad compromise among different views and groups in the organisation (Cornforth
2003).

So far, there are few research papers that address expectations in governance and
board work, and if we turn to public sector literature there are even fewer. How-
ever, when doing so, it emerges that the role and function of the board becomes an
important aspect to consider (Brennan 2006). Thus, those who have studied board
work and expectations tend to conclude that there are tensions in relation to board
work and the governed organisation i.e. regarding what to expect from both par-
ties (Cornforth 2003, 2012). Drawing upon auditing literature, Brennan (2006) sug-
gests that the expectations gap is based on two elements: a reasonableness gap and
a performance gap. These arguments are in turn inspired by Porter (1993), who did
an empirical study where he defined the expectations gap as the gap between soci-
ety’s expectations of auditors and auditors’ performance, as perceived by society. In
this way, he introduced the ideas of a reasonableness gap and a performance gap.
The reasonableness gap refers to the gap between what society expects auditors to
achieve and what the auditors can reasonably be expected to accomplish. On the
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other hand, the performance gap refers to the gap between what society can reason-
ably expect auditors to accomplish and what auditors are perceived to achieve.

Brennan (2006, p. 578) introduces the reasonableness gap and the performance
gap as a way to understand the expectations gap in board work and in perform-
ing governance functions, and in so doing defines a reasonableness gap as ‘a gap
between what is expected and what can reasonably be expected to accomplish’ and a
performance gap as: ‘a gap between what can reasonably be expected and perceived
actual achievements.” She also states that a lack of clarity about the role and tasks
of a board and its mission can lead to an expectations gap, which might have conse-
quences for organisational performance. Therefore, it is important that board mem-
bers are well-apprised (McAdam and Gies 1985), which affects the communication
of the board’s role, tasks and mission (Huse and Rindova 2001; Brennan 2006).

In line with Michaud (2014, p. 98), we argue that we need a deeper insight into
‘what boards do’ over time, and how practices of governance can change and evolve
when different stakeholders interact. This is similar to Cornforth’s (2012) call for
more processual and qualitative studies of governance in a context of public sector
board work. In line with these thoughts, we draw upon Cepiku (2013, p. 20) and
adopt a micro-perspective of governance—what she defines as ‘outward-oriented
public management, where the strategic steering role includes problem-solving
and stakeholder involvement capabilities’. In so doing, we also draw on Cornforth’s
(2012) broader conceptualisation of public governance, which recognises that both
internal and external actors contribute to the performance of governance functions.
This means that we focus on the process of how governance practices emerge and
how an expectations gap can shift over time between a board and its management
in producing different governance functions. This leads us to the research question:
How are board and management expectations constructed over time in relation to
governing functions in a public sector context?

3 Method
3.1 Case study

A case study approach is particularly suitable in a context of longitudinal research
that is trying to unravel the underlying dynamics of phenomena that play out over
time insofar as it has the potential to provide details of how these dynamic processes
actually play out (Hoglund et al. 2015; Hoglund and Linton 2018). Robotdalen is
a small public organisation in Sweden. We followed the case of Robotdalen in real
time between 2009 and 2016, and retrospectively from its start in 2003, to enhance
our understanding of the human side of governance and how management, board
members, financiers (including representatives from both public and private sec-
tor organisations), and the hosting university, all contributed to the performance of
governance functions. Moreover, we have tried to understand the performance of
governance functions in relation to expectations from the board towards Robotdalen
and vice versa. In other words, in this paper we focus on how the performance of
governance functions evolves and changes over time in relation to what expectations
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the board and management have, expectations most likely influenced by different
stakeholders. Since organisational governance structures and practices do evolve
and change over time to meet new demands and circumstances (Cornforth 2012), it
would be reasonable to assume that the expectations of the board towards the gov-
erned organisation’s performance and vice versa would also change. In this context,
the study of Robotdalen ought to provide important insights.

However, it is important to address the fact that the case study approach is used
in many different situations (Ragin and Becker 1992) and case study researchers
tend to focus on different characteristics. The most usual approaches are, neverthe-
less, to focus on the case study as a method per se and its techniques (e.g. Glaser
and Strauss 1967; Yin 1994; Eisenhardt 1989), or to take a more social construc-
tionist view with a focus on the interpretative aspects, not the methods (e.g. Stake
1995, 1998). In this paper, we draw upon the latter. In accordance with Stake (1995),
this study interprets the case, Robotdalen, in order to convey and conceptualise an
understanding of the processes of governance and address gaps in existing theory
(cf. Siggelkow 2007).

A longitudinal case study involves studying processes of change over time.
Hence, the empirical material was generated between 2009 and 2016, and consisted
of 37 formal interviews with 25 respondents, several informal meetings, participant
observations and document studies. Open interviews were conducted with all board
members, regional representatives, representatives of financing bodies, the hosting
organisation and the management team. Table 1 is a summary of the formal inter-
views, which lasted for 60-120 min and were recorded and transcribed verbatim.
The interviews were characterised by being more of a conversation between the
interviewer and the interviewee where the interviewee talked about the performance
of Robotdalen, their experiences to work with or at Robotdalen, what expectations
they have or had of Robotdalen and the overall status of Robotdalen as they per-
ceived it. The interviews are complemented with documents, such as press releases,
extracts of e-mail conversations, PowerPoint presentations, agendas for meetings
and more general news about Robotdalen.

