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       preface

I was introduced to the formal world of 
performance measurement when I spent several years in the Offi ce 
of the Assistant Secretary for Management and Budget in the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Although I 
had been involved with earlier efforts to encourage program and 
policy evaluation, this new set of activities was different. My time 
in HHS coincided with the early days of implementing the Gov-
ernment Performance and Results Act (GPRA)—the fi rst formal 
set of performance requirements issued government-wide. While 
I certainly supported the urge to fi nd ways to make federal pro-
grams more effective than they had been in the past, the closer I 
came to the GPRA process, the more skeptical I became about the 
means that were put in place to carry out its goals. Too frequently, 
the agency offi cials who had the most diffi culty complying with 
GPRA requirements were the very people who were most con-
cerned about achieving effective programs.

As the years passed and performance measurement activi-
ties became more pervasive, my skepticism increased. Wherever I 
looked I encountered the same paradox I had found in HHS. The 
performance requirements that were formalized to carry out com-
mendable goals tended to be insensitive to the differences between 
program structures and often bypassed the judgments of profes-
sional staff members who were essential to program implementa-
tion success. In addition, I found that the performance require-
ments rarely acknowledged the complex goals of public action and, 
instead, focused only on effi ciency outcomes.

All of this led me to examine the world of performance. I’ve 
published several articles on aspects of this world that served as 

 ix
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the backdrop to this book. Some of my observations about perfor-
mance have been welcomed by individuals both inside and out-
side organizations who have found the requirements onerous and 
unproductive. Others have viewed my perspective as heretical and 
the work of an apologist for the status quo. I assume that similar 
reactions will be elicited by this volume. But it is my hope that the 
pages that follow will stimulate a discussion about both the oppor-
tunities and the limitations of the performance movement.

I am indebted to the advice and skill of Gail Grella at George-
town University Press, whose perspective helped to make this a 
more balanced book. In addition, I would like to thank Burt Bar-
now, Carroll Seron, John Callahan, Valerie Richardson, Norma 
Riccucci, George Frederickson, and others who have offered useful 
comments along the way.

x  Preface
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The Ubiquitous
 Nature of 1 Performance

Concern about the performance of orga-
nizations has become a pervasive element in the world we live in. 
Increasingly, citizens both within the United States and across the 
globe are unwilling to blindly accept the level of work of a range 
of institutions within their societies. These include not only gov-
ernment institutions but also foundations and organizations in the 
health sector, education, and other areas. Yet it is not always clear 
why this occurs. There is an array of possible explanations for this 
set of concerns. Some citizens worry about the expenditure of 
funds—largely public sector funds—and are skeptical about the way 
that limited fi scal resources are allocated. Other citizens are dissatis-
fi ed with the results of the decisions made by various organizations 
and seek to modify or even eliminate those programs and projects 
that make up organization agendas. Still others believe that organi-
zations are not responsive to those who are the benefi ciaries of their 
work and, instead, have devised processes that insulate staff of those 
organizations from those who are supposed to be served by them. 
And yet others simply want to make sure that institutions are able to 
adapt to the changing circumstances of the twenty-fi rst century.

All of this creates a somewhat paradoxical situation. Dissatis-
faction with a range of institutions—both public and private—is 
widespread and is often expressed in strong and critical rhetoric. Yet 
the reasons for these views are complex, and thus they are diffi cult 
to translate into concrete action. Despite this, however, many per-
formance measurement efforts have been put in place that have es-
tablished formal processes for determining whether program goals 
have been achieved and problems with performance have been 
avoided.  Assessments of performance are expected to feed into 

 1
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2  Chapter 1

 decisions about program effectiveness and become a major factor 
in determining how to make budget decisions.

The formal processes that have been developed are also envel-
oped by another paradoxical situation. The rhetoric of performance 
that has become commonplace usually focuses on the achievement 
of program outcomes. Outcome assessment is proposed as an al-
ternative to other ways of examining program performance. Tra-
ditionally, organizations tended to describe their work in terms of 
the resources that they used (often called inputs), the processes that 
they put in place to produce the work, or the specifi c activities that 
emerged from the organization (often called outputs). Occasion-
ally, organizations describe their work in terms of the quality of the 
effort that emerged. A focus on outcomes, however, jumped over 
these elements and asked the organization to focus instead on the 
impact of their activities.

While the emphasis on outcomes is appealing, it is diffi cult 
to put into operation. This is particularly true in the public sec-
tor, where the complexity of public action frequently involves a 
range of actors with different agendas and confl icting values oper-
ating within a fragmented decision process. And the decisions that 
emerge from the public sector do not always create a situation that 
makes it possible to determine what program outcomes are antici-
pated. Yet performance measurement efforts set up requirements in 
which programs and policies are expected to report their progress 
in terms of specifi c outcome assessments.

Yet another paradox also surrounds the performance activity. 
At the same time that citizens are exasperated by the behavior of 
offi cials and professionals charged with implementing programs 
and policies, they also acknowledge that action by offi cials and 
professionals is required to actually achieve the desired goals. In a 
world that is increasingly characterized by specialized and technical 
knowledge, there does not seem to be a way to avoid reliance on 
those who have been trained as professionals in a fi eld. It is diffi cult 
to criticize these specialists and yet rely on them to deliver a service 
or implement a policy.

These three paradoxes—ambiguous rhetoric turned into for-
mal processes, an emphasis on unmeasurable outcomes, and a criti-
cal stance on offi cials and professionals but ultimately relying on 
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them—produce a set of tensions that make the achievement of per-
formance measurement much more complex and diffi cult than is 
communicated by the language surrounding the fi eld. Despite the 
legitimate concerns that have motivated advocates of performance 
measurement, the process of putting these motivations into practice 
has generated consequences that often create problems within a 
variety of institutions and at times inhibit the achievement of per-
formance. The misfi t between expectations and practice in a range 
of institutions is what constitutes the core of this book.

The Genesis of My Argument
For many years I have been writing about a range of federal 

management reform efforts. These include the development of the 
Planning, Program, Budgeting System (PPBS) in the 1960s and later 
related techniques such as Management by Objectives (MBO) and 
Zero-Based Budgeting (ZBB). These analytical approaches became a 
part of the evolution of the policy analysis fi eld.1 I also examined the 
effort through the National Performance Review during the Clinton 
administration.2 Over the past decade, I have spent time analyzing the 
federal government’s performance management activities, namely the 
Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) and the more 
recent Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART).

I have emphasized a number of themes in dealing with these 
initiatives, including the confl ict between analytical approaches and 
political approaches (particularly attention to different agendas that 
are attached to advocacy of the initiatives), the emphasis on achiev-
ing effi ciency values without attention to other values, a reliance on 
government-wide strategies and centralized top-down approaches, 
a tendency to adopt one-size-fi ts-all initiatives, and a separation of 
management activities from program substance. These are themes 
that have also emerged from the work of others who have exam-
ined management reform activities.3

There are at least three agendas at play that are diffi cult to disen-
tangle. Some advocates seek to eliminate programs and fi nd it help-
ful to blame bureaucrats and program offi cials for problems. Others 
simply want to fi nd a way to modify programs and argue that what 
worked in the past does not always make sense in a  current or future 

The Ubiquitous Nature of Performance  3
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environment. And still others believe that performance information 
will allow them to make a case for their programs and respond ef-
fectively with that data to those to whom they are accountable. As 
will be discussed, the existing analytical approaches to performance 
do not allow a disentangling of these three agendas.

While these themes are also present in the performance mea-
surement activity, they are rarely acknowledged. Perhaps this is be-
cause performance activities have moved beyond narrow or tradi-
tional management agendas and have taken on a life of their own.

It is hard to fi nd any aspect of the American society today 
that does not focus on issues related to performance. Pick up any 
daily newspaper and one is likely to fi nd some discussion and 
 consideration about the way that one or several of the institutions 
of our society are able to perform according to expectations. The 
daily press is especially concerned about performance in the pub-
lic sector and provides a rich picture of these issues. This concern 
focuses on all levels of government (federal, state, or local) and cuts 
across many policy sectors. The most frequent treatment of perfor-
mance in the press focuses on education and public expectations 
that children in public schools will perform more effectively than 
they had in the past. But this anxiety moves beyond education; it 
includes health, environment, welfare, foreign policy, national se-
curity, and a range of other public sector areas. It also is found in 
the for-profi t private sector as well as the nonprofi t sector. Per-
formance measurement has become one of the main tenets of the 
global movement called New Public Management, an attempt to 
apply market-based and private-sector concepts to the public sec-
tor. It is not an exaggeration to characterize the concern about per-
formance as ubiquitous.

Because the concern about performance is so pervasive, it takes 
on the form of a movement. It moves beyond specifi c initiatives in 
a few areas to refl ect a general consideration in the society at large. 
It has become part of the language, and words such as “outcomes” 
and “performance measurement” and “achievement” roll off the 
tongues of a wide range of citizens. It may not be an overstatement 
to say that “performance” has joined motherhood and apple pie as 
one of the truisms of the contemporary American culture. Who 
would want to say that they are against performance assessment?

4  Chapter 1
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Why This Book?
The extant literature dealing with performance issues is heav-

ily weighted towards work that makes a case for performance mea-
surement. Much of the literature is of the “how to do it” variety, 
providing advice to organizations and individuals who believe that 
it is important to describe work in outcome terms. Very little of the 
literature communicates a cautionary tone, suggesting that perfor-
mance measurement may not always produce the types of results 
anticipated or may not be appropriate in all situations.

This book seeks to address what I view as an imbalance in the 
literature and to suggest instead that there are other ways to look at 
the issues raised by the performance advocates, beyond an approach 
that relies on the use of language rather than action and beyond a 
one-size-fi ts-all strategy. For some, the process of raising alternative 
approaches seems heretical, and I would expect these individuals to 
be critical of my slant and methodology.

This is not a book that argues for the status quo. Rather, it 
draws on a range of examples from various institutions to show 
how the approach that has taken root in the contemporary Ameri-
can society does not always lead to productive change. Whether it 
is a parent dealing with the education sector, a doctor or teacher, 
a public sector offi cial, or a leader in the private sector, all are cur-
rently facing what appear to be unanticipated consequences of the 
performance movement. The volume seeks to explicate the dimen-
sions of this problem and to suggest alternative approaches to the 
legitimate concern about improving the accountability and effec-
tiveness of our public and private institutions.

This book, thus, is an attempt to discuss performance measure-
ment within a broader context. It seeks to place these developments 
within a framework that deals with complexity, multiple values and 
meanings, and pragmatism. I am not arguing against performance 
measurement per se. Rather, I hope that people will understand that 
it is not the panacea that some of its proponents have presented.

It is useful to review the reasons why the performance move-
ment has taken form. Joseph Wholey has written, “Throughout 
the world, both in government and in the not-for-profi t sector, 
leaders and managers are grappling with closely related problems 
that include tight restrictions on resources, increasing demand for 

The Ubiquitous Nature of Performance  5
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 effective services, low levels of public trust, and increasing demand 
for accountability.”4 Gormley and Balla have noted that “[i]n the 
1990s the concept of performance came to rival accountability 
as a standard for evaluating executive branch agencies. On its own 
merits, performance is important in democratic institutions, as the 
public is well served by government organizations that operate ef-
fectively and produce generally acceptable results.”5

Few would argue against the goal of performance activities. 
But there is a growing negative response to the way that the goal 
has been defi ned and implemented. Various aspects of this argument 
have been raised in different settings. For example, within the pub-
lic management community Allen Schick has focused on the use 
of performance measures. He has commented that arguments over 
performance “often make it appear as if performance measurement 
were an end in itself, as if measuring performance has no utility 
other than to generate measures.”6 Further, he noted, “when per-
formance measurement becomes a beauty contest through score-
cards and rankings, what the process gains in popularity it surren-
ders in rigor and soundness.”7 Schick reports the fi ndings of the 
Congressional Research Service that twice as many laws enacted 
in the 105th Congress (1997–98) included provisions pertaining 
to performance as those enacted by the previous Congress. How-
ever, he notes, performance reports are effective only if they have 
an audience.

In an interesting essay titled “Weak States and the Black Hole 
of Public Administration,” Francis Fukuyama has written that “for-
mal systems of monitoring and accountability . . . either entail very 
high transaction costs or are simply impossible because of the lack 
of specifi city of the underlying activity.”8 Further, he concludes that 
“[t]he effort to be more ‘scientifi c’ than the underlying subject mat-
ter permits carries a real cost in blinding us to the real complexities 
of public administration as it is practiced in different societies.”9

The issues that are raised by Schick and Fukuyama resonate 
with my concerns about previous management reform efforts. They 
too worry about efforts that minimize the importance of politi-
cal and social variables in the management and policy process and 
highlight inattention to the diffi cult experience of implementing 
the performance requirements.

6  Chapter 1
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The Nature of the Problem
During the past decade, the concern about performance has 

taken many different forms. It is the basis for a federal law, the 
Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA), enacted in 
1993 and implemented several years later with interest by both the 
Congress and the executive branch. It is the basis for a process un-
dertaken in 2001 in the federal Offi ce of Management and Bud-
get (OMB) called the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART), 
which attempts to link executive branch budget recommendations 
to the performance of specifi c federal programs. Governors’ offi ces 
and state-level agencies (particularly in the education sector) have 
adopted report cards that seek to rate the performance of specifi c 
program areas against other state, local, or federal agencies.10 When 
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger took offi ce in California, one 
of his fi rst efforts was to commission a report of the California 
Performance Review that emphasized measuring performance in 
its recommendations.11 In a 1998 study, 47 out of 50 states had ad-
opted some form of performance budgeting.12 Quarterly reports 
of profi t levels by corporations are actually required as a form of 
performance, accountability, and transparency. Through the World 
Bank and other international bodies, countries have been encour-
aged to devise methods of assessing performance of public sector 
activities. And even some foundations have adopted processes of 
assessing requests for funds against formal and quantitative perfor-
mance metrics.

The momentum to continue along this path is very strong. Yet 
there are counterindications that the focus on performance is lim-
ited and can be misleading. Much of what has been devised in the 
name of accountability actually interferes with the responsibilities 
that individuals in organizations have to carry out work and to ac-
complish what they have been asked to do. The processes that have 
been put in place often illustrate some of the problems that were 
experienced with previous management reform efforts—relying on 
formal analytical approaches without attention to the political con-
text in which they occur, jumping to measure outcomes without 
attention to decision processes, highlighting effi ciency goals with-
out including a focus on equity questions, a reliance on a one-size-
fi ts-all approach, diffi culty fi nding decision processes that will use 

The Ubiquitous Nature of Performance  7
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the information developed, and separating management activities 
from substantive program concerns.

The book that follows explores these issues. It is designed to 
raise a series of questions that should be asked before one plunges 
into a performance measurement effort. Some of the chapters may 
be of interest to some readers and not to others. But collectively 
they represent my attempt to step back from specifi c performance 
measurement activities and ask broader questions about these ef-
forts than those that are usually asked. While most of the examples 
and discussion in the book center on performance management in 
government, I have attempted to include examples from other sec-
tors that illustrate similar issues.

There are a number of themes that structure the argument that 
follows. There is an attempt to emphasize both the content and the 
context of the performance activity. Consideration is given to the 
variety of program and policy structures that face performance de-
mands and the multiple values and expectations that are built into 
program goals. This creates a complexity that makes it diffi cult to 
develop information sources and to focus on program outcomes. 
The perceptions of those faced with performance requirements are 
emphasized, and each substantive chapter begins with a vignette 
about a person who has to deal with the requirements. These vi-
gnettes are based on real situations but written in a fi ctional style. 
Each chapter also draws on theoretical literature as well as topical 
examples to illustrate the relevant topics.

The Organization of the Book
Chapter 2, The Performance Mindset, contrasts what I have called 

the “classic approach to performance measurement” with an alter-
native set of assumptions about the nature of intelligence, about the 
complex nature of the world, about numbers, and about the appro-
priate strategies that should be used to make change. The vignette 
that is used to illustrate the issues in this chapter presents a dilemma 
for someone who does not share the assumptions that are found in 
the performance mindset.

Chapter 3, One Size Fits All, discusses the tendency of past 
management reform efforts to minimize the uniqueness of pro-

8  Chapter 1
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grams or organizations and explores some alternative approaches to 
deal with differences that occur between types of organizations, as 
well as different approaches to the study of organizations. It gives 
attention to the problems faced by those who are confronted with 
“one-size-fi ts-all” requirements that don’t fi t their organizational 
realities.

Chapter 4, Demeaning Professionals: Throwing Out the Baby with 
the Bathwater? draws on a sociological literature dealing with pro-
fessionalism and indicates how the drive to hold professionals ac-
countable to a particular set of standards can lead to ineffective and 
inappropriate behaviors. The chapter includes examples from the 
world of public school teaching, the practice of medicine, scientifi c 
research, and methods of allocating resources to university faculty.

Chapter 5, Competing Values: Can the Performance Movement Deal 
with Equity? attempts to draw on the classic value confl ict between 
effi ciency and equity and focus on efforts to include equity concerns 
in the performance movement. It discusses the struggles involved in 
the process of defi ning equity, the resistance to including equity ques-
tions in the measurement of performance, and diffi culties involved in 
including equity measurements in the performance process.

Chapter 6, The Reality of Fragmentation: Power and Authority in 
the U.S. Political System, focuses on the most recent federal per-
formance efforts—the Government Performance and Results Act 
(GPRA) and the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART). It draws 
on the experience of the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services to illustrate the problems faced in implementing these pro-
grams within a system characterized by fragmented institutional 
structures, multiple functions, and political realities.

Chapter 7, Intergovernmental Relationships: Power and Authority in 
the U.S. Political System, reviews the impact of performance activity 
on intergovernmental relationships in the United States. Framed in 
the constant debate over the appropriate role of the federal gov-
ernment, the chapter discusses the confl ict between efforts to hold 
federal government agencies accountable and the effort to provide 
state and local governments and third parties with discretion. It re-
views various efforts to balance the elements in this confl ict

Chapter 8, Information, Interests, and Ideology, discusses the as-
sumptions that have been made within the performance movement 

The Ubiquitous Nature of Performance  9
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10  Chapter 1

about information and provides contemporary examples of prob-
lems involved in measuring performance. Many of the problems 
that are confronted by players in the performance effort revolve 
around diffi culties involving information—its availability, types of 
information, ability to measure outcomes, and the appropriateness 
of measuring and quantifying all organizational behavior.

Chapter 9, Competing Values in a Global Context: Performance 
Activities in the World Bank, provides a case study of efforts within 
the World Bank to balance public management reform efforts with 
what has been called “social accountability.” The latter draws on eq-
uity concerns and involvement of the nongovernmental sector. This 
is a case that illustrates problems in fi nding ways to utilize different 
approaches to performance information in a complex organization 
that values market-based economic reasoning.

Finally, chapter 10, Confl icting Patterns of Assumptions: Where Do 
We Go from Here? provides a conclusion and lessons for those who 
seek to embark on performance measurement activities. It com-
pares the classic assumptions about performance measurement with 
alternative approaches, suggesting that there are other ways to look 
at the issues raised by the performance advocates beyond the rhe-
torical approach and beyond a one-size-fi ts-all strategy.

It is my hope that this volume will lead to a new discussion 
about performance management that integrates the issues of com-
plexity into the consideration of these efforts. Without such con-
sideration, individuals who raise questions about the effectiveness 
of the multiple aspects of the performance movement are assumed 
to oppose all performance measurement activities. That is not my 
intention. Rather, this book seeks to fi nd ways to devise activities 
that are appropriate and effective.

Notes
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Brookings Institution, 1995).
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2 mindset

Professor Francine Fisher was ap-
proaching a foundation for support of an innovative lec-
ture series that focused on current issues in bioethics. The 
series was planned as an interdisciplinary effort that in-
volved the medical school and the departments of biology, 
philosophy, political science, anthropology, and sociology. 
While she knew that the issues were topical, it was hard 
for her to estimate the number of individuals who would 
be interested in the series.

Her topic seemed to match the substantive interests 
of a foundation that was known to fund somewhat simi-
lar efforts on other issues. She asked the foundation for 
their guidelines for submitting a proposal, anticipating 
that this organization (like many others) would call for a 
general proposal that would serve as the basis for further 
 discussion.

She was very surprised when she received the guide-
lines. The foundation described itself as an organization 
that was directed toward change and that used the business 
investment model to assess proposals. Prospective grant-
ees were expected to present their proposed activity in a 
way that produces results using quantitative methods. The 
guidance that she received included examples of several 
quantitative measures of effi ciency and cost-effectiveness. 
She was expected to show how her activity would lever-
age other funds, defi ne the per lecture cost and expected 
audience, and identify specifi c outcomes or outputs of the 
lecture series (such as publications).

12  
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While Professor Fisher hoped that the lecture series 
would generate interest and multidisciplinary discussions 
that could eventually result in future research, she found it 
daunting to attempt to present her idea in the format that 
the foundation required. Part of her agenda was to broaden 
the interest in the bioethics topic beyond the traditional 
players. Thus it was particularly diffi cult to predict their re-
sponse to the lecture series and to quantify the outcomes. 
She realized that she approached this work with a very dif-
ferent mindset than did the foundation.

A sizeable portion of this book discusses, there are many traps 
that can be confronted by those who take the performance assessment 
journey. Some stem from technical questions and others from ques-
tions of values. Still others are enmeshed in the structure and construct 
of the institution in which they operate. But undergirding these traps 
are very different assumptions about the nature of the world.

Much of the advocacy for performance activity rests on what 
I have called the “classic” approach to performance measurement. 
Yet there is an alternative set of assumptions that provides a differ-
ent way of thinking about this process. A signifi cant number of the 
problems faced by those involved with performance measurement 
stem from the assumptions that they have made about the nature 
of intelligence, the nature of the world, and the appropriate strate-
gies that should be used to make change. I have termed this set of 
assumptions “the performance mindset” and argue that there are 
alternative ways to think about these issues.

The Classic Approach to Performance Measurement
Although there is a wide range of examples of performance 

measurement in both the public and private sectors in various ju-
risdictional levels, most of the efforts have been constructed around 
a basic planning process. That process usually begins with the speci-
fi cation of long-term or mid-term goals and highlights desired out-
comes related to these goals. These goals can be defi ned at an or-
ganizational level or at a programmatic level and often involve the 
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translating of general, long-term strategic goals to more specifi c 
goals and objectives. Following this, the process involves the devel-
opment of performance measures that give one a quantifi able set 
of expectations that are defi ned as reasonable levels for expected 
performance. These measures are usually annual or short-term in 
duration. The third step involves collecting, verifying, and analyz-
ing data that allow one to assess the level of accomplishment of the 
stated goals.1

Others have embellished this basic process and emphasize spe-
cifi c steps within it. For example, Harry Hatry of the Urban In-
stitute established a sample performance measurement system de-
velopment schedule of thirty months that involved the following 
steps:

Step 1: Set overall scope, get top-level support, and establish 
working group

Step 2: Identify mission and customers
Steps 3 to 5: Identify what is to be measured
Step 6: Identify data sources and data collection procedures
Steps 7 to 9: Determine data breakouts, comparisons, and 

analysis plan
Steps 10 to 12: Prepare for pilot test
Step 13: Pilot test; make revisions
Steps 14 to 15: Plan for implementation.2

Others have focused on what they call a “managing-for-results 
culture” and recommend that four steps should be followed in the 
process: Start with a personal commitment, be clear in what you’re 
trying to do, create a supply of performance information, and create 
a demand for performance information.3

Both Hatry and the “managing-for-results” advocates suggest 
that planners and those involved with change can be successful 
if they follow a rational and detailed process. Good organization, 
commitment, and analysis should lead to success.

With confi dence in the rational process, the proponents of per-
formance measurement believe that it is possible for performance 
analysts to emphasize the outcomes of organizational activity, not the 
inputs or outputs of the processes. Much of the classic performance 
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activity is constructed on a differentiation between various stages of 
the decision process.4 This differentiation rests on a belief that most 
organizations lose sight of the ultimate outcomes produced by their 
activity, which are believed to be the reason for their existence. The 
classic defi nition of the terms used in this process differentiates be-
tween inputs, outputs, outcomes, and indicators:

Input: Resources (expenditures or employee time) used to produce 
outputs and outcomes. Performance advocates often argue 
that organizations emphasize the importance of inputs to the 
exclusion of other elements and, as a result, equate the avail-
ability of these resources with success.

Output: Products and services delivered. Outputs are completed 
products of internal activity: the amount of work done within 
the organization or by its contractors (such as miles of road 
repaired or number of calls answered). A focus on outputs is 
criticized as a way for organizations to continue to do the 
work they have always done without determining whether 
that work actually leads to desired outcomes.

Outcome: An event, occurrence, or condition that is outside the 
activity or program itself and is of direct importance to pro-
gram customers or the public. We also include indicators of 
service quality, those of importance to customers, under this 
category.5 While the defi nition of outcomes may emerge from 
organizational goals, the organization may not have the au-
thority or resources available that allow it to actually reach for 
the goal.

Intermediate outcome: An outcome that is expected to lead to a de-
sired end but is not an end in itself (such as service response 
time, which is of concern to the customer making a call or 
requesting a service but does not indicate anything directly 
about the success of the call or request). A program may have 
multiple intermediate outcomes.

End outcome: The end result that is sought (such as the community 
having cleaner air or reduced incidence of disease). A program 
may have more than one end outcome.6

Outcome indicator: A numerical measure of the amount or  frequency 
of a particular outcome.
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Performance indicator: A specifi c numerical measurement for one 
aspect of performance (for example, output or outcome) 
under consideration.7

While the language of performance measurement has its own 
stylized vocabulary, it actually shares many attributes with the clas-
sic scientifi c method. It emphasizes the rigor of following a logical 
process, it focuses on ultimate outcomes, and it relies on the collec-
tion and interpretation of data.

It’s Not So Easy
The constantly growing literature on performance measure-

ment has increasingly acknowledged a range of problems that have 
been encountered by those who have tried to use the classic pro-
cess. This acknowledgement spans a number of different explana-
tions but begins to provide a picture of the limitations of the clas-
sic approach and indicates that achieving the goals of performance 
measurement is not so easy.

In one article, Christopher Hood and Guy Peters returned to 
the work of some earlier social scientists to explain what they call 
“the middle aging” of New Public Management (NPM).8 Since 
performance measurement is one of the processes integral to NPM, 
this analysis is relevant to this discussion. One of the themes of the 
Hood-Peters article was the presence of what sociologist Robert 
Merton called the “unintended consequences of purposive social 
action.” Nearly seventy years ago, Merton noted that the subject 
of unanticipated consequences was “treated by virtually every sub-
stantial contributor to the long history of social thought.”9 Merton 
cited the work of Machiavelli, Adam Smith, Marx, Engels, Pareto, 
Max Weber, and others as a part of this array of theorists.

Others followed Merton, pursuing the themes of “limited in-
formation, various forms of erroneous assumptions or tunnel vision, 
and self-defeating prophecies.”10 In the early 1980s, Sam Sieber ap-
plied these themes to the experience of the past decades, particu-
larly the government activity that followed the War on Poverty and 
the activism of the federal government in the Great Society era. 
Sieber began his book, Fatal Remedies: The Ironies of Social Interven-
tion, with the observation that “few institutions, programs or leaders 
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are immune to the vexatious experience of worsening the condi-
tion that they set out so nobly to alleviate.”11 At the same time, he 
noted that there has been little effort by contemporary social scien-
tists to examine this behavior. He commented that social scientists 
have not attempted (like the performance measurement advocates) 
to draw out the negative implications of their approach.

Both Sieber and Hood and Peters suggest that advocates of 
change have been so enamored of their prescriptions that they 
ignore or play down the likelihood of unanticipated side effects. 
Hood and Peters have suggested that the advocates of NPM exhib-
ited “overconfi dence in the general effi cacy of the remedies they 
advocated.” The result, they argue, is that the activity generated a 
paradox and that NPM became “a set of politically driven reforms 
that tended to distract middle- and upper-level offi cials, create mas-
sive paperwork, and produce major unintended effects.”12 Their as-
sessment of the NPM developments shares many aspects of the ex-
perience of performance activity.

Because the mainstream of American society highlights what 
seems to be a very positive face of these efforts to improve perfor-
mance, the voices that have pointed to unanticipated  consequences—
or, as some argue, perverse consequences—of the performance mea-
surement activities have tended to be peripheral to the conversa-
tion. Yet some have specifi cally raised concerns about the activity. 
Some of the critiques come from inside the public management 
fi eld, while others emerge from the public policy fi eld.

Within the public management community, Peter Smith of the 
University of York has focused on the unintended consequences of 
publishing performance data in the public sector. He writes, “While 
not challenging the desirability of publishing performance data . . . 
the performance indicator philosophy is based on inadequate mod-
els of production and control.”13

Gloria Grizzle commented on the unintended consequences 
of the pervasive practice of performance measurement. She notes, 
“We expect that measuring effi ciency leads to greater effi ciency 
and measuring outcomes leads to better outcomes, but we don’t 
always get the results we expect.”14 She points to unintended con-
sequences in test scores, crime reports, corporate earnings, and the 
practice of “creaming” clients or customers.
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Sandra van Thiel and Frans L. Leeuw have written about the 
unintended consequences of the international interest in perfor-
mance measurement. They comment on an increase in monitoring 
costs as a result of an emphasis on regulation and auditing and ef-
fects such as lack of innovation that limit the effectiveness of policy 
implementation. Further, they note that in some cases monitoring 
has led to symbolic behavior: it appears to be in place but is actually 
not occurring.15

Still another Dutch academic commented on what he called 
“[t]he perverse effects of performance measurement.” Hans de 
Bruijn wrote about the form of strategic behavior called “gam-
ing the numbers.” He also commented on the tendency of per-
formance measurement to block innovation and ambition, to veil 
actual performance, to kill the professional attitude, and to lead to 
punishment of performance.16

Three of the four public management academics just cited are 
European, suggesting that there may be more attention to these 
negative effects in Europe than in the United States. These caution-
ary comments begin to mirror other skeptical analyses of earlier 
organizational change efforts.

Others have written about unanticipated consequences from 
the perspective of specifi c program areas. These comments emerge 
from individuals who are a part of the public policy community. 
Blalock and Barnow’s evaluation work on the Job Training Partner-
ship Act and its successor led them to conclude that “the ‘perfor-
mance management movement’ that has swept the post-industrial 
world in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and has redirected informa-
tion collection and analysis toward a focus on social program results 
(outcomes), may lead to misinformed judgments of the value of 
social programs.” They note:

This potential problem could result in misguided social 
remedies if those designing and directing performance 
management systems, and the users of information fl owing 
from such systems, are not careful about distinguishing be-
tween 1) results that can be attributed relatively exclusively 
to the unique interventions of these programs—that is, to 
net impacts or cause-effect relations, and 2) results that are 
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due to a variety of infl uences both within and outside these 
programs, or are occurring simply by chance.17

Clotfelter and Ladd have focused on performance-based in-
centive programs in education. They note that “to be effective, rec-
ognition and reward systems must change behavior in ways that 
encourage learning.” They observe that “[d]espite the potential of 
school-based incentive programs—especially in the context of a 
school system where signifi cant power has been decentralized to 
the school level—a number of concerns remain. These include 
‘teaching to the test,’ program manipulation and outright cheating, 
and effects of the program on teacher morale.”18

These two critiques approach performance measurement from 
a concern about the substance of policy—one in job training and 
the other in education. They focus on the specifi c effects of perfor-
mance programs on the achievement of program goals embedded 
in program design. Yet some of their concerns overlap with those of 
analysts from the public management fi eld.

Holding On to the Traditional Assumptions
While commentators often point to problems faced in the im-

plementation of the performance activity, many of them continue 
to use the basic logic of that process and seek to modify that ap-
proach in order to deal with these problems. They continue to hold 
on to the assumptions that are intrinsic to the traditional approach. 
These are:

Goals can be defi ned clearly and set fi rmly as the basis for the 
performance measurement process.

Goals are specifi c and the responsibility of defi nable actors.
Outcomes can be specifi ed independently of inputs, processes, 

and outputs.
Outcomes can be quantifi ed and measured.
Outcomes are controllable and susceptible to external timing.
Data are available, clear, and accurate.
Results of the performance measurement can be delivered to 

an actor with authority to respond to the results.
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Thus there are three possible approaches to the “performance 
mindset.” One approach emphasizes the positive impact that can 
emerge from a reliance on clarity, information, and the logic of the 
scientifi c method. The second approach is more modest about the 
possible impact of the classic process but continues to believe that 
in the future it will be possible to achieve clarity of goals, quantify 
information, and fi nd actors who will use that information. The 
third approach, however, suggests a much more skeptical approach 
to this process. It suggests that there may be alternative ways to ap-
proach this task that include multiple approaches to intelligence, the 
demands of complexity, and assumptions related to quantifi cation.

Is There a Single Type of Intelligence?
Since ancient times, there has been a debate about the way that 

people organize the world that they see. Drawing on the phrase of 
the eighth-century B.C. Greek poet Archilochus—“The fox knows 
many things; the hedgehog knows one big thing”—philosophers 
and more contemporary psychologists have noted that some people 
view the world with a clear, central vision and others see it as a frag-
mented, multicomponent system. Philosopher Isaiah Berlin is well 
known for his characterization of these two visions of the world:

For there exists a great chasm between those, on one side, 
who relate everything to a single central vision, one sys-
tem less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of which 
they understand, think and feel—a single, universal orga-
nizing principle in terms of which alone all they are and 
say has signifi cance—and, on the other side, those who 
pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, 
connected, if at all, only in some de facto way, for some 
psychological or physiological cause, related by no moral 
or aesthetic principle; these last lead lives, perform acts, and 
entertain ideas that are centrifugal rather than centripetal, 
their thought is scattered or diffused, moving on many lev-
els, seizing upon the essence of a vast variety of experi-
ences and objects for what they are in themselves, without, 
consciously or unconsciously, seeking to fi t them into, or 
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exclude them from, any one unchanging,  all- embracing, 
sometimes self-contradictory and incomplete, at times fa-
natical, unitary inner vision.19 

Psychologist Howard Gardner has noted that this dichotomy 
has been used to determine whether individuals are more or less 
“smart,” “bright,” ”clever,” or “intelligent.”20 Gardner writes that 
there is a tradition that glorifi es the distinct functions or parts of 
the mind. “In Classical times, it was common to differentiate be-
tween reason, will, and feeling. Medieval thinkers had their trivium 
of grammar, logic, and rhetoric, and their quadrivium of mathemat-
ics, geometry, astronomy, and music.” 21

Gardner uses this intellectual tradition to argue that several rel-
atively autonomous competences exist; he calls these human intel-
ligences, and they become the basis for his view that these are the 
“frames of mind.” 22 His quest to understand how knowledge is 
attained stems from his effort to classify human intellectual compe-
tences because

[t]here is much recent evidence emerging from scientifi c 
research, cross-cultural observations, and educational study 
which stands in need of review and organization; and per-
haps above all, because it seems within our grasp to come 
up with a list of intellectual strengths which will prove use-
ful for a wide range of researchers and practitioners. . . . In 
other words, the synthesis that we seek can never be all 
things for all people, but it holds promise of providing some 
things for many interested parties. 23

According to Gardner, the prerequisites of an intelligence in-
volve a set “of skills of problem solving—enabling the individual to 
resolve genuine problems or diffi culties that he or she encounters and, 
when appropriate, to create an effective product—and must also 
entail the potential for fi nding or creating problems—thereby laying 
the groundwork for the acquisition of new knowledge. 24

Gardner establishes both positive and negative criteria for the 
identifi cation of intelligences. They are not equivalent to sensory 
systems; they should be thought of as entities at a level of  generality; 
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they should not be defi ned in evaluative terms; they should be 
thought of as separate from particular programs of action; and they 
should differentiate between know-how (knowledge of how to ex-
ecute something) and know-that (knowledge about the procedures 
involved in execution).25

Gardner’s theory includes six different types of intelligence: 
linguistic intelligence, musical intelligence, logical-mathematical 
intelligence, spatial intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, 
and what he calls the personal intelligences.26 In his discussion of 
the application of intelligences, he suggests that individuals “cast 
the net widely” and look beyond traditional methods of deter-
mining whether goals have been achieved. He argues: “For every 
goal currently being pursued, there is presumably a set of intelli-
gences which could readily be mobilized for its realization, as well 
as a set of intelligences whose mobilization would pose a greater 
challenge.” 27

Others have built on Gardner’s work. Daniel Goleman, in Emo-
tional Intelligence, reports an interview with Gardner.

