
LUND UNIVERSITY

PO Box 117
221 00 Lund
+46 46-222 00 00

“Commensuration” as analytical framework for studying expanding measuring cultures in
social work

Hjärpe, Teres

2017

Document Version:
Peer reviewed version (aka post-print)

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Hjärpe, T. (2017). “Commensuration” as analytical framework for studying expanding measuring cultures in
social work. Abstract from 13th Conference of the European Sociological Association ESA, Athens, Greece.

Total number of authors:
1

General rights
Unless other specific re-use rights are stated the following general rights apply:
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors
and/or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the
legal requirements associated with these rights.
 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study
or research.
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
 • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal

Read more about Creative commons licenses: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove
access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

https://portal.research.lu.se/en/publications/666ae538-c191-4e44-bf04-85dbb5b13560


“Commensuration” as an analytic framework for 
studying the expanding measuring culture in social 
work 
  
Teres Hjärpe, PhD, Lund University, School of Social Work, 
teres.hjarpe@soch.lu.se. 
  
 
  
My PhD-project in social work deals with measurements and statistics as 
knowledge base and source for governance of social work activities. 
Social workers are currently experiencing the measuring and ranking of 
the quality of their work according to quantitative indicators, to serve the 
request, typical for our time, for better knowledge about the actual 
effects of the services delivered by the social workers.  
  
As a participant observer, I have shadowed a management team of a 
child- and welfare unit during a year when they, encouraged by the 
participation in a state-sponsored management course, were involved in 
the adaptation of national indicators. The ethnographic data identified a 
paradox with the status of the numbers as “truth speakers” on the one 
hand, and reluctance and confusions when applied to practice on the 
other, along with different kinds of implications for social work. 
Situations played out where misunderstandings of numbers lead to 
conflicts, where statistics were being manipulated, where problem areas 
were given lower priority because of immeasurableness and where the 
need to show satisfying statistics changed the content of the work. 
Situations when figures became important ammunition for more 
resources and influence were also identified. 
 
This presentation explores how sociologists Espeland & Stevens’ 
conceptualization of ”numbers that commensurate” can be used to 
analyze the foundation and construction of modern governance tools in 
order to illuminate the socially transformative potential of quantification. 
I wish to discuss how this framework can guide me in further 
exploration of the identified paradox.  
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