Most previous research on board work has so far been made on large private-
sector organisations and based mainly on large surveys (Yar Hamidi and Gabriels-
son 2012) with the CEO and/or the chairman focusing on causal effects of behav-
iour (Cornforth 2012). In this context, Cornforth (2012) calls for qualitative studies

Table 1 A summary of interviewed respondents

2009-2012

2013-2016

Interviews in total
Robotdalen management
Robotdalen employees
University

Government

Industry

18

2 respondents (8 occasions)
4 respondents

2 respondents

2 respondents

2 respondents

19
2 respondents (6 occasions)

4 respondents (5 occasions)
2 respondents

5 respondents (6 occasions)
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that focus on examining the process of interaction between public organisations and
boards by also involving a greater number of stakeholders. This paper is an attempt
to meet this call. Thus, the case of Robotdalen is an excellent case to give some
insights into how the performance of governance functions evolves over time in
interaction between a board, the management team and other stakeholders. Robot-
dalen is a collaboration project among a number of organisations, including univer-
sities, global enterprises, SMEs, municipalities, and regional and local governments.
The project’s overall aim is to enable new robot innovations within industry, service,
and health care. They are financed by, among others, the Swedish Governmental
Agency for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA), the EU Regional Development Fund,
municipalities, counties and industry representatives. Lastly, Robotdalen is hosted
by a university and as such they have to act in accordance with the laws and direc-
tions of their host, which makes the university a key stakeholder to consider. In other
words, there are plenty of different stakeholders involved in Robotdalen and in the
work of producing governance functions (Hoglund et al. 2015).

3.2 Analysis of the empirical material

To answer the stated research question of how board and management expecta-
tions are constructed over time in relation to governing functions in a public sec-
tor context, we first need to analyse what the expectations are from the board and
the governed organisation. This is important, as previous literature has shown that
an expectations gap can have an effect on the performance of the organisation and
governance functions. We present our case analysis of Robotdalen using Brennan’s
(2006) conceptualisation of the expectations gap. Therefore, the case analysis in the
next section is based on the following questions:

e What expectations does the management of Robotdalen have of the board?

e Is it reasonable for the board to accomplish what the management of Robotdalen
expects of it?

e How does the management of Robotdalen perceive the performance of the
board?
What expectations does the board have of the management of Robotdalen?
Is it reasonable for the management of Robotdalen to accomplish what the board
expects of it?

e How does the board perceive the performance of Robotdalen and its manage-
ment?

As Van de Ven (2007) argues, process studies seek narrative understandings of how
change happens in terms of the central actors involved in the change process, how
they make it happen, to which extent change occurs and the sequence of events that
lead to change. By going through the documents, transcriptions and listening to the
recorded interviews we constructed a cohesive story in relation to the six stated
questions based on the framework of Brennan. By presenting the empirical material
based on these empirical questions, we can analyse whether there is an expectations
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gap and, if so, whether it can be regarded as a reasonableness gap or a performance
gap.

Taking an interpretative approach to our case study means that we as researchers
have interpreted our case based on the theoretical framework of an expectations gap
and previous research on board work, as well as the statements from the interview-
ees. Interpretative studies have been criticised for being subjective, so it is important
to show a high degree of transparency regarding our interpretations. We tried to do
this by presenting extensive quotations in the empirical analysis and highlighting
what theoretical support we base our arguments on. This gives the reader the oppor-
tunity to make their own assessment as to whether or not our claims are valid.

In the first part of the analysis we started to code the data by categorising the
empirical material into the six addressed questions. The coding stage could be con-
sidered as precursor to the analysis, and involved going through a large amount of
text searching for instances of reported expectations gap, and it can be described as
an analytic initial preparation (cf. Wiggins and Potter 2008). This yielded our first
indications of what possible expectations gap there could be between the manage-
ment and its board. Thereafter, with the help of the theoretical framework we started
to interpret the categorised text in relation to the theory and started to construct a
cohesive story of the processes of interaction that had occurred between the man-
agement and the board (cf. Van de Ven 2007).

Moreover, as stated we take a micro-perspective of governance in this paper. In
trying to understand the human side of governance, we take on a view that govern-
ance functions involve structures, systems, and processes concerned with ensuring
the overall direction, control, and accountability of an organisation (Verschuere and
Beddeleem 2013) and that includes other stakeholders in performing governance
functions. For example, as in the case of Robotdalen the financiers and the host-
ing University have shown to be of importance when performing governance func-
tions as they could be coproduced (Hoglund et al. 2015). With this in mind, it is not
unreasonable to think that these stakeholders could also have an effect on the expec-
tations of the board and the governed organisation (cf. Brennan 2006). This we will
approach more thoroughly in the discussion of the results.