The time has come . . . to broaden our notion of the spec-
trum of talents. The single most important contribution 
education can make to a child’s development is to help 
him toward a fi eld where his talents best suit him, where 
he will be satisfi ed and competent. We’ve completely lost 
sight of that. Instead we subject everyone to an education 
where, if you succeed, you will be best suited to be a col-
lege professor. And we evaluate everyone along the way 
according to whether they meet that narrow standard of 
success. We should spend less time ranking children and 
more time helping them to identify their natural compe-
tencies and gifts, and cultivate those. There are hundreds 
and hundreds of ways to succeed, and many, many different 
abilities that will help you get there.”28

Goleman argues that a high IQ “is no guarantee of prosper-
ity, prestige, or happiness in life,” but “our schools and our culture 
fi xate on academic abilities, ignoring emotional intelligence, a set of 
traits—some might call it character—that also matters immensely 

22  Chapter 2

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   22fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   22 4/24/06   1:31:03 PM4/24/06   1:31:03 PM



for our personal destiny. Emotional life is a domain that, as surely 
as math or reading, can be handled with greater or lesser skill, and 
requires a unique set of competencies.” 29 According to Goleman, 
emotion includes anger, sadness, fear, enjoyment, love, surprise, dis-
gust, and shame.30

Why is the discussion of intelligence relevant to those who are 
involved in the performance movement? As one reviews the types 
of performance measures that have been devised across a range of 
institutions, it appears that there is a single defi nition of success, 
based on just one of the types of intelligence. The performance 
movement is dominated by lateral thinkers, or what we normally 
associate with the scientifi c approach. These individuals think in a 
way that moves from one piece of data to another, along a linear 
path. Thus a leads to b leads to c, etc. Often these individuals fo-
cus on the literal meanings of words and information. Others, by 
contrast, think in symbolic forms, dealing with multiple meanings 
and often reasoning by analogy. For example, Murray Edelman re-
minded us that the administrative system is “symbol and ritual” and 
should be acknowledged as such.31

The language that is used to defi ne the classic approach to per-
formance measurement does not provide the space for individu-
als with concerns about multiple goals and qualitative impacts to 
report their assessment of performance. For example, individuals 
who are engaged in scientifi c research often believe that negative 
fi ndings may be more useful to the research enterprise than fi ndings 
that report success. Yet the classic process does not easily give them 
the ability to report these fi ndings.

How Do We Deal with Complexity?
While Gardner and others have emphasized the ways that in-

dividuals comprehend and deal with the world, others have focused 
on the changes that have taken place in that world and how those 
changes demand different approaches to it. Dietrich Dorner has ar-
gued that problems have emerged because of the “seeming failure 
of our capacity to think. . . . Some analysts complain that all our dif-
fi culties stem from the fact that we have been turned loose in the 
industrial age equipped with the brain of prehistoric times.” 32
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Using a range of examples as the basis for his perspective, he 
argues that we have a tendency to rely on established measures and 
cannot think in terms of nonlinear networks of causation. The prob-
lems that exist in the world relate to the reality of  complexity—the 
presence of many interdependent variables in a system.

The more variables and the greater their interdependence, 
the greater that system’s complexity. Great complexity 
places high demands on a planner’s capacity to gather in-
formation, integrate fi ndings, and design effective actions. 
The links between the variables oblige us to attend to a 
great many features simultaneously, and that, concomi-
tantly, makes it impossible for us to undertake only one 
action in a complex system.

Dorner notes that “it is diffi cult to arrive at a satisfactory measure 
of complexity because the measurement should take into account 
not only the links themselves but also their nature.” Further, he writes 
that “complexity is not an objective factor but a subjective one.”33

Dorner highlights the limitations of information. “Planners and 
decision makers may have no direct access, or indeed no access at 
all, to information about the situation they must address. They have 
to look, as it were, through frosted glass.” He believes that

If we want to operate within a complex and dynamic sys-
tem, we have to know not only what its current status is 
but what its status will be or could be in the future, and we 
have to know how certain actions we take will infl uence 
the situation. For this, we need “structural knowledge,” 
knowledge of how the variables in the system are related 
and how they infl uence one another.34

Further, he notes that it is important to acknowledge the di-
mensions of the environment in which one is working. The system 
that he describes is not a set of unrelated systems, but we often 
approach it as such to simplify our analysis. “It is the method that 
guarantees neglect of side effects and repercussions and therefore 
guarantees failure.” 35
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Goal setting, he writes, is an important aspect of problem solv-
ing; however, there are pitfalls and diffi culties that interfere with suc-
cessful goal setting. He fi nds that goals come in many forms. Some 
are positive and some are negative. Some are general and some are 
specifi c, and some are clear and some are unclear. They are simple or 
multiple and implicit or explicit. This multiplicity of goals means that 
“we have to attend to many factors and satisfy several criteria at once 
when we act.” And in complex situations, “we cannot do only one 
thing.” 36 He notes that the unclarity that is inherent in these complex 
situations requires us to “deconstruct” them. The classic approach to 
performance measurement rests on an assumption that programs and 
policies have goals that can be clarifi ed and analyzed separately.

We have to take them apart and isolate what we mean in 
detail when we talk about comfort, favorability to labor, and 
so forth. That brings clarity. It also brings diffi culties, for we 
will often note after we have analyzed a complex concept 
this way that it has no single “center” but involves many dif-
ferent things in different places at different times.37

Failing to acknowledge the interrelationship between goals 
leads to diffi culties. “Not only do we then almost inevitably end up 
concentrating on the wrong problems but we neglect long-term 
considerations, especially when partial or interim goals capture our 
attention and displace primary goals. Realizing we are attacking the 
wrong problems only makes us more uncertain.” 38

Dorner advises decision makers to begin by thinking of prob-
lems within a system analysis framework. He also recommends that 
individuals think by analogy, moving away from the concrete situ-
ation to an abstract stance. 39 This is the framework that he uses to 
conceptualize his view of planning. He sees planning as a way to 
“think through the consequences of certain actions and see whether 
those actions will bring us closer to our desired goal.” 40 Dorner is 
skeptical about the ability of people to undertake the structure of 
planning (lay out a sequence of actions, combine forward and re-
verse planning, and move toward the goal).

Dorner provides a number of maxims about the planning 
 process. Among them are: “In very complex and quickly  changing 
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 situations the most reasonable strategy is to plan only in rough out-
line” and “The more uncertain we are, the greater our tendency to 
overplan.”41 This approach provides fl exibility to deal with uncer-
tainties in the future and to deal with policies and programs that 
contain multiple and often confl icting goals. In many ways, it is the 
antithesis of the classic approach to performance measurement.

He reports on work that has been done by researchers to iden-
tify characteristics of good problem solvers. One such study is from 
Thomas Roth, who studied the problem-solving language that 
good and bad participants used while engaged in a simulation game. 
Roth found that the bad problem solvers tended to use unquali-
fi ed expressions: constantly, every time, all, without exception, absolutely, 
entirely, completely, totally, unequivocally, undeniably, without question, cer-
tainly, solely, nothing, nothing further, only, neither . . . nor, must, and have 
to. The good problem solvers, on the other hand, tended more to-
ward qualifi ed expressions: now and then, in general, sometimes, ordinar-
ily, often, a bit, in particular, somewhat, specifi cally, especially, to some degree, 
perhaps, conceivable, questionable, among other things, on the other hand, 
also, moreover, may, can, and be in a position to.42

Dorner suggests that we should “meditate on Kant’s warning: 
‘Making plans is often the occupation of an opulent and boastful 
mind, which thus obtains the reputation of a creative genius by de-
manding what it cannot itself supply, by censuring what it cannot 
improve, and by proposing what it knows not where to fi nd.’” 43

Among the recommendations that Dorner provides in the 
conclusion of his book are the following:

We can learn that we cannot always realize all our goals at 
once, because different goals may contradict one another. 
We must often compromise between different goals.

We can learn that we have to establish priorities but that we 
cannot cling to the same priorities forever. We may have 
to change them. . . .

We can learn how to adapt information gathering to the 
needs of the task at hand, neither going into excessive 
detail nor stopping too short. . . .

We can learn the consequences of hastily ascribing all events 
in a certain fi eld to one central cause. . . .
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We can learn when to continue gathering information and 
when to stop. . . .

We can learn that we sometimes act simply because we want 
to prove to ourselves we can act. . . .

We can learn that it is essential to analyze our errors and draw 
conclusions from them for reorganizing our thinking and 
behavior.44

Assumptions about Numbers
There is perhaps no element within the performance measure-

ment process that is more important than the reliance on numbers 
and quantitative presentation of accomplishments. In this sense, the 
movement owes much to the contribution of Jeremy Bentham, the 
English philosopher who is viewed as the individual who started 
“the numbering of the modern world” and heralded the arrival 
of the number crunchers. Bentham’s utilitarianism was followed 
by John Stuart Mill, who was able to “humanize the utilitarian 
 gospel.”

According to David Boyle, “[a]fter Mill came a long  tradition 
of counting pioneers who unleashed the fl ood of statistics on 
the modern world, and then had serious doubts.” 45 But today, he 
writes:

The trouble is brandishing numbers doesn’t work any-
more. They mean little and they have plunged us into a 
world packed full of fi gures, where almost every aspect 
of our lives is measured—from our purchases to our in-
surance risk—and transformed into numerical half truths. 
This obsessive calculation of things that can’t be measured 
is one of the most extraordinary features of the modern 
world, yet it comes in for remarkably little debate. We sim-
ply accept it.46

Boyle fi nds that the obsession with numbers is related to other 
problems. He argues: “The collapse of politics and ideology into 
numbers is probably more responsible than anything for the intense 
dullness of politics these days, as fewer people are prepared to take 
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part in the political process.”47 He identifi es a series of paradoxes; 
for example, he argues that “numbers replace trust but make mea-
suring even more untrustworthy. . . . Numbers are democratic. We 
use them to peer into the mysterious worlds of professionals, to 
take back some kind of control. They are the tools of opposition to 
arrogant rulers. Yet in another sense they are not democratic at all. 
Politicians simply like to pretend that numbers take the decisions 
out of their hands.”

Another paradox is what Boyle describes as “when numbers 
fail, we get more numbers. . . . If the targets fail, you get more tar-
gets. . . . Because counting and measuring are seen as the antidote 
to distrust, any auditing failure must need more auditing.”48 Boyle 
acknowledges that numbers “are an absolutely vital tool for human 
progress . . . [but] they are not objective, nor the fi nal answer, and 
they dull our good sense and intuition.”49

Boyle argues:

The whole of    Western culture is geared to measuring. All 
around us, we can hear the noise of the modern world 
applying sports-style league tables to complex political or 
business problems. Or searching for the single, measurable 
gene that causes complex human attributes like love or 
learning or intelligence. . . . You can hear us all shifting 
the power from one kind of professional to another, in 
the name of democracy—from teachers and doctors to ac-
countants, auditors, and academics. . . .

Yet if you don’t put fi gures to what’s really important, 
then you also know your competitors will do it for you, 
the regulators and politicians will impose some fancy nu-
merical code on you, and the pressure groups will demand 
what they call “accountability.” Without putting numbers 
to your business case, your report, or your argument, you 
risk sounding woolly, or not completely serious. 50 

Joel Best described the problem similarly as he focused on the 
use of standardized tests in education:
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The problem with such bureaucratic measures is that we 
lose sight of their limitations. We begin by telling ourselves 
that we need some way of measuring teaching quality and 
that this method—whatever its fl aws—is better than noth-
ing. Even if some resist adopting the measure at fi rst, over 
time inertia sets in, and people come to accept its use. Be-
fore long, the measure is taken for granted, and its fl aws 
tend to be forgotten.51

It is diffi cult to draw a line that allows one to collect appropri-
ate information without moving into the traps that are described 
by Boyle and Best. Information does tend to have a life of its own, 
and the caveats that may be in place at the point of data collection 
may indeed be forgotten as the information continues to be col-
lected over time. (Many other issues dealing with information are 
also discussed in chapter 8.)

Conclusion
This chapter has discussed three topics—multiple intelligence, 

complexity, and approaches to numbers—to support the argument 
that the assumptions embedded in the “classic” approach to per-
formance measurement are not the only way to think about these 
issues. Concern about performance measurement and resistance to 
its requirements could be viewed as unwillingness to be account-
able. But this discussion has shown that there are alternative ways 
to approach the accountability demands. One might step back from 
the confl ict over specifi c performance requirements and, instead, 
acknowledge that individuals operate in multiple ways in a world 
beset by complexity and ambiguity about numbers and data.

This book does not argue that all performance measurement 
activities are inappropriate. Rather, it calls on those who deal with 
these issues to recognize that there are many ways to approach these 
demands. Certainty about performance measurement is particularly 
inappropriate in volatile and rapidly changing issues where goals are 
complex and multiple.
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The vignette that begins this chapter—the problem faced 
by Professor Francine Fisher—illustrates a situation where 
traditional performance measurement approaches drawn 
from the private sector are inappropriate. The dilemma for 
Professor Fisher is that she needs the funding from the 
foundation to develop a lecture series that promises to be 
creative and quite innovative. She may try to convince the 
foundation to allow her to present her proposal in a dif-
ferent way or she may try to force her proposal into their 
very narrow structure. If she does the latter, she may fi nd 
herself moving in a direction that she knows is not likely 
to yield the sort of results she desires. It’s not clear what 
she should do. Should she play the game? Or should she 
search for another source of funding? Should she give up 
or try harder? 
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3 One Size Fits All

  Raymond Wilson was appointed sec-
retary of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices (DHHS) less than three years ago. His experience in 
the California Department of Health and in the private 
sector had given him some sense of the breadth of DHHS. 
But he was very surprised to realize that issues related to 
the health program were only one part of the portfolio of 
this department. He prepared for his confi rmation hear-
ings in the Senate with a crash course on the multiple 
accountability demands to which he was required to re-
spond. He learned that he was responsible for many pro-
grams that covered a range of issues and policy approaches. 
Indeed, there are more than three hundred programs in his 
 department.

Since his appointment, his experience in the budget 
process involving both OMB and the congressional appro-
priations committees and subcommittees made him realize 
how diffi cult it is to think of the department as a single unit 
that is responsible to a single source of performance expec-
tations. Each of the program areas within the department 
is surrounded by a set of interest groups and constituencies 
that is specialized and focused on that specifi c policy area. 
And each of the program areas has a number of members of 
Congress who pay particular attention to the details of the 
area that interests them. The partisan nature of congressional 
activity means that many of the programs have two sets of 
congressional and interest group players. One set supports 
the program, while the other is skeptical about its approach 
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or goals. So when he thought about describing the perfor-
mance of the department’s programs, he realized how diffi -
cult it would be to please all the players in the system.

While a few of the programs within DHHS are actu-
ally administered by federal offi cials, most of the programs 
are implemented by others—state or local governments or 
private for-profi t or nonprofi t organizations. As a result, 
efforts to hold federal administrators accountable for pro-
grams over which they have limited control are diffi cult.

Raymond Wilson learned about the requirements of 
the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) 
early in his tenure as secretary. He found it somewhat lu-
dicrous that this huge department was expected to write 
a fi ve-year strategic plan that established goals and objec-
tives covering all of the programs within the department 
when these programs are based on conditions that change 
rapidly. The document he inherited was written at a level 
of generality that attempted to avoid confl ict. As a result, 
it often seemed to him to be an exercise simply to com-
ply with the Act’s requirements. But he was required to 
sign off on such a document and submit it both to OMB 
and to the Congress along with yearly performance plans 
and performance reports. It does not seem to him that 
this process actually contributes to effective performance 
assessment for many of the programs in his department. 
Yet in order to advocate for what he views as an adequate 
budget for the department within OMB he has to satisfy 
the GPRA document requirements.

Managers and offi cials who face performance measurement 
demands often fi nd that these requirements come from those who 
seem to ignore the special requirements of programs or organi-
zations. As Raymond Wilson was appreciating the diversity of the 
programs within his department, others were expecting him to fi t 
those programs into a format that was devised as a government-
wide effort. As I have written elsewhere, one could call this a situa-
tion where square pegs are expected to fi t into round holes.1

34  Chapter 3

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   34fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   34 4/24/06   1:31:08 PM4/24/06   1:31:08 PM



Confl ict occurs because so much of management reform tends to 
move toward a “one-size-fi ts-all” strategy, generating tension between 
what seems to make sense for an individual program and what satisfi es 
those who seek a uniform approach to change. These are issues that have 
been classic subjects of the fi eld of organization theory as scholars have 
sought to devise typologies that either accentuate generic approaches 
to organizations or emphasize differences among organizations.

Organizational Theory: The Backdrop to 
Performance Measurement

Performance measurement activities, whether they are found in 
the public, private, or nonprofi t sectors, confront a set of assumptions 
about the organizations that are the object of their attention. However, 
this literature does not have a clear view on how to approach these or-
ganizations. A one-size-fi ts-all emphasis emerges in some of the litera-
ture, while other aspects of the literature emphasize differences. Still 
other literatures fall into a mixed approach to the generic-uniqueness 
dichotomy. Frederickson and Smith have catalogued nine conceptual 
frameworks that can be seen to fall into these three categories:2

Theories that support the “one-size-fi ts all” approach:
Bureaucratic or administrative behavior.
Managerialism or new public management
Privatization, contracting out, and nonprofi t organizations
Institutionalist theory focused on political economies and 

 rational choice perspectives

Theories that support mixed approaches:
Structural theories
Performance, outcomes, program evaluation and results

Theories that support the uniqueness approach:
Organizational design theories
Democratic control of bureaucracy
Politics of bureaucracy

The frameworks related to the one-size-fi ts-all method tend to 
be generic approaches to organizations, spanning both public and 
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private sectors. These generic approaches tend to focus on a series 
of decision and control processes that appear to be relevant to both 
types of organizations. In that sense, they are similar to the func-
tional elements that were identifi ed by Luther Gulick in his classic 
“Notes on the Theory of Organization.” Gulick identifi ed seven 
functions that he named POSDCORB.

Planning, that is working out in broad outline the things that 
need to be done and the methods for doing them to ac-
complish the purpose set for the enterprise;

Organizing, that is the establishment of the formal structure 
of authority through which work subdivisions are ar-
ranged, defi ned and coordinated for the defi ned objective;

Staffi ng, that is the whole personnel function of bringing in 
and training the staff and maintaining favorable condi-
tions of work;

Directing, that is the continuous task of making decisions and 
embodying them in specifi c and general orders and in-
structions and serving as the leader of the enterprise;

Coordinating, that is the all-important duty of interrelating 
the various parts of the work;

Reporting, that is keeping those to whom the executive is 
responsible informed as to what is going on, which thus 
includes keeping himself and his subordinates informed 
through records, research, and inspection;

Budgeting, with all that goes with budgeting in the form of 
fi scal planning, accounting, and control.3

Gulick and others who have followed him have searched for 
a science of organizations—an approach that attempts to develop 
rules and approaches that are appropriate for all organizations. This 
enterprise looks inside the organizations and emphasizes the pro-
cesses that emerge from these functions without attention to the 
external elements that surround the organization. The Gulick et al. 
emphasis appears to lead to a national macro, aggregate, optimizing 
approach to management reform. It attempts to craft reforms that 
are government-wide and emphasizes the institutions that speak to 
this perspective. Such institutions include the executive branch cen-
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tral management agencies and the legislative committees and orga-
nizations such as the governmental operations committees. Much 
of the management reform that has occurred within the past has 
emerged from these entities; it emphasizes commonalities rather 
than differences among governmental organizations and usually 
discusses reform in abstract and general terms. It tends to fall into 
the “one-size-fi ts-all” approach and rarely focuses on the substan-
tive policy or program results of action.

Concentrating on the internal processes allows analysts to ig-
nore what have come to be acknowledged as two elements that 
differentiate public from private organizations. The fi rst element re-
lates directly to performance measurement. The private sector can 
use the bottom line of profi t to determine whether an organization 
is effective; there is no comparable measure for the public sector. 
The second element involves the relationship between organiza-
tional control and the institutions of a democracy that tend to move 
away from internal control mechanisms. This second aspect brings 
one to another literature dealing with public organizations, specifi -
cally with how these organizations operate within an environment 
characterized by multiple perspectives, shared powers, and suspicion 
of concentrated power.

Judith Gruber, whose work has focused on this relationship, has 
identifi ed fi ve broad approaches: “(1) control through participation, 
(2) control through clientele relations, (3) control through pursuit of 
the public interest, (4) control through accountability, and (5) self-
control.”4 She highlights the confl icts that are found in the U.S. sys-
tem between control and democracy and, especially, the structural 
limitations of control mechanisms that are imposed by the com-
plexity of the system. In addition, Gruber accentuates the costs of 
control on bureaucrats. Reform, she notes, has costs as well as bene-
fi ts. She also emphasizes the need to create control mechanisms that 
are appropriate for different settings, moving quite far away from 
the “one-size-fi ts-all” advice found in other commentators.

The elements in a democracy lead one to acknowledge that 
much of public action carries multiple and often confl icting goals. 
As a result, unlike the private sector where profi t becomes the ulti-
mate measure of success, it is diffi cult to establish a standard against 
which to measure outcomes. Thus process, not outcomes, becomes 

One Size Fits All  37

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   37fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   37 4/24/06   1:31:09 PM4/24/06   1:31:09 PM



essential. Gruber argues that “procedure, not substance, is the fo-
cus of the accountability approach. . . . The emphasis on procedure 
derives from the diagnosis that bureaucracies threaten democracy 
when they abuse their power by acting corruptly, ineffi ciently, or 
unfairly. Procedural safeguards, or limits, are therefore advocated to 
ensure that such abuses do not take place.”5

Fesler and Kettl have also commented on the attributes of a 
democracy that make it very challenging to establish a surrogate for 
the profi t outcome of the private sector. They emphasize the com-
plexity of most organizational systems and note that “the complex-
ity of any large-scale organization seems not to be one of the kinds 
of puzzles that a single key will unlock.” Further, “a single reality-
based model is unavailable because most writers on organization 
happen to have sought not to describe a particular organization 
but to describe organizations in general—that is organization in 
the abstract.” And “organizational theorists do not agree on a single 
theory or model.”6

Yet the most recent attempt to defi ne the world of the public 
manager borrows directly from the private sector. That approach, 
called the New Public Management (or what some call the new 
managerialism), borrows heavily from the private sector’s business 
management approach and emphasizes contracting out, competi-
tion, outcomes, deregulation, and risk taking.7

It is diffi cult to fi nd attention within this approach to the types 
of issues that have concerned Gruber, Fesler and Kettl, and others. 
In many ways, New Public Management avoids dealing with poli-
tics and does move into a managerial approach. As March and Olson 
have written, there are two types of rhetoric that have been used in 
the world of administrative reform: what they call “administrative” 
rhetoric on one hand and “realpolitik” rhetoric on the other.8 The 
“administrative” approach is specifi c and technical while the “real-
politik” rhetoric is general and broad based. Much of what has been 
written about performance measurement is in the rhetorical style 
of the administrative language and does not move into the specifi cs 
and details that are required to make a policy come alive.

Those who focus on the parameters of organizations as they 
operate within a democracy highlight issues of diffuse and multiple 
accountability relationships and the reality of politics. Fesler and 
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Kettl have argued that fi ve issues continually resurface in attempts 
to ensure the accomplishment of particular outcomes:

The uncertainty that surrounds programs.
The resources to get the job done.
Organizational features that determine how bureaucracies 

 react to problems.
Leadership that guides bureaucracies through diffi cult issues.
Growing interdependence among levels of government, and 

between government and the private and nonprofi t 
 sectors.9

This short summary of some aspects of the debate in organi-
zational theory indicates that it is diffi cult to sort out the aspects 
of organizations that set the framework for performance measure-
ment. The generic perspective (minimizing differences between 
public and private sectors) tends to emphasize the way that the 
organization actually functions in terms of organizational processes. 
It also attempts to substitute the concept of “outcomes” for private 
sector profi ts. In addition, the generic perspective tends to empha-
size issues related to control; as a result, despite the belief in a mar-
ket, it often tends to emphasize centralized control, following the 
structure of a hierarchy.

Management Reform and the Generic Approach
As has been suggested, much of management reform fl ows from 

the generic approach to management. In part this occurs because 
the public sector continually models itself on what has been done 
in the world of private sector management. It is a prime example of 
the diffi culty of dealing with federal management as a government-
wide strategy and set of generic activities and requirements.

This tendency to minimize the special attributes of public 
 programs and organizations is not new. Much of the inheritance of 
management reform in the United States has emphasized a set of insti-
tutions and processes that do not really touch the core of the nation’s 
decision-making processes. They operate largely as entities based on 
language and oratory without the ability to  infl uence  substantive 
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policy and budgetary processes. The rhetoric has emerged from the 
executive branch through those concerned about management in 
the Offi ce of Management and Budget (OMB), from the legislative 
branch through the government operations and affairs committees 
of the two houses of Congress, and from organizations such as the 
National Academy of Public Administration. The confl ict between 
the generic approach and the unique program approach includes 
differences between techniques used, value debates, institutions in-
volved, and goals. Table 3.1 summarizes the confl ict that has been 
found between these two approaches in past management reform 
efforts.10 They differ dramatically in all of the elements analyzed.

Others have written about the limits of the generic approach. 
Downs and Larkey have noted that past attempts to reform govern-

Table 3.1  Differences between Generic and Unique Program Approaches to 
Government Reform

Area of Difference Generic Approach Program Approach

Techniques Analytical Political bargaining
 Best practice Bottom up
 Top down 
Value debates Effi ciency Multiple values
 Effectiveness Individual program trade-offs
   (defi ned nationally)
 Coordination 
Institutions OMB, OPM Multiple players in both
    Congress and the
    executive branch
 Government operations Authorizing and appropria-
   committees   tions committees
  Program agencies
Goals Government-wide Tied to specifi c programs
   compliance
 Management as separate Management as means to
   activities   program ends

Modifi ed from Beryl A. Radin, “Balancing Policy and Administrative Change,” 
in Yong Hyo Cho and H. George Frederickson, eds., The White House and the 
Blue House: Government Reform in the United States and Korea (Lanham, Md.: 
University Press of America, 1997), 13

40  Chapter 3

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   40fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   40 4/24/06   1:31:10 PM4/24/06   1:31:10 PM



ment have achieved “only modest success.” They write that “[t]hose 
who seek to reform government must realize both that some other-
wise commendable schemes enjoy only a miniscule chance of suc-
cessful implementation and that simple-minded solutions to com-
plex problems are capable of doing as much harm as good.”11 Their 
observations resonate with my analysis.

A Recent One-Size-Fits-All Example: The National Performance  Review
The National Performance Review (NPR), developed in the 

fi rst term of the Clinton administration, is one of the more recent 
management reform efforts that illustrates the limitations of strat-
egies borrowed from the private sector and a generic approach. 
While much of what the NPR included was found in earlier ad-
ministrative reform efforts over the twentieth century, by the 1980s 
a force emerged on the scene in the United States (and around the 
world) that reinforced the emphasis on private sector values. Mod-
els for change came from the private sector, and the antibureaucracy 
mood that emerged from this made it diffi cult to even justify the 
existence of the public sector.12

Osborne and Gaebler’s book Reinventing Government, published 
in 1992, served as the handbook for this reinvention activity. It em-
phasized the ways in which analogies can be drawn between the 
public sector and the private sector, particularly in the discussion 
of markets. The authors praise contracting out of government ser-
vices, draw on the concept of citizens as “customers,” and call for 
the development of an “entrepreneurial spirit” within the public 
administration sector.13 This was particularly attractive to President 
Clinton, who was taken with private sector approaches to manage-
ment change and the political benefi ts that could be accomplished 
as a result of the reinvention concept. In addition, these approaches 
gave him a way to deal with the budget defi cit without invoking a 
blame-the-bureaucrat rhetoric of past presidents.14

The instructions for implementing the NPR agenda came di-
rectly from the offi ce of the vice president and clearly illustrated the 
private sector mindset. Federal staff assigned to work on the NPR 
were given responsibilities for agencies other than their own, em-
phasizing a generic approach to change and minimizing the use of 
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specifi c knowledge of the unique worlds of those agencies. In some 
cases, individuals who played a major strategy role came  directly 
from the private sector. Even when career offi cials played a leader-
ship role, they relied on private sector experience as their model. 
This approach emphasized internal aspects of change, using the 
concept of a chief executive offi cer as the focal point.

The private sector experience leads one to adopt a more 
managerial approach, which avoids politics and the confl ict that 
is usually found as a result of dealing with Congress and interest 
groups.15 Sometimes, however, the apolitical managerial mindset 
actually serves to support a political agenda. Ironically, as the NPR 
unfolded, it had to deal with a Congress controlled by Republicans 
who sought to oppose the policies and substantive agenda of the 
Clinton administration.

Alternative Approaches to One Size Fits All
Despite the reliance on the private sector model, those who 

focus on public organizations do fi nd it diffi cult to argue that all 
organizations are the same and that one strategy for change would 
work similarly in all of them. Yet there is a powerful argument that is 
contained within the framework of private sector organizations that 
is attractive and alluring to those within the public sector. That, of 
course, is the power of the bottom line of profi t. With profi t as the 
bedrock for the private sector, there can be attention to the different 
pathways that can be taken within different settings to achieve signif-
icant profi t. Students of the public sector have attempted to fi nd sur-
rogates for profi t, and the results are not always clear or  appealing.

Perhaps the most successful attempt to fi nd a way to describe 
the variety of agencies has been accomplished by James Q. Wil son 
in his now classic volume Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies Do 
and Why They Do It. Wilson argues that agencies differ in two main 
respects: (1) Can their activities be observed and (2) can the results 
of those activities be observed? He notes that “[t]he fi rst factor in-
volves outputs—what the teachers, doctors, lawyers, engineers,   police-
 offi cers, and grant givers do on a day-to-day basis. . . . The second fac-
tor involves outcomes—how, if at all, the world changes because of the 
outputs. Outcomes can be thought of as the results of agency work. . . . 
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The outcomes (or results) are the changes, if any, in the level of safety, 
security, order, and amenity in the  community.”

Wilson writes that outputs can be hard to observe in some 
situations (when the work done is esoteric or out of sight) and out-
comes may be diffi cult to ascertain because “the organization lacks 
a method for gathering information about the consequences of its 
actions.” Because he fi nds that observing both outputs and out-
comes is variable, Wilson details four kinds of agencies. They are

Agencies in which both outputs and outcomes can be ob-
served; agencies in which outputs but not outcomes can be 
observed; agencies in which outcomes but not outputs can 
be observed; and agencies in which neither outputs nor 
outcomes can be observed. . . . I have called the fi rst kind 
of agency a production organization, the second a procedural 
organization, the third a craft organization, and the fourth a 
coping organization.16

Wilson’s description of each of these types of agencies indicates 
that each has both strengths and limitations. For example, managers 
in production agencies may give most of their attention to the out-
comes that are easily measured and ignore those less easily observed 
or counted.17 Managers in a procedural bureaucracy are faced with 
a situation in which there is often no result, or one that occurs in 
the distant future. Wilson notes that this type of agency is ripe for 
management that encourages the development of professionalism.18 
(See discussion of professionalism in chapter 4.) Craft organizations 
involve situations in which staff either produce an outcome or do 
not. These staff are highly decentralized or dispersed, and manag-
ers are not attentive to the way in which outcomes are achieved. 
Wilson notes that because public agencies produce many kinds of 
outcomes, managers are concerned not only about “progress toward 
the primary goal of the agency, but also conformity to the contex-
tual goals and constraints in which the agency is enmeshed.” The last 
type—coping organizations—is viewed by Wilson as constituting a 
diffi cult situation. Managers, he writes, “can try to recruit the best 
people (without having much knowledge about what the ‘best per-
son’ looks like), they can try to create an atmosphere that is condu-
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cive to good work (without being certain what ‘good work’ is), and 
they can step in when complaints are heard or crises erupt (without 
knowing whether a complaint is justifi ed or a crisis symptomatic or 
atypical).” Wilson notes that “Where both outputs and outcomes are 
unobservable there is likely to be a high degree of confl ict between 
managers and operators in public agencies, especially those that must 
cope with a clientele not of their own choosing.”19

Wilson’s typology clearly suggests that it would be legitimate 
and understandable that some agencies would fi nd it very diffi -
cult—if not impossible—to report on the outcomes of their work. 
Yet the requirements of many performance measurement initiatives 
do not acknowledge this possibility.

During the early years of implementation of the Government 
Performance and Results Act (GPRA), at least one offi ce within 
the U.S. Government Accountability Offi ce (GAO) did suggest that 
some agencies would fi nd it diffi cult to respond to the require-
ments of the Act. In a series of three reports issued in 1998, GAO’s 
program evaluation offi ce within the General Government Divi-
sion sought to advise the Congress on the problems involved in 
balancing fl exibility and accountability in federal grant programs. 
In the fi rst report titled Balancing Flexibility and Accountability: Grant 
Program Design in Education and Other Areas, GAO focused on the 
differences between a range of programs. Three design features were 
emphasized:

Whether the national objectives involved are performance-
related or fi scal; whether the grant funds a distinct “pro-
gram” or contributes to the stream of funds supporting 
state and local activities; and whether it supports a single 
activity or diverse activities. In combination, these features 
are associated with differences in fl exibility, accountabil-
ity, and the level of government that is accountable for 
 performance.20

The second GAO report continued the analysis that empha-
sized diverse features. It described the diffi culties of balancing 
fl exibility and accountability in some program forms, noting that 
programs that focus on a single activity with a national program 
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focus have the clearest accountability structure but the least fl ex-
ibility. Conversely, programs that provide funds to states or locali-
ties but not program specifi city have the most fl exibility but least 
 accountability.

Design features also have implications for the availability of 
performance information.  Although most reported simple 
activity or client counts, relatively few fl exible programs 
collected uniform data on the outcomes of state or local 
service activities. Collecting such data requires conditions 
(such as uniformity of activities, objectives, and measures) 
that do not exist under many fl exible program designs, and 
even where overall performance of a state or local program 
can be measured, the amount attributable to federal fund-
ing often cannot be separated out.21

The third GAO report was issued following the submission of 
the fi rst annual performance plans submitted by federal agencies 
as required by GPRA. GAO noted that “many of these fi rst per-
formance plans faltered at the central task: developing measurable 
goals for the results or outcomes that their programs are intended 
to achieve. A common challenge faced by many federal agencies is 
developing goals for outcomes that are the results of phenomena 
outside of federal government control.” GAO found that their re-
view of the fi rst plans identifi ed a common weakness—“namely, 
that few performance goals were outcome-oriented.”22

Despite this advice and analysis from GAO, it was diffi cult for 
management reformers to fi nd ways to deal with programs on any-
thing but an aggregate basis. The management effort that was put 
into place by the George W. Bush administration did try to organize 
its Program Assessment Rating Tools (PART) effort into categories 
by different mechanisms and approaches. The effort, orchestrated 
out of OMB, defi ned seven categories of federal programs. They 
were:

1. Competitive Grant Programs: programs that distribute 
funds to state, local, and tribal governments, organizations, 
individuals, and other entities through a competitive pro-
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cess. Examples include Empowerment Zones and the Safe 
Schools/Healthy Students program.

2. Block/Formula Grant Programs: programs that distribute 
funds to state, local, and tribal governments and other enti-
ties by formula or block grant. Examples include the Pre-
ventive Health and Health Services Block Grant, Medic-
aid, and Housing for People with AIDS.

3. Regulatory Based Programs: programs that employ regu-
latory action to achieve program and agency goals. More 
specifi cally, a regulatory program accomplishes its mission 
and goals through rulemaking that implements, interprets, 
or prescribes law or policy or describes a procedure or 
practice requirements. An example is the EPA’s Offi ce of 
Air and Radiation (Clean Air Program).

4. Capital Assets and Service Acquisition Programs: programs 
where the primary objective is to develop and acquire capi-
tal assets (such as land, structures, equipment, and intellectual 
property) or to purchase services (such as maintenance, and 
information technology) from a commercial source.

5. Credit Programs: programs that provide support through 
loans, loan guarantees, and direct credit. Examples include 
the Small Business Administration 7A loan program and 
FHA Multifamily Development.

6. Direct Federal Programs: programs where support and ser-
vices are provided primarily by employees of the federal 
government. Examples include the Federal Mint, Diplo-
matic and Consular programs, the National Wildlife Ref-
uge System, FEMA, and the Indian Health Service.

7. Research and Development Programs: programs that focus 
on the creation of knowledge or on the application of that 
knowledge toward the creation of systems, devices, methods, 
materials, or technologies. R&D programs that primarily 
develop specifi c systems or other capital assets would most 
likely fall under Capital Asset and Service  Acquisition.23

On paper, it appeared that OMB was planning to acknowledge 
that performance measurement requirements had to be crafted to 
meet differences between programs. Yet when one examined the 
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specifi c questions and the weighting that determined the score un-
der each category, the one-size-fi ts-all mindset continued to prevail. 
All programs were subject to the same distribution of weights: pro-
gram purpose/relevance federal role was given 20 percent; strategic 
planning 10 percent; program management 20 percent; and pro-
gram results 50 percent.

The questions that were asked concerning research and devel-
opment programs indicate that OMB was not really willing to view 
these programs as signifi cantly different from other program forms. 
Research and development programs often involve multiyear grants, 
support of uncertain scientifi c procedures, ability of grantees to de-
termine the details of expenditure of funds, and the use of peer re-
view processes to determine which grantees will be funded. The na-
ture of scientifi c inquiry means that research can yield as much from 
surprises and negative fi ndings as from achievement of hypothesized 
fi ndings. The questions that were listed during the FY 2002 Spring 
Review did not appear to be sensitive to the program construct. But 
even though OMB seemed to move to differentiate between pro-
gram types, these questions suggest that there was a strong tendency 
to think about research programs as efforts to meet specifi c and an-
nual goals and avoid acknowledging the uncertainties involved in 
scientifi c endeavors. The questions that were used in this process for 
research and development programs included the following:

Does the program demonstrate proposed relevance to presi-
dential priorities, agency mission, relevant fi eld of science, 
and other “customer” needs?

Is a research program the most effective way to support the 
federal policy goals compared to other policy alternatives 
such as legislation or regulation?

Does the program have a limited number of specifi c, ambitious, 
long-term performance goals that focus on outcomes and 
meaningfully refl ect the purpose of the  program?

Does the program track and report relevant program inputs 
annually?

Does the program have annual performance goals and out-
come and output measures that they will use to demon-
strate progress toward achieving the long-term goals?
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Does the program (including program partners) achieve its 
annual performance goals?

Were program goals achieved within budgeted costs and es-
tablished schedules?24

While Wilson, GAO, and OMB sought to sort programs by es-
tablishing a typology that distinguished one type from another, oth-
ers attacked the sentiment behind the search for principles or science 
of administration that often led to the one-size-fi ts-all  approach.

Herbert Simon’s article “The Proverbs of Administration” set 
forth a critique of rules of thumb that some (e.g., Luther Gulick) 
devised in their quest to defi ne a science of administration. Simon 
began his argument by noting that proverbs “almost always occur 
in mutually contradictory pairs. ‘Look before you leap!’—but ‘He 
who hesitates is lost.’” Simon wrote:

Most of the propositions that make up the body of ad-
ministrative theory today share, unfortunately, this defect of 
proverbs. For almost every principle one can fi nd an equally 
plausible and acceptable contradictory principle. Although 
the two principles of the pair will lead to exactly opposite 
organizational recommendations, there is nothing in the 
theory to indicate which is the proper one to apply.25

He applies his argument to four administrative principles: spe-
cialization, unity of command, span of control, and organization by 
purpose, process, clientele, and place. He fi nds that

[a]dministrative description suffers currently from super-
fi ciality, oversimplifi cation, lack of realism. It has confi ned 
itself too closely to the mechanism of authority and has 
failed to bring within its orbit the other, equally impor-
tant, modes of infl uence on organizational behavior. It has 
refused to undertake the tiresome task of studying the ac-
tual allocation of decision-making functions. It has been 
satisfi ed to speak of “authority,” “centralization,” “span of 
control,” “function,” without seeking operational defi ni-
tions of these terms.26
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Simon’s approach clearly resonated with practitioners who 
sought ways to link organizational theory with their practical ex-
perience. In 1966, Harvey Sherman, director of the Organizations 
and Procedures Department of the Port of New York Authority, 
published a book that was based on fi ve lectures given at the Uni-
versity of Alabama in 1962. In the book, he argues that the ideal of 
clear-cut responsibility is diffi cult to attain. He frames his argument 
within the Simon approach, showing that the traditional principles 
of organization are variable. He wrote: “In each case, we would fi nd 
that under some conditions the principle is valid, while under other 
conditions it is not.”27

I suggest that the task of organization theory is not to lay 
down “principles,” but to determine as precisely as possible 
what effects different arrangements of structure or pro-
cess will have for a particular enterprise, staffed with real 
people, over a specifi ed time period. This does not imply 
any evaluation of these effects in terms of universal ideals. 
Whether the effects are good or bad depends on the value 
system of those who are making the judgment. Organi-
zational decisions require hard choices; and what favors 
certain groups or individuals usually penalizes others.28

Sherman warns about a series of what he calls “pitfalls” that re-
sult from the search for easy answers to complex problems.29 These 
pitfalls include “pendulumitis” (or faddism), “doctrinairism” (or 
sloganitis), “oversimplifi cation,” a passion for planning (plans rather 
than action), the “economy/effi ciency cult,” a “confl ict-phobia,” a 
“total systems approach,”  “aesthetics” (tendency to make an organi-
zational virtue of symmetry, balance, and uniformity), and a belief 
that communications follow the chain of command.30

In his conclusion, Sherman makes a strong argument against 
the one-size-fi ts-all approach:

The more we study the problem of organization, the more 
we recognize its complexity, its dynamics, its variety, its 
pluralism, its paradoxes, and its contradictions. One might 
even say that organization, like war, is essentially disorderly. 
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Organizational decisions are, and will be, based on prob-
abilities, not absolutes. And generalizations about organi-
zation are notable for the number of qualifi cations, limi-
tations, and exceptions to them. In recognition of these 
facts, we no longer search for “the one best organization”; 
we recognize that different types of organization may be 
appropriate for different types of work, different kinds of 
people and different environmental conditions; and we ac-
knowledge that what is the best organization today may be 
much less than the best tomorrow.31

Conclusion
This chapter has argued that a signifi cant part of the perfor-

mance measurement movement lies within that element of orga-
nization theory that searches for a science of organizations. While 
there are alternative ways to think about organizations, the contem-
porary performance measurement movement largely falls within 
the one-size-fi ts-all and generic orientation. The attempt to ratio-
nalize the aspects of organizations that produce outcomes clearly 
ignores the uniqueness of programs or agencies. While there have 
been a number of theorists and practitioners who suggest that it is 
important to acknowledge the differences between organizations, 
government-wide management reform efforts do not seem to be 
able to deal with this variety.

As Raymond Wilson was appreciating the diversity of the 
programs within his department, he also had to respond 
to a very different set of imperatives—the GPRA require-
ments defi ned by individuals who wanted to view the en-
tire federal government as a single system. Wilson is deal-
ing with three hundred programs in multiple forms that 
make it diffi cult to apply a single strategy to measuring 
performance. Some of the programs in the department ac-
centuate fl exibility to grantees (particularly state and local 
governments). Others establish clear goals and expectations 
that lead to stricter accountability to the federal govern-
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ment. Still others establish research and development pro-
grams or regulatory efforts. One would hope that Wilson 
would be able to convince both OMB and the Congress 
that the “one-size-fi ts-all” strategy is neither appropriate 
nor effective as a way to make change. 
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Demeaning 
Professionals: 
Throwing Out
the Baby with4 the Bathwater?

  Dr. Robert Peacock is currently 
the head of the family practice unit at a large health 
maintenance organization (HMO) that has several 
clinics in urban areas as well as in rural sections of the 
state. Dr. Peacock joined the practice after completing an 
assignment at an Indian reservation as a part of the Health 
Services Corps. He became a family practice physician 
because of his commitment to providing services to the 
underserved within U.S. society. He has spent much of 
his career attempting to improve the performance of the 
health system to meet the needs of this often neglected 
population.

During the past several years, Dr. Peacock has found 
it diffi cult to balance his commitment to patient-defi ned 
performance with the performance requirements that are 
emerging from the HMO. He knows that the HMO can-
not continue to operate without achieving a sound fi nan-
cial base. However, the performance requirements that 
have been devised for the organization do not seem to him 
to apply equally to all of the diverse settings in which the 
HMO operates nor to the range of patients that he sees. 
He has been given specifi c expectations in terms of the 
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length of each appointment, the requirements that would 
allow him to prescribe specifi c tests and referrals, and the 
types of prescriptions that are reimbursed by the HMO. 
His patient pool includes individuals from various ethnic 
and racial groups, some people who are not fl uent in Eng-
lish, and individuals who live in highly congested urban 
settings as well as remote rural communities. He is very 
concerned that the “one-size-fi ts-all” approach to perfor-
mance assessment devised by the HMO does not allow 
him to respond appropriately to the specifi c needs of his 
patients nor to apply the professional judgment that results 
from his years of training and experience.

One of the characteristics of U.S. society in the post-Viet-
nam era has been a strong skepticism about reliance on “experts.” 
Whether this skepticism is directed at a foreign policy expert, a 
military strategist, a teacher, or a medical doctor, it blends with a 
general decline in the status of and reliance on a range of institu-
tions within the society. Experts were once viewed as specialists 
who could be trusted to deal with issues in a fair, balanced, and ef-
fective manner.

According to public opinion polls, almost all economic, politi-
cal, and professional institutions have experienced dramatic drops in 
their status. One recent poll taken by the Pew Research Center for 
the People and the Press asked people their opinion of some people 
and organizations. The highest rating that was received in a June 
2004 survey found that the military received a very favorable rat-
ing from 48 percent of the respondents. No other institution came 
anywhere near that score; all were below 16 percent very favorable 
ratings, and the Congress and the news media received only a 7 
percent very favorable rating.1

Given this backdrop, it is not surprising that one of the threads 
in the performance movement centers around an attack on what 
have been characterized as professional monopolies. These monop-
olies, it is argued, are not only mechanisms for protecting mem-
bers of the profession, but they are also methods of removing those 
members from the normal accountability mechanisms that one ex-
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pects in the expenditure of public (or, indeed, private) monies. The 
argument highlights issues of fi nancial greed, inability to focus on 
the needs of the citizens or customers that they serve, and confl icts 
of both fi nancial and policy interest.

One recent popular book titled Trust Us, We’re Experts, centers on 
the relationship between researchers and corporate interests. The au-
thors detail the habits and practices of experts who manage the per-
ceptions of those in the broader society. They argue that the nega-
tive views of experts refl ect “a set of elitist values that have become 
all too common in modern society. Functioning at a philosophical 
and psychological level, it amounts to a kind of anti-popular preju-
dice that is dangerously corrosive of democratic values.” According to 
these authors, experts are individuals whose training allows them to 
present their analysis as rational, objective, and reasonable. Others fi nd 
that experts are “deluded, prejudiced, and even emotionally unbal-
anced.”2 Rampton and Stauber believe that experts trade in a kind of 
arrogance and this has been used to evoke a role that leads to prob-
lematic behaviors. This arrogance helps to explain the failure of med-
ical doctors to make the Hippocratic Oath come alive. It has been 
used to detail the failure of elementary school teachers to believe that 
students from lower socioeconomic status families can learn. And it 
has been used to explain the behaviors of biomedical researchers who 
undertake research projects that support the perspective of those who 
pay for that research (such as pharmaceutical companies).

At the same time that these concerns are being voiced within 
the general public, others have pointed to the role that is played 
by professional experts who “speak truth to power.” These indi-
viduals—whether they are intelligence experts, engineers, research-
ers, or physicians—use the norms and values of their professions to 
counter demands for political or bureaucratic compliance.

In their important study of accountability expectations in the 
Challenger space shuttle disaster, Romzek and Dubnick defi ne pro-
fessional accountability systems as one of four important sources of 
agency control. They note:

Professional accountability occurs with greater frequency 
as governments deal increasingly with technically diffi cult 
and complex problems. Under those circumstances, public 
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offi cials must rely on skilled and expert employees to pro-
vide appropriate solutions. Those employees expect to be 
held fully accountable for their actions and insist that agency 
leaders trust them to do the best job possible. If they fail to 
meet job performance expectations, it is assumed they can be 
reprimanded or fi red. Otherwise they expect to be given 
suffi cient discretion to get the job done. Thus, professional 
accountability is characterized by placement of control over 
organizational activities in the hands of the employee with 
the expertise or special skills to get the job done.3

The decisions to override concerns of engineers about ice on the 
launch pad or weather conditions and the O-rings clearly were fac-
tors contributing to the disaster. Romzek and Dubnick note that 
a “a return to professional accountability calls for establishment of 
explicit guidelines and criteria for use in making launch decisions.”4 
These guidelines and criteria can help—but not assure—that pro-
fessional judgments can be made independently of the agendas of 
those in power.

These confl icting views within the American society suggest 
that to some degree both perceptions are true. There are profes-
sionals who use their expertise to avoid accountability and believe 
that the society should defer to them because of their training and 
knowledge. In some of these instances, the professionals are in con-
fl ict with expectations and demands of citizens. And yet there are 
situations in which experts provide assistance to citizens who push 
for change and challenge decisions made on other grounds (such 
as saving money or supporting powerful interests in the society). 
In addition, many programs cannot be implemented without the 
active involvement of professionals who make policy and deliver 
services. But professionals may be in confl ict with those who call 
for performance measurement and have the power or authority 
to defi ne outcomes for performance. This is of concern to those 
who deal with measures of performance because the performance 
movement has set up many expectations and processes that demean 
professional autonomy.

Onora O’Neill, a well-known British academic who has writ-
ten widely on political philosophy and ethics, commented on pro-
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fessionalism in the BBC Reith lectures in 2002. She described what 
she called “the new accountability” as containing detailed control, 
conformity to procedures and protocols, and “sharp teeth.” She 
noted that the new accountability distorts “the proper aims of pro-
fessional practice” and “[damages] professional pride and integrity. 
Much professional practice used to centre on interaction with those 
whom professionals serve: patients and pupils, students and families 
in need. Now there is less time to do this because everyone has to 
record the details of what they do and compile the evidence to 
protect themselves against the possibility not only of plausible, but 
of far-fetched complaints.”5

Concern about professionalism has been one of the areas of 
study within the fi eld of sociology. This literature, while rarely 
tapped by those concerned about performance, provides a way to 
understand the confl ict often experienced between the proponents 
of performance measurement and spokespeople for various profes-
sions. Eliot Freidson, one of the premier students of the professions, 
helps us understand what he calls “the logic” of professionalism and 
contrasts it with the logic of the market and bureaucracy.6 As a re-
sult, the drive to hold professionals accountable to a particular set of 
standards creates dynamics and pressures that can lead to ineffective 
and inappropriate behaviors. Examples of these behaviors that illus-
trate the confl ict between different approaches to professional iden-
tity are found in the world of public school teaching, in the practice 
of medicine, in scientifi c research, and in university faculties.

Professionals vs. Managers vs. Consumers
Freidson begins his argument by stating that the professions 

have not defended themselves well. He notes that the professions 
are divided by different vested interests and inclined to attack each 
other. “When they do defend themselves they rely primarily on a 
rhetoric of good intentions which is belied by the patently self-
interested character of many of their activities. What they almost 
never do is spell out the principles underlying the institutions that 
organize and support the way they do their work and take active 
responsibility for their realization.”7 His book seeks to establish a 
framework to understand these principles.
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Freidson contrasts “professionals” with consumers or manag-
ers. He notes that professionalism is a way for individuals to arrange 
their own work in a way that gives them the ability to organize that 
work themselves. By contrast, “market” is a way of organizing work 
around consumer preferences. And in bureaucracy, managers have 
the authority to organize their work. As such, he notes that profes-
sionalism exists when “an organized occupation gains the power 
to determine who is qualifi ed to perform a defi ned set of tasks, 
to prevent all others from performing that work, and to control 
the criteria by which to evaluate performance.”8 Professionals—not 
consumers or managers—have the right to choose or determine 
the criteria for the choice of the workers or evaluate their work 
against standards defi ned by the occupation.

Professionalism, according to Freidson, has two core ideas: “that 
certain work is so specialized as to be inaccessible to those lacking 
the required training and experience, and the belief that it cannot 
be standardized, rationalized or . . . ‘commodifi ed.’”9 Some of the 
skills involved in professional work are formal, codifi ed and de-
fi ned in the course of training. Others are tacit—unverbalized or 
even unverbalizable but not part of a formal or codifi ed technique. 
For the professional, specialization leads to working and practical 
knowledge. As is obvious, this leads to a situation in which the pro-
fession has what approximates monopolistic control.10

Unlike the rhetoric of both the market and bureaucratic per-
spectives, effi ciency is not the primary goal of a professional. It is 
not clear what is effi cient and what is not, and the belief that there 
is “one best way” to organize work is viewed as problematic. Freid-
son gives attention to the organization of the bureaucratic labor 
market that is created and administered neither by consumers nor 
by workers. He describes it as a labor market that is created by staff 
members who are responsible to the ultimate authorities of the bu-
reaucratized state, industrial sector, or fi rm rather than to the pro-
ducers or consumers of their products. “Their duty is to advance 
the policies of their superiors, whatever they may be.”11

Further, he notes, “performance is diffi cult to assess and abil-
ity even more so. In addition to direct testing of an individual’s 
performance of an actual task, some kind of indirect or inferential 
information must be used if one is to avoid essentially random se-
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lection.”12 Training is often the substitute for the performance as-
sessment. Training is usually under the control of the occupation 
and the faculty providing training provides an important source for 
sustaining professionalism.13

Freidson argues that professions have within them claims, val-
ues, and ideas; he writes that these constitute professional ideologies 
and that these ideologies are the primary tools available to a pro-
fession for gaining the political and economic resources needed to 
establish and maintain their status.14 This ideology leads to a focus 
on productivity, not effi ciency; an emphasis on quality of work; and 
the importance of service.

The professional ideology of service goes beyond serving others’ 
choices. Rather, it claims devolution to a transcendent value infus-
ing its specialization with a larger and putatively higher goal, which 
may reach beyond that of those they are supposed to serve.15

He notes that professionals are different from what he calls “me-
chanical specialization,” which emphasizes the production of quanti-
ties of goods and services. The specialization that is found in profes-
sions emphasizes a “capacity to be fl exible and adaptive in dealing with 
qualitative differences among individual tasks.”16 By contrast, market 
control’s ideology is consumerism, and bureaucratic control’s ideology 
is managerialism. And managerialists prefer generalists over special-
ists. They also claim the authority to “command, organize, guide, and 
supervise both the choices of consumers and the productive work of 
specialists.”17 Freidson reminds his readers that “the ideal-typical ideol-
ogy of professionalism is one that denies the sovereignty of both the 
state and lesser clients, asserting independence in serving some tran-
scendent value.”18 He focuses on qualifi ed members of a profession as 
well as on professional associations as he analyzes professionalism.19

Thus, for Freidson, professionalism has fi ve components:

• a body of knowledge and skill based on abstract concepts and 
theories and requiring the exercise of considerable discretion;

• a division of labor controlled by the needs of the profession;
• a labor market that requires training credentials for entry and 

career mobility;
• training programs that create credentials for the profession that 

are separate from those of the ordinary labor market;
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• an ideology serving some transcendent value and assert-
ing greater devotion to doing good work than to economic 
gain.20

Freidson concludes his work by noting that there is an assault 
on the credibility of the professional ideology. He argues that the 
assault has created “an atmosphere of distrust that has weakened the 
credibility of professional claims to an independent moral voice in 
evaluating social policies.” By focusing on the monopoly aspect of 
professionalism, critics have ignored “the fact that the institutions of 
professionalism are grounded not only in an economy but also in 
a social enterprise of learning, advancing and practicing a body of 
specialized knowledge and skill.”21 While acknowledging that some 
degree of monopoly can be subject to abuse, he pleads for a rec-
ognition that the professions are not “merely masks for self-interest 
and illegitimate power.”22 Further, he notes that the professional 
ideology is committed to the quality of work.

Freidson returns to the role of both the market and the bureau-
cracy. He argues that “[g]reater control by capital and the state over 
both performance and cost is likely to be gained in part by inten-
sifying the trend toward a two-tier professional system composed 
of a permanent, relatively small elite corps of professionals who do 
research and set standards of performance in practice organizations 
and an often fl oating population of qualifi ed practitioners who may 
be employed on a temporary and sometimes part-time basis.”23

Three consequences will result from this two-tiered system. 
First, the quality of service to individual clients will change due to 
the minimization of discretion in everyday disciplinary work. This 
will result in dissatisfaction of line practitioners with their work. 
Second, this will lead to the diminution of curiosity and theoretical 
interest. And third, if the activities of members become organized 
around immediately practical service, they will loss the spirit of 
professionalism.24

He argues that hierarchical control and standardization of pro-
cedure and production is actually “intrinsically at odds with profes-
sionalism, since its aim is to reduce discretion as much as possible 
so as to maximize the predictability and reliability of its services or 
products.”
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Where service is being provided to individual humans in 
need, standardization runs the risk of degrading the service 
to some and failing to serve appropriately those who fall 
outside the norm. Where research and development are 
involved, rational-ideal administration may gain its imme-
diate ends but, due to its constraints, point nowhere further 
than management can imagine. Unanticipated knowledge 
will be lost.25

A few other authors have applied the sociological analysis of 
writers like Freidson to contemporary developments in demo-
cratic theory related to the performance movement. In his impor-
tant book on the transformation of public bureaucracies around the 
world, Ezra Suleiman argues that the changes in bureaucracies do 
occur as a result of reforms “willed by governments under pressure 
from citizens who insist on better performance.” But they are also 
combined with what he calls the “gradual deprofessionalization of 
their upper echelons.” He comments:

We fi nd that even in European societies with strong tradi-
tions of administrative professionalism—Germany, France, 
Spain, Britain—the encroachment of politics into the ad-
ministrative domain has been considerable. The reinven-
tion of government, or the introduction of a corporate 
culture into public administration, needs to be analyzed 
in conjunction with other transformative forces, some of 
which have no link to managerial techniques. This is the 
case with the phenomenon of what I have chosen to call 
deprofessionalization.26

Freidson and Suleiman’s analyses suggest a number of issues 
that are illustrated by current confl icts between performance mea-
surement efforts and professional norms. These confl icts appear to 
lead to gaming, creaming, and other nonproductive behaviors by 
professionals. They tend to accentuate confl ict between profes-
sional norms and bureaucratic approaches, particularly those related 
to cost-cutting. In the name of accountability, they seem to in-
crease politicized stances that lose sight of the goals of programs and 
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 policies. And they illustrate how different professionals are able to 
deal with performance measurement requirements because of their 
status within the society. Four examples are discussed that relate to 
these issues: teachers and the No Child Left Behind program; health 
professionals and the Health Plan Employer Data and Information 
Set; academic researchers and the Committee on Science, Engi-
neering, and Public Policy of the National Academy of Sciences, 
the National Academy of Engineering, and the Institute of Medi-
cine; and higher education and the Research Assessment Exercise 
in Great Britain.

Controlling Teachers with No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
Three days after taking offi ce in January 2001, George W. Bush 

announced No Child Left Behind, his framework for bipartisan edu-
cation reform that he described as “the cornerstone of my admin-
istration.” President Bush emphasized his deep belief in our public 
schools, but an even greater concern that “too many of our neediest 
children are being left behind,” despite the nearly $200 billion in 
federal spending since the passage of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 (ESEA). The president called for bipartisan 
solutions based on accountability, choice, and fl exibility in federal 
education programs. According to the Department of Education, 
“The new law refl ects a remarkable consensus—fi rst articulated in 
the President’s No Child Left Behind framework—on how to im-
prove the performance of America’s elementary and secondary 
schools while at the same time ensuring that no child is trapped in 
a failing school.”27

The department emphasized what they called four “pillars” of 
the act; the fi rst was termed “stronger accountability for results.”

Under No Child Left Behind, states are working to close 
the achievement gap and make sure all students, including 
those who are disadvantaged, achieve academic profi ciency. 
Annual state and school district report cards inform parents 
and communities about state and school progress. Schools 
that do not make progress must provide supplemental ser-
vices, such as free tutoring or after-school assistance; take 
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corrective actions; and, if still not making adequate yearly 
progress after fi ve years, make dramatic changes to the way 
the school is run.28 

In addition, the other pillars involved “more freedom for states 
and communities,” use of “proven education methods,” and “more 
choices for parents.”

The legislation was constructed on top of the existing federal 
program for elementary and secondary education—Title I of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), originally en-
acted in 1965. The effort was described as a way to impose national 
accountability standards on a decentralized educational system that 
had high levels of discretion at both the state and local levels of gov-
ernment. The standards would be contained in standardized tests 
that would be given to students across the nation. In addition, it in-
cluded a focus on teachers. The program requires states to measure 
the extent to which all students have highly qualifi ed teachers (par-
ticularly minority and disadvantaged students). Qualifi ed teachers 
are defi ned as individuals with subject matter competency, years of 
experience, past and current training and fl exibility. It also requires 
them to adopt goals and plans to ensure that all teachers are quali-
fi ed and to report their plans and progress in meeting these goals.

According to the Department of Education:

The NCLB Act will strengthen Title I accountability by 
requiring States to implement statewide accountability 
systems covering all public schools and students. These 
systems must be based on challenging State standards in 
reading and mathematics, annual testing for all students in 
grades 3–8, and annual statewide progress objectives ensur-
ing that all groups of students reach profi ciency within 12 
years. Assessment results and State progress objectives must 
be broken out by poverty, race, ethnicity, disability, and 
limited English profi ciency to ensure that no group is left 
behind. School districts and schools that fail to make ad-
equate yearly progress (AYP) toward statewide profi ciency 
goals will, over time, be subject to improvement, corrective 
action, and restructuring measures aimed at getting them 
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back on course to meet State standards. Schools that meet 
or exceed AYP objectives or close achievement gaps will 
be eligible for State Academic Achievement Awards.29

When the legislation was debated and developed, it received 
the support of both of the two largest and most powerful organiza-
tions (usually described as unions) representing the teaching pro-
fession. The American Federation of Teachers (AFT) supported the 
legislation, noting that “the legislation—though far from perfect—
embraced a number of positive measures the AFT has long champi-
oned, particularly accountability for the progress of all students and 
high standards around core academic subjects.” Further,

The AFT remains fi rmly committed to NCLB’s goals and 
supportive of the framework that embraces standards and 
accountability and the guarantee of a high-quality educa-
tion for all of our children. We support quality assessments, 
disaggregation of data that focuses attention on the needs 
of children who require additional help, the requirement 
that all children be taught by highly qualifi ed teachers and 
that paraprofessionals be well prepared to assist in the class-
room (ibid).30

Similarly, the National Education Association (NEA) supported the 
goals of the program, commenting that “[a]ccountability in educa-
tion is important, and the NEA and its affi liates are working with 
parents and policy makers at all levels to make sure that state assess-
ments provide regular, reliable feedback on how students, teachers, 
and schools are faring under the new ESEA.”31

While committed to the general goals of the legislation, the 
teachers’ organizations have identifi ed a series of problems that 
were viewed as obstacles to what they believed to be the goals of 
NCLB. These concerns largely stem from the professional val-
ues and perspective of classroom teachers. Perhaps the most public 
and professional concern focuses on the role of testing in this  process.

NEA actually developed its own accountability system that 
sought to address their concern about testing. The organization 
commented that “educators are concerned that a solitary focus on 
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testing ignores important opportunities to help all students achieve 
at high levels. Over-reliance on testing could have the unintended 
consequence of hurting more than helping. . . . Instead of just ap-
plying more tests, NEA calls for smarter testing that also provides 
students and schools the tools they need to succeed.”32

In addition, the NEA’s proposal—called Testing Plus—called for:
• More thorough measures that refl ect the complexity of school 

organizations. They called for multiple indicators that include 
dropout rates, absenteeism, number of students taking advanced 
placement courses, and parental involvement.

• Improved tests and assessments that include alternatives to 
the “less than perfect measures of student or school progress.” 
These tests should be developed in cooperation with teachers. 
And classroom assessment practices should include the use of 
portfolios, projects, and performance assessments that are in-
cluded in professional development efforts.

• Comprehensive reporting to parents that expands the report 
data, including information on multiple indicators of success.

• Alternatives to a test as the sole means of accountability. This 
would expand the accountability process to include school ac-
creditation, visiting teams, and displays of student work to the 
public. Test scores give little data to improve school  operation.33

The AFT also listed a number of problems that they described as 
“serious fl aws in the law and its implementation that must be fi xed.” 
These included the following:

• The adequate yearly progress formula does not give schools 
suffi cient credit for improvements in student achievement.

• Many of the so-called failing schools and districts are being 
identifi ed more for statistical than educational reasons. Many 
of the students started further behind, and the system does not 
acknowledge the progress that has been made.

• A large number of students with disabilities who are perform-
ing well below grade level are to be measured against grade-
level standards.

• The “highly qualifi ed” teacher requirements are unworkable 
for some teachers and do not apply to all individuals who teach 
public school students.
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• The public school choice provision is designed in a way that can 
undermine schools rather than improve student  achievement.34

AFT also proposed its own program even before the NCLB leg-
islation; the Redesigning Schools to Raise Achievements (RSRA) 
program places a priority on low-performing schools. It helps AFT 
locals forge partnerships with school district leaders to turn around 
low-performing schools and provides technical assistance in apply-
ing the proven approaches it recommends.35

Because public education is a highly visible and intense policy 
issue, many of the concerns that were voiced by the NEA and the 
AFT actually became a part of a public debate over NCLB. Daily 
newspapers as well as public policy periodicals became the source 
for the concerns. Some teachers expressed apprehension that the 
NCLB requirements would not allow them to behave in a way that 
was consistent with their training and professional norms and re-
moved their ability to exercise their individual judgment.

Education writer Jay Mathews of the Washington Post asked his 
readers for stories about how NCLB was affecting children in pub-
lic school classrooms. The response pointed to both strengths and 
weaknesses of the law, but the negative messages far outnumbered 
the positive ones. His article summarizing the response included 
almost a dozen instances of teachers around the country expressing 
concern about the implementation of the law. Mathews also cited 
a survey by the Council for Basic Education that documented the 
squeeze on social studies, civics, geography, languages, and the arts 
because teachers had to prepare for tests in reading, writing, and 
math that forced cancellation of other pursuits that some teachers 
and parents considered valuable.36

Much of the criticism about NCLB focused on the role of 
standardized tests. At the same time, critics of the status quo argued 
that the exercise of individual judgment by teachers was not ad-
dressing the needs of poor and disadvantaged children and that de-
fi ning specifi c requirements through standardized tests removed in-
effective discretion and would thus lead to improved performance.