4 A case analysis of expectations

As a short introduction to Robotdalen, we can state that it started in 2003 as a col-
laboration project between two regional universities, a number of global enterprises
such as ABB, Volvo, and Atlas Copco, a number of SMEs, several municipali-
ties, regional and local governments, and hospitals. Robotdalen can be positioned
as a small public organisation that is hosted by a regional university in Sweden. It
is managed by a general manager and a vice general manager who work full time.
Most of the staff at Robotdalen only work part time; see Table 2 for an overview of
the number of employees and the annual budget for the years 2007-2016.

The largest financier of Robotdalen is the Swedish Governmental Agency for
Innovation Systems (VINNOVA), which has been part of the funding of Robot-
dalen since it started in 2003. Other supporting financiers are the EU Regional
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812 L. Hoglund et al.

Table 2 Annual budget and

number of employees Year Annual budget® Employees
2007 1,740,000 11
2008 2,340,000 11
2009 3,000,000 15
2010 3,300,000 12
2011 2,700,000 12
2012 2,700,000 12
2013 2,500,000 10
2014 2,100,000 15
2015 1,500,000 14
2016 No information 13

*The annual budget has been converted from SEK to EUR and is
thus approximate

Development Fund, regional municipalities and counties and industry representa-
tives. Robotdalen is both autonomous in the sense that it is governed by a board of
directors consisting mostly of financiers, and dependent insofar as it is subject to the
rules and regulations that apply to a Swedish publicly governed university (Hoglund
et al. 2015; Hoglund and Linton 2018). Thus all financial, legal and staff issues are
managed and controlled by the university.

To get an overview of how Robotdalen performed from 2007 until 2016, we sum-
marised the reported performance of Robotdalen from the annual reports including
the main reported events, see Table 3.

4.1 What expectations does the management of Robotdalen have of the board?

In the beginning, Robotdalen’s expectations of the board were quite low. It is mainly
expressed in line with this statement of one from the management team:

As long as the [the board] act as they are supposed to [...] follow the instruc-
tions and don’t make your life hard [...] we did not expect anything.

As stated, Robotdalen is hosted by a university and as such it must act in accordance
with their laws and regulations. It is the rector of the university who appoints the
board of directors, the chairman of the board and makes the formal decision on the
role and function of the board. The initial instructions stated the following:

For Robotdalen there will be a board of directors. The board will consist of
eight (8) members, including the chairperson. Members are appointed by the
principal [of Milardalen University] after consultation with Robotdalen’s cur-
rently existing co-founders and partners. The members of the board will be
represented as follows: 1 representative from industry, 2 representatives from
universities, 3 representatives from the municipality and county administrative
board. The chairperson is proposed by the parties from Orebro County. The

@ Springer



813

Expectations and the performance of governance functions...

sanIAnoe Juipuelg ‘suswysijqeIss Auedwod
[euoneuruy uoneradood d1391eNs UO PIsNI0, "P[oY so10qol ay) ut uriojjerd ASo[ouyod) ysipams e ying

uonisod
[eUONRU 9} PAUSy)SUSIS "SSIOINS [BIOISWWOD JO IS[QRUD UL SB (TY YSI[qRISS 0} SUIPURIQ UO PISNI0,]

Swed) 9[qIxa) SUNBAID UO SNJ0 "2y pue
UOTIBONP? UO SSO] PUE UOTILSI[RIDIQUIIIOD U0 SNO0J dwld "95ed qom mau e pue £39)ens mau e payoune |

10199s o11qnd 2y Surpnjout seare woj Jurpuny paseaIou] “Iegeue
uonesifeuoneuIUI ue jo juswkordwa pue uonisod mau vy pojurodde st 1oFeurwt [BISUAZ-AIIA MU Y

UOTIBSI[RUONBUIANUI 10J AZa)ens
' payoune ] ‘pajutodde s1 105eURW [RIOUT MU Y JyIEW 9y} Surpuedxe uo snooj swd ‘Jurpuny Ng

Sunjiomiou [pUOnRUIANU]
"pueIq B SB (T3 JO JUSWYSI[eIS A} U0 SNd0J dwlld ("SI0 jyoid-uou e pue yueq &) s1opunj S1q mou om[,

(61) s1onpoxd maN
(91) soruedwiod moN

(0L) syuaAa ur Sunedronreq
(01) s1uaA2 Sunear)

(0T7) satpms-aid

(006) sasea[aI ssaId

(W O073) $ONOQOI U SJUIUIISIAU
(61) s1onpoxd maN

(91) seruedwods maN

(1) s1onpoid maoN
(91) soruedwods maN
(W G*GE) SONOQOI UT SJUAWISIAU]
M ay
Je JuawysIqeIse Auedwod [euoneuIU]
(05 1) yuowAo[durd poArs/MAN
(807) satps-aid
(8¢) swaloig
(1) s1onpoxd maN
(91) soruedwod moN