One researcher, Richard Rothstein, wrote about standardized 
tests; while he acknowledged that they had a place in evaluating 
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both schools and students, he noted that “they are of little use in 
assessing creativity, insight, reasoning and the application of skills 
to unrehearsed situations—each an important part of what a high-
quality school should be teaching. Such things can be assessed, but 
not easily and not in a standardized fashion.” He also argued that 
“its incentives are functioning instead to lower state sights to exist-
ing levels of student achievement . . . and are distorting teaching 
as well.”37 According to the American Educational Research As-
sociation, studies have shown “that teachers reallocate their time 
to emphasize the subjects on state tests at the expense of nontested 
subjects. Even within content areas, teachers shift the focus of les-
sons to stress the material on the state exams.”38

A teacher in a Northern Virginia public school classroom at the 
time when the state’s Standards of Learning (SOLs) were instituted 
described his teaching in a low-scoring school. “I taught learning-
disabled kids, then English as a second language (ESL), then ‘regular’ 
classes and eventually in an International Baccalaureate program. 
I can trace my evolution—from a creative young teacher to one 
straightjacketed by SOLs—through the strata of marbled compo-
sition books stacked in my shed. . . . More frequent SOL ‘reviews’ 
consisting of multiple-choice questions had all but wiped out the 
in-class writing that had been the basis of my class.”39

A number of the critics of the requirements found that they 
operated as a blunt instrument and were not sensitive to the realities 
of a particular classroom or school. A principal in another northern 
Virginia school that was among the top public schools in America 
found it disturbing that his school was ranked as failing to make 
adequate yearly progress. “That’s the problem with the NCLB,” the 
principal commented. “We are generally acknowledged to be one 
of the best schools in the country, and yet we got graded as failing. 
We were going to appeal this in some way, and I think we could 
have prevailed. But we wanted people to see the ridiculousness—
the lack of fl exibility—in the approach.”40

The responses to standardized tests and the data requirements 
did not always evoke what its proponents expected. In Virginia, the 
state-defi ned Standards of Learning exams seem to have  contributed 
to an increase in the dropout rate in the state’s high schools. An 
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increase of approximately 4 percent has been anticipated and be-
came the basis for a request that state educators investigate gradua-
tion rates and their connection to the SOL exams.41 However, the 
number of students who did not graduate from high school in the 
spring of 2004 solely because of their performance on state stan-
dardized tests appeared to be fewer than some expected.42

A report by The Education Trust, usually one of the major sup-
porters of NCLB, found that states were not honest in the way that 
they reported graduation rates. The Trust found that some states 
rely on ludicrous defi nitions of graduation rates and resulted in “ex-
tremely unreliable graduation-rate information that erodes public 
confi dence in schools and their leadership and threatens to under-
mine the important work of high school reform.”43

In Texas, Houston public schools were put on probation for 
 severely underreporting high school dropouts. A state audit of 
 sixteen schools found that fi fteen had vastly underreported drop-
out numbers. This was particularly sensitive because Rod Paige, the 
federal education secretary who ran the Houston schools as su-
perintendent from 1994 to early 2001, reported sharp drops in the 
dropout rate. As a result of the audit, state offi cials required the 
city to hire an outside consultant to address the way it tracked stu-
dents who quit school and assigned a state monitor to oversee their 
 effort.44

In Florida, the number of youngsters who must repeat third 
grade is about fi ve times greater than students who repeat second 
grade because of a policy that bases promotion largely on the Flor-
ida Comprehensive Assessment Test. One Florida principal com-
mented: “These children will either become so angry they’re going 
to be aggressive and discipline problems, or be so demoralized and 
heartbroken and depressed. . . . This is real to me, because this is my 
life’s work. This is what I do. I know that these children are going 
to drop out.”45

A retired Iowa elementary school principal described the leg-
islation as generating “increasing amounts of fear, anger and unjust 
blame.” He commented, “It’s hard to tell whether this law is more 
a product of arrogance or ignorance, but either way it’s shaping up 
to be a spectacular train wreck of a collision between bureaucracy 
and reality.”46
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Although the NCLB legislation establishes specifi c requirements 
for transfer of students who have low test scores, fi scal limitations have 
limited the ability of a number of school districts to carry out those 
requirements. For example, 68 of the 149 schools in the District of 
Columbia failed for the second time in a row to make adequate yearly 
progress in reading and math. NCLB stipulates that students must be 
offered the option of transferring to another school. However, there 
are not enough open slots at higher-performing schools to make 
this possible because of budget limitations.47 One commentator de-
scribed the failure of the governor of New York to support additional 
resources for students in New York City as “hypocrisy” as he raised 
academic requirements but fought against additional resources.48 Ac-
cording to one study of transfers in New York City, about a third of 
the 8,000 transfers “—children often traveling over an hour to attend 
crowded schools—have been moved from one school labeled failing 
under the law to another failing school.”49

A study of public schools in California also indicated that 
schools with diverse student populations are far more likely than 
those with homogeneous populations to be labeled as failing. PACE, 
Policy Analysis for California Education, found that many teachers 
and principals agree with NCLB. “Yet the complicated regulations 
pushed into schools to accomplish this virtuous goal have come to 
resemble, in the minds of many educators, a mine fi eld—a harrow-
ing set of trip wires that can easily detonate consequential explo-
sions.” These may “bring down their school, even when perfor-
mance is rising, differing only in demographic diversity.”50 There 
are instances in which students who have limited English speaking 
ability improve their English but, as a result, move into another 
category, which makes it “virtually impossible for districts to dem-
onstrate progress.”51

When a school district or state educational system confronts 
widespread failure in the exams, there has been a tendency for those 
districts to change the test substance or to set aside the results.52 In 
some cases, the emphasis on tests has led to cheating by teachers, 
where teachers “read off answers during a test, sent students back 
to correct wrong answers, photocopied secure tests for use in class, 
infl ated scores and peeked at questions then drilled those topics in 
class before the test.”53
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Other impacts of the type of performance system found in 
NCLB have been documented by researchers who have examined 
how an accountability system is likely to affect the ability of schools 
with large proportions of low-performing students or that are la-
beled as low performing to attract and retain high-quality teachers. 
This study of North Carolina’s schools found that the state’s ac-
countability system has “exacerbated the problems that low per-
forming schools face in attracting and retaining high quality teach-
ers, to the detriment of the students they serve.”54

While the testing requirements are the key component of the 
No Child Left Behind Act, another requirement involves a stipu-
lation that all of the nation’s teachers be “highly qualifi ed” by the 
2005–2006 school year. These requirements have created what one 
observer called “a massive paperwork shuffl e.” Further, according to 
this observer, “Teachers are also grimacing at the law’s requirements, 
taking the act’s ‘highly qualifi ed’ demands as something of an insult. 
They largely view the problems facing schools as systemic and don’t 
like the idea that they are being held accountable for problems be-
yond their control.”55

There is a range of problems that were faced by teachers with 
the NCLB. They included problems of implementation, impacts 
that appear to lessen the creativity of teachers, “gaming” pro-
cesses, and policies that require teachers to teach to the test. While 
these problems did not appear in all of the nation’s school systems, 
they were found in many places around the country. For some 
teachers, the reliance on standardized tests did accentuate confl ict 
between professional norms and what became bureaucratic re-
quirements. During the second term of the Bush administration, 
resistance by some states has led to measures to ease up on federal 
requirements. While these changes did provide opportunities for 
more fl exibility for school districts, in some instances they fed a 
growing sense of cynicism by teachers that did not lead to more 
effective teaching.

The fi rst nationwide test to permit an appraisal of NCLB in-
dicated that there were mixed results from the law’s implementa-
tion and that even some supporters of the law were expressing dis-
appointment with the results. Indeed, by some measures, students 
were making greater gains before the law was put into effect. 56
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Health Professionals: Assessing Performance Inside the Profession
The experience of the teaching profession involving perfor-

mance assessment is clearly embedded in the perceptions of the 
larger society about teachers. It is rare for U.S. citizens to perceive 
public school teachers as high-status individuals who possess valu-
able specialized skills that warrant deference and discretion. In ad-
dition, because of local tax systems that collect separate monies for 
education, most citizens are aware of the relationship between their 
tax dollars and the educational sector.

Health professionals—particularly medical doctors—provide a 
contrast with educators.57 Physicians have high status within the 
society; not only does the profession establish barriers to entering 
and remaining in the profession, but patients have a special relation-
ship with their doctors because these individuals are viewed as the 
gatekeepers to life or death. And, until recently, many individuals 
were actually unaware of the cost of medical care because their 
costs were buried within insurance coverage. Given this, it is not 
surprising that the experience of the medical profession regarding 
performance assessment is quite different from that of public school 
teachers.

Much of the activity involving performance measurement in 
health parallels the development of the managed care approach to 
paying and delivering health services. In 1990, the National Com-
mittee for Quality Assurance was formed to fi ll what was identi-
fi ed as an accountability and accreditation void in the health fi eld. 
It defi ned its mission as the improvement of the quality of health 
care for all and sought to become the trusted source of information 
driving health care quality improvement. In 1992, NCQA created 
a national system to develop and provide standardized performance 
measures. Known as the Health Plan Employer Data and Infor-
mation Set (HEDIS), the system was designed to allow employers 
and consumers to make comparisons of performance among health 
care organizations. More than three hundred health plans across the 
country now provide data for the system.

One observer, writing in 1998, noted,

Our attempts to systematically measure the quality of 
care are less than a decade old and still very much in their 
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methodological adolescence. The delay in getting started 
can be explained by a variety of factors: a general assump-
tion that quality was high, the implied insult to the medical 
profession and discomfort to the public that comes with 
measuring performance, and the fact that substandard per-
formance is largely invisible except through a statistical 
lens. It took exposés of poor quality and questions from 
purchasers about what they were getting for their money 
to push performance measurement ahead.58

In 1998, three of the nation’s preeminent health care accredit-
ing organizations—the American Medical Association’s Accredita-
tion Program (AMAP), the Joint Commission on Accreditation of 
Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO), and NCQA—announced a 
collaborative effort designed to coordinate performance measure-
ment activities across the entire health care system. The three groups 
established the Performance Measurement Coordinating Council, 
a fi fteen-member group that “seeks to ensure that measurement 
driven assessment processes are effi cient, consistent and useful for 
the many parties that rely on them to help make important deci-
sions about health care.”59

Each of the three organizations involved in the collaborative 
effort defi ned performance measurement at different levels of the 
health care system. The AMAP focused on standards of quality 
for the individual physician; JCAHO accredits a range of health 
care facilities including organizations providing acute care, home 
care, clinical laboratory services, long term care, and managed care; 
NCQA had already been involved in an accreditation and perfor-
mance measurement program through HEDIS for groups such as 
health maintenance organizations.

A consensus statement titled “Principles for Performance Mea-
surement in Health Care” outlined

• the rationale behind performance measurement efforts;
• appropriate uses of performance data;
• specifi c areas on which measures should focus;
• guidelines for using performance data for comparative purposes;
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• general requirements for cost-effective measurement; and
• specifi c opportunities for collaboration.60

Others were also involved in the effort to assess and improve 
the nation’s quality of care. The Institute of Medicine of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences began an effort in 1996; “Crossing the 
Quality Chasm” documented the serious and pervasive nature of 
health quality through a series of reports and meetings. The Agency 
for Healthcare Research and Quality in the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services was designed to support research that 
would help improve the quality, safety, effi ciency, and effectiveness 
of health care.

The collaborative effort represented an attempt by the health 
care industry to accomplish multiple purposes. First, it was a way 
to develop and publish norms for clinical behavior in a wide range 
of fi elds. As such, it served as a strategy for the industry to address 
public concern about health care quality, including questions about 
medical errors, and to increase the level of transparency and ac-
countability in medical practice. It provided a way of comparing 
the quality of care being delivered by different entities. Second, it 
was a way to highlight the importance of clinical competence in 
the health profession. As the American College of Physicians wrote, 
“As we consider better ways to recognize and compensate phy-
sicians who care for patients with multiple and chronic diseases, 
performance measures could provide the mechanism by which we 
reward and foster higher quality care.”61 Third, the effort provided 
the information for HMOs and insurance companies to establish 
specifi c expectations about what will be reimbursed and allowed. 
Fourth, performance measurement also provides information that 
is useful to researchers who are attempting to describe the effect of 
some intervention on a specifi ed group of patients. Jha et al. have 
noted that “[h]ow good a measure is depends heavily on its pur-
pose. One common error is to take a measure that was designed to 
track outcomes . . . and try to use it to compare plans.”62

There is signifi cant dispute about the impact of the guidelines 
that have been developed to assist practitioner and patient decisions 
about appropriate health care. One study published in the Journal of 
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the American Medical Association argued, “Despite wide promulgation, 
guidelines have had limited effect on changing physician behavior. 
In general, little is known about the process and factors respon-
sible for how physicians change their practice methods when they 
become aware of a guideline.” The review of the literature in this 
article found that physicians may not follow clinical practice guide-
lines because of lack of awareness, lack of familiarity, lack of agree-
ment, lack of self-effi cacy, lack of outcome expectancy, the inertia 
of previous practice, and external barriers.63

Despite some skepticism, it was not surprising that the avail-
ability of this data created a set of dynamics that moved beyond the 
original concerns of those involved in creating a set of performance 
measures. Originally focused on behaviors in the private sector, 
the availability of the HEDIS measures moved them to be used in 
the public sector both for performance requirements and for re-
imbursement policies. Some of the measures became the basis for 
the federal government in the Centers for Medicare and Medi caid 
Services to issue reporting requirements in Medicare. And some 
states used them as requirements for health plans participating in 
Medi caid programs. Efforts to modify the Veterans Health Admin-
istration in the U.S. Department of   Veterans Affairs relied on the 
HEDIS measures as well as the measures used by the Joint Com-
mission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations for inpatient 
care.64 The government organizations varied in their use of HEDIS; 
some used them to create standards for service while others used 
them as a way to limit costs.

As the years have progressed, the quality focus of the measures 
seems to have been overpowered by a concern about cost savings. 
This agenda has pushed away clinically sensitive measures and high-
lighted measures devised by individual companies and some gov-
ernment agencies. Health practitioners who are concerned about 
quality and service to their patients complain about bluntness, dis-
tortion, incompleteness, and cost of the measures.65 For example, a 
typology known as the DSM typology is being used by insurance 
companies that are third parties designated by government agencies 
or other medical payers to actually determine whether psychiatrists 
are providing appropriate treatment. However, this typology was de-
veloped for research purposes, not for determining reimbursement. 
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In addition, the Global Assessment of Function requires a psychia-
trist to provide a specifi c numerical score that is diffi cult for some 
clinicians to apply (especially if they know that a specifi c score will 
determine whether the treatment will be reimbursed). The doctor 
is required to provide detailed proposed treatment based on a code 
that provides estimates of time as well as medication. Increasingly, 
the review of these treatment plans is not done by doctors but by 
nurses who do not have the same expectations about professional 
autonomy.

One physician commented on the situation:

The pressures are fi erce for doctors to compromise their 
professionalism, their humane instincts, for business rea-
sons. . . . While it is true that we still make a decent living, 
at the same time we must hire more and more staff mem-
bers to handle certifi cations, precertifi cations and referrals 
while also accepting lower payments. . . . But it’s not just 
about doctors’ incomes. Even if physicians decided not to 
worry about profi t margins but simply to concentrate on 
giving all their patients the kind of attention [they need] 
. . . the HMOs would not stand for it. Never mind that, in 
my experience, it takes at least half an hour to legitimately 
address a patient’s problems and handle the required pa-
perwork. The HMOs make their payments on the basis of 
10- to 15- minute patient visits on the average.66

Cost control mechanisms have also been created on top of the 
performance measures by government agencies. One such effort is 
the PATH project—Physicians at Teaching Hospitals. It is an initia-
tive designed by the federal government to verify compliance with 
Medicare rules governing payment for physician services provided 
in the teaching setting and to ensure that claims accurately refl ect 
the level of service provided to patients. Some university-based 
hospitals argue that the system that was put in place is “an unfair 
application of vague federal guidelines regarding physician presence 
and imprecise evaluation and management codes.”67

Increasingly, as the public sector is focusing on cost savings, the 
HEDIS and other health performance measurement systems will 
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be attached to reimbursement decisions. At the same time, enforce-
ment of such standards appears to be uneven and refl ects political 
decisions about imposition of penalties. A decline of 18 percent in 
the number of nursing homes penalized for violations of federal 
standards, a decline of 12 percent in the number of monetary penal-
ties imposed, and a decline of 47 percent in the number of nursing 
homes denied Medicare or Medicaid payment for new admissions 
are evidence of improved quality to some, and, to others, evidence 
of less emphasis on enforcement.68

Thus, despite the high status of health professionals in the so-
ciety, their effort to focus on quality seems to have collided with 
imperatives of cost savings and cost control. This confl ict between 
quality and effi ciency has led to the beginnings of gaming within 
the system. Unlike teachers with NCLB, the health profession-
als were more active participants in the standards devised through 
the HEDIS program. Those standards emerged from defi nitions of 
good medical practice within the profession. In that sense, they did 
not represent a confl ict between professional norms and formal re-
quirements. However, the use of those standards moved from prac-
tice recommendations to bureaucratic efforts to control costs. The 
HEDIS experience suggests that performance standards do have 
a life of their own, and even when professionals are engaged in 
their development and defi nition, they may be used in unantici-
pated ways.

Researchers and Performance Management
While it is not unusual for federal government agencies to have 

diffi culties complying with the Government Performance and Results 
Act (GPRA; see chapter 6), federal organizations that are engaged in 
research have been able to develop alternative approaches to the GPRA 
requirements largely because of a stipulation in the federal legislation. 
The legislation contains a proviso that allows an agency (in consultation 
with OMB) to determine that it is not feasible to express performance 
goals in an “objective, quantifi able, and measurable form.”69 The 
legislation gives an agency an opportunity to describe a minimally 
effective and successful program and to state why the agency cannot 
express a performance goal in any way for the program activity.
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It became clear to research agencies that it was diffi cult to link 
results with annual investments in research. In 1998, the Commit-
tee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy (COSEPUP) of 
the National Academy of Sciences, the National Academy of En-
gineering, and the Institute of Medicine began a study to identify 
and analyze the most effective ways to assess the results of research; 
help the federal government determine how its agencies can better 
incorporate research activities in strategic and performance plans; 
and develop mechanisms to evaluate the effects of implementing 
GPRA on agency program decisions and on the practices of re-
search. The activities of this committee were detailed in a report, 
Evaluating Federal Research Programs, issued in February 1999.70 It 
drew on the experience of ten federal agencies that had signifi cant 
research activities within their portfolios.

In its report, COSEPUP reported that it had heard two dis-
tinct and confl icting viewpoints on approaches to measuring basic 
research.

One is that it should be possible to measure research, in-
cluding basic research, annually and provide quantitative 
measures of the useful outcomes of both basic and applied 
research. The other is that, given the long-range nature of 
basic research, there is no sensible way to respond to the 
GPRA annual measurement requirement and that the best 
that can be done is to provide measures that appear to re-
spond but in fact are essentially meaningless, such as a list 
of an agency’s top 100 discoveries of the preceding year.71

COSEPUP defi ned a position that was different from both of 
these viewpoints. It argued that outcomes of basic research cannot 
be measured directly on an annual basis “because the usefulness of 
basic research is inherently too unpredictable; so the usefulness of 
basic research must be measured by historical reviews based on a 
much longer time frame.” At the same time, the committee found 
that there are “meaningful measures of quality, relevance, and lead-
ership that are good predictors of eventual usefulness, that these 
measures can be reported regularly, and that they represent a sound 
way to ensure that the country is getting a good return on its basic 
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research investment.”72 For example, the National Institutes of Health 
often presents its performance in what are called “stories of discov-
ery.” These “stories” defi ne performance in terms of the process of 
scientifi c analysis rather than in terms of anticipated outcomes. This 
method is particularly useful in instances in which scientists fi nd that 
negative fi ndings lead them to unanticipated  discoveries.

The committee found that the most effective way to evaluate 
federally funded research programs is expert review. This included 
quality review, relevance review, and benchmarking.73 The report 
noted that “peer review is the method by which science exercises 
continuous self-evaluation and correction. It is the centerpiece of 
many federal agencies’ approach to evaluating proposed, current, 
and past research in science and engineering. Peer review, like all 
human judgments, can be affected by self-interest, especially the fa-
voritism of friendship and prejudice of antagonism. However, those 
distortions can be minimized by the rigor of peer selection, the 
integrity and independence of individual reviewers, and the use of 
bibliometric analysis and other quantitative techniques to comple-
ment the subject nature of peer review.”74

These activities represented an effort by the research commu-
nity to speak with one voice and, while acknowledging the differ-
ences among various research enterprises, to highlight the profes-
sional norms surrounding the research enterprise, particularly peer 
review and what is called “sound science.” In the early years of the 
twenty-fi rst century, however, the language of the research commu-
nity appeared to some to be reinterpreted in quite a different way. 
According to one commentator,

the phrases “sound science” and “peer review” don’t necessar-
ily mean what you might think. Instead, they’re part of a lexi-
con used to put a pro-science veneer on policies that most of 
the scientifi c community itself tends to be up in arms about. 
In this Orwellian vocabulary, “peer review” isn’t simply an 
evaluation by learned colleagues. Instead, it appears to mean 
an industry-friendly plan to require such exhaustive analysis 
that federal agencies could have a hard time taking prompt 
action to protect public health and the environment.”75
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The peer review proposal that had been issued by OMB was even-
tually modifi ed and its prescriptive and restrictive requirements 
were reduced after an outcry from researchers, advocacy groups, 
and some federal agencies.76 These groups found that the OMB-
proposed process was a way to impose a political agenda defi ned by 
the White House on what they believed to be scientifi c issues.

But perhaps the strongest criticism of the policies of the Bush 
administration related to research came from a report issued by the 
Union of Concerned Scientists and signed by sixty leading scien-
tists, including twenty Nobel laureates. The report called for restor-
ing scientifi c integrity in policymaking.

When scientifi c knowledge has been found to be in con-
fl ict with its political goals, the administration has often 
manipulated the process through which science enters into 
its decisions. This has been done by placing people who are 
professionally unqualifi ed or who have clear confl icts of 
interest in offi cial posts and on scientifi c advisory commit-
tees; by disbanding existing advisory committees; by cen-
soring and suppressing reports by the government’s own 
scientists; and by simply not seeking independent scientifi c 
advice. Other administrations have, on occasion, engaged 
in such practices, but not so systematically nor on so wide 
a front. Furthermore, in advocating policies that are not 
scientifi cally sound, the administration has sometimes mis-
represented scientifi c knowledge and misled the public 
about the implications of its policies.77

The report provoked a response both from the president’s sci-
ence advisor and from visible members of science advisory groups, 
both of whom argued that the document was more political than 
scientifi c.

In December 2004, a report from the Committee on Science, 
Engineering, and Public Policy of the National Academy of Sci-
ences also argued that candidates for federal advisory panels on sci-
ence and technology should be chosen for their expertise and not 
for their politics. It wrote:
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Many factors—including societal values, economic costs, 
and political judgments—come together with technical 
judgments in the process of reaching advisory commit-
tee recommendations. . . . Scientists, engineers and health 
professionals nominated primarily to provide S and T [Sci-
ence and Technology] input should be selected for their 
scientifi c and technical knowledge and credentials and for 
their professional and personal integrity . . . . [I]t is no 
more appropriate to ask S&T experts to provide nonrel-
evant information, such as hair color or height, than to ask 
them for other personal and immaterial information, such 
as voting record, political-party affi liation, or position on a 
particular policy.78

Although researchers were able to use their high status within 
the society to be treated differently within the GPRA process, the 
budgetary demands and ideological approaches led to a range of 
problems that had the impact of politicizing the “scientifi c” pro-
cess. This example indicates that a political agenda can be imposed 
on what is viewed as the purview of the professionals. In the name 
of accountability, the discretion of the professional researcher has 
been challenged using the highly regarded process of peer review. 
Professional norms have been subjected to bureaucratic approaches, 
particularly those related to cost-cutting.

Auditing Higher Education
For more than a decade, a growing number of institutions both 

in the United States and in other countries have developed an ap-
proach to achieve quality improvements through academic audits. 
These audits are one of the ways that performance measurement 
has been used to become a part of the decision-making process 
involving both policy changes and budget allocations. As such, 
they provide an example of the spread of performance measure-
ment in the higher education sector beyond the United States. The 
effort began in Great Britain around 1990 and has spread across 
the globe. According to one of its advocates: “The objective of an 
academic audit is to elicit thoughtful conversations about how to 
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produce tangible improvements in education quality without hav-
ing to spend more money. . . . [A]cademic auditors evaluate what 
are coming to be called ‘education-quality processes’—the key fac-
ulty activities required to produce, assure, and regularly improve the 
quality of teaching and learning.”79

In 2003, Burke and Minassians conducted the seventh annual 
survey of state higher education fi nance offi cers and found that 
performance reporting had spread to all but four states. Burke and 
Minassians had distinguished between three behaviors in the fi eld—
performance funding, performance budgeting, and performance re-
porting. Performance funding ties state funding directly and tightly 
to the performance of public campuses; performance budgeting al-
lows governors, legislators, and others to consider campus achieve-
ment on performance indicators as one factor in determining al-
locations for public campuses; and performance reporting provides 
periodic reports on priority indicators but has no formal link to 
allocations. In Freidson’s terms, the process moved away from a bu-
reaucratic approach to one that refl ected professional norms as well 
as market principles.80

The survey found that performance reporting is the preferred 
approach to accountability for higher education. At the same time 
that performance funding and performance budgeting slipped in 
states, performance reporting increased from 30 to 46 programs 
from 2000 to 2003. The authors suggest that performance report-
ing allows a longer list of indicators than performance budgeting 
and funding; that reports are sent to a broad range of stakeholders 
both on campuses and in the larger political environment; and that 
these reports rely on information and publicity rather than fund-
ing or budgeting to encourage colleges and universities to improve 
their performance.81

Unlike the United States, where public higher education has 
historically been the purview of states and is often eclipsed by the 
practices of private universities and colleges, higher education pol-
icy in Great Britain has been a national policy effort. In the 1990s, 
Britain became concerned about the use of its scarce resources to 
support high-quality research.82

Each university is expected to use the resources allocated on 
research-based criteria primarily for research and not teaching, 
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which is fi nanced separately. Institutions prepare standard statistical 
and narrative material for submission to central panels for assess-
ment; this information is purely documentary and there are no site 
visits and no appeals of the panel decisions. A fi ve-point criterion 
referenced scale was established and panels considered all types of 
research: applied, strategic, and basic.83

Each individual faculty member is required to report research 
production within twelve categories:

• Authored books
• Edited books
• Short works
• Conference contributions, refereed
• Conference contributions, other
• Editorships
• Papers in academic journals
• Papers in professional journals
• Papers in popular journals
• Reviews of academic books
• Other publications
• Other public output.

Called the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), the exercise 
is designed to enable funding to be allocated selectively but also to 
promote high quality. The government department charged with 
implementing higher education policy (the Department for Edu-
cation and Skills) defi ned three goals for the process: (1) to target 
resources in the best research institutions; (2) to make sure that the 
very best individual departments are not neglected; (3) to encour-
age the formation of consortia and collaborative work.84 The pro-
cess operates through sixty assessment panels whose members are 
nominated by a range of organizations, including research associa-
tions, learned societies, professional bodies, and those representing 
industrial, business, and other users of research.85

Another round of this process is scheduled for 2008. It has 
provoked signifi cant criticism in the British higher education com-
munity. According to one observer:
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Research is at a crossroads in British universities. The gov-
ernment recognizes its importance for the knowledge 
economy but even though funding is being increased, there 
will never be enough for all the avenues of new knowledge 
that academics want to explore.

The upshot is another bruising round in the contest 
between the perfectionists, who insist that only the best 
research deserves to be funded—if it’s not world class, its 
not worth doing—and the pragmatists, who want research 
effort to be widely diffused on the grounds that (a) it’s es-
sential for university-level teaching and (b) research does 
not have to be world class to benefi t the local or regional 
economy of the university concerned.86

Members of the Association of University Teachers (AUT) 
criticized the RAE for contributing to the closure of departments 
in subjects like chemistry and engineering, pointing to diffi culties 
comparing pure and applied research. An organization called Save 
British Science argued that the process was pushing scientists into 
safe research and that many departments had improved their grades 
but received less money. 87

The AUT argued that universities were “games playing” by 
transferring staff that were seen as weak researchers onto teach-
ing-only contracts or easing them out. It was reported that fund-
ing had become increasingly concentrated in fewer institutions and 
academics are fi ghting to retain their research links. A representative 
of the AUT commented that there was an impact of “strategic ex-
clusions on women and ethnic minority staff. In particular, there is 
the impact of producing research publications on those staff who 
have taken career breaks or women staff on maternity leave.88

At this writing, there is growing pressure for the postponement 
of the 2008 process and rethinking the use of metric data, particu-
larly as it applies to arts and humanities subjects. Although higher 
education has a tradition of high status in Britain, there are alterna-
tive pressures on the system, particularly the demand for spreading 
resources across the range of both elite and nonelite institutions. 
Thus the impact of this process—leading to creaming of the top 
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institutions—became a problem, particularly for a Labour govern-
ment. This example illustrates the diffi culty in turning a highly for-
malized set of standards into a mechanized decision process. The 
process in Britain produced distributional results that were not a 
part of the government’s game plan. While the elite institutions 
were able to do well within the decision rules because their faculty 
were already productive in terms of research, the rules actually cre-
ated results that over-measured research to the detriment of teach-
ing. Thus some of the academic professionals did well but others 
were penalized for their investment in particular subject areas and 
inability to meet defi ned outcome measures.

Conclusion
Eliot Freidson’s typology provides a useful way to think about 

the behaviors of these four performance efforts that all involve pro-
fessional identity. These examples illustrate the confl ict between 
professionalism and bureaucratic behaviors, especially efforts to 
control service delivery for both substantive but—more impor-
tant—for cost savings and control agendas. The irony remains, how-
ever, that all of these examples require the active involvement of 
professionals in order for desired performance to occur.

No Child Left Behind involved diminished discretion for 
teachers (and some would argue lessening of creativity for teach-
ers), use of standardized tests across different classrooms and schools, 
a verbal commitment to children who had not been high achievers, 
and an increased role for the federal government. NCLB did not 
emerge as a result of interaction or even involvement of representa-
tives of teachers’ organizations; rather, it was imposed on a profes-
sion that did not have high status in the society. Various types of 
problems emerged from this process; many of them involved gam-
ing by teachers and school systems to meet requirements.

The health professionals’ activity began with an effort to es-
tablish norms that would improve the quality of health care. The 
medical establishment (such as the AMA) was intimately involved 
in the development of the standards and seemed to view the HE-
DIS measures as a way of assuring that these standards met the 
profession’s view of best practices. However, as the effort was used 

84  Chapter 4

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   84fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   84 4/24/06   1:31:28 PM4/24/06   1:31:28 PM



by those who paid for health services, there was a confl ict between 
a quality effort and expectations of cost savings and control. It ap-
pears that various games are being played out in a confl ict between 
quality and effi ciency.

The research example suggests that even when a profession has 
developed its own defi nition of accountability, those efforts can be 
politicized. The peer review process has been used by the research 
community as a way to assure that quality standards of research 
are met. However, when those in positions of power do not agree 
with the results of peer review, they can redefi ne who is a “peer.” 
They can make sure that individuals who share their views are ap-
pointed to review committees and can establish procedures that 
constrain the traditional research values. The high status of the re-
search community has meant that there has been public criticism 
of these  efforts.

The higher education example provides evidence of diffi culties 
and unanticipated consequences of moving performance informa-
tion into a structured and technocratic decision process. Relying 
on one set of indicators (even those that seem to represent profes-
sional values) does not allow decision makers to look at a range of 
other goals and objectives beyond research productivity. Even when 
professionals were involved in establishing the indicators, they were 
unable to think about other factors that would be considered in the 
allocation of resources.

These examples indicate that professionals vary in terms of their 
status within the society, and the norms of each profession lead to a 
range of problems. However, it appears that the imperative of cost 
savings and fi scal control that is associated with the bureaucratic ap-
proach appears to be overpowering the role of professionals.

In addition, these examples illustrate a number of other issues. 
First, in all four cases, professional organizations have played an im-
portant role but have had diffi culty keeping bureaucratic (and po-
litical) pressures at bay. Second, professionals seek to maximize their 
discretion and space to innovate that usually fl ows from their training 
and role. They are clearly uncomfortable with efforts to establish “one 
best way” practices that minimize their ability to try new things, to 
adapt and be creative. Third, while supporting the goals of perfor-
mance measurement, professionals live in a world of complex goals 
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where they are often faced with confl ict between quality standards 
and effi ciency standards. Fourth, it appears that efforts to establish 
bureaucratic control over performance assessment have created a new 
set of internal problems within the profession as well as differential 
impacts that may confl ict with the norms of the profession. These 
norms include values of service as well as ethical independence. And 
fi nally, these efforts may give rhetorical attention to consumers and 
the market approach, but the reality of the economy and social struc-
ture make efforts to rely on consumer choice seem hollow.

Dr. Robert Peacock has to live with these competing de-
mands. He may attempt to draw on the norms that are 
found within the HEDIS system as a way to discuss alter-
native approaches with the HMO management. He may 
also try to contact other practitioners who deal with com-
parable patient pools to show the HMO that in the long 
run it makes more sense to respond to the problems today 
than to wait until they require even more expensive hos-
pitalization and tests. 
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Competing Values:
Can the 
 Performance
Movement Deal5 with Equity?

  George Hawthorne has spent the last 
fi ve years of his life teaching in a section of a West Coast city 
that has one of the lowest socioeconomic populations in the 
country. He came to this city after two years in the Teach 
for America program and, following that, a year-long aca-
demic program that awarded him a teaching certifi cate. He 
is committed to a teaching career that provides educational 
opportunities for children who have been “left behind.”

Despite the problems that stem from the poverty that 
is a part of the reality of the children in his school, he has 
made some progress in terms of their basic educational 
achievements. Children have become interested in read-
ing when he is able to provide them with materials that 
are a part of their out-of-school interests. Articles on rap 
performers and other singers engage them and provoke 
their attention. Similarly, he has found that the boys in his 
fi fth-grade class are interested in math when he gives them 
problems related to sports statistics. The absentee rate in 
the classroom has dropped signifi cantly. He has also found 
ways to get parents involved; he meets with them in small 
groups and lets them know what he is trying to do in the 
classroom. Most of the parents have been very impressed 
with his work.
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But while he has devised a program and approach that 
he thinks is responsive to the needs of his students, he is 
under pressure from his principal to focus on the standard-
ized tests that are given to the students. His students do 
not do well on these tests, although they have improved 
marginally over the past several years. His colleagues in the 
school tell him that the only way his students will really 
improve is if he “teaches to the test,” preparing the students 
throughout the year to take the end-of-the-year tests.