(0S1) JuswAordura paAes/maN
(S¥1) satprus-aid

(8¢) s10forq

(#1) s1onpoxd maN

(91) sortuedwods maN

(001) LOOT Soseo[a1 ssaI1d
(0ST) yuswaAoAur Auedwo))
(SZ1) serpnis-aig

(0€) s100lo1g

(1) sonpoid moN

(1) seruedwod moN

cloc

110¢

010T

600C

800C

L00T

SJUSA9 UTeA

SI0JLOIPUT QOUBULIOJI

SIBQX

110doI [ENUUE AU} WOIJ U[ePIoqoy Jo oduewIojiad pajiodey ¢ dqel,

pringer

As



L. Hoglund et al.

814

Aroeded oATIAOUUT PUB 95N J0QOI ISBAIOUT 0] UOIZAT 9] UT
soruedwos i s3109fo1d aaneIOoqR[[0D) "AS3JRNS MU B JO JIoM ) SUNRNIU] ‘PAYOUNE] SeM UOISIA MU Y

QIRJY)[EY UT SUOTINJOS O1I0QOT JOJ SOATIRNIIUT [RUOTIRU JOSIE] OM], "SUoT)
-njos o1oqoi Joj [e3ided aIjuoA "sSuIp(ing mau 0} (T SUIACJA "pa[[eIsur pue pajuiodde sem preoq mau y

P)BAIO SBA SON)0GOI YI[BAY I0J JUSWYSI[qe)Sa $$9001d UOTBAOUU] "SUOTN[OS I)0QOI
10§ Teyded oImuodA "proy sem Suneow [edrourid )sIy 9y, "payoune| 219m pIeoq Y} J0J SUOTIONIISUT MON

sjoIeW 103098 d1[qnd UO sNJ0J SUONS [IAJ] [BUOTIRU PUR [BUOISAI B
Je S[1ouNod K110 ) YIImM uoneradoo)) “pajentul pIeoq Y} maual 0} ssa001d y /107 01 SUIpUNoy pamauay

(S19M0[[0] 689) ToNIM],
(SY1STA 0008 T) SQIM
(00€) 910T saseaal ssaI1g
(1%) s1onpoxd maN

(87) seruedwiod moN

(S19MO[[0] 9TC) ToNIM],
(SY1STA 000°0T) A1SIM
(002) ¥10T sasea[al ssa1d
(L€) s1onpoxd maN

(82) soruedwod maN

(SI9MOT[OF §T) TONM],
(SMSIA 000°LT) ANSGIM
(002) ¥10T sasea[a1 ssa1d
(0€) s1onpoxd maN

(#7) seruedwod maN

(897) €107 SISBIaI $$aI]
(52) s1onpoid maN
(72) seruedwiod moN

910C

S10¢T

10T

€10C

SJUQAD UTBRJA

SI0JEOIPUT QOUBULIOJI

SIBQX

(ponunuoo) € dqeL,

pringer

As



Expectations and the performance of governance functions... 815

vice-chairperson is appointed by the board. The appointments will strive to
achieve equal representation from the three counties.

In line with the instructions, the appointed chairman of the board was a county
governor, and the board members were representatives from regional industry, the
municipality and from the universities. What Cornforth (2003) would argue is a
board composition based on representativeness rather than expertise. Thus, mem-
bership is granted according to an equal representation of the three counties. Moreo-
ver, based on the instructions, and requirements from several of the financiers to
possibly monitor their interests, the financiers were elected onto the board. As finan-
ciers, they could also be regarded as the owners of Robotdalen.

However, as Robotdalen matures, the complexity of the organisation and how to
manage it increases. For example, the work of finding a strategy that clearly posi-
tions Robotdalen amongst other similar actors in the innovation system was impor-
tant. In this effort, it is possible to state that Robotdalen has continuously worked
on finding their strategic niche to operate in since their establishment in 2003. After
several revisions of the strategy, they carried out a major renewal of the strategy in
2010. In this new strategy, Robotdalen positioned itself in a unique niche, stating
that they compete as an enabler of commercial success. With the updated strategy,
they gained a more streamlined and clearer strategic focus. For example, with the
new strategy, the business of Robotdalen was divided into three main areas: indus-
trial robotics, field robotics (e.g. autonomous vehicles) and technology for inde-
pendent life, from previously operating in six areas. They also developed a stronger
national and international focus, from previously mainly being a regional actor.
They previously also did a lot of work for education.

Moreover, for 10 years, from 2003 to 2013, Robotdalen had received a large part
of their funding from VINNOVA. Funding has been renewed until 2019, but will
gradually be decreased (starting from 2015) by VINNOVA and needs to be sup-
plemented by funding from other stakeholders, with the aim of becoming self-suffi-
cient. The fact that funding will decrease has been expressed as an important factor
for the future strategic direction of Robotdalen and its survival. On several occasions
the management team has expressed the need for enhanced involvement from the
board regarding support and competence of the board in the strategy work and in
finding new financiers. In other words, the management required a governance func-
tion of the board where they assist the management team with an expertise and sup-
porting role (cf. Minichilli et al. 2009).