Based on his experience, George Hawthorne does not 
think that his students will respond to that approach. He 
expects the absentee rate to increase, leading to a signifi -
cant dropout rate. And most importantly, he does not think 
that the performance measured by the tests will actually 
improve. Since the state has adopted a policy that requires 
students to pass competency tests before they are allowed 
to graduate from high school, he is afraid that teaching for 
the required performance tests will actually increase the 
disparity between the educational achievement of his stu-
dents and their life chances for success. 

Despite the tendency of the American society to worship the 
gods of effi ciency, the values that emerge from a democratic system 
constantly set up roadblocks to effi ciency norms. As economist Ar-
thur Okun wrote,

American society proclaims the worth of every human be-
ing.  All citizens are guaranteed equal justice and equal polit-
ical rights. . . . Yet at the same time, our institutions say “fi nd a 
job or go hungry,”  “succeed or suffer.” . . . Such is the double 
standard of a capitalist democracy, professing and pursuing 
an egalitarian political and social system and simultaneously 
generating gaping disparities in economic well-being.1

Few government programs are designed to accomplish a single 
goal. Rather, embedded in most programs is a complex combina-
tion of effi ciency, effectiveness, and equity goals. Sometimes this 
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occurs because the citizens of a democracy do not have a single set 
of expectations about the program’s objectives and, even more fre-
quently, do not agree on what should be done to achieve a goal.

Program administrators are confronted with the need to devise 
schemes to trade off what are often confl icting values and goals. The 
programs and policies that they are charged with implementing 
often are embedded in multiple objectives. They are frequently ex-
pected to serve specifi c client groups who had never been a part of 
the service system, maintain existing service systems, deliver quality 
services, and spend the least amount of money. Further, sometimes 
programs are designed to provide services in a fi eld in which there 
is not agreement about the best way to deliver those services. This is 
particularly true in those policy areas that seek to target previously 
underserved individuals.

Program administrators thus are likely to focus on specifi c pro-
cesses used to administer programs as well as the level of inputs 
(the resources used). They avoid emphasizing outcomes of an inter-
vention because the outcomes are hard to specify. If this were not 
diffi cult enough, some programs are designed to achieve symbolic 
rather than literal action. It is extremely tricky to fi nd a way to 
measure what is conceptualized as symbolic activity.

Like so many other aspects of the performance movement, bal-
ancing confl icting goals and values sets up a paradoxical situation. Pro-
gram managers are attempting to achieve multiple and often antithet-
ical goals. When they move in one direction to achieve particular goals, 
they diminish their ability to achieve other goals. As Deborah Stone 
has commented in her important work Policy Paradox and Political Rea-
son, “Paradoxes are nothing but trouble. They violate the most elemen-
tary principle of logic: Something cannot be two different things at 
once. Two contradictory interpretations cannot both be true. Paradox 
is just such an impossible situation, and political life is full of them.”2

Stone argues that the world of political reasoning provides the 
setting for dealing with these paradoxes. Through the processes of 
decision making, political actors use both confl ict and cooperation to 
deal with multiple perspectives and fi nd ways to hammer out agree-
ment. The process is temporal and messy but moves along relatively 
predictable paths toward temporary closure. But these temporary clo-
sures are hardly the basis for defi ning clear and explicit outcomes.
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The problems involved in trading off and balancing values are 
not unique to the performance measurement fi eld. Weimer and 
Vining emphasize the importance of value confl icts within the pol-
icy analysis profession. They write:

Policy analysis, like life itself, forces us to confront con-
fl icts among competing values. Often confl icts arise in-
herently in the substantive question being considered. For 
example: Should a policy that will yield a great excess of 
benefi ts over costs for society as a whole be selected even 
if it infl icts severe costs on a small group of people? Our 
answers will depend on the relative weights we give to the 
values of effi ciency (getting the greatest aggregate good 
from available resources) and equity (fairness in the way it 
is distributed). These values, along with others, such as the 
protection of human life and dignity and the promotion 
of individual choice and responsibility, provide criteria for 
evaluating specifi c policy proposals.3

The process of trading and balancing competing values is one 
of the attributes of the U.S. democratic system. As Judith Gruber has 
noted in her work Controlling Bureaucracies: Dilemmas in Democratic 
Governance, this leads to a confl ict between control and democracy. 
She highlights the structural limitations of control mechanisms that 
are imposed by the complexity of the system as well as the costs of 
control on bureaucrats. Reform, she notes, has both costs and bene-
fi ts. She also emphasizes the need to create control mechanisms that 
are appropriate for different settings, moving quite far away from 
the “one-size-fi ts-all” advice found in other commentators.4

The type of advice that fl ows logically from the Gruber anal-
yses collides with the management competence approach that is 
found in the writings of Luther Gulick. According to Gulick,

[i]n the science of administration, whether public or private, 
the basic “good” is effi ciency. The fundamental objective of 
the science of administration is the accomplishment of the 
work in hand with the least expenditure of manpower and 
materials. Effi ciency is thus axiom number one in the value 
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scale of administration. This brings administration into ap-
parent confl ict with certain elements of the value scale of 
politics, whether we use that term in its scientifi c or in its 
popular sense. But both public administration and politics 
are branches of political science, so that we are in the end 
compelled to mitigate the pure concept of effi ciency in the 
light of the value scale of politics and the social order.5 

The effi ciency values that are embedded in the contemporary 
performance movement are very similar to the values that have mo-
tivated reformers for more than a century. In this sense, they share 
mindsets and approaches that have been found in past management 
reform. The contemporary performance movement clearly follows 
the tradition of past reform efforts within the federal government. 
The U.S. Government Accountability Offi ce (GAO) examined the 
legacy of government-wide activity involving performance bud-
geting since World War II, particularly the Planning, Programming, 
and Budgeting System (PPBS) system begun in 1965 by President 
Lyndon Johnson; the Management by Objectives (MBO) effort ini-
tiated in 1973 by President Richard Nixon; and Zero-Based Bud-
geting (ZBB), initiated in 1977 by President Jimmy Carter.

To some degree, the contemporary interest in performance 
management refl ects the public attention to management that was 
a characteristic of the 1990s and continues today. It was embraced 
by the Clinton administration and viewed as complementary to the 
Gore reinvention effort called the National Performance Review.6 
This interest—often called the reinvention movement—has been 
labeled as New Public Management and stands as another attempt 
to move toward a science of management such as that outlined by 
Luther Gulick.

There is an assumption by many of the advocates in the per-
formance movement that the analytic process embedded in perfor-
mance measurement activities provides a way for agencies to sort 
through the competing values nested in their enabling legislation 
and budgets and select what they—not the legislative enablers—be-
lieve are the most important. It appears to be assumed that through 
this analytic process, agencies will be able to avoid making the 
trade-offs that are placed in front of them.7
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H. George Frederickson compared the reinvention movement 
with an earlier effort in the 1960s to deal with change and the sub-
stance (rather than the process) of management.8 That effort was called 
the New Public Administration. His analysis provides a useful discus-
sion of the differences in value preferences between the two efforts:

The value preferences of the two movements are both 
similar and different. Both movements place a high value 
on better, more innovative, more creative, more sensitive 
management. Both movements hold to the view that or-
ganizational structure and design make a difference. Both 
movements emphasize clients, citizens or customers, albeit 
in somewhat different ways.

The most important difference in values between 
the two movements is political and philosophical. In new 
public administration, politics, democratic government, is-
sues of majority  rule– minority rights, and associated issues 
were central. . . . In contrast, the reinventing government 
movement claims to have little to do with politics. By the 
generous use of symbols such as governance, total quality, 
entrepreneurial, and reinventing, the movement attempts 
to skirt fundamental political issues. Put in harsh terms, 
reinventing government begs basic philosophical political 
questions and is politically naïve. Put in positive terms, re-
inventing government tries to be smart enough not to get 
trapped politically.9

Frederickson’s analysis emphasizes the diffi culty of raising is-
sues that emerge from the political process within the reinvention 
framework. Much of the reinvention agenda is borrowed from the 
private sector, where effi ciency is the prevailing value. Equity con-
cerns usually arise from the political process and not from an em-
phasis on effi ciency. Attention to these issues has been raised by 
Edward Jennings, who reviewed the performance reports and plans 
of sixteen federal departments. He found that there was “little at-
tention generally to social equity under GPRA.”10

What makes this debate more than an academic exercise is the 
reality that many government programs are designed to increase 

96  Chapter 5

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   96fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   96 4/24/06   1:31:32 PM4/24/06   1:31:32 PM



equity and establish processes that meet a sense of fairness. As we 
know, measuring results has consequences beyond the measurement 
exercise, and those elements not measured often suffer in terms 
of allocation of resources. Given the classic value confl ict between 
effi ciency and equity in the management fi eld, it is extremely diffi  cult 
to include equity concerns in the performance movement. This is true 
for a number of reasons. First, the defi nition of equity is neither clear 
nor something that is shared by all. To some, equity calls for the fair, 
just, and equitable management of all institutions serving the public, 
directly or indirectly, and the fair, just, and equitable distribution 
of public services and implementation of public policy.11 Other 
defi nitions equate equal access with equal opportunity, highlight 
simple equality, allocate resources based on some specifi c factor, focus 
on resources that will compensate for past inequalities, look to equality 
between groups, or focus on equal results or performance. Second, 
there is resistance to including equity questions in the measurement 
of performance and a strong tendency to rely on effi ciency measures 
for judgments about performance. And third, even when individuals 
attempt to deal with equity within performance measurement, there 
are signifi cant diffi culties involved in including equity measure-
ments. These diffi culties relate to data issues, problems of the extent 
of bounding these questions, and—perhaps most important—the 
confl ict within the society about these issues.

Efforts to Deal with Equity Questions
Several examples illustrate these problems. They include efforts 

by the National Academy of Sciences, the National Academy of 
Public Administration, and the State of Oregon; an analysis of the 
confl ict within the civil rights community as members of the com-
munity were confronted with the No Child Left Behind initia-
tive; and the effort within the Offi ce of Management and Budget 
(OMB) to implement the Bush administration’s PART program 
without attention to any equity-related issues. While touted as a 
value neutral enterprise, the PART effort has a heavy overlay of 
ideology built into it. Efforts by groups within the advocacy com-
munity to raise equity questions have been largely ignored by play-
ers within OMB.
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The Complexity of Measuring Racial Discrimination: The National
Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences

In 2001, the Committee on National Statistics of the National 
Academy of Sciences convened a panel on methods for assessing 
discrimination. It sought to defi ne racial discrimination; review and 
critique existing methods used to measure such discrimination; and 
recommend the most promising methods to deal with differences 
among racial and ethnic groups in the United States. As the panel 
wrote in the preface to its fi nal report, the diversity of the group 
of experts involved in the effort “added a great deal to the creative 
debates among the panel members but also added to the diffi culties 
in writing this report. It took time to develop a language and an 
intellectual framework with which we were all comfortable.” Fur-
ther, the report noted that “[a]ll of the panel members recognize 
the diffi culties in defi ning racial discrimination in a clear way and 
in fi nding credible ways to measure it. There are different types of 
discrimination, different venues in which it can occur, and different 
ways in which it can have an effect.”12

The report sought to provide examples of differential outcomes 
among racial groups in fi ve areas: education, the labor market, the 
criminal justice system, the housing market and mortgage lending, 
and health care. These served as “examples of the large and persis-
tent differential outcomes by race in various social and economic 
domains that make racial discrimination an important topic.”13

The panel concluded that “[f]or the purpose of understand-
ing and measuring racial discrimination, race should be viewed as a 
social construct that evolves over time. Despite measurement prob-
lems, data on race and ethnicity are necessary for monitoring and 
understanding evolving differences and trends in outcomes among 
groups in the U.S.”14 It also recommended that program agencies 
should support research that cuts across disciplinary boundaries, 
make use of multiple methods and types of data, and study racial 
discrimination “as a dynamic process. . . . Program agencies can not 
only support the addition of relevant questions to ongoing cross-
sectional and longitudinal surveys but also work to improve the 
research potential of agency administrative records data.”15

While this report focused on the technical problems involved 
in measuring racial discrimination, its scope of study did not in-

98  Chapter 5

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   98fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   98 4/24/06   1:31:33 PM4/24/06   1:31:33 PM



clude a discussion of the implications of these fi ndings for the per-
formance movement. But its acknowledgement of the diffi culties 
of this task could be extrapolated to problems related to resources 
for new data collection schemes and what could be viewed as a 
paperwork burden on those who would have to collect these data. 
It is interesting that the report of the panel did not include specifi c 
recommendations for policy changes or directions related to data 
collection. The somewhat narrow scope of the report may have 
been a way for the committee to avoid issues that tended to gener-
ate confl ict within its membership.

The Problem of Establishing Boundaries for Equity Measurement: 
The Equity Panel of the National Academy of Public Administration

In 2002, the Standing Panel on Social Equity in Governance of 
the National Academy of Public Administration (NAPA) acknowl-
edged that there were important linkages between social equity and 
the contemporary performance measurement movement. The key 
question that linked the two efforts was defi ned as “Performance for 
whom?” A committee was established within the panel that focused 
on measurement issues. It began by creating a framework for each 
policy area under discussion and reviewed the role of government 
agencies from all levels of government in specifi c policy areas and the 
nature of their contribution. In addition, the committee included the 
contribution of nonprofi ts and businesses to providing services.16

Six areas were defi ned within this framework. They are:

1. Access. This is defi ned as distributional equity and includes a re-
view of programs that deal with simple equality, differentiated 
equality, targeted intervention, redistribution, and equal results.

2. Procedural Fairness. This involves examination of problems or 
issues in procedural rights (due process), treatment in a proce-
dural sense (equal protection), and determination of eligibility 
within existing policies and programs.

3. Quality. This involves process equity and looks to the level 
of consistency in the quality of existing services delivered to 
groups and individuals. It assumes that a commitment to equity 
entails a commitment to equal quality.
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4. Outcomes. This looks to defi ne disparities in outcomes for pop-
ulation groups (e.g., by race or income) and how social con-
ditions and individual behavior affect outcomes or limit the 
impact of government services.

5. Assessment. This seeks to defi ne the key issues or concerns for a 
policy area.

6. Implications for public administrators. This involves stipulation of 
the implications for agencies directly involved in the policy 
area as well as agencies indirectly involved. It also focuses on 
the responsibility of the public administration community in 
this policy area.17

The comprehensive nature of this framework sets out an ex-
tensive agenda for both analysis and change. While the breadth of 
the agenda is intellectually appealing, its scope does create signifi -
cant problems for those who want to focus on specifi c sectors that 
are “ripe” for change. The NAPA framework does not highlight 
areas that are priorities for constituent groups and others outside of 
government. As a result, it could turn out to be diffi cult to move to 
substantive change.

Creation of an Honest Scorekeeper: Oregon Benchmarks Report on 
Oregon’s Racial and Ethnic Minorities

In 1988 a new governor of the State of Oregon decided to 
focus on a process involving nearly two hundred business, labor, 
education, and government leaders to help plan a strategy for the 
state’s economic development. The state is known for a tradition 
of innovation as well as a reliance on participatory democracy. By 
1996, more than fi ve hundred community leaders were involved in 
a process of defi ning specifi c outcomes in individual sectors that 
would be viewed as indicators of progress within the state. These 
were called benchmarks and became the basis for what was termed 
“results-driven government.” Called Oregon Shines, it was the re-
sponsibility of a group called the Oregon Progress Board.

The benchmarks were not limited to government accomplish-
ments; rather they were a way of measuring progress toward broad 
societal outcomes. Benchmarks were both short term and long 
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term. For example, preventing teenage pregnancy was viewed as 
a short-term goal, while increases in per capita income were long 
term. As the process evolved over time, it focused on jobs, com-
munity, and environment. The state defi ned successes in the process 
in increased per capita income; statewide job growth; forest, agri-
cultural, and wetland preservation; air quality; and health insurance 
coverage.

While the process was highly touted around the globe, its 
original agenda was not easy to maintain. Fiscal problems within 
the state, a change in political leadership, and a proliferation of the 
number of benchmarks (from 158 in 1991 to 272 in 1993) modi-
fi ed the original plan. By the mid-1990s, the effort moved from a 
comprehensive planning strategy to become an instrument of pub-
lic sector accountability.

Most efforts to devise benchmarks do not provide information 
or goals that focus on the accomplishments of racial and ethnic 
minorities within a jurisdiction. But the approach adopted by the 
State of Oregon included an assessment of how well the racial and 
ethnic minorities in the state were able to meet the benchmarks and 
targets established by the Oregon Progress Board. The fi rst report 
was issued in July 2000 and summarized changes in Oregon Bench-
marks by race and ethnicity in the period from 1990 to 1998. The 
report examined trends in eight areas, including education, health, 
and community, for each of Oregon’s minority communities: Af-
rican American, Asian American, Native American, and Hispanic. 
The executive director of the Oregon Progress Board noted that 
compared to state averages, Hispanics and African Americans lost 
ground in this period. He commented, “For almost every indicator 
we looked at, African Americans and Hispanics improved less rap-
idly than the state average. If this trend continues, these Oregonians 
will fall farther and farther behind the rest of the population.”18

In 2002, the Board issued a report on racial and ethnic parity 
between Oregon’s population and elected and appointed offi cials. 
It found minorities and women underrepresented in both elected 
and appointed positions at the state and local levels. The most dra-
matic example of this underrepresentation was found in the His-
panic population, who make up 8 percent of Oregon’s population 
but comprise only 1.1 percent of all locally elected offi cials.19
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Also in 2002 the Progress Board issued another report ana-
lyzing trends in education, health and safety, and fi nancial status. 
Again comparing Oregon’s four races, the report found that African 
Americans and Native Americans generally lag well behind whites 
in the benchmark areas examined. Asian Americans, however, are 
at or above white rates for college completion, eighth-grade read-
ing, eighth-grade math, and high school retention rates. The report 
noted that Hispanic Oregonians are far behind their non-Hispanic 
counterparts in all of the benchmarks examined and, in many cases, 
Hispanics were further behind non-Hispanics than they were a de-
cade ago.20

In many ways, the Oregon activity can be viewed as the excep-
tion that proves the rule. The willingness of the Progress Board to 
issue reports that focus on outcomes by race and ethnicity is very 
unusual. The state has been able to devise a process that is viewed as 
neutral and to serve as an honest scorekeeper in a way that is trusted 
by the state “establishment” as well as by advocates for the minor-
ity groups whose performance is reported in what is viewed as an 
evenhanded manner. To my knowledge, there is no other jurisdic-
tion that has been able to produce this type of data. The Oregon 
example stands as an exception but does indicate that it is possible 
to ask equity and distributional questions within a performance 
measurement framework.

The Dilemma of Advocacy: Civil Rights Advocates and 
No Child Left Behind

For many years, civil rights advocacy groups have been concerned 
about educational chances for children who had been denied equal 
opportunities because of historical patterns of discrimination by 
race and ethnicity. Moving to supplement legal and judicial change 
strategies, an important aspect of a policy strategy involved the 
collection of data that was able to report on the performance of 
children disaggregated by race, ethnicity, and other characteristics. 
These data were viewed as the fi rst step in determining whether 
school systems were being held accountable for providing equal 
opportunities for all children, regardless of race and ethnicity. Is-
sues of accountability were initially developed within Title I of the 
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Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), fi rst enacted in 
1965 as the fi rst large-scale federal support of education. Title I sup-
ported funds for the education of disadvantaged children. But con-
cern about federal control of public school education—viewed as a 
prerogative of local and, increasingly, state government decisions—
kept federal policy from creating national standards of expectations 
for performance. (See chapter 7 for a discussion of the federalism 
and intergovernmental questions involved in performance mea-
surement activities.)

National attention to the performance of children in the pub-
lic schools began in 1983 with the publication of a report titled A 
Nation at Risk. It was followed by an education summit in 1989 
at which both then-president George H. W. Bush and the nation’s 
governors set performance goals for U.S. schools. These goals were 
viewed as a way to begin to assure that variation in educational per-
formance would not be subject to the vagaries of geography and 
that children throughout the United States would be expected to 
meet national standards. These performance goals would be mea-
sured by performance in standardized tests. Andrew Rudalevige has 
written that President Bush’s 1991 proposal to include voluntary 
national testing tied to international standards led to a fi libuster by 
Republicans in the Senate.21 In 1994 President Clinton supported 
a law providing grants to help states develop academic standards. 
Advocates of standards came from various perspectives; some fo-
cused on education achievement as the key to developing a skilled 
labor force, while others highlighted the disparities in achievement 
between population groups. Advocates of this latter position fre-
quently pointed to failures of school systems to meet the needs of 
racial and ethnic minorities or students with special needs.

The national commitment to standards-based reform came 
through the 1994 reauthorization of the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act (ESEA). While the reauthorization required 
states to develop specifi c curriculum content and achievement of 
performance standards for public schools, there were no sanctions 
for any state that did not make progress toward the goal of aca-
demic profi ciency for all its students. Civil rights advocates, best 
represented by a group called the Citizens’ Commission on Civil 
Rights, were concerned about the failure of the Congress to hold 
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schools accountable for the performance of all of their students. 
The Citizens’ Commission noted that “[t]he outcome of the de-
bate [over reauthorization] will determine whether schools will be 
accountable for the progress of all their students, particularly those 
who have been poorly served in the past, and whether schools have 
an incentive to improve performance at a rapid pace.”22 The Com-
mission and others, such as the Education Trust, highlighted what 
they called the achievement gap. They noted that between 1970 
and 1988, the difference in performance between white and mi-
nority students fell 50% for African Americans and 33% for Lati-
nos. However, the gap held steady during the 1990s and even grew 
slightly among seventeen-year-olds in reading and among thirteen-
year-olds in mathematics.23

Others, largely researchers who analyzed the provisions of the 
proposed legislation, found the provisions fl awed and warned that 
they would result in large numbers of schools labeled as failing for 
reasons that are unrelated to the quality of education they provide. 
The Commission criticized these warnings because it felt that they 
did not hold schools accountable for the performance of all their 
students. They wrote:

Every approach that deviates from that goal—for example, 
by allowing students to be considered successful even if 
they are not helping a signifi cant group of students achieve 
profi ciency—is an admission of failure. If Congress takes a 
fearful approach that allows many failing schools to escape 
accountability and improvement, there will be no remedy 
for the students who need it, and the hard struggle for re-
form may come to naught.24

The civil rights community was particularly concerned about 
proposals to turn the large Title I ESEA program into a block grant, 
giving up any attempt to hold local school districts accountable 
for performance of all children regardless of race or ethnicity or 
other characteristics (such as limited English ability or disability or 
 gender).

Apprehension about the possibility of federal control of edu-
cation continued until George W. Bush assumed the presidency in 
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2001 and proposed the No Child Left Behind legislation. Bush had 
borrowed the phrase (without permission) from the rhetoric of the 
Children’s Defense Fund, who had termed its mission as “to leave 
no child behind.”

According to Andrew Rudalevige,

As Congress opened its doors in January 2001, “No Child 
Left Behind” emerged not as a piece of draft legislation but 
as a 30-page legislative blueprint. The proposal, released 
just three days after the inauguration, closely tracked Bush’s 
campaign agenda. It included a broad block-grant program 
providing new spending fl exibility to “charter states,” and it 
consolidated categorical grants into fi ve areas of focus. . . . It 
called for the annual testing of students in grades 3–8 and 
the release of state and school report cards showing the per-
formance of students disaggregated by ethnic and economic 
subgroups. . . . [S]chools receiving Title I compensatory-ed-
ucation funds would be required to show that disadvantaged 
students were making adequate yearly progress.25

In other words, the Bush proposal had elements within it that 
represented some of the proposals advocated by the civil rights 
community while it also had elements that were anathema to it. 
Gary Orfi eld, the codirector of the Civil Rights Project at Harvard 
University, commented that the Bush bill “was the most important 
thing to affect the education of minority young people over the 
next fi ve years.”26 He noted that the legislation that was enacted 
was mostly fads, not facts, and that none of the researchers who had 
serious knowledge about the effects of legislation on poor children 
were invited to testify. He commented:

What emerged was an 1,100-page document calling for 
impossible achievements that have never been accom-
plished anywhere. . . . Some of these sanctions are going to 
take hold this fall for thousands of schools and the states are 
utterly unprepared to implement them. (There is nothing 
in the law that will equalize the schools before they are 
sanctioned.)27
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Orfi eld noted that congressional players such as Senator Ted Ken-
nedy supported the bill because there was thought to be more 
money for poor schools, more concentrated funds than before, and 
support of a reading program.

The Citizens’ Commission on Civil Rights issued its own anal-
ysis of the Bush proposal, highlighting the concern about the avail-
ability of public reporting requirements:

While the President’s proposals do not go as far as others in 
providing information to parents and the public, they are 
improvements over current law. Parents need to have good 
information on their children’s schools. They also want 
to understand how their own child’s school compares to 
other schools and school districts and whether the school 
is progressing or moving backwards. When a school’s over-
all achievement is substandard, parents need to understand 
that their own child’s academic struggles may not be the 
child’s or parent’s fault, but the result of defi ciencies in the 
school as a whole or in the system.28

By the end of 2003, many problems became clearer to civil 
rights advocates. Dropout rates were increasing, especially for disad-
vantaged children, as schools were able to raise test scores by getting 
rid of low-achieving students. Teachers and administrators argued 
that the law’s sanctions harm struggling schools instead of helping 
them. Groups such as the NAACP expressed their concern about 
the effort.29 Education researchers found that “[d]espite policies 
calling for equal ‘opportunities to learn,’ minority students often do 
not have a chance to study as rigorous a curriculum as more privi-
leged students, and they also are less likely to be taught by teachers 
with high levels of experience.”30

The dilemma was described by the executive director of the 
National Center for Fair and Open Testing:

If the law were designed to make signifi cant progress to-
ward this goal [of ensuring access for all children], every 
supporter of equity and excellence in education would 
applaud it. However, for multiple reasons, the actual provi-
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sions of NCLB, particularly Title I of the Act, contradict 
its professed aims. This leaves advocates for high-quality 
education with the complex problem of opposing the law 
without giving support to those who will seize upon its 
inevitable failure as a way of promoting privatization and 
continuing the push for high stakes testing.31

At the same time, the Education Trust issued a statement from 
more than one hundred African American and Latino school dis-
trict superintendents from across the country urging Congress to 
“stay the course on accountability.” The director of the Education 
Trust commented:

There is a battle raging for the soul of American educa-
tion. In our work around the country, we often hear lo-
cal educators talk about the progress they are seeing as 
a result of the new accountability. These education leaders 
are especially concerned with the messages communicated 
by those opposed to accountability. Too often, the critics 
imply that students from low-income families and students 
of color simply cannot be expected to be taught to high 
levels.32

In an attempt to reclaim its language and agenda, the Children’s 
Defense Fund (CDF) proposed a new piece of legislation, “The 
Act to Leave No Child Behind,” to develop a single, comprehen-
sive measure with specifi c policy objectives that aim to improve 
the lives of children. A long list of organizations endorsed the act.33 
The proposed legislation represented an attempt by groups such as 
CDF to refocus the debate and look at the performance reporting 
requirements in a less restrictive manner.

The case of NCLB and the civil rights community illustrates 
the diffi culties involved in focusing on equity questions within a 
complex policy environment. Despite agreement about the impor-
tance of dealing with problems of differential treatment of students 
of color and others whose needs had not been addressed in the 
existing system, divisions developed within the civil rights commu-
nity over the best way to achieve those equity goals.
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Ignoring Equity Altogether: The OMB Program 
Assessment Rating Tool (PART)

The Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) being used by 
the Bush Offi ce of Management and Budget is viewed as a part of 
the Bush management agenda—the effort to integrate the budget 
and performance assessments. The effort has been described as in-
cluding four purposes:

1. to measure and diagnose program performance;
2. to evaluate programs in a systematic, consistent, and transparent 

manner;
3. to inform agency and OMB decisions for management, legisla-

tive or regulatory improvements, and budget decisions; and
4. to focus program improvements and measure progress com-

pared with prior year ratings.

PART started as a small-scale effort and reported information 
on sixty-seven programs as a part of the FY 2003 presidential budget. 
Following that, it expanded the process to include 20 percent of all 
federal programs each succeeding year. The OMB budget examiner 
for each program plays the major role in evaluating the  assessments.

Each of the programs included in a special volume of the bud-
get documents was rated along four dimensions: program purpose 
and design; strategic planning; program management; and program 
results. Agencies received questionnaires that were theoretically 
fi ne-tuned to respond to the program type; thus different question-
naires were given for competitive grant programs; block/formula 
grant programs; regulatory-based programs; capital assets and ser-
vice acquisition programs; credit programs; direct federal programs; 
and research and development programs. Five categories of ratings 
were used: effective, moderately effective, adequate, results not dem-
onstrated, and ineffective.

The patterns of rating programs are not very clear, largely be-
cause of variability among the OMB budget examiners. However, 
there appears to be little if any attention to equity issues within the 
rating process. Rather, ratings emphasized issues dealing with effi -
ciency values. The more than three-hundred-page document that 
was issued as a part of the White House budget does not give at-

108  Chapter 5

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   108fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   108 4/24/06   1:31:37 PM4/24/06   1:31:37 PM



tention to protected groups (such as specifi c racial or ethnic groups, 
or women) within the society. Few of the performance measures 
that have been devised collect data on the way that programs may 
disproportionately affect racial and ethnic minorities.

A word search of the section of the 2004 budget report on the 
PART activity produced the following information.

• The word equity was only used once in the document, and 
that was in relation to benefi t equity in the Federal Employees 
Compensation Act in the Department of Labor.

• The words African American never appeared in the document.
• The word Hispanic never appeared.
• The word Indian appeared in thirteen programs, most of which 

had the word Indian or tribal in the name of the program.
• The word woman appeared in four programs. Two of them were 

Health and Human Services programs specifi cally focused on 
women. The other two involved Department of Defense recruit-
ing and U.S. Agency for International Development develop-
ment assistance programs. This word usage suggests that OMB 
staff were not concerned about protected groups in the society.

When one examines specifi c programs that had compensatory 
goals or goals with one form or another of equity, it appears that 
effi ciency measures really drive the process. Several examples from 
the FY 2005 budget document illustrate this pattern:34

Food Stamp Program: The measures are not disaggregated by popu-
lation group. They include participation rates as an aggregate and 
error rates.

National School Lunch: The long-term measure involves the percent-
age of calories from fat, and annual measures involved percentage of 
schools in compliance with rules. Again, these data do not include 
disaggregated reports by population group.

Independent Living Programs: The annual measure focuses on per-
centage of goals achieved by consumer but does not disaggregate 
by population group.
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Cluster of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Programs: 
There are fi ve IDEA programs that were designed to provide a 
range of services for individuals with disabilities. They are:

IDEA Grants for Infants and Families: Performance measures are 
reported on an aggregate basis.

IDEA Grants to States: The measures report percentage of stu-
dents with disabilities who meet or exceed basic levels in 
reading, math, and science; they also report percentage of 
students who earn a high school diploma. All of these data 
are reported on an aggregate basis.

IDEA Part D—Personnel Preparation: No measures are reported 
as key performance measures.

IDEA Part D—Research and Innovation: The measures include 
percentages of program priorities that respond to critical 
needs of children; the use of evaluation research and meth-
ods; and the percentage of practitioners who use the prod-
ucts developed under this program. Again, none of these 
measures is disaggregated by population.

IDEA Preschool Grants: No performance measures were re-
ported.

Head Start: The key performance measures included gain in word 
knowledge and percentage of parents that report reading to their 
children. None of these measures are disaggregated by population 
group although the program was designed to meet the needs of 
low-income children.

Health Professions: This program was designed to provide support 
to minority and low-income students but the measures that they 
use involve proportion of persons who have a source of health-
care, proportion of health professions completing programs serving 
in medically underserved communities, and proportion of health 
professionals completing training who are from underrepresented 
minorities. While this last measure does provide some disaggregated 
information, it is reported as an aggregate percentage.
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Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program: The measures presented 
here do include disaggregated data by age of recipient (over 60 
years and under 5 years) as well as the ability of the program to le-
verage other resources.

Several public interest groups have been critical of the way 
that OMB has used the PART process to further substantive policy 
directions. OMB Watch, a nonprofi t research and advocacy organi-
zation dedicated to promoting government accountability and citi-
zen participation in public policy decisions, has commented on the 
process.35 They focused on a range of programs that were designed 
to serve the needs of the poor and received recommendations for 
budget cuts from the White House. They wrote: “But there is little 
evidence in the FY 2006 budget to support the presidential rheto-
ric that results are the basis of funding decisions. The president’s 
rhetorical focus on performance and results seem to be just that—
merely a smokescreen providing political cover for a Bush agenda 
that seeks to promote particular ideological policies while drasti-
cally reducing the size of the federal government.”

Further, according to OMB Watch:

Despite all the hype, the PART cannot be characterized 
as a refi ned or sophisticated effort to gauge government 
performance. Rather, it gives the impression of the grade-
school sticker method used to reward good work or punish 
bad work. Its very simplicity, however, makes it a poten-
tially powerful method to justify budget cuts or increases. 
In spite of vocal protests that the President’s agenda is not 
to downsize government or reduce its role, there are clear 
indications to the contrary. . . .

While no one can argue that every government pro-
gram is useful and operating at peak effectiveness, deter-
mining performance is a diffi cult process fraught with 
ambiguity. Linking performance evaluations with budget 
decisions brings into play underlying ideological positions 
about the role of government and the role of various pro-
grams according to which side of the aisle you sit.
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Conclusion
This chapter has attempted to explore some of the dimensions 

of fi nding a way to deal with equity and fairness questions within 
the parameters of the performance movement. The balancing of 
multiple values is not an easy one, even though we know that many 
government programs are designed to increase equity and establish 
processes that meet a sense of fairness. The examples that have been 
used illustrate the diffi culty involved in defi ning equity even when 
there is commitment to deal with those values, as well as problems 
involved in trying to use equity measures. They also illustrate the 
forms of resistance that can have an impact on this process and the 
continued reliance on effi ciency measures that do not capture the 
needs and realities of specifi c elements of the population. Given the 
confl ict within the society at large about these issues, it is not sur-
prising that these problems loom large.

The problems faced by George Hawthorne do illustrate 
the pulls and tugs of dealing with equity as well as the dan-
gers faced in dealing with it. Ignoring equity values is at 
once politically appealing and, at the same time, often can-
cels out decisions arrived at democratically through our 
elected representatives. Hawthorne does not want to be 
in a situation where he seems to believe that his students 
cannot learn. Yet he knows that the tests that will be given 
to the students will not provide them with confi dence in 
themselves. Hawthorne’s best allies may be the parents of 
the students or others who are able to act as spokespeople 
for their interests. This may involve community organi-
zations or other nongovernmental organizations. It’s clear 
that he will have limited opportunities to change this situ-
ation on his own.
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The Reality of 
Fragmentation: 
Power and 
Authority in 
the U.S. 6 Political System

  Enid Brown is a senior executive ser-
vice offi cial in the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA). She is a career civil servant who started her career 
as a Presidential Management Intern in EPA and worked 
her way up to the top rungs of the civil service. She is the 
director of an important component in the agency—the 
Offi ce of Research and Development. This is an offi ce that 
is staffed with a variety of individuals, including scientists, 
program managers, and individuals who are able to deal 
with both public and private players in the environmental 
policy area.

Ms. Brown knows that the program she manages has 
been controversial in the past. It has been subject to vari-
ous political pressures over the years, resulting in staff de-
moralization and the loss of talented individuals. Before 
she became the director of the unit, she served in several 
capacities within the offi ce and experienced the results of 
budget cuts, political appointees who were not commit-
ted to the program’s goals, and pressure from a range of 
interest groups. Although the legislation creating the pro-
gram seems to be relatively clear in terms of the goals and 
 objectives, the political pressure from outside of the unit 
creates a cloud of uncertainty over its operations.
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When she took over the offi ce, Ms. Brown committed 
herself to creating a working environment for her staff that 
allowed them to focus on the goals of the program and fos-
tered relationships based on collegiality and mutual respect. 
It was especially important for the offi ce to maintain close 
relationships with the scientifi c community. She believed 
that if she could protect the staff from many of the outside 
pressures, they would be able to perform more effectively 
than they had in the past. After two years she believed that 
she had achieved many of her objectives. The staff worked 
well together, they respected the different perspectives that 
they each brought to the task, and she felt that the program 
was being implemented in a collegial and creative fashion.

However, when the Offi ce of Management and Bud-
get developed its performance effort called PART, the 
Program Assessment Rating Tool, Enid Brown found 
that it was diffi cult to maintain her management plan—
attention to her staff and specifi c program needs—and meet 
the OMB requirements. All three of her programs that were 
rated through the PART process were categorized as “results 
not demonstrated.” The comments from OMB did not ap-
pear to be appropriate for her research programs. The eco-
logical research program, the pollution prevention and new 
technologies program, and the particulate matter research 
program were told to establish effi ciency measures, annual 
measures, and outcome-oriented long-term measures, and 
to devise a metric for uncertainty reduction.

In order to protect her budget (because PART is 
linked to the OMB budget process), she was required to 
achieve the PART stipulation that she focus on program 
outcomes in a manner that was acceptable to the OMB 
budget examiners. That process took a lot of time, energy, 
and resources, and she knew that these expenditures would 
not be important to crucial members of the congressio-
nal appropriations committees and subcommittees. While 
she was attentive to the OMB process, she was not able 
to spend the time that she felt was needed to continue to 
work with her staff.
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Although there are examples of the performance movement 
in both the for-profi t and the nonprofi t sectors, more attention has 
been paid to performance measurement involving public policies 
in one way or another. In part this is because the private sector 
can use the profi t margin as a way to determine successful perfor-
mance and does not need to establish performance measures that 
are crafted for individual activities. The efforts called Managing for 
Results are found in both state and local government settings in 
the United States. A number of these efforts provide information 
to managers of programs and allow them to modify their activities. 
Some provide information to the political “masters” (such as city or 
county councils, mayors, governors, or legislators). While these ef-
forts as implemented differ from one another around the country, 
they tend to use a common language and often employ common 
strategies.

But the most visible performance activities at the end of the 
twentieth and beginning of the twenty-fi rst centuries involve the U.S. 
national government. The two main efforts are the Government 
Performance and Results Act (GPRA) and the Program Assessment 
Rating Tool (PART). Neither of these federal performance man-
agement activities fi ts easily into the institutional structures, func-
tions, and political relationships found in the American political 
system. The attributes of that system often lead to a misfi t between 
it and the approaches developed as a part of the federal perfor-
mance movement. The tension that emerges from this misfi t is ex-
perienced by a number of federal cabinet departments, especially 
those that include a variety of programs, are relatively large and 
complex in their structures, and include programs in which there is 
not agreement within the society about goals and implementation 
strategies.

The Dimensions of the “Misfi t”: Fragmentation 
and Complexity

Political institutions in the United States, wherever they are 
found and whatever they are called, are constructed to minimize 
or, if possible, avoid the exertion of concentrated power. Power and 
authority are separated and shared across all aspects of the politi-
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cal landscape. This occurs horizontally through the delineation of 
separate institutions charged with executive, legislative, and judi-
cial functions as well as vertically through the assumption of shared 
or separate powers among the national, state, and sometimes lo-
cal levels of government. The principle of fragmentation is carried 
on within institutions (e.g., bicameral legislatures and separation 
of authorizing and appropriations functions within the legislative 
branch) as well as across most levels of government (e.g., shared 
powers between a state governor and a state legislature or between 
a city mayor and a city council).

As a result, unlike in a parliamentary system, there is no insti-
tutional actor with authority to look at the government as a whole. 
Except in emergency situations such as wartime, the American sys-
tem would not create a national planning commission, as have many 
countries, or even a body charged with allocating funds within pro-
gram areas to the separate states. The political process, with its vaga-
ries, determines the allocation pattern.

There are a number of aspects of the American institutional 
setting that have an impact on the implementation of reform efforts 
such as GPRA and PART. These include the institutional confl ict 
between the legislative and executive branches; the fragmentation 
of responsibilities within the legislative branch; tension between 
OMB and departments and agencies; and differentiated responsi-
bilities and roles inside agencies and departments.

Performance Requirements by Legislation: 
The Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA)

The Government Performance and Results Act is the legisla-
tion passed by Congress in 1993 that requires all federal agencies 
to develop strategic plans, annual performance plans, and perfor-
mance reports. These stipulations are implemented within the con-
straints and realities of the annual budget process. All of these re-
quirements are supposed to elicit a focus on the outcomes that have 
been achieved in the use of federal resources and to justify requests 
for dollars in terms of both promised and actual outcomes.1

On its face, the GPRA legislation seems quite straightfor-
ward—indeed, almost innocuous. It clearly follows the tradition 
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of past reform efforts within the federal government. In a report 
on the historical antecedents of the performance budgeting move-
ment, the General Accounting Offi ce concluded that GPRA “can 
be seen as melding the best features of its predecessors. . . . None-
theless, many of the challenges which confronted earlier efforts re-
main unresolved and will likely affect early GPRA implementation 
efforts.”2

At the same time, there are differences between GPRA and 
earlier efforts. Its enactment as legislation (rather than as executive 
orders) has built in a role for Congress that is relatively unusual in 
government reform efforts. In addition, GPRA’s inclusion of pilot 
projects and its provision for a number of years for start-up are not 
the usual way for reform efforts to be conceptualized. Most efforts 
emerge full-blown and do not provide time for agencies to work 
out details of the implementation. Although GPRA was enacted in 
1993, its real requirements did not take effect until 1997.

The multiple aspects of the legislation—particularly its empha-
sis on the relationship between budgeting and performance—can 
be viewed as an attempt to respond to public concerns about the 
ways that public monies have been expended. The report from the 
Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs attached to the legisla-
tion noted that “[p]ublic confi dence in the institutions of American 
government is suffering from a perception that those institutions are 
not working well. . . . [T]he public believes that it is not getting the 
level and quality of government service for which it is paying.”3

John Mercer, the acknowledged “father “ of GPRA, brought 
his management reform experience garnered at the local level in 
Sunnyvale, California, to the legislative development process within 
the U.S. Congress. Advising the Republican members of the Sen-
ate Committee on Governmental Affairs, Mercer’s agenda was to 
craft a piece of legislation that provided the mechanism for perfor-
mance budgeting. He believed that the efforts in Sunnyvale could 
inform the federal government, leading to tightly constructed cost 
accounting systems that would yield technically driven budget de-
cisions. The transfer of local government experience to the federal 
level can be viewed as a leap of faith. Indeed, there are differences 
between the experiences at the three levels of government—local, 
state, and federal—that continue to characterize the movement.
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Although his proposals were modifi ed by some of the Demo-
crats on the committee, the legislation that was enacted did accen-
tuate the belief that “congressional policymaking, spending deci-
sions, and oversight are all seriously handicapped by the lack both of 
suffi ciently precise program goals and of adequate program perfor-
mance information. . . . The legislation will provide the information 
necessary to strengthen program management, to make objective 
evaluations of program performance, and to set realistic, measurable 
goals for future performance.”4 

The Senate committee made a number of assumptions about the 
GPRA requirements. First, it argued that past and current attempts 
at performance measurement and reporting had been successful. 
Second, the report refl ected a belief that GPRA would not impose 
a major additional cost or paperwork burden on federal programs. 
And third, it argued that at least some federal agencies were already 
moving toward the development of performance measure systems 
for results-oriented decision making. There was no acknowledge-
ment in this congressional report that there was a conceptual con-
fl ict between these assumptions and a concern about diminishing 
what some viewed as the “heavy hand” of the federal government 
where the federal level would impose its agenda on state and local 
jurisdictions (this is often referred to as federal preemption).

Indeed, the only cautionary note that was sounded in the Sen-
ate report came from Arkansas Democratic Senator David Pryor. 
He wrote: “My concern is that by mandating yet another very spe-
cifi c layer of internal management controls, performance measures 
and strategic plans, we are building in even more rigidity. I realize 
that the legislation seeks to allow fl exibility in some pilot programs, 
but after years of watching these well intended reforms transform 
into routine reports written by contractors using largely boilerplate 
language, I am not convinced that this legislation will actually en-
able federal agencies to improve their performance.”5

The rigidity that was feared by Senator Pryor actually took 
form within the confi nes of a highly polarized Congress. GPRA 
was embraced by the Republican leadership in both the House 
and the Senate as a means of putting pressure on the Democratic 
administration. House Majority Leader Richard Armey established 
a grading system to rate the “progress” of federal agencies as they 
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submitted both their strategic plans and their annual performance 
plans to the Congress as well as the White House. The Senate Gov-
ernmental Affairs Committee used the GPRA framework to high-
light problems of waste, fraud, and mismanagement within federal 
agencies. Neither setting focused on the diffi culties that federal 
agencies had in establishing measures of performance for programs 
designed as block grants or with high levels of discretion provided 
for third-party implementers, particularly state agencies. It looked 
at the federal government as one system, utilizing a one-size-fi ts-all 
mindset.

In fact, when one examines the GPRA legislation and its history, 
there is little in that background that provides real guidance regard-
ing federal agency dependence on other levels or other branches of 
government. The only specifi cation of consultation with “external” 
parties is found in fairly vague language regarding the development 
of the agency strategic plans. Agencies are not required to deal with 
these external parties as they devise their annual performance plans. 
Some have actually been concerned that state and local govern-
ments who act as agents for the federal government are relegated 
to the category of “external” parties. Similarly, there has been little 
attention to the form that the program takes (e.g., whether it is a 
competitive grant program, a block grant, or some other form of 
formula funding).

Over the past several years, at least some federal agencies have 
been pressured by Congress and some of its agents to take direct 
responsibility for the performance outcomes achieved through fed-
eral programs, whether or not the federal agency actually delivers 
the services provided through federal funding. In some instances, 
this has moved the agency away from a focus on performance that 
values state fl exibility and discretion and back to a more traditional 
compliance-oriented posture. GPRA has tended to highlight the 
federal role of defi ning goals at a national level rather than leaving 
it to states (often termed the Laboratories of Democracy) to bargain 
about specifi c goals and outcomes for their jurisdictions. (See chap-
ter 7 for a discussion of the intergovernmental issues.)
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The Bush Administration Discovers Performance 
Management: The Program Assessment Rating 
Tool (PART)

Most presidential administrations seem to want to put their 
own imprint on management reform efforts. In this respect, the 
George W. Bush administration is no different from many that pre-
ceded it. Although some believed that the passage of the Govern-
ment Performance and Results Act (GPRA) in 1993 established an 
approach to management reform that involved both the Congress 
and the White House and was bipartisan in nature, the current ad-
ministration has created its own approach to performance manage-
ment within the executive branch. This approach is implemented 
by the Offi ce of Management and Budget alongside the GPRA 
requirements.

This effort is called the Program Assessment Rating Tool 
(PART) and is viewed as a part of the Bush management agenda—
the effort to integrate the budget and performance assessments.6 
While PART shares some perspectives with GPRA, it does differ 
from the earlier effort in a number of ways. Its focus is different; 
it is located only in the executive branch; it has more of a top-
down than a bottom-up approach; it does not attempt to include 
all programs every year; it focuses only on performance measures; 
and it emphasizes effi ciency approaches. Table 6.1 summarizes the 
 differences:

PART started as a small-scale effort and reported information 
on 67 programs as a part of the FY 2003 presidential budget. Fol-
lowing that, it expanded the process to include 20% of all federal 
programs within the FY 2004 budget document (231 programs). 
The process further expanded to include 20% more federal pro-
grams for the FY 2005 budget. Some changes were made in the 
requirements, but the general format remained fairly consistent. 
Unlike GPRA, which focused on agencies and departments, the 
PART analysis focuses on specifi c programs. The OMB budget ex-
aminer for each program plays the major role in evaluating the 
 assessments.

Each of the programs included in a special volume of the bud-
get documents was rated along four dimensions: program purpose 
and design (weight 20%); strategic planning (weight 10%); program 
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management (weight 20%); and program results (weight 50%). 
Questionnaires were available to agencies (but completed by the 
OMB budget examiners) that were theoretically fi ne-tuned to re-
spond to the program type; thus different questionnaires were given 
for competitive grant programs; block/formula grant programs; 
regulatory-based programs; capital assets and service acquisition 
programs; credit programs; direct federal programs; and research 
and development programs. Five categories of ratings were used: 
effective, moderately effective, adequate, results not demonstrated, 
and ineffective. Of the programs included in the FY 2004 budget 
document, 14 were rated as effective, 54 moderately effective, 34 
adequate, 11 ineffective, and 118 results not demonstrated.7 In the 
FY 2005 budget document, 11% of the programs were rated effec-
tive, 26% rated moderately effective, 21% adequate, 5% ineffective, 
and 37% results not demonstrated.8

The patterns of rating programs are not very clear regarding 
the FY 2004 process, largely because of variability among the OMB 
budget examiners. This variability was pointed out by GAO in its 
assessment of the process. In addition, there appears to be a pattern 
of rating block grant programs as “results not demonstrated.”

Congressional reaction to the PART activity has been variable. 
Some members of the House have introduced legislation that would 

Table 6.1 A Comparison of GPRA and PART

Area

of Difference GPRA PART

Focus Focuses on offi ces and Focuses on programs
 organizational units
Branch of Both Congress and the Only in executive branch,
government involved executive branch centered in OMB
Organizational Bottom up, begins with Top down, OMB must
approach program units approve measures
Requirements Multiple; strategic plan, Performance measures
 performance plan,
 performance report
Approach to measures Multiple types, but Focuses on effi ciency
 highlights outcomes outcomes
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make PART a statutory obligation. Called the Program Assessment 
and Results Act, the proposed legislation, according to its sponsor, 
would call on OMB to review and assess each federal program at 
least once every fi ve years.9 By contrast, however, the House of Rep-
resentatives appropriations subcommittee that has authority for the 
OMB budget put in a limitation on OMB’s authority and approach 
to PART. This required OMB to provide a detailed description of 
programs, methodology, data, and responsible agencies’ involvement. 
The subcommittee report stipulated that if the subcommittee did 
not agree with OMB’s plans for PART, it prohibited OMB from us-
ing information from PART in its budget requests.10

OMB Watch, a nonprofi t organization that has been monitor-
ing the PART process, commented on the process:

In his recent efforts to further promote a “good- government” 
approach, the president often referred to a list of 154 pro-
grams slated for deep cuts or elimination in his FY 06 
budget because those programs were “not getting results.” 
OMB Watch has analyzed this list and other sections of 
the FY 06 budget and compared program funding requests 
to the ratings received under the PART. This analysis has 
yielded some interesting and puzzling results. Out of the 
list of 154 programs to be cut or eliminated, supposedly 
for lack of results, more than two-thirds have never even 
been reviewed by the PART. It is unclear what kinds of 
determinations, if any, the president used to identify these 
failing programs when the White House budget staff has 
yet to assess them. . . .

A quick review of programs rated under PART since 
its inception fi nds no logical or consistent connections 
with budget requests. Of the 85 programs receiving a top 
PART score this year, the president proposed cutting the 
budgets of more than 38 percent, including a land manage-
ment program run by the Tennessee Valley Authority and 
the National Center for Education Statistics. . . .

However, this is not the only illogical aspect of the 
PART. Another puzzling situation is how the PART relates 
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to and is integrated with the Government Performance 
and Results Act (GPRA) of 1993. GPRA, which was 
fully implemented in 1997, set out to establish a system 
for measuring each agencies [sic] performance—both on a 
whole and for specifi c programs—that could be tied to the 
congressional appropriations process. . . .

OMB Watch’s current analyses of the PART have pro-
duced more questions than answers about its value and 
purpose. It is unclear how the PART scores impact bud-
geting decisions within OMB as there are no consistent 
patterns to follow. It is hard to determine whether the 
PART is measuring programs accurately, consistently and 
in a value-neutral way. Even if it achieves these, there has 
been little attention paid to the question of whether the 
PART is measuring the right kinds of outcomes.11

Pressures That Emerge from the American 
Political Structure

There are structural characteristics of the American political 
structure that make the implementation of both GPRA and PART 
diffi cult. These include the institutional confl ict between the legis-
lative and executive branches, the fragmentation of responsibilities 
within the legislative branch, tension between OMB and depart-
ments and agencies, and differentiated responsibilities and roles in-
side agencies and departments.

Institutional Confl ict between the Legislative and Executive Branches
Because GPRA has established a set of expectations for both 

the legislative and executive branches, this reform effort directly 
collides with the institutional design of separation of powers. The 
U.S. institutional structure rarely provides the means for a smooth 
path from one institutional setting to another. The system of shared 
powers within the national political setting creates tensions and 
 frequently leads to confl ict between the two ends of Pennsylvania 
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Avenue. And rarely have administrative reforms been designed to 
accommodate the separation of powers.12

GPRA calls for the development of information (in the form 
of strategic plans, performance plans, and performance reports) that 
will be used by these very different institutions with diverse cultures 
and responsibilities. These institutions include the political actors in 
both the legislative and executive branches as well as the top, middle 
level, and program managers within departments and agencies. The 
literature on the stages of the policy process provides strong evi-
dence of different perspectives that are at play when a policy issue 
moves from the policy adoption stage to the policy implementa-
tion stage.13 These differences are directly linked to the different 
perspectives that fl ow from the very different institutional settings. 
While these differences are often a source of frustration (when a 
policy or program does not emerge from implementation activities 
in a form that meets the original expectations of the policy adopt-
ers), they can lead to more useful accountability relationships and 
are also a source of creativity and new ideas.

The GPRA legislation did establish a formal set of shared re-
sponsibilities between the two branches of government with a re-
quirement in the legislation that called for the involvement of Con-
gress in the strategic plan development.14 The majority leader in the 
House effectively took the legislative language over, creating a far 
more contentious environment than some of the GPRA architects 
had imagined.

The appellation used to title the Government Performance and 
Results Act offers some of the strongest evidence of the different 
perspectives on GPRA held by the Congress and the executive 
branch. The Congress (particularly the Republicans in Congress) 
calls the legislation “The Results Act,” while the Executive Branch 
tends to call the legislation “GPRA” or use its entire name.

There is some evidence that the difference in institutional per-
spectives has led to a compliance perspective and bred cynicism.15 
For example, the Department of Education surveyed its staff and 
found that they were “doing GPRA” simply because it was re-
quired by Congress.

There are differences between the GPRA approach and PART 
in terms of the relationship between the legislative and executive 
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branches. Because the PART process focuses only on the executive 
branch and its authority, there is an implicit confl ict between the 
Congress and the White House in that process. One subcommit-
tee of the House Appropriations Committee actually complained 
about OMB’s reliance on PART-like information in the budget jus-
tifi cation. The report accompanying the FY 2005 spending bill for 
the departments of Transportation and Treasury and general gov-
ernment accounts noted that “[t]he committee is disturbed to note 
the serious decline in the quality of budget justifi cation material 
submitted this year.” Further, the committee complained that the 
kinds of information they traditionally wanted (such as informa-
tion on fi nances and staffi ng) “have been minimized or eliminated.” 
The report said that “agencies are directed to refrain from including 
substantial amounts of performance data within the budget justifi -
cations themselves, and to instead revert to the traditional funding 
information previously provided.”16

GAO commented on the diffi culties of balancing the GPRA 
and PART approaches, especially as they sought to inform the 
congressional decision-making process. The congressional agency 
noted that “[t]he PART was designed for and is used in the ex-
ecutive branch budget preparation and review process; as such, the 
goals and measures used in the PART must meet OMB’s needs. 
GPRA is a broader process involving the development of strategic 
and performance goals and objectives to be reported in strategic 
and annual plans.” The GAO report further noted:

Most congressional committee staff we spoke with did not 
fi nd either the PART information or the way it was com-
municated suited to their needs. Many had concerns about 
the usefulness of the goals and measures OMB used to as-
sess program performance and some questioned the “units 
of analysis” used for the PART as well as the design of the 
tool itself. 17

The Fragmentation of Responsibilities within the Legislative Branch
Although we have a tendency to speak of Congress as if it op-

erated as a unifi ed, monolithic institution, the fragmentation in the 
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structure of the legislative branch does not allow it to speak with a 
single voice. It is diffi cult to expect a body with a combined mem-
bership of 535 individuals to operate in lock step, particularly in a 
country where political party discipline has been historically much 
weaker than that in a parliamentary system.18

The differentiation between the roles of the authorizing and 
appropriations committees is perhaps the most formal expression 
of the reality of multiple voices. The authorizing committees focus 
on the substance of programs, while the appropriations commit-
tees look at programs from a budgetary perspective. Despite the in-
creased role of the appropriations committees over the past decades, 
the authorizing committees often look at programs and policies 
in different ways (including reauthorizing and oversight responsi-
bilities) than do the appropriators. Even these categories mask the 
complexity within the committees, as separate subcommittees often 
operate quite independently.

In addition, most of the government reform efforts have been 
on the agenda of the government operations committees—the 
committees in both the Senate and the House that tend to look at 
government-wide efforts. While they have the ability to focus on 
the general dimensions of these efforts, when the policy questions 
are raised in specifi c agencies and programs, the jurisdiction is not 
in those committees but in specifi c authorizing and appropriations 
committees.

During the early years of GPRA implementation, an additional 
complicating factor was established as the Republican leadership 
(particularly in the House of Representatives) attempted to speak 
for the entire legislative body. As a result, rhetoric emerged from 
then Majority Leader Richard Armey suggesting that there is a sin-
gle, unifi ed voice in the Congress evaluating the GPRA submis-
sions of the executive branch agencies. Although there was a series 
of letters, press releases, and other forms of communication from 
the majority leader and other members of the Republican leader-
ship in both houses, during the fi rst years of GPRA implementa-
tion there was very little evidence that these communiqués played 
an important role in the decisions of either the appropriations or 
authorizing committees. One such letter was sent to the director of 
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OMB in July 1999 in response to the draft OMB guidance with 
regard to the performance reports. The letter was signed by four 
members of Congress—none of whom had positions on the ap-
propriations committees or important authorizing committees of 
either the House or Senate.19 That rhetorical response has clearly 
not translated to action across the board in the work of the multiple 
committees involved in appropriating, creating, or examining spe-
cifi c programs and policies.

Although GPRA has been constructed with close linkages to 
the budget process, staff and time limitations as well as existing re-
lationships in the appropriations committees and subcommittees 
make it very diffi cult to move in the direction that was originally 
envisioned. And PART focused only on the Executive Branch bud-
get process. In at least a few instances, agency and department of-
fi cials have actually pleaded with Hill appropriations staffers to use 
performance plans in their decision-making process but have had 
very little success in that setting. Some appropriations committee 
staff do believe that GPRA may eventually provide them informa-
tion that they can use to minimize the power of interest groups 
who do not tend to talk about the effectiveness of programs they 
are supporting.

By contrast, there are a few examples of the use of the GPRA 
submissions; the concept of performance measures has emerged in 
new legislation that has come from several authorizing subcom-
mittees. But GPRA’s concentration on performance outcomes—to 
the exclusion of other elements of the decision process such as 
processes and outputs—is not always agreed to by the appropriating 
committees. As one individual put it, while GPRA wants to move 
beyond counting beans, in many programs Congress wants to count 
beans and focus on the detailed processes of implementation.

Tension between OMB and Departments and Agencies
Historically, federal government-wide management reform has 

been located in the management staff at the Offi ce of Manage-
ment and Budget, refl ecting the effort from the White House to 
approach management issues from the perspective of the govern-
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ment as a whole. Although the management side of OMB has been 
 effectively eliminated (or at least drastically reduced) since the re-
organization of the agency early in the fi rst Clinton term, there 
continues to be a small staff within OMB that deals with GPRA as 
a whole. In addition, GPRA’s close attachment to the budget pro-
cess provides OMB with an opportunity to make tradeoffs across 
programs and organizational units and to deal with management 
issues as an aggregate.

The Republican leadership in the Congress attempted to hold 
OMB responsible for the early stages of GPRA implementation, 
ignoring the decentralized nature of budget decision making both 
in OMB itself and in Congress. They held the Clinton OMB ac-
countable for efforts such as the development of performance bud-
get pilots (specifi ed in the GPRA legislation). In turn, OMB played 
into that role even though the staff is very limited and lacks the 
ability to follow through on issues. OMB convened regular confer-
ence calls with participation across all federal government agen-
cies. While providing some semblance of coordination, these efforts 
tended to be superfi cial and did not provide a venue for agency staff 
to discuss substantive experiences with one another.

OMB’s niche in the process is built around the budget pro-
cess—a process that has always involved a set of tensions between 
the executive offi ce of the president and individual departments 
and agencies. The budget process provides limited opportunities for 
the discussion of specifi c aspects of programs and policies. In addi-
tion, OMB itself is actually quite decentralized. Budget examiners 
within OMB have been given both budgetary and management 
responsibilities for a specifi c set of programs and have signifi cant 
autonomy to deal with agencies. And these budget examiners play 
the crucial role in assessing the PART submissions and have varied 
considerably in the way they have applied the requirements. As a 
result, some OMB staff have given serious attention to the GPRA 
submissions, while others have only dealt with them in a broad-
brush fashion. OMB staffers describe the agency as the preeminent 
government agency that already uses performance information in 
the process of developing the budget. In that sense, the view that 
GPRA began an interest in performance actually demeans what long-
time OMB staffers view as their past history and  contributions.
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Differentiated Responsibilities and Roles inside Agencies 
and Departments

There are several institutional tensions at play within the agen-
cies and departments that affect the GPRA implementation effort. 
Although the GPRA legislation links the requirements to the bud-
get process, a number of agencies and departments chose to give 
responsibility for the development of the strategic plan, perfor-
mance plans, and performance reports to the offi ces responsible for 
planning (and sometimes evaluation). While some of these offi ces 
are involved in the budget process, more often they operate very 
separately from the budget staffs. As a result, the development of 
the documents—although they are usually attached to the budget 
itself—is a separate and parallel process.

In addition, whether found in the planning staffs or the bud-
get staffs, the GPRA implementation may be located in decentral-
ized program units or in centralized offi ces within the offi ce of the 
secretary. In at least a few departments, the GPRA documents do 
not refl ect signifi cant input from program staff and are, instead, the 
work of centralized planning or budget offi ces.

GPRA also inherits the structural tension between short-
term political appointees and long-term career staff. While political 
appointees may be committed to the concept of performance ac-
countability, they have limited opportunities to integrate the process 
into standard operating procedures. The Clinton administration’s 
commitment to fl attened organizations and reinvention processes 
actually may have minimized these opportunities even further. 
From the perspective of the long-term career staff, as long as the 
process is viewed in compliance terms (largely satisfying the Con-
gress), it has limited ways of changing the agency culture and deci-
sion processes.

The actual process of responding to the GPRA requirements in-
volves a number of steps that are common to a classic rational plan-
ning approach. First, agencies are expected to defi ne and get agree-
ment on goals. Second, they are required to set objectives. Third, they 
are expected to devise a management strategy for reaching those 
objectives. Fourth, performance measures will be established. Fifth, 
they will establish who is responsible for achieving results. Sixth, they 
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are expected to monitor and report on their achievements based on 
defi ned performance measures. And seventh, they will develop a re-
ward system linked to the agreed-upon objectives.

Defi nitions of activity were laid out that established rules for 
proceeding. Agencies were told that they should focus on longer 
range outcomes of activity as they defi ned their performance goals 
and that attention to input or process measures were not appropri-
ate. These requirements ignored the reality that in many instances 
program managers were told (by OMB and sometimes by GAO) to 
focus on specifi c methods of delivering a service or implementing a 
policy, in terms of both who was involved in the process and the re-
sources used to achieve it (including the types of staff involved and 
stipulations about expenditure of specifi c resources). Outputs—de-
fi ned as immediately observable products and services produced by 
a program and delivered to customers—were allowable as long as 
they led to outcomes. As a result, there was very little attention to 
process measures and the relationship between process activities and 
output or outcome performance. A few caveats were noted (e.g., 
problems involved in applying the framework to research activities, 
block grants, or policy advice) but were largely ignored as the in-
structions matured. Performance measures could include quantity, 
quality, timeliness, and cost as well as outcomes. Improvement of 
effi ciency and effectiveness were highlighted as the basis for the 
activity. Examples of PART requirements are provided in the next 
section of the chapter.

Performance Management in a Federal Department: 
The Case of the Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS)

In the years between the enactment of GPRA in 1993 and its 
implementation in 1997, various components of the Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) were involved in a range of ac-
tivities that were viewed by staff as related to the GPRA implemen-
tation. These included development of a department-wide strategic 
plan and a number of pilot projects that were viewed as fi rst steps 
toward the development of the fi rst performance plan that would 
be submitted by the department along with its FY 1998 budget.
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Because the GPRA submissions were seen as meeting both 
the needs of the executive branch through the White House Offi ce 
of Management and Budget (OMB) and those of the Congress, 
HHS received instructions about the process from OMB as well as 
from the GAO, an investigative arm of Congress. Both organiza-
tions viewed the requirements of GPRA as department-wide in 
scope and communicated them to offi ces within HHS that they 
believed exerted centralized control over the components within 
the department.

For HHS, however, this was diffi cult. Few public agencies in 
the world are as complex as the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services. The management challenges that are posed by this 
public organization have worried administrators and policymakers 
since it was offi cially created as the Department of Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare in April 1953. The department was responsible for 
the implementation of more than three hundred programs, cover-
ing a vast array of activities in medical and social science research, 
food and drug safety, fi nancial assistance and health care for low-
income, elderly, and disabled Americans, child support enforcement, 
maternal and infant health, substance abuse treatment and preven-
tion, and services for older Americans. The range of these programs 
means that the activities found within the department affect the 
health and welfare of nearly all Americans. The FY 2005 budget 
is $580 billion, implemented by approximately sixty-six thousand 
employees. The department’s programs are administered by eleven 
operating divisions in both headquarters locations, as well as by ten 
regional offi ces.

This complexity has created a set of management challenges 
for department secretaries over the department’s life. One of these 
challenges has been the defi nition of the role of the offi ce of the 
secretary and its relationship to the operating components of the 
agency. For at the same time that the secretary is the offi cial head of 
the agency and held publicly accountable for the actions of the pro-
grams within it, the Congress and the public have frequently focused 
on the operating components when specifi c action is demanded. 
Thus the department is expected to respond to two sets of expecta-
tions that call for inconsistent strategies: centralization in the offi ce of 
the secretary and decentralization to the operating  programs.20
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The communications from OMB and GAO, however, assumed 
that the units within the offi ce of the secretary (particularly the 
budget offi ce) exerted direct control over the operating programs 
and that the program units were in the role of a supplicant to the 
centralized offi ces. While past secretaries had tried to use this ap-
proach, Donna Shalala, the secretary during the early GPRA period, 
adopted a conscious management strategy that was very different 
from those attempted in the past. She began with the assumption 
that the department contains many decentralized elements and that 
it is not possible to change them. She described the department as 
composed of units that have their own history, needs, cultures, and 
constituencies. She used the professional credibility of the subunits 
within the offi ce (especially those dealing with the health world) as 
an important source of public and political support. She downsized 
the offi ce of the secretary and delegated many different functions to 
the operating components.

After the passage of the Government Performance and Results 
Act in 1993, the HHS response to the requirements of the legisla-
tion was found within the separate program units within the depart-
ment. This strategy acknowledged the size and decentralized nature 
of the department. While it was charged with the implementation 
of approximately three hundred programs, the size and disparate 
functions of these programs lent themselves to a decentralized ap-
proach to program management and performance measurement.21

Although the specifi c requirements of the legislation did not 
go into effect until 1997, several of the HHS program agencies 
decided to devise pilot projects (a possibility included in the law) 
that might serve as demonstrations or examples for others. The as-
sistant secretary for management and budget requested that each 
program component develop a pilot annual performance plan for 
a minimum of one program activity and establish a strategy for ag-
gregating program activities in its FY 1999 Annual Performance 
Plan. Two pilots were actually developed in the department: a per-
formance plan for the Child Support Enforcement Program in the 
Administration for Children and Families, and a plan for the Food 
and Drug Administration’s Prescription Drug User Fee Act (PAD-
UFA) program. However, there was limited attention to these pilot 
efforts within other parts of the department since the two major re-
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quirements of the legislation—a fi ve-year strategic plan and annual 
performance plans—were not immediate demands.

In 1996, work began seriously on the HHS strategic plan, led 
by the Offi ce of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evalua-
tion (ASPE). Although a staff-level work group had been formed 
in early 1994 to develop a department-wide plan and provide tech-
nical assistance to the program units as they developed their own 
plans, these efforts were disrupted by attention to other initiatives, 
especially the health care reform initiative and reinvention activities. 
The guidelines that had been established for that staff-level work 
group called for a two-part plan—a section that attempted to iden-
tify broad, crosscutting goals and objectives that seemed appropriate 
to all parts of the department, and plans that were specifi c to each 
individual component within the department that would supple-
ment the crosscutting goals.

In the fall of 1996, concerns were expressed about the strategic 
plan that was emerging through this process. Its critics argued that 
the plan lacked vision and a strategic focus. The two-level approach 
was thought to create multiple layers and large numbers of goals, 
objectives, and strategies that were uncoordinated, duplicative, and 
did not fl ow from one another. It was described as the product of 
a staff-level process, resulting in goals, objectives, and strategies that 
satisfy major program and constituent interests but fail to articulate 
a vision or priorities. As a result of these criticisms, the secretary 
and deputy secretary decided that a document would be written 
by a few top staffers in ASPE and circulated within the department 
before it became fi nal. Thus a bottom-up approach was replaced by 
a document developed in a top-down fashion.