To sum it up, the initial expectations of the board on the part of Robotdalen
were that they would follow the instructions. Over time, as Robotdalen changed
their strategy, their expectations of the board are also changing as the organisation
develops and becomes more complex, but also that the founding decrease that forces
Robotdalen to act in a different way that include more interaction with the board.
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816 L. Hoglund et al.

4.2 Is it reasonable for the board to accomplish what the management
of Robotdalen expects of it?

As stated initially, Robotdalen and its management team did not have great expecta-
tions of the board other than that it should work in line with the instructions; this
could be considered reasonable as the board had agreed to take on the assignment
in line with the instructions. Moreover, the management team expected the board
to work in the best interest of Robotdalen, which could also be argued as reason-
able. However, with time and as Robotdalen evolved and became more complex,
Robodalen’s requirements of the board and what they expected them to do and con-
tribute to in regard of competence changed. For example, Robotdalen expected that
the Board would put more of their time and effort into supporting Robotdalen in
their strategy work, which, according to the management team, they didn’t do except
for a few individual initiatives.

A couple of the board members actively worked with management in supporting
them and developing strategies. It could, nevertheless, be argued that this is not part
of the instructions to the board and, as such, is not a formalised practice. Therefore,
it could also be argued that it is not reasonable to expect the board to take on this role
(Brennan 2006). Instead, it can be seen that some of the board members have been
flexible enough to act in situations other than those they were accountable for as a
board when the management of Robotdalen has needed their support. Some of the
board members also interacted with different stakeholders and contributed resources
such as network contacts and help in raising funds. This is neither formalised nor a
part of the formalised instructions for the board. Consequently, such activities are
not a reasonable expectation of Robotdalen as it is not what the board agreed to do.
Hence, the board expressed that it had performed in line with the instructions and
with what it was accountable for, even though there was a common agreement that
the instructions might not be right for where Robotdalen is today.

In sum, the initial expectations of Robotdalen towards the board could be argued
as reasonable as they expect the board to follow the formal instructions. With time,
however, a reasonableness gap emerged regarding the expectations of Robotdalen,
as they require more of the board than they signed up to do; that is, more than the
board is accountable for according to the instructions.

4.3 How do the management of Robotdalen perceive the performance
of the board?

In the majority of the interviews, it was expressed that the board did not perform in
line with the expectations of Robotdalen as they were not able to put their own stake
and interests aside, i.e. they tended to put their representative organisations before
Robotdalen. In other words, the management team at Robotdalen made statements
that they perceived that the board did not act in line with the instructions and the
stated objectives. The general manager expressed it thus:
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I often must remind the board members that they do not represent their own
organisation in the board work and that their role is to represent Robotdalen as
a whole.

The empirical material as a whole shows that a lot of time has been devoted to dis-
cussions on equal distribution of money among the three counties, which has limited
organisational performance. The general manager also expressed the view that:

At a board meeting one of the board members questioned that so much fund-
ing goes to a specific region and they finance so little in Robotdalen compared
to the region she represented. Then the board member had misunderstood it
all and looked at how we run a given project and I had to show her our entire
project portfolio and how the money was distributed and the distribution of
money was quite even. In other words, over time, it averages out in accordance
with some kind of normal distribution principle.

Another concern expressed by both board members and the management team was
that the composition of board members based on representativeness of the own-
ers makes the board weaker, that is, not as action-oriented as it could have been
if the board composition had been based on competency. Moreover, some of the
interviewees expressed the view that if the board was changed, the general manager
would probably receive better support in managing Robotdalen.

Several times over the years, the management team came back to the claim that
they are the ones that have to do all the work in finding new financiers as well as
coming up with new strategies and they would need better support from the board.
In 2010, Robotdalen was evaluated by an external actor at the request of VINNOVA,
its largest financier (cf. Cooke et al. 2010). One of the conclusions drawn was that
the organisation would benefit from a review of the work performed by its board.
This was subsequently discussed at several board meetings and in 2013 a working-
group was formed to investigate the possibility of renewing the board. In 2014 the
rector at the hosting university approved new guidelines for the board, upon which a
working committee was appointed with the remit of identifying and recommending
new board members in accordance with these guidelines. In 2015, a new board was
installed and in the spring of that year it had its first meeting.

In sum, Robotdalen perceived the board’s performance as poor. Initially, this
was mainly because the board has problems in separating their own interests from
the interest of Robotdalen. Later on, it was mainly because of the lack of compe-
tence and support in strategy work and finding new financiers to compensate for the
decreased funding from VINNOVA.

4.4 What expectations does the board have of the management of Robotdalen?

The board’s initial expectations of Robotdalen were that it would act in accordance
with its instructions. Parts of Robotdalen’s instruction could be read in the instruc-
tions to the board, where it is stated that the board is accountable for making sure
that:
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The overall objectives of Robotdalen are met.