While this document did present a picture of a unifi ed depart-
ment, held together by six overarching goals, the strategic plan did 
not easily fi t into the fragmented decision-making structure that is 
a part of the HHS reality. Both appropriation and authorizing com-
mittees in the Congress focus on specifi c program areas, not on broad 
goals. Even the staff of the Offi ce of Management and Budget only 
scrutinizes specifi c elements of the department’s programs, since a 
number of separate budget examiners have responsibility for specifi c 
program areas. And the approach did not seem consistent with the 
management approach taken by the secretary and deputy secretary.
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In part in reaction to the more centralized ASPE process, which 
attempted to emphasize approaches that were department-wide, 
the Offi ce of the Assistant Secretary for Management and Budget 
(ASMB)—the unit within the offi ce of the secretary that was given 
responsibility for the development of the annual performance plans 
required by GPRA—developed a strategy that emphasized the 
unique nature of the individual HHS program components. Be-
cause the performance plans were attached to the budget submis-
sions, their development was clearly a bottom-up process. GPRA 
activity within the department was undertaken by the budget staff 
in ASMB, by the planning and evaluation staff in ASPE, by the leg-
islative staff in the Offi ce of the Assistant Secretary for Legislation, 
and by the program management staff from specifi c program areas.

During the fi rst several years of the process, the role of ASMB 
was that of a gentle facilitator, attempting to provide opportunities 
for representatives of program units to raise questions and discuss 
their experiences. The annual performance plans that were devised 
were very different from one another. While most of the program 
units made some reference to the themes established by the strate-
gic plan, their performance plans—as did the budgets—emphasized 
quite diverse goals and objectives.

While the deliberations within the congressional appropria-
tions process did not indicate that members of Congress were fo-
cused on the problems stemming from the diversity of these docu-
ments, there was strong criticism of the HHS submissions by the 
General Accounting Offi ce and by the Republican leadership in 
the Congress. The model of decision making that was employed by 
these critics assumed that HHS was managed as a centralized, com-
mand and control department. While this model was not realistic 
for a department the size and scope of HHS (nor did it comport 
with the secretary’s personal approach), there was a danger that the 
criticism of the GPRA submissions could cause problems for the 
department.

Thus the staff of ASMB was faced with a dilemma: how could 
it respect the diversity and autonomy of the program units and, at 
the same time, fi nd ways to address the critics who sought a unifi ed, 
single document? In addition, there clearly was a range of GPRA-
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related competencies within the department, and it would be useful 
for program unit staff to fi nd ways to learn from one another.

The strategy that was employed within ASMB contained sev-
eral aspects. The ASMB staff developed a performance plan sum-
mary document that did provide a more unifi ed picture of the de-
partment. It focused on the linkage between program unit goals 
and objectives, departmental initiatives, and the HHS strategic plan. 
It highlighted crosscutting areas, drawing on the individual perfor-
mance plans to illustrate shared areas. It set out the HHS approach 
to performance measurement and the close relationship between 
the department’s budget development process and the GPRA per-
formance plans.

In addition, the ASMB staff held a series of conference calls 
that provided an opportunity for program unit staff to discuss is-
sues, share experiences, and develop a collegial (almost collective) 
approach to the task. These calls (and some face-to-face meetings) 
were constructed to provide methods of active rather than passive 
involvement in the process.

Finally, the ASMB staff worked closely with a subgroup of the 
GPRA program unit staff to develop a standardized format, which 
all program components agreed to use for their FY 2001 perfor-
mance plans and their FY 1999 performance reports. This format 
established a consistent “order of presentation” of information re-
quired by the law and OMB for performance plans and reports. 
While the program units followed the standardized format to en-
sure that they met all of the requirements of the law, signifi cant 
fl exibility remained to ensure that the units were able to tailor their 
performance plans and reports to meet their individual needs. Some 
components chose to present certain types of performance infor-
mation at the agency level; others chose to present information at 
the program or goal levels. For the reader who was required to as-
sess all of the HHS performance plans, this shared format painted 
a picture of some level of consistency across the program units and 
did make the job of reading the documents somewhat easier.

The GPRA process provided the department with the space to 
defi ne and organize its process and substantive response to require-
ments. While OMB, GAO, and the Republican majority leader’s 
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offi ce had the ability to respond to and comment on the GPRA 
documents released by HHS, the department did have a measure of 
control over this process. This was not true for the PART process. 
In contrast, the essential control over PART rested with the OMB 
budget examiners. Individual budget examiners could actually de-
termine the content of specifi c performance measures. The pro-
cess involved direct negotiations between agency staff and OMB; 
the offi ce of the secretary’s budget offi ce would sit in during these 
negotiations, but they were not the main players in the process. 
The department budget staff often sought to provide support to 
the agencies within this process and to help them strategize about 
approaches. Participants in the process describe the experience as 
generating a high workload and being very subjective in terms of 
the expectations of an individual OMB budget examiner.

HHS Deals with OMB
The instructions for the 1998 budget that were given in Sep-

tember 1995 to the heads of executive departments and independent 
agencies by Alice Rivlin, then director of OMB, offered the fi rst indi-
cation of the formal GPRA implementation process. As the Septem-
ber 1997 deadline approached, the OMB examiners began to play a 
more important role in assessing preliminary submissions by agencies 
based on draft strategic plans and stipulation of performance mea-
sures. This shift placed what had been a relatively fl exible and often 
symbolic set of pronouncements into a highly formalized and stylized 
budget process. The budget calendar is clear and rigorous, and agen-
cies are attentive to its requirements. At the same time, however, plac-
ing much of the responsibility for GPRA in the hands of individual 
OMB examiners acknowledges the somewhat decentralized nature 
of that operation, with individual examiners making judgments about 
a specifi c and limited set of program areas. This shift emphasized the 
budgetary face of GPRA, minimizing its importance for meeting 
agency management needs and defi nitions of program effectiveness.

Because the HHS GPRA activity was tracked along the budget 
process, the requirements developed by OMB to structure the de-
velopment of the president’s budget organized the GPRA process. 
Unlike smaller and less diverse agencies, the HHS budget was de-
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veloped in separate components and was sent both to OMB and to 
the Congress in these separate tracks, mirroring the separate budgets 
submitted to the department, OMB and the Congress. The instruc-
tions for completing the budget came to HHS from OMB through 
circular A-11; that document specifi ed a detailed format to be used 
to submit budget requests. Thus while individual program compo-
nents developed their own budgets, they used a standardized format 
that would eventually become the basis for the president’s budget.

Once the GPRA requirements became operative, each element 
of the decentralized HHS budget included a performance plan for 
the past year and one for the coming year; in addition, by FY 2001 
it also included a performance report comparing planned and actual 
performance for all goals and measures in the Revised Final Fiscal 
Year 1999 Performance Plan. Relationships between HHS offi -
cials and OMB proceeded along two tracks: the small management 
staff within OMB served as the procedural adviser for the GPRA 
process. HHS staff from the offi ce of the secretary participated in 
regular government-wide conference calls that reviewed the gen-
eral requirements for submitting the GPRA documents. However, 
the detailed discussion and negotiations about the substantive ele-
ments of the budget and performance plans occurred among OMB 
budget examiners assigned to particular program areas, budget staff 
from the program agency, and the budget offi ce staff within the of-
fi ce of the secretary. Because OMB budget examiners operate in a 
relatively autonomous fashion, the review of performance plans and 
discussion of specifi c measures varied signifi cantly from program to 
program.

At the same time that agencies have the responsibility for im-
plementing GPRA, they are also charged with the implementation 
of a number of other management requirements. More than half of 
these requirements stem from legislation and the rest from execu-
tive branch requirements. Each of these requirements has its own 
internal logic; however, these requirements sometimes are uninten-
tionally incompatible and often lead to different decisions. While 
they may be theoretically reinforcing of one another, they are often 
given to different staff units with different perspectives on issues. 
One HHS analysis of the requirements that also impacted the pro-
cess listed them as follows:22
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Federal Managers Financial Integrity Act of 1982. Legislation that 
seeks to improve the accountability and effectiveness of federal 
programs and operations. This requires annual assurance of the ad-
equacy of controls and a report on material weaknesses of manage-
ment  controls.

Chief Financial Offi cers Act of 1990. Legislation focused on improve-
ment of accounting and fi nancial management systems and inter-
nal controls to reduce waste. It requires the specifi cation of a chief 
fi nancial offi cer in each agency and annual fi nancial statements as 
well as audited fi nancial statement reports. Agencies are expected to 
issue annual accountability reports that document compliance with 
these requirements.

Government Management Reform Act of 1994. This legislation seeks 
to expand the Chief Financial Offi cers Act to support more in-
formed spending decisions. It requires an annual fi nancial statement 
report to OMB.

Information Technology Management Reform Act of 1996. Legislation 
that seeks to achieve effi cient and effective acquisition and use of 
modern information technology. It establishes a chief information 
offi cer and requires annual reports in budget submissions on how 
information technology is used to help programs achieve their 
goals.

The Paperwork Reduction Act of 1995. This legislation focuses on the 
elimination of unnecessary paperwork burden. It requires agencies 
to prepare and implement an information streamlining plan and an 
information collection budget.

Federal Financial Management Improvement Act of 1996. Legislation 
that seeks to increase accountability by implementing fi nancial ac-
counting standards in fi nancial management systems and increases 
the capability of agencies to monitor execution of the budget. It 
requires reports on fi nancial system compliance by agency heads, 
OMB, and inspector generals.
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Customer Service Executive Order of 1993. An executive order that 
asks agencies to establish and implement customer service standards, 
to establish customer service plans and surveys.

REGO III of the National Performance Review, 1996. This policy re-
quirement asks agencies to convert to performance-based organiza-
tions, to improve customer service, to increase the use of regulator 
partnerships, to create performance-based partnership grants, and 
to transform the federal workforce. Annual reports are required.

Reinvention Impact Center Initiative of the National Performance Review, 
1997. This initiative is focused on approximately thirty agencies 
that deliver services to the public (either directly or indirectly). It 
asks these agencies to develop a one-page presentation of goals that 
will lead to the achievement of goals of the NPR by the year 2000. 
(The GPRA strategic plan is a fi ve-year plan focused on the year 
2001.)

Annual OMB Budget Instructions to Agencies (Circular A-11). In ad-
dition to general instructions on budget submissions and GPRA, 
this circular also established guidelines for better management and 
performance of fi xed assets. In addition to these requirements, in-
dividual departments and agencies may have also devised their own 
programs related to quality of work life, other personnel issues, 
and other management initiatives that have an impact on GPRA 
 implementation.

The PART Process. With the change of administration in 2001, 
OMB’s concern about performance issues revolved around PART. 
As a result, the HHS budget process effectively substituted concern 
about GPRA with the PART effort. OMB described the PART 
process in 2005 as including 60 percent of programs within the 
federal program (since PART evaluations were made of some pro-
grams in FY 2003, 2004, and 2005). However, only 63 of the HHS 
programs were assessed by the development of the FY 2005 bud-
get. Since there are approximately 300 programs in HHS, this was 
far from the 60 percent mark. Of those programs, 6 were rated 
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 “effective,” 15 as “moderately effective,” 24 as “adequate,” 2 as “in-
effective,” and 16 as “results not demonstrated.” Of the “results not 
demonstrated” programs, 7 were block grant/formula programs and 
7 were competitive grant programs. The Substance Abuse Preven-
tion and Treatment block grant was rated as “ineffective”; however, 
the president’s budget did not reduce the budget request for that 
program. The Health Professions program, the other program rated 
as “ineffective,” had a history in which OMB called for its elimina-
tion, but the Congress continued to fund it.

In some cases, OMB budget examiners were willing to deal 
with multiple elements of programs as a package; in other cases, 
the examiner insisted that small programs would require individual 
PART submissions. It was not always clear to HHS staff why a par-
ticular program received the rating it was given; OMB policy offi -
cials did not appear to have a consistent view of the PART process. 
The process appeared to refl ect both the individual idiosyncrasies 
of budget examiners and the political agenda of the administration. 
While the process was touted as “objective evaluation,” it clearly 
echoed these two elements and served to highlight programs over 
which OMB wanted control. Unlike the GPRA process (which 
began with the reality of program managers) PART, in contrast, 
did not appear to provide any information that would actually help 
managers. In addition, as GAO commented about the PART entire 
process, there did not appear to be a clear relationship between the 
rating that a program received and the budget that was submitted 
for it by the White House.23 By the third year of the PART process, 
that performance activity took shape as a control/management tool 
and not as a process that would be helpful to managers who sought 
to improve performance.

HHS Deals with Congress
Unlike a number of other cabinet departments, HHS appro-

priations authority is dispersed among several subcommittees in 
both the House and the Senate.24 The range of committees is doc-
umented in a listing of congressional testimony of offi cials from 
January to July 2004.25 The full committees are:
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Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions
Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs
Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources
Senate Committee on Aging
Senate Committee on the Budget
Senate Committee on Appropriations
Senate Committee on the Judiciary
Senate Committee on Indian Affairs
Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
Senate Finance Committee
House Select Committee on Homeland Security
House Committee on Financial Services
House Committee on Energy and Commerce
House Committee on Government Reform
House Committee on Ways and Means
House Committee on Science
House Committee on Armed Services

Three separate appropriations subcommittees in each of the 
chambers have authority over parts of the HHS budget. As a result, 
although the department’s budget is prepared as a whole, it is not 
evaluated by the congressional players in its entirety. The subunits 
within the department each have hearings before the appropria-
tions subcommittees, responding to specifi c questions and concerns 
about their programs and policies. The Food and Drug Administra-
tion budget is presented to subcommittees of the appropriations 
committee that largely deal with the Department of Agriculture 
while the Indian Health Service budget is presented to the sub-
committees that also deal with the Department of Interior. The 
remainder of the HHS budget is presented to the subcommittees 
that deal with labor, education, human services, and health. Con-
gress can also focus on units within units; for example, the budget 
of the National Cancer Institute (NCI) is described as a bypass bud-
get. Congress has stipulated that the NCI director should present 
a budget that does not go through the regular department review 
and, instead, bypasses both the HHS secretary and the National In-
stitutes of Health (NIH) director.
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Each of the HHS program units presents its budget to the rele-
vant appropriations committee following an overall presentation by 
the secretary (usually limited to the House and Senate subcommit-
tees with authority over most of the programs). These hearings vary 
tremendously in their style and dynamics, often refl ecting the level 
of controversy involving programs. In a few instances, the Congress 
is a champion of an agency or program and members actually vie 
with one another to fi nd ways to add to the administration’s bud-
get request. Because a number of HHS programs deal with health 
issues and matters of life and death, those programs (especially the 
research efforts) are able to generate considerable support within 
the Congress.

The NIH budget process is unlike any other part of the appro-
priations process, both in the way that the agency makes its presen-
tation to the subcommittees and—perhaps more importantly—in 
the way that members treat the agency. As John Trattner character-
ized it, “The Congress has been turned on by the NIH for years. 
Legislators of both parties . . . have since the 1960s been generous 
with NIH budgets, consistently giving the agency more than it 
requested even in times of severe federal defi cit and fi erce battles 
for available funds.”26 The reality of biomedical research means that 
NIH reports its work to the Congress not in terms of accomplish-
ments during any one specifi c year or focused on a specifi c allo-
cation, but in terms of efforts over many years and across subunits 
within the NIH. For the world of research, unanticipated results 
were often more useful than those contained in research protocols.

During much of the 1990s, members of Congress across both 
political parties were largely willing to provide NIH with funds 
with minimal earmarking for specifi c units or specifi c diseases, de-
parting from the traditional way of adding funds to administration 
requests. A large percentage of the NIH budget (approximately 60 
percent of the funds in FY 1995) was designated as basic research 
that frequently cut across subunits within the agency and contrib-
uted to the pursuit of understanding of a collection of diseases.27 As 
the director of NIH put it, “The clinical triumphs that we enjoy 
this year were possible only because we had invested successfully in 
many fi elds of basic science—bacteriology, virology, enzymology, 
chemistry and others.”28 The arguments that were advanced dur-
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ing appropriations committee hearings emphasized the bipartisan 
support for these types of programs. The logic of this argument had 
little, if any, use for the kind of information that was developed by 
either GPRA or PART.

In other program areas, however, members of Congress used the 
appropriations process to target specifi c issues. During the late 1990s, 
members of the Congressional Black Caucus raised issues during the 
appropriations process about the level of funds that were being spent 
to deal with HIV and AIDS issues among African American citizens. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control, the rate of HIV in-
fection among African American men is much higher than among 
white men.29 In addition, the caucus also expressed concern about 
what they viewed as inadequate attention to the problems of Afri-
can Americans within NIH and the Health Resources and Services 
Administration (HRSA). Efforts were also developed to encourage 
nonprofi t and indigenous organizations serving African Americans 
to get involved in the provision of comprehensive outpatient HIV 
primary care services. When $50 million was earmarked in the FY 
2000 and 2001 budgets for prevention and treatment of individuals 
with HIV/AIDS in minority communities, Congress required that 
the department submit an operating plan for the use of those funds 
to both the House and Senate Appropriations Committees. These 
concerns were not refl ected in either the GPRA or PART submis-
sions. (See chapter 5 for a discussion of the relationship between 
equity concerns and performance measurement.)

Some years earlier, advocates of women’s issues had also put 
pressure within the appropriations process on NIH to pay more 
attention to diseases of women as well as focusing on differences 
between men and women during clinical trials. Both of these con-
cerns resulted in the creation of specialized offi ces within the offi ce 
of the director of NIH to focus on these populations.

Congress has also used a variant on the legislative veto to limit 
the discretion of the HHS agencies. In the FY 2000 budget, HRSA 
was told that before it could issue regulations related to the organ 
transplant program it had to give the Congress forty-two days to 
review those regulations. The previous year, HRSA was told that 
its fi nal regulations could not become effective for one year. Both 
of these actions provided the Congress with the ability to stop the 
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agency from acting to change the program in a direction that some 
members of Congress opposed. Even though offi cials in HRSA 
and HHS believed that the proposed regulations would improve 
the performance of the organ transplant program, Congress deter-
mined that pressure from those who were opposed to those regula-
tions was more important.

The appropriations process for some of the HHS programs can 
be characterized as highly volatile and confl ict laden. Often these con-
fl icts are embedded in very different partisan perspectives on programs, 
particularly in environments of divided government. During the mid-
1990s, after the Republicans gained control of both the House and the 
Senate, the Republicans were able to use studies and reports issued by 
GAO during the appropriations hearings and afterwards to raise seri-
ous questions about programs. In the case of the Head Start program, 
for example, a series of GAO reports related to GPRA were cited 
by Republicans on the relevant appropriations subcommittee to ques-
tion the effectiveness of the federal expenditures for that program. The 
GAO reports not only helped the majority side of the subcommittee 
staff draft questions to the Administration for Children and Families as-
sistant secretary, but those reports also were used to generate follow-up 
questions to the agency. The answers to those questions were devel-
oped by the agency for the subcommittee.

Majority Leader Dick Armey actually formed a “Results Cau-
cus” and published grades for departments and agencies in his con-
gressional newsletter. He ranked the HHS strategic plan as 17th of 
24 plans and its fi rst performance plan as 14th of 24 plans.30 During 
a joint hearing of the Senate Appropriations and Governmental Af-
fairs Committee, an Assessment of Agency GPRA Strategic Plans 
based on House and Senate GPRA teams ranked HHS as “poor.” 
Other analyses of the HHS submissions were conducted by GAO. 
In mid-July 1999, GAO issued a report titled “Observations on the 
Department of Health and Human Services’ Performance Plan for 
Fiscal Year 2000.” That report viewed the department-wide sum-
mary document and thirteen individual agency plans as a single 
entity and criticized the multiple documents for inconsistencies in 
their presentation of goals, data, and strategies.31

But for other programs, support for federal expenditures tran-
scended partisan differences because the programs were important for 
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constituents. Several programs within HRSA generated signifi cant 
Republican support because they provide essential services to citizens 
in districts. Both the community health centers and the rural health 
programs were viewed as important by Republican members of Con-
gress representing small towns or rural areas. If either of those pro-
grams evaporated or were signifi cantly cut, there would be no health 
services at all in those districts. This support occurred despite some 
opposition to the programs within the Republican party leadership.

Since 1997, the Congress has had available to it the information 
developed by agencies under the requirements of GPRA. Although 
there may have been a few instances where congressional decisions 
regarding HHS budget allocations were affected by the GPRA sub-
missions, for the most part the GPRA data were used by members 
of Congress only to support preexisting positions on specifi c pro-
grams. For example, members of Congress who were not support-
ers of the Head Start program did use performance information 
presented by GAO as evidence of problems with the program; that, 
however, was a rarity. It was rare for GPRA documents to be cited 
by members of Congress during the appropriations development 
process. While members may have given rhetorical attention to 
the GPRA documents, they continued to rely on more traditional 
sources of information to make budget and policy decisions.

When OMB placed its emphasis on the PART program, there 
were concerns in the Congress about the role of the legislative 
branch in that performance assessment process. For some observ-
ers, the assessment of program purpose and design that is a part of 
PART can be viewed as an attempt to preempt the role of the Con-
gress. Legislation is often constructed for a range of political reasons 
that may not be clear or relevant to OMB budget examiners. Some 
critics believe that it is not appropriate for OMB to second-guess 
Congress in terms of assessment of program purpose and design. 
Some members of the House of Representatives proposed a piece 
of legislation that would require an assessment of the effectiveness 
of each federal program at least once every fi ve years.

While this proposal was described as an amendment to GPRA, 
it deviated from GPRA. Instead of requiring agencies to set perfor-
mance goals and evaluate the performance of their programs, the bill 
requires the White House, through the Offi ce of Management and 
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Budget, to pick the criteria and evaluate performance. As one critic 
of the proposed legislation put it, “Congress expresses its priorities 
through statutes authorizing agency activities. But OMB doesn’t 
implement those statutes. OMB implements the priorities of the 
White House. In fact, many agencies, and especially those charged 
with protecting public health, worker safety, and the environment, 
view OMB as hostile to the agencies’ fundamental missions. This 
bill actually encourages OMB to infringe on Congress’s preroga-
tives.”32 The contrast between the perspectives of OMB within the 
executive branch and the congressional institutions was clearly de-
fi ned by GAO in its October 2003 report.33

Conclusion
This chapter has argued that the structure of the U.S. political 

system makes it diffi cult to meet the legitimate but multiple and 
diverse needs and perspectives of both the legislative and executive 
branches. These perspectives are found within OMB and the White 
House, in the Congress, and in federal agencies themselves. As a re-
sult, it is very diffi cult—if not impossible—to craft a single govern-
ment-wide effort that measures performance of agencies and also 
holds a single set of actors accountable for that performance. The 
political process—not an analytical strategy—provides the mecha-
nism for tradeoffs between these varied perspectives. While all of 
these actors are concerned about accountability and performance, 
their defi nitions are neither simple nor consistent.

While GPRA and PART have carved out somewhat different ap-
proaches to performance management, both of these efforts illustrate 
the problems that emerge from the attempt to superimpose a rational 
and consistent strategy on top of the American political structure. There 
are three main players in the process, each with different motivations, 
roles, and expectations: OMB, the Congress, and federal agencies.

The OMB Role
OMB’s role is not that of a controller or commander of the 

executive branch. Not only does it have to share powers with Con-
gress, but it also has to deal with quite different programs, agency 
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cultures, and strategies within the federal government portfolio. It 
sees itself as the guardian of the performance management process 
but also serves as the overseer for a range of requirements and regu-
lations that intersect with the performance role. At the same time, 
its role as the “keeper” of the president’s budget makes it a force to 
be reckoned with.

The Role of Congress
The multiple voices within Congress play different roles and 

carry out varied functions. In addition, the nature of many policy 
issues means that policy problems cross over the jurisdictional lines 
within the Congress. On top of this fragmentation is the reality of 
partisan politics. Unless the partisan agenda supports it, few in Con-
gress will defer to an analytical “fi x.”

The Agency Role
Administrative agencies charged with implementing programs 

also have to balance multiple roles, functions, and realities. They are 
charged with fi nding a way to carry out programs that may contain 
multiple and often confl icting goals. They have to deal with OMB, 
particularly through the budget process, as well as with the appro-
priate committees of the Congress. They are charged with planning, 
budgeting, and management responsibilities; each of these roles de-
mands different performance measurement approaches.

The complexity and fragmentation within the U.S. politi-
cal system makes it almost ludicrous to argue for an approach to 
performance measurement that is based on a one-size-fi ts-all 
strategy. There is not one size that is appropriate government-
wide. There is not one single format that makes sense to be ap-
plied to diverse agencies. There is not one size that will meet 
the many actors in Congress. And there is not even one size that 
meets the needs of a diverse array of OMB budget examiners. As 
a result, the performance assessment process must be tailored to 
meet specifi c needs of specifi c programs, and the performance 
standards that are developed must be sensitive to the attributes of 
specifi c programs.
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Enid Brown’s dilemma is not uncommon. As a career civil 
servant who has reached the top ranks of the career bu-
reaucracy, she is subject to all of the forces that have been 
discussed in this chapter. If she focuses on the needs of 
her staff, she is likely to incur the wrath of OMB offi cials. 
And if she focuses on the expectations of the OMB staff, 
she is likely to face quite different expectations from con-
gressional actors, particularly those on the appropriations 
committees. She has to decide which actors and issues to 
take the most seriously and which to deal with in a narrow 
compliance mode.
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intergovernmental
Relationships: 
Power and 
Authority in 
the U.S.7 Political System

  Karen O’Grady is the director of 
Medicaid for the state of New Jersey. She is a career offi cial 
within the state and has been working in health policy areas 
for more than fi fteen years. During that time she has been 
able to work with the diverse constituencies surrounding 
health services for the poor. That has required her to develop 
good working relationships with the medical community, 
the diverse array of providers, insurance companies, 
advocacy groups for citizens who would receive services 
and, of course, both federal and state appointed and elected 
offi cials.

When she took over as the director of the Medicaid 
program she realized that she was confronting two very dif-
ferent sets of performance expectations. Half of the funding 
for the program came from the state through the state ap-
propriations process. Thus she worried about the support 
for the program from the state legislature, the governor’s 
offi ce, and the state budget offi ce. In the past few years the 
state’s budget has been overwhelmed by Medicaid expendi-
tures, and current fi scal problems make both the legislature 
and the governor’s offi ce worry about costs attached to re-
quirements of this federal program. Although the state po-
litical leaders would like to cover more  people and  services 
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through Medicaid, the budget problems make that extremely 
diffi cult to accomplish. In addition, the decisions that were 
made about eligibility and the array of services within 
the state had to be acceptable to the provider community. 
Without their support, there would not be doctors, hospi-
tals, and others who would agree to provide services for the 
Medicaid population. And these groups have the organiza-
tions available to put pressure on state actors.

But the other half of the funding for the program 
comes from the federal government. The program had 
been devised with some general federal guidelines that set 
the framework for state discretion. Over the years states 
varied quite signifi cantly in the way that they constructed 
their Medicaid programs. And over the years states also 
were given opportunities to waive specifi c federal require-
ments as long as the changed processes did not have a neg-
ative impact on the budget—that is, they did not increase 
the budget for the program.

Recently, however, federal policies on performance 
outcomes have required states to report their performance 
under the program within the framework of specifi c fed-
erally defi ned goals and measures. While Ms. O’Grady be-
lieves that her offi ce should be accountable for the ex-
penditure of the funds, the federally defi ned requirements 
do not refl ect the expectations of the state offi cials who 
appropriate half of the funding for the program. Although 
she has raised this issue with the congressional delegation 
from her state, it appears that it involves a level of adminis-
trative detail that makes it diffi cult to get their attention. In 
addition, the federal requirements would not allow New 
Jersey to use its existing data system because it differs from 
the federal data requirements.

She is concerned that attention given to the federal re-
quirements will lead to dissatisfaction within the state, with 
the possible result that the state half of the Medicaid budget 
will be decreased. Since the federal contribution is designed 
to match the state contribution, that could lead to a signifi -
cant decrease in the total budget for her department.
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In addition to the horizontal separation of powers defi ned by 
the separate branches of government, the U.S. system is designed 
to minimize the power that is lodged in the national government. 
Debate over the appropriate role of the federal government has 
been a constant element for policy and administrative players since 
the beginning of the nation. While often this discussion takes place 
in the context of specifi c policies and programs, it is also a part of 
the overall rhetoric about the role of government in this country. 
During the past several decades, there has been increasing atten-
tion to the devolution of responsibilities for the implementation of 
programs that are partially or mainly funded with federal dollars. 
There are fewer and fewer federal domestic programs that are en-
tirely implemented by federal staff. Instead, responsibility for mak-
ing allocation decisions and actually delivering services has been 
delegated to state and local governments or to other third parties 
(often nonprofi t organizations).1

Because so many of the federal programs involve intricate in-
tergovernmental relationships, federal agencies have struggled with 
ways to structure these relationships. Federal agencies are balancing 
two competing imperatives. On one hand, they are attempting to 
hold third parties accountable for the use of the federal monies but, 
on the other hand, they are constrained by the political and legal 
realities that provide signifi cant discretion and leeway to the third 
parties for the use of these federal dollars.

The federal efforts dealing with performance—both GPRA 
and PART—move against the devolution tide. Efforts to hold fed-
eral government agencies accountable for the way that programs 
are implemented actually assumes that these agencies have legiti-
mate authority to enforce the requirements that are included in 
performance measures. In some cases, the federal agencies have 
worked closely with these other partners to devise a set of perfor-
mance measures that are mutually agreed upon. The relationship 
around these efforts must be collaborative and not merely depend 
on federal offi cials telling states or localities what to do. More of-
ten, however, these other partners—especially states—have worked 
to protect their discretion in programs that are politically sensitive, 
such as Medicaid and TANF. In addition, states have taken action to 
ignore provisions of the No Child Left Behind Act, arguing that the 

Intergovernmental Relationships  155

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   155fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   155 4/24/06   1:31:55 PM4/24/06   1:31:55 PM



federal requirements confl ict with state goals, are intrusive, and re-
quire state expenditure of funds. For example, the Utah legislature 
passed such a bill; the Attorney General of Connecticut announced 
he would sue the Department of Education; and Texas openly de-
fi ed an expansion of standardized tests for disabled children.2

The criticism of the No Child Left Behind testing require-
ments led to the federal government backing away from standard-
ized tests that would be given across the country and, instead, al-
lowing states to use their own tests to meet the law’s requirements. 
This has resulted in a disparity between results from the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress test (a federal test mandated by 
No Child Left Behind) and state tests. Some educators have argued 
that a number of states have created easy exams to avoid the sanc-
tions that NCLB imposes on low-scoring schools.3

There are a number of issues that deal with the impact of per-
formance activity on intergovernmental relationships in the United 
States. They include dimensions of third-party government, the im-
pact of both GPRA and PART on intergovernmental relationships, 
and reviews other approaches, including performance partnerships, 
incentives, negotiated performance measures, performance goals in 
legislation, development of standards, and waiver processes.

Third-Party Government and Performance
Paul Posner has written about the accountability challenges 

posed by what has been termed “third-party” government. Third-
party government refers to collaborative actions of governments 
and private institutions at multiple levels. He notes that the major 
challenge stems from diffuse political authority embedded in third-
party relationships. These players have independent bases of political 
power and often have confl icting goals and interests. Posner suggests 
that these third-party partners often have the upper hand in both 
policy formulation and implementation and thus require the federal 
role to be that of a partner involved in bargaining relationships.4

Posner argues that there are a number of features in third-party 
relationships that have implications for accountability. First, these 
providers (including states, nonprofi ts, universities, or defense con-
tractors) infl uence both the setting of goals and the implementation 
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of these goals. Second, the participation of these parties is voluntary. 
Third, these providers often have monopolies over the means of 
program production. Fourth, these players often have inside knowl-
edge, creating information asymmetries that tilt in their favor. Fifth, 
these providers are involved in efforts that Posner terms “complex 
implementation chains,” in which the federal activity is only one of 
a number of actions.5

Many third-party arrangements are crafted to minimize the 
federal role; despite the transfer of federal funds to these parties, 
there is often signifi cant political confl ict over the appropriate role 
of the federal government. Even though it may pay (at least par-
tially) for programs, the extent of its role is disputed by both the 
third parties and their political supporters.

Third-party perspectives thus create a major problem in the 
performance context determining which party defi nes the out-
comes that are expected. States that already have performance mea-
surement systems in place also do not want to shift to a national 
system if their current activities provide them with the information 
that is useful to them. In this sense, if performance measurement 
is taken very seriously, it can lead to centralization—an increase in 
the federal role.

One of the expectations of the performance movement has fo-
cused on the realities of the intergovernmental system, particularly 
the tension between those who both devise programs and fund 
them (at least in part) and those who actually implement them. 
For some, performance measurement is viewed as the bridge be-
tween the goals of the federal government for accountability and 
the demands of state or local government for discretion and fl ex-
ibility. In this sense, the performance movement and performance 
measurement are seen as a way to avoid the traditional command 
and control perspective of the federal government and to substitute 
performance outcome requirements for input and process require-
ments.6 According to some proponents of the performance move-
ment, the traditional forms of accountability that are seen to evoke 
a compliance mentality will be replaced by performance measures 
that emphasize results.

The concern about performance is closely linked to the reinven-
tion movement popularized by Osborne and Gaebler and others who 
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have emphasized reinvention of government at the state and lo-
cal government levels. The reinvention movement accentuates the 
importance of measuring results. According to Osborne and Gaeb-
ler, “Because they don’t measure results, bureaucratic governments 
rarely achieve them. . . . With so little information about results, 
bureaucratic governments reward their employees based on other 
things.”7

Two of the most popular approaches to performance at these 
levels have been report cards8 and efforts attached to contracting 
out and privatization.9 Report cards have frequently been used in 
the education sector, where schools, classrooms, and often teach-
ers are evaluated based on the test scores of the students. And the 
increased use of contracting out and other forms of involvement 
by the private sector have led to performance contracting, where 
contractees are held accountable for specifi c outcomes written into 
contract language. These and other performance efforts have been 
focused largely on the service delivery level, where government 
agencies either deliver the services themselves or establish relation-
ships with others for the specifi c delivery of services.

While some of these state and local efforts do raise interesting 
and important intergovernmental issues, the concern about perfor-
mance at the federal government level is much more complex and 
diffi cult than efforts at the state and local levels. In many ways, the 
performance movement at the federal level collides with strategies 
of devolution and a diminished federal role, because it puts the fo-
cus for change on federal agencies and assumes that they have the 
ability to require the states and localities to follow their lead. What 
is most interesting about this situation is that few of the individuals 
within the policymaking world (particularly in the Congress) are 
aware that they are setting up incompatible strategies. Those who 
argue for more compliance-oriented federal government account-
ability are often those who also argue for a decreased federal role 
and increased autonomy for states in the way that they expend the 
federal dollars.

While this collision seems obvious from the vantage point of 
hindsight, it is clear that neither the designers of GPRA nor those 
of PART focused on the diffi culties that federal agencies had in es-
tablishing measures of performance for programs designed as block 
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grants or with high levels of discretion provided for third-party 
implementers, particularly state agencies.

In fact, when one examines the development of both of the 
main federal performance activities, there is little in that background 
that provides real guidance regarding federal agency dependence on 
other levels of government. The only specifi cation of consultation 
with “external” parties is found in fairly vague language regarding 
the development of the agency strategic plans. Agencies are not re-
quired to deal with these external parties as they devise their annual 
performance plans; state and local governments who act as agents 
for the federal government are relegated to the category of exter-
nal parties even though the implementation of programs depends 
on their activity. Similarly, in the development of GPRA there was 
little attention to the form that the program takes (e.g., whether it 
is a competitive grant program, a block grant, or some other form 
of formula funding).

Over the past several years, at least some federal agencies have 
been pressured to take direct responsibility for the performance 
outcomes achieved through federal programs, whether or not the 
federal agency actually delivers the services provided through fed-
eral funding. In some instances, this has moved the agency away 
from a focus on performance that values state fl exibility and discre-
tion and back to a more traditional compliance-oriented posture. 
Both GPRA and PART have tended to highlight the federal role 
of defi ning goals at a national level rather than leaving it to states 
(those Laboratories of Democracy) to bargain about specifi c goals 
and outcomes for their jurisdictions.10

GPRA and Intergovernmental Relations
Although there was minimal attention to third-party grants in 

the design of the GPRA legislation, at least one arm of the Con-
gress did acknowledge the special problems involving the balance 
between fl exibility and accountability in the performance activities. 
Two reports of the GAO from the Advanced Studies and Evalua-
tion Methodology General Government Division did warn about 
these problems.11 However, it does not appear that these warn-
ings had much of an impact either on other GAO reports or on 
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 comments from Republican congressional leaders. These GAO re-
ports are discussed because they provide a perspective that seeks to 
recognize the special problems experienced in the implementation 
of performance measurement in programs with limited federal au-
thority. GAO emphasized the special problems involved in block 
(or what they call fl exible) grants, issues related to availability of 
performance data, and suggested some strategies that could be used 
to address these problems.

The February 1998 testimony by GAO offi cial Susan Westin 
drew on a GAO study that focused on what were called  “fl exible 
grant programs”—programs in transportation, health, social services, 
education, criminal justice, and employment. It outlined conceptual 
problems that were likely to be faced in the GPRA performance 
planning process in terms of both existing grant programs and pro-
posals for additional block grants. Westin testifi ed that

[f]lexible grants are an adaptable policy tool and are used 
in fi elds from urban transit to community mental health. 
They are alike in that each addresses a national purpose but 
gives state or local grantees the fl exibility to adapt funded 
activities to fi t the state or local context. However, there 
are vast differences among them as well. Some offer fl ex-
ibility within a narrow range, as do many so-called “cat-
egorical” programs, while others offer choice so broad that 
they come close to resembling revenue sharing.12

The testimony emphasized three federal program design fea-
tures. First, it noted that objectives of grant programs can be char-
acterized as either primarily performance related or primary fi s-
cal. Performance-related objectives, according to the GAO study, 
focus on services, but fi scal or fi nancial assistance objectives focus 
on providing dollars (such as support for goods or services) and 
targeting funding to needed jurisdictions. The second critical fea-
ture focuses on the nature of the operations: should national objec-
tives be achieved through a grant-specifi c operating program or 
simply through adding to the stream of funds supporting ongoing 
state or local programs? The report noted that “[g]rants that oper-
ate as a funding stream are not federal ‘programs’ in this sense. Here, 
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the federal agency provides funds that are merged with funds from 
state or local sources (and sometimes from other federal sources as 
well) to support state or local activities allowable under the fl ex-
ible grant.” The third feature deals with the activities; some fl exible 
grants focus on a single major activity or a limited set of activities, 
while others allow unrestricted choice among a wide variety of al-
lowable activities.13

Westin pointed to limitations of performance data in the fl ex-
ible grant context. She noted that “few grant programs are able to 
obtain these data program-wide”; that descriptive information is 
useful to convey the variety of conditions under which programs 
operate; and that formal evaluation studies—if available—can be 
helpful. She noted that whatever sources are used, they are likely 
to be more helpful “when backed by statutory authorization and 
budget resources than when [they] are not.”14

Several months later, following the review of the fi rst annual 
performance plans for FY 1999, the same offi ce in GAO released 
a report based on six case studies of how agencies were able to ad-
dress the challenge of developing performance measures for out-
come goals that are infl uenced by external factors. The report noted 
that “many, if not most, federal programs aim to improve some as-
pects of complex systems, such as the economy or the environment, 
or share responsibilities with other agencies for achieving their ob-
jectives, and thus face the challenge of setting goals that both are 
far-reaching and can be realistically affected by the programs.”15

The report noted that earlier reviews of agencies’ fi rst perfor-
mance plans indicated that few performance goals were outcome 
oriented, largely because these outcomes “are the result of complex 
systems or phenomena outside of government control.” As a result, it 
was diffi cult for agencies to “confi dently attribute a causal connection 
between the program and its desired outcomes. . . . In cases where 
external factors infl uence the program’s outcomes, an examination of 
performance measures alone will not accurately refl ect a program’s 
performance or effectiveness.”16 The report commented that “agen-
cies were faced with the dilemma of whether to select (1) annual 
performance goals that represent the ultimate benefi ts of their activi-
ties to the taxpayer or (2) goals that they could reasonably expect to 
achieve directly and for which they could be held accountable.”17
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As a result of the analysis of six agencies, the report outlined a 
range of strategies that could address a number of challenges. These 
included limited control over intended outcomes, multiple goals, 
end outcomes taking years to develop, variability in local program 
activities, variability and incompatibility of data, and potential data 
collection burden.18 According to GAO, the strategies that were 
used by the six agencies studied, “appeared to have benefi ted from 
considerable and perhaps unusual access to analytical resources and 
from previous experience in measuring their results.”19 This com-
ment suggested that most agencies would not be able to employ 
these strategies.

In a report issued more than fi ve years later, GAO acknowl-
edged that one of the persistent challenges in setting outcome-
oriented goals, measuring performance, and collecting useful data 
circled is the diffi culties encountered in meeting GPRA reporting 
requirements for intergovernmental grant programs.20 Unlike the 
general tone of the report, this commentary was hardly optimistic.

Programs that do not deliver a readily measurable prod-
uct or service are likely to have diffi culty meeting GPRA 
performance measurement and reporting requirements. 
Intergovernmental grant programs, particularly those with 
the fl exibility inherent in classic block grant design, may 
be more likely to have diffi culty producing performance 
measures at the national level and raise delicate issues of ac-
countability. Although most fl exible grant programs we re-
viewed reported simple activity or client counts, relatively 
few of them collected uniform data on the outcomes of 
state or local service activities. Collecting such data requires 
conditions (such as uniformity of activities, objectives, and 
measures) that do not exist under many fl exible program 
designs, and even where overall performance of a state or 
local program can be measured, the amount attributable to 
federal funding often cannot be separated out.21 

Further, the 2004 GAO report cited fi ndings from focus groups 
as well as surveys of federal agency staff to suggest that performance 
data from relevant partner organizations and timely and consistent 
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national data were both diffi cult to obtain. One respondent was 
quoted as saying: “Defi ning meaningful measures for the work we 
do is extremely diffi cult; and even if they could be defi ned, perfor-
mance and accomplishment is [sic] dependent on so many factors 
outside our control that it is diffi cult, if not impossible, to make 
valid conclusions.”22

PART and Intergovernmental Relations
When the Bush White House developed its own performance 

measurement system after assuming offi ce, the initial design of the 
system acknowledged that there were special attributes for differ-
ent types of programs (see discussion in chapter 3).23 A range of 
program approaches were defi ned; among them were block/for-
mula grant programs. In the initial instructions for agencies, OMB 
noted:

Some block grant programs provide resources to non-Fed-
eral levels of government to focus on specifi c program ar-
eas, such as education, job training, or violence prevention. 
While the funds can often be used for a variety of activities, 
they are for a specifi c purpose. In these cases, national goals 
can be articulated that focus on outcomes to highlight for 
grantees the ultimate purpose of program funds. Targets 
for these measures may be set by surveying grantees to 
gauge the expected scale of their work or by looking at 
historical trend data. A system could be developed that uses 
performance measures and national standards to promote 
“joint” accountability for results. With this approach, after 
agreeing on an appropriate set of performance measures, 
program targets can be set at the local level and aggregated 
up to national targets. . . .

Some Federal programs are both large and diverse. 
They may be designed to address multiple objectives or 
support a broad range of activities or both. Block grant pro-
grams often have these characteristics, with the added fea-
ture of allowing grantees the fl exibility to set priorities and 
make spending choices. Increased fl exibility at the local 
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level can limit efforts to set national goals and standards or 
create obstacles for ensuring accountability. In other cases, 
the program may focus on a limited set of activities which 
in turn are used for multiple purposes by many distinct 
stakeholders. Establishing performance measures for these 
types of programs can be challenging.24

Each program type received specifi c questions that, theoreti-
cally, would be sensitive to the construct and demands of that type. 
Yet the questions developed for the intergovernmental programs 
did not refl ect the challenges that had been raised both by GAO 
and by OMB itself. Among the questions devised for the block/for-
mula grant programs were the following:

• Does the program have a limited number of specifi c, ambi-
tious long-term performance goals that focus on outcomes and 
meaningfully refl ect the purpose of the program?

• Does the program have a limited number of annual perfor-
mance goals that demonstrate progress toward achieving the 
long-term goals?

• Do all program partners (grantees, subgrantees, contractors, 
etc.) commit to and report on performance that relates to and 
supports the output and outcome goals of the program?

• Is the program budget aligned with the program goals in such 
a way that the impact of funding, policy, and legislative changes 
on performance is readily known?

• Does the agency regularly collect timely and credible perfor-
mance information and use it to manage the program?

• Are performance measurements used to increase accountability?
• Are all funds (federal and partners) spent for the intended 

 purpose?
• Does the agency have suffi cient knowledge about grantee 

 activities?
• Does the program collect performance data on an annual basis 

and is it public and transparent in a meaningful manner?
• Has the program demonstrated adequate progress in achieving 

its long-term outcome goal(s)?
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• Does the program (including program partners) achieve its an-
nual performance goals?

• Were program goals achieved within budgeted costs and estab-
lished schedules?

• Does the performance of this program compare favorably to 
that of other programs with similar purpose and goals?25

If a program had fi scal objectives, was designed to operate 
within a broader funding stream, and supported diverse activities, it 
would be diffi cult for it to come out very well in the PART evalu-
ation process, since it would not be able to respond to a number of 
these questions.

In fact, this was the case for the block/formula grant programs 
that were included in the PART analysis for the FY 2005 budget. 
The PART effort during that budget year included 399 programs; 
70 of those programs were designed as block/formula grant pro-
grams and 7 of them were designated specifi cally as block grant 
programs. Table 7.1 compares the distribution of ratings for the 
block/formula grant programs with the broader pattern for the 399 
program efforts.

Fewer programs in the block/formula grant category were rated 
as effective and twice as many programs were rated as ineffective as 
in all programs. This is true even though there are different types of 
grants; some have a history of more active federal presence while 
others have a clear agenda for more autonomy for the grantees. 
When one looks only at the seven block grants, the pattern is even 

Table 7.1  Block/Formula Grant Program Ratings, FY 2005

 All 399  Block/formula Block grant 

Rating programs grant programs programs only

Effective 11% less than 3%   0%
Moderately effective 26% 27% 14%
Adequate 21% 20% 14%
Ineffective   5% 10% 43%
Results not demonstrated 37% 40% 28%
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more divergent. No program was rated effective and three of them 
were rated ineffective. The block grant program that was rated as 
adequate was the Community Mental Health Services Block Grant. 
Yet its sister block grant, the Substance Abuse Block Grant, was rated 
as ineffective. Both of the programs could be viewed as efforts that 
were designed with fi scal objectives that sought to operate within 
a broader funding stream and supported diverse activities. But the 
PART framework did not provide a way to acknowledge those re-
alities, and observers believed that the differences in rating were at-
tributable to differences between OMB budget examiners.26

It is important to remember that many of the grant programs 
involved policy areas that have been criticized by the Bush admin-
istration. But these grantees are faced with performance review ef-
forts that highlight the federal government’s oversight role, while 
the premise of block grants is that funds are sent to the states with 
freedom from complex federal oversight requirements. Many state 
and local governments have their own performance and account-
ability review processes; overlaying federal PART reviews has the 
effect of overriding state and local government self-management, 
contrary to the intent of block grant projects. This set of problems 
is likely to continue unless OMB acknowledges that the federal role 
is passive not active in some program areas.

Other Approaches to Performance in an Intergovernmental Context
Although the implementation of GPRA and PART has pro-

vided the framework and a point of focus for federal performance 
efforts, other efforts have been undertaken within federal agencies 
to balance the two often confl icting imperatives: to provide states 
with fl exibility and yet maintain a commitment to performance 
outcomes that acknowledges the expectations of those who fund 
and authorize programs.

The analysis that follows is an effort to explore some techniques 
that have been used by the federal government as it has attempted 
to bridge the goals of funders with the demands of those who carry 
out programs. It suggests that the initial expectations of those who 
believed performance measures would be a relatively easy way to 
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address intergovernmental tensions were naïve and quite unrealistic. 
Such research would also build on the extant literature that deals 
with the more technical questions focusing on development of per-
formance outcomes, particularly the techniques that have been de-
vised to deal with multiple stakeholders and situations where com-
peting values are at play.

The discussion highlights six different approaches that have 
been taken recently within federal agencies to deal with issues of 
performance. Some of these efforts predated both the GPRA and 
PART initiatives, some are distinct from them, and others have been 
melded into the GPRA and PART framework. Some have been 
devised as a result of legislation and others through administrative 
action. All are struggling with the tension between federal agency 
accountability and devolution and discretion provided to state and 
local agencies. These include: performance partnerships; incentives; 
negotiated measures; building performance goals into legislation; 
establishment of standards; and waivers.

Performance Partnerships
Over the past decade, a number of federal agencies have adopt ed 

or at least explored the possibility of moving categorical programs 
into performance partnerships. These partnerships have become in-
creasingly popular as agencies realize the limitations of their abil-
ity to achieve desired changes in complex settings. While partner-
ships between various agencies and government have been around 
in some form for some years, the performance orientation of the 
contemporary effort is new. However, these efforts do build on the 
concept of grantors and grantees as coequal, not as a relationship 
between a principal and agents. The image of the partnership is 
one in which partners discuss how to combine resources from both 
players to achieve a prespecifi ed end state. This end state is expected 
to be measurable in order for a partnership to be  successful.

The design of a performance partnership addresses what some 
have viewed as one of the most troubling problems faced by federal 
managers: lack of control over outcomes. While the managers may 
have control over inputs, processes, and outputs, they cannot specify 
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end outcomes. Performance partnerships may involve agreements 
between federal offi cials and state or local agencies; they may be ad 
hoc or permanent.

The performance partnerships entered into by the Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA) and states have been among the 
most visible of these arrangements. However, there have been pro-
posals for the development of performance partnerships involving 
health programs, programs for children, and the Offi ce of National 
Drug Control Policy.

The National Environmental Performance Partnership System 
began in FY 1996 with six pilot states; by the end of FY 1998, 
forty-fi ve states had entered into these arrangements along with a 
number of Indian tribes.27 According to EPA,

Performance Partnerships establish a new working relation-
ship whereby the States and EPA determine on an annual 
basis what and how work will be performed. Traditionally, 
the process for funding and addressing environmental and 
public health priorities has been conducted with a single 
media focus. States have submitted up to 16 annual work-
plans and received multiple grants to support air, drinking 
water, hazardous waste, and other pollution control pro-
grams. . . . [T]his approach has fueled administrative man-
agement and oversight activity, diverting resources from 
on-the-ground improvement efforts. . . . Performance Part-
nerships are designed to place much greater emphasis on 
environmental results and to achieve better coordination 
between Federal and State environmental programs.28

Further, according to GAO, “the two-way negotiation process 
inherent in the program has fostered more frequent and effective 
communication between regional and state participants and im-
proved their overall working relationship.”29 At the same time, how-
ever, GAO noted that the process is not without problems. It high-
lighted a number of “technical challenges”:

• An absence of baseline data to use as the basis for measuring 
improvements

168  Chapter 7

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   168fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   168 4/24/06   1:32:00 PM4/24/06   1:32:00 PM



• The diffi culty of quantifying certain results
• The diffi culty of linking program activities to environmental 

results
• The level of resources needed to develop a high quality perfor-

mance measurement system.30

GAO also noted that states and EPA disagreed over the degree 
to which states would be permitted to vary from the national core 
measures and the composition of the measures. Because each of the 
EPA regional offi ces enters into the arrangements with the states in 
their region, there is some variation between agreements across the 
country. This was of concern to the GAO analysts.

EPA’s experience with performance partnerships illustrates 
some of the problems that are intrinsic to this performance strategy 
and agreement form. The individual negotiation between the fed-
eral agency and (in this case) states is likely to result in variability 
of agreements across the country. To some, in fact, the individual 
tailoring of agreements is the strength of the mechanism. How-
ever, others are concerned that this variation results from differen-
tial treatment of jurisdictions.

The problems with data that were identifi ed by GAO are also 
a predictable problem with any performance partnership agreement. 
The strategy is often attractive to federal agencies charged with the 
implementation of programs involving policy sectors that do not have 
well-established data systems or even data defi nitions. In such settings, 
it is diffi cult to establish and to garner data for the performance mea-
sures required to achieve the expectations of the approach.

Incentives
Over the past several decades, as the economics paradigm has 

increasingly infl uenced policy, some policy analysts have focused on 
the use of incentives as a way to change behavior. Incentives seek to 
induce behavior rather than command it. According to Weimer and 
Vining, bureaucrats and politicians have tended to be less enthu-
siastic about this approach than are those trained in economics.31 
This has occurred, they argue, because bureaucrats and politicians 
tend to be attracted to direct regulation, since they believe that 
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 incentives also require governmental intervention and therefore 
involve regulation.

To some degree, however, incentives have been at play in the 
past in a number of federal programs through matching fund re-
quirements. When the federal government offers funds as an incen-
tive to induce states to provide their own funds, the matching re-
quirements do serve an incentive function. In many cases, however, 
performance expectations are not usually made explicit, particularly 
in programs carried over from the past.

Probably the most dramatic recent example of performance in-
centives in the contemporary American scene is found in the High 
Performance Bonus program attached to the Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF) welfare program. That 1996 legislation 
called on the secretary of the Department of Health and Human 
Services, in consultation with the National Governors’ Association 
and the American Public Welfare Association, to develop a formula 
measuring state performance relative to block grant goals. Bonuses 
to an individual state cannot exceed 5 percent of the family assis-
tance grant. In addition, the law established a bonus for states that 
demonstrate that the number of out-of-wedlock births and abor-
tions that occurred in the state in the most recent two-year period 
decreased compared to the number of such births in the previous 
period. The top fi ve states will receive a bonus of up to $20 million 
each, and if less than fi ve states qualify, the grant will be increased 
to $25 million each.

The fi rst high-performance bonus awards were made in 
 December 1999. These awards were made in four categories: job 
placement, job success (measured by retention and earnings), big-
gest improvement in job placement, and biggest improvement in 
job success. The awards, $200 million in total, were made to twenty-
seven states; states were chosen on the basis of their ranking in each 
of the four categories. The states ranked the highest in each cat-
egory were Indiana for job placement; Minnesota for job retention 
and earnings; Washington for the biggest improvement in job place-
ment; and Florida for the biggest improvement in job retention and 
earnings. Eleven states received bonuses in two categories and one 
(Minnesota) was successful in three.
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HHS proposed that additional criteria be added during the 
 following year to the existing four measures; these are family  formation 
measures, enrollment in Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insur-
ance Program, and enrollment in the Food Stamps program.

The bonus effort within TANF has been a subject of some 
controversy both during the period when the criteria were estab-
lished for awarding the funds and following the fi rst awards. At one 
point, a proposal was made to simply divide the $200 million avail-
able annually for these awards equally among the fi fty states and 
others eligible for the funds. Some critics of the bonus require-
ment argue that the categories established for the allocations are 
not directly related to the behavior of the state welfare agencies 
charged with implementing the TANF program. Economic condi-
tions within the state are thought to be more responsible for the in-
creases or decreases than the action of the state agency. Others have 
argued that the established criteria do not measure the real goal of 
TANF—the well-being of children. They call for the establishment 
of performance measures that highlight child welfare, child care, 
and Head Start and other noncash programs, rather than focusing 
only on the employment behavior of adults. The availability of data, 
however, has been viewed as one of the reasons why other criteria 
have not been used to date.

The TANF experience illustrates the dilemma involved in us-
ing an incentive strategy. It is diffi cult to ascertain the direct rela-
tionship between the behavior of the state or local government and 
specifi c outcomes. In addition, complex programs such as TANF 
have an array of program goals and expectations, and it is not easy 
to achieve agreement on performance standards. Some critics of the 
incentive strategy argue that state or local jurisdictions will  attempt 
to game the system and develop policies that may meet the perfor-
mance measures rather than achieve the basic expectations of the 
legislation. Others argue that this already occurs and so the situation 
is not much different than it had been in the past. Similar problems 
were experienced in the Job Training and Partnership Act (JTPA). 
Burt Barnow and Jeffrey Smith have noted how diffi cult it is to ap-
ply the principal-agent framework to that program because of dif-
fi culty the federal government had in defi ning goals.32
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Negotiated Performance Measures
One of the most common complaints by state and local gov-

ernments is that the federal government imposes a set of require-
ments to its funds that do not meet the needs of the nonfederal ju-
risdiction. Indeed, this is one of the arguments that has been used to 
justify the transformation of categorical program grants into block 
grant efforts. Block grants have proven to be one of the most dif-
fi cult grant forms on which to impose the GPRA requirements. It 
has been problematic for federal offi cials to balance the fl exibility 
of the block grant (allowing states and localities to meet their own 
particular needs) with a desire for greater accountability for the use 
of those funds.

The Maternal and Child Health (MCH) Services, Title  V Block 
Grant to States has operated as a federal-state partnership for most 
of its sixty-year history. Even when the program was converted to 
a block grant in 1981, the professional relationship between the 
federal agency charged with implementing the program and the 
state MCH agencies continued to be relatively close. The Omnibus 
Budget Reconciliation Act of 1989 did require states to report on 
progress on key maternal and child health indicators and other pro-
gram information.

In 1996, the MCH bureau in the Health Resources and Ser-
vices Administration of HHS began a process with states that would 
establish a set of mutually agreed upon measures with data sources 
that would be used in the program. In the development phase of 
this process, the MCH bureau created an external committee of 
thirty experts representing various interests in the maternal and 
child health fi eld that would help set overall direction for the pro-
cess, provide technical expertise, and endorse the fi nal results. Par-
ticipants from associations and advocacy groups were expected to 
engage their own constituencies to ensure accurate representation. 
Review and comment from the state agency offi cials was solicited 
at various points during the process.

In March 1997, draft performance measures and guidance re-
vision principles were presented at the annual meeting of the As-
sociation of Maternal and Child Health Programs; this meeting was 
attended by virtually all the relevant directors in the country. Eight 
representative states, chosen from seventeen volunteers, were se-
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lected to pilot test the measures for practicality and data collection 
issues. The consultation process that was used was approximately 
two years in duration; one year was spent on the development of 
the measures and one on pilot testing the process.

By the end of 1997, the MCH bureau established eighteen na-
tional performance measures, which were incorporated into the ap-
plication and reporting guidance for the Title V block grant funds. 
These measures were drawn from goals related to Healthy People 
2000 objectives, over which grantees exercised substantial control. 
The measures were categorized as capacity measures (ability to af-
fect the delivery of services), process measures (related to service 
delivery), and risk factors (involving health problems). Each indi-
vidual state also was required to establish and report on between 
seven and ten of its own supplemental performance measures to 
provide a more complete picture of the program within that state. 
In addition, the MCH bureau set six national outcome measures—
ultimate goals toward which the performance measures are directed 
and for which ultimate achievement depends on external factors 
beyond the control of the state grantee.

As a result of this process, MCH block grant applications and 
annual reports contain a wealth of information concerning state ini-
tiatives, state-supported programs, and other state-based responses 
designed to address their MCH needs. The electronic information 
system that has been developed in this program, based on the ap-
plications and reports, collects both qualitative and quantitative data 
that are useful to a number of audiences.

The MCH experience indicates that it is possible to achieve 
agreement on performance measures when certain conditions are 
met. Programs that are not politically volatile or that do not have a 
widely disparate set of expert opinions are appropriate for this pro-
cess. In addition, prior work and data systems (in this case involving 
Healthy People 2000) laid the foundation for consensus on many 
outcome and process objectives. The measures recognized and sepa-
rated objectives over which grantees exercise infl uence and control 
from those that depend on external factors beyond their control. 
But even when these conditions are present, the negotiation process 
is time consuming and requires an investment of staff and resources 
by federal agencies.
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Building Performance Goals into Legislation
Over the past few years various pieces of legislation have been 

crafted with attention to performance goals. This approach empha-
sizes the authorizing role in Congress, while the GPRA approach 
focuses on the appropriations process. Two pieces of legislation il-
lustrate this strategy: the modifi cations to the Vocational Education 
program and the creation of the Workforce Investment Act as a 
replacement for the Job Training Partnership Act. In both cases, the 
legislation represented a move from an emphasis on input or pro-
cess requirements to a focus on performance outcomes.

The Workforce Investment Act, signed into law in August 
1998, reforms the federal job training programs and creates a new 
comprehensive workforce investment system. It was constructed on 
top of the JTPA experience. The reformed system is intended to 
be customer focused, to help Americans access the tools they need 
to manage their careers through information and high-quality ser-
vices, and to help U.S. companies fi nd skilled workers. Increased 
accountability is one of the principles embodied in the legislation. 
The Act specifi es core indicators of performance that become the 
structure for states and local reporting. These core indicators in-
clude measures of entry into unsubsidized employment, earnings 
received, and attainment of a credential involving educational skills. 
Indicators were also specifi ed in the legislation for eligible youth 
and customer satisfaction measures. States are expected to submit 
expected levels of performance for these indicators in their state 
plans. Similar indicators of performance were also established in 
the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education 
Amendments of 1998. The modifi cations to the existing program 
emphasized the importance of establishing a state performance ac-
countability system. The legislation requires states to identify core 
indicators in their state plans involving student skill achievement, 
attainment of educational credentials, and placement in education, 
employment, or military service.

Further refi nement of these requirements was established by 
both federal departments through the regulations development 
process. In drafting both of these pieces of legislation, Congress as-
sumed that the core indicators refl ect common practices across the 
country and that data systems are available to report on achieve-
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ment of the goals. These assumptions have not been supported in 
practice.

Establishment of Standards
In some cases, the role of the federal government has been to 

establish performance standards that are meant to guide the be-
havior of state and local governments. At least theoretically these 
standards are to be voluntary, and the ability of a state or locality to 
conform to them is not tied to eligibility for specifi c federal dollars. 
The federal role in this strategy may involve the development of 
the standards and the provision of technical assistance and at times 
could include payment for meeting these norms and guidelines.

The Clinton administration’s proposal for the development of 
voluntary national tests in reading and mathematics served as an 
example of this approach. In contrast to the No Child Left Behind 
legislation developed by the Bush administration, the Clinton stan-
dards were voluntary and did not have sanctions attached to them 
that could be imposed on states and localities. But the response 
to the limited Clinton proposal, particularly by some governors 
and educational leaders, illustrates the types of problems that may 
emerge from this strategy.

According to then–Secretary of Education Richard W. Riley, 
“[T]hese proposed voluntary tests are about high standards, improv-
ing expectations, and giving our young people the basic skills they 
need that will prepare them for our knowledge-driven economy 
in the twenty-fi rst century.”33 The proposal would build on ex-
isting educational assessment surveys (the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress and the Third International Math and Sci-
ence Study). The new tests that would be given in English at grade 
4 and mathematics at grade 8 would be based on content criteria 
established through national consensus processes. The information 
that would be available through these tests would be at the indi-
vidual student level, providing information on how an individual 
student stacks up against others in the classroom, the school, and 
the country.

Although several governors were supporters of this admin-
istration proposal in 1997, others expressed concern about the 
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 initiative.34 A number of states already had test systems in place and 
did not want to replace their existing performance accountability 
systems with the national approach. Still others were uncomfortable 
with the content of the tests, particularly their accuracy and validity 
in measuring achievement and their substantive scope.

The proposal for voluntary tests in mathematics and English 
also uncovered another problem that is likely to be confronted 
whenever the standards strategy is employed: fear that the informa-
tion gathered through these assessments has a life of its own and will 
be used inappropriately. This is particularly problematic because the 
information that is collected was meant to illustrate achievement 
at the individual level. Questions of privacy and information secu-
rity have been raised and were not answered to the satisfaction of 
 critics.

Waivers
Authority to grant waivers to state or local governments for 

specifi c programs has been in place for many years. While the waiver 
authority has been viewed as a way to meet the unique needs of 
individual states, it has also been closely tied to a research and de-
velopment strategy, providing latitude to nonfederal jurisdictions to 
experiment with new innovations and new ways to deliver services. 
For example, the secretary of HHS had the authority under Sec-
tion 115 of the Social Security Act to waive specifi ed provisions 
of the act in the case of demonstration projects that were likely to 
promote the objectives of the act. These waivers were expected to 
be rigorously evaluated. The waiver authorization has usually been 
defi ned in the context of specifi c programs and the criteria for 
granting the waivers are established within the authorizing legisla-
tion or implementing regulations. Certain requirements (such as 
civil rights requirements or fi ling performance information) cannot 
be waived.

This authority has been employed extensively in the past in 
several program areas, particularly involving welfare, Medicaid, and 
the Job Training Partnership Act. Waivers have been used to allow 
states to establish their own approach and to eliminate or modify 
input or process requirements. Many of the waivers require the pro-
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posed modifi cation to be budget neutral—that is, it does not incur 
new costs for either the waiving jurisdiction or the federal govern-
ment. For some, the waiver process is a mechanism that can be used 
to make a case for policy change. The experience with waivers in 
the AFDC program and in the JTPA program became an important 
part of the justifi cation for major changes in each of the programs, 
leading to the TANF program and the Workforce Investment Act.

In November 1999, the House Government Management, In-
formation and Technology Subcommittee marked up a bill that ad-
dresses waivers of regulatory and statutory requirements. This legis-
lation has three main requirements:

• Agencies would have to establish a streamlined 120-day review 
process to respond to states that request waivers of regulatory 
or statutory requirements of federal grant programs. (While 
this is similar to an August 1999 Executive Order, the legisla-
tion would be judicially reviewable).

• Agencies would have to develop an expedited review process 
to waive a state’s statutory or regulatory requirements if a simi-
lar waiver has already been approved for another state.

• OMB, HHS, and USDA would have to develop common ap-
proaches and requirements related to budget neutrality in con-
sultation with the National Governors’ Association and the 
National Conference of State Legislatures.

The hearings that were held on this proposed legislation elic-
ited both support and questions by those who testifi ed. The Execu-
tive Director of the National Governors’ Association, Ray Schep-
pach, testifi ed in favor of the legislation, expressing concern about 
the current process. He called the current efforts “a redundant pro-
cess” whereby states must produce and defend waiver requests even 
if other states had already received approval to implement similar 
waivers.35 Administration witnesses, however, emphasized the im-
portance of dealing with each waiver on its own. Then HHS Assis-
tant Secretary for Management and Budget John Callahan likened 
the process to contract negotiations where both parties need to 
attain a mutual goal of creating program innovation and fl exibility. 
Other administration witnesses reminded the members of Congress 
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that some of what they viewed as denials of waivers actually came 
about because the agency had no authority to waive a particular 
requirement.

At least one House member, Congressman Major Owens (D-
NY), expressed concern about the process. He queried: “In this 
process of rushing to grant waivers and place our faith in the State 
governments, do we have some safeguards? And can we have more 
safeguards and some stringent penalties for people who violate the 
law because the waivers give them a situation where nobody will be 
watching, monitoring, holding them accountable?”36

As Owens suggested, the proposed legislation did not focus on 
questions of performance. Although some of the existing waiver 
authorities did highlight performance issues when they required 
evaluation as a condition of the waiver, the proposed legislation 
accentuated the streamlining of the process, not the results that 
emerged from the changes.

Conclusion
The appropriate role of the federal government in the inter-

governmental system has been debated for many years. Despite the 
rhetoric that is used to describe one perspective or another (e.g., a 
strong federal government, or a federal presence that defers to other 
levels of government), most of the shifts that have occurred over the 
years have taken place as specifi c legislation is crafted. The pendu-
lum swings in terms of both the rhetoric used and specifi c policy 
design; over the past few decades, however, there has been emphasis 
on the devolution of responsibilities to states and localities for the 
implementation of programs that are partially or mainly funded 
with federal dollars. There are fewer and fewer federal domestic 
programs that are entirely implemented by federal staff.

Because so many of the federal programs involve intricate in-
tergovernmental relationships, federal agencies have struggled with 
ways to structure these relationships while balancing accountability 
for the use of federal dollars with discretion to the third parties in 
terms of their use of federal monies.

As has been discussed in this chapter, efforts to hold federal gov-
ernment agencies accountable for the way that programs are imple-
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mented assume that these agencies have legitimate authority to en-
force the requirements that are included in performance measures. 
Despite the ubiquitous nature of the performance rhetoric, the ex-
amples that have been discussed suggest that there are many pathways 
that can be taken to join the federal-level concern about perfor-
mance with sensitivity to the needs of the governmental third parties 
involved in implementing the programs. In some cases, the two goals 
are not compatible; in others it is possible to work out a mutually 
agreeable scenario. In this age of fi scal scarcity, both the federal gov-
ernment and the states are extremely conscious of requirements that 
actually increase their costs for program  implementation.

It is not easy to craft a strategy for performance measurement 
activity that addresses the tensions surrounding the intergovern-
mental system. The approach that is taken must be sensitive to dif-
ferences among policies and