The work in Robotdalen is conducted in an effective and productive manner.
Contributions are made to the development of the innovation system.

An annual plan and a budget based on the action plan is established.

The work is implemented according to the plan, budget and action plan.
Decisions are proposed to the head chancellor regarding projects that exceed
50,000 euro.

There is a general manager at Robotdalen.

The general manager performs his or her duties in accordance with the instruc-
tions.

The instructions to Robotdalen, as well as what the board is accountable for, are
permitted by the rector at the hosting university and as such the instructions had to
be in line with the rules and governance functions of the university itself. Moreo-
ver, parts of the instructions also needed to be constructed upon requirements from
Robodalen’s largest financier, VINNOVA, i.e. that Robotdalen has to contribute to
the innovation system is one of their requirements.

The board’s expectation on Robotdalen is also affected by the composition of
the board, which was originally based on monitoring aspects of the financiers and
representativeness (Hoglund et al. 2015). Thus, the initial composition of the board
resulted in much of its work being focused on balancing different interests among
the board members as they represent different organisations, both private and public,
with their own goals and interests in mind. For example, representatives from the
universities were mainly interested in research output, and the representatives from
the municipality and county administrative boards were interested in how Robot-
dalen contributes to the innovation system and creates new jobs, while industry was
interested in how Robotdalen contributes to growth and profitability in its organ-
isations. Several of the public organisations as well as their main financier, VIN-
NOVA, are also interested in supporting democratic values, such as multicultural
and gender issues. In other words, the board’s expectations were not only based on
the instructions to Robotdalen, or their stated goals; rather, they were based on their
own interests and goals as financiers and representatives of the interests of their own
organisations.

The board pointed out a concern raised by the management team that it was
impossible to meet all the goals and requirements they forced upon the management
team and there were discussions on how they would continue to work. It was not,
however, until a new general manager was appointed in 2007 that the board and
the management team started to move towards an agreement on what Robotdalen
was expected to perform. The new general manager introduced new performance
measurements, for example, with the purpose of reducing the number of key perfor-
mance indicators (KPIs) in the growth of new products and new companies. The two
quite simple performance measures were expressed as a way to create more trans-
parency and legitimise the organisations’ actions towards the board and their other
owners. The new performance measurements have so far met the expectations of
both the financiers and the board. Even though not all the demands of the financi-
ers have been met (for example, those regarding democratic values and gender and
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multicultural aspects), the results and impacts have been considered important for
society and Robotdalen has consequently continued to receive financial support.

In sum, initially the board expected Robotdalen to follow the instructions and
meet the requirements of its hosting organisation i.e. the university, but also to meet
the different goals of the organisations they represented on the board. Over time, the
board’s expectations shifted to focus rather on Robotdalen performing in line with
the two main KPIs of new products and new companies.

4.5 Is it reasonable for the management of Robotdalen to accomplish what
the board expects of it?

During the first years, one might question how reasonable it was for the board mem-
bers to favour their own stake and interests, given that they were involved in board
work, and that this situation became part of the expectations of Robotdalen. Accord-
ing to Robotdalen’s management team and some of the individual board members,
it was not the case, as the expectations of Robotdalen were not fully in line with the
instructions or the objectives set for the organisation. Several of the board members,
nevertheless, argued that it could be considered reasonable that Robotdalen also per-
formed in line with the expectations of the financiers’ requirements (all the board
members at the beginning were financiers), even though they stated that they also
understood the complexity of taking so many different requirements into account.
As the board members expressed sympathy with the management team, some of
them argued that it was important that a board member could sort out their own
stake and interests from those of the governed organisations. One of the initial board
members referred to this by addressing the issue of where the loyalty lies among the
board members:

There is much suspicion in this type of organisation where financing is done
in collaboration between the private and public sectors. I do not think that this
kind of organisation would have worked in the beginning if legitimacy had
not been there in terms of board composition. But it is a balancing act. The
important point, though, is when people are asked to be part of the board to
emphasise that they do not represent their own organisation, but Robotdalen.

In sum, the board expects Robotdalen to follow its instructions and meet the require-
ments of its parent organisation, as well as the different goals of the board’s own
organisations. However, the expectations that Robotdalen had could be argued to be
unreasonable as they require more of the board then they have signed up for, that is,
more than the board is accountable for according to the instructions.

4.6 How does the board perceive the performance of Robotdalen and its
management?

As several of the board members stated, Robotdalen initially only partly did what

was expected of them in terms of performance. Robotdalen did follow the instruc-
tions, but there were several shortcomings regarding how they perceived Robotdalen

@ Springer



820 L. Hoglund et al.

had performed in relation to the requirements that have been set by the financiers,
but not only those parts of the board but also VINNOVA and the hosting university.
One of the initial board members also explained that this perceived lack of perfor-
mance was very much based on the fact that Robotdalen at the beginning was more
or less governed by what he called a “possession operation”, thus:

Robotdalen had such strong connections to ABB and the hosting university
which makes it a risk of being a possession operation including the rector of
the university. The first general manager and these stakeholders dominated
Robotdalen too heavily at the beginning to make the organisation (Robotdalen)
stand on its own feet.

Another of the initial board members stated that

We, as representatives of the public sector, would of course like to ensure that
Robotdalen becomes a growth-enhancing tool for the region. So we all have
our agendas, so to speak. I think it’s good then that Robotdalen has such a
heterogeneous board. It gives you plenty of perspectives and it has been the
success of Robotdalen in combination with talented people. The first general
manager created much annoyance at the beginning. He was good at the start,
so to speak. But he was not good at following rules and creating structure. It
was the start that was his strength. When the current general manager came in,
it became better in that respect. It’s very much about having the right compe-
tence and skills for the job.

The previous two quotations are examples of how the board and its members were
discontented with the performance and actions taken by the first general man-
ager. The latter quotation also addresses the fact that the first general manager was
replaced with a new one. This was due to the board, but also other financiers, per-
ceiving a lack of performance at Robotdalen.

With the new general manager, a new vision and a more niched strategy and
goals where developed in 2010. It was put forward that Robotdalen should be an
enabler of commercial success. The new strategy also included the two KPIs of new
products and companies. This new strategy was approved by the board and has then
acted as the frame of reference that the board uses to evaluate how they perceive the
performance of Robotdalen. So far, the board has expressed the overall perception
that Robotdalen performs very well.

Robotdalen’s performance has also been acknowledged by other stakeholders and
the organisation is often described as a successful collaborative initiative that has
led to several important performance aspects. For example, a report published by
OECD (2012, p. 33) drew the following conclusions:

Robotdalen is unique among assistive robotics developers for its integra-
tive approach to robotics research, corporate development for young robotics
companies, local economic development and job creation. No other robotics
innovation project offers a similar combination of research-driven innovation
combined with pragmatic strategic planning in order to build and scale new
companies.
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In sum, the board perceived at the beginning that Robotdalen did not perform in line
with their expectations and they decided to replace the general manager with a new
one. With the new general manager, a new strategy was approved by the board that
has worked as a frame of reference for how they perceive Robotdalen’s performance.
As a result, they have shifted from perceiving Robotdalen as exhibiting poor perfor-
mance to good performance.

5 Expectations gap: a discussion of results

From the analysis of the case, one can state that there has been an expectations gap
between the board and the management team since the start of Robotdalen. The
results are summarised in Table 4. At the beginning, the management team and the
board members had expectations of each other to follow the instructions. However,
neither of the parties perceived that this was done by the other and there was a clear
expectations gap based on perceived performance, but also in regard to a reasona-
bleness gap. Let us further elaborate on this.

From the perspective of the management team at Robotdalen, the expectations
gap was very much based on a performance gap and a reasonableness gap. The
board followed the instructions, but did not put the interests and goals of Robotdalen
first as the board members tended to prioritise the stake and interests of their own
organisations before Robotdalen. This is something that has been acknowledged as
a problem in previous literature (see e.g. Brennan 2006; Cornforth 2012). There was
also a reasonableness gap at the beginning. Hence, it is put forward in the empirical
material as well as in the theoretical analysis it is reasonable that Robotdalen follow
the instructions and the rules of the hosting university, but not that they fulfil the
goals of the board members’ own interests.

The board, on the other hand, perceived that Robotdalen, and especially the gen-
eral manager, did not perform in line with their expectations; the board expected
Robotdalen to follow its instructions and meet the requirements of its hosting organ-
isation, as well as the different goals of the board’s own organisations as they are
financiers of Robotdalen. In other words, there is a performance gap. This gap in
performance led to the general manager being replaced. Previous literature on board
work shows that it is quite a common practice in board work to replace the one that
is responsible for the organisational performance (Brennan 2006).

With time there were some changes in the expectations gap. From the perspec-
tive of the board, the performance gap was closed by the appointment of the new
general manager and the action he took, and they started to perceive Robotdalen as
performing well. This resulted in the board’s expectation changing such that Robot-
dalen should not only perform in line with the instructions and the hosting univer-
sity, but also in line with the board-approved KPIs. The main KPIs were two broad
measurements of new products and companies and suggested by the general man-
ager. The KPIs could be argued as a way for the new general manager and his team
to be proactive and to manage the expectations gap regarding the lack of perceived
performance that the board had expressed. The new KPIs have so far pleased both
the financiers and the board and at this stage they are satisfied with the perceived
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performance of Robotdalen as their expectations are met (cf. Nooteboom et al. 1997;
Hooghiemstra and van Manen 2004).

In line with Brennan (2006), it is possible to state that when the board becomes
content with the performance, it tends to step back and put its trust in the organisa-
tion and the board’s tasks of monitoring decreases. However, this is something that
the management team of Robotdalen were not pleased with as they instead wanted
the board to step up and be more engaged in their work by taking on more of a ser-
vice role (cf. Cornforth 2003, 2004; Brennan 2006; Minichilli et al. 2009) that could
provide new funding and be of help in formulating a new strategic direction. These
changes in expectations were among other things a result of the external evalua-
tion that was made in 2010, but also because of the increased pressure from VIN-
NOVA to become self-sufficient. In other words, there is still an expectations gap,
but the underlying issue leading to the gap has changed. Moreover, the board stated
that they understood that the management team of Robotdalen wanted more help but
argued that this was not part of what they had signed up to do and they expected to
follow the instructions, which could be considered reasonable. In other words, there
is a change in expectations which resulted in the emergence of a new reasonableness
gap. This follows the ideas of Cornforth (2012), who argued that an organisation and
its board are interdependent with other stakeholders, and therefore do not work in
isolation.

This time the expectations gap resulted in the instructions and the board composi-
tion being renewed. As the organisation changed and the requirements from external
stakeholders changed, so too did the expectations of the management team on the
board. This meant that the board’s composition, which was built on representative-
ness rather than competence (cf. Cornforth 2003), resulted in decreased trust and
increased expectations from Robotdalen towards the board. Consequently, one could
argue that this led to a renewal of the board. This suggests that it is not only impor-
tant to consider the expectations of the board, but also the expectations of the gov-
erned organisation and its management team. In other words, identifying an expecta-
tions gap could also lead to the board being replaced or renewed, not only the CEO,
as previous research has suggested (cf. Brennan 2006).

6 Contributions and further research

With this paper we have contributed a more nuanced theoretical understanding
of how governance function is co-produced and the importance of understanding
expectation gaps to further understand the dynamics of public sector board work.
As stated in the introduction, research on expectations within board work has a great
potential for advancing our understanding of the dynamic and interactional aspects
that were called for in previous research on public sector governance (see e.g. Corn-
forth 2003, 2004, 2012; Hinna et al. 2010; Gnan et al. 2013a). This paper is a con-
tribution to this research area. Moreover, our paper meets Cornforth’s (2012) call
for more processual and qualitative studies of governance in public sector, as this
paper contributes with a longitudinal process study of ‘what boards do’ over time
(Michaud 2014, p. 98).
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By summarising the results in Table 4 we enhanced our empirical as well as our
theoretical understanding of board work in the public sector. Thus, by analysing the
expectation gap through the concepts of a reasonableness gap and a performance
gap, we have been able to contribute with a more nuanced picture of the expec-
tations gap in board work, and how expectations change over time. In doing this,
we have enhanced not only the understanding of the human side of governance (cf.
Huse 2007), but also how governance structures and practices change over time and
are influenced by contextual factors. Hence, we have demonstrated how board mem-
bers, management and different stakeholders all played a role in co-producing gov-
ernance functions and we can conclude that governance practice entails multiple and
multilevel tasks (Hoglund et al. 2015) that are affected by the expectations from the
board, the management team and other stakeholders.

Drawing upon Cornforth’s (2012) broader conceptualisation of public govern-
ance, opened up for new subjects to be researched, concerning the relationships
between the different parts of the governance system. Thus, we show how funding
and financiers’ regimes can influence governance functions, structures and practices
at the organisational level, and how internal actors such as managers also carry out
governance functions (Hoglund et al. 2015). For example, in this paper the expecta-
tions gap between the board and management, including their largest financier VIN-
NOVA, led to the renewal of the board’s role and function. This indicates that an
expectations gap might not always be something ‘bad’ as it also has the potential to
renew what was not previously working.

With regard to board dynamics and more precisely the expectations gap in the
context of public organisations, our results show that it is of paramount importance
to understand stake management (cf. Brennan 2006; Cornforth 2012) and to be able
to balance different aspects of accountability, democracy and performance. This is
true especially if the organisation is acting in a complex setting of both private and
public actors that not only poses monitoring challenges of stakes and interests (cf.
Hoglund et al. 2015) but also involves differences in strategic goals and values. Pub-
lic sector actors value democracy and accountability, while private actors tend to
value growth and profitability.

In this paper, we have only provided some preliminary insights into how we can
understand an expectations gap from a longitudinal approach that highlights the
human side of governance and its relational aspects. Therefore, it is important to
acknowledge the need for further research in this area. For example, our results dem-
onstrated how funding and financiers’ regimes can influence governance functions,
structures and practices at the organisational level, and how internal actors such as
managers also carry out governance functions. Therefore, exploring how financiers
and managements influence the co-production of governance functions would be an
area of interest for further research, as well as understanding what other stakehold-
ers might influence governance functions in public sector board work. Moreover, we
would also like to encourage further research on board dynamics in public organisa-
tions in relation to public governance and accountability (cf. Almquist et al. 2013)
and on the impact of expectations in the relationship among a board, the manage-
ment team and other stakeholders in co-producing different governance functions.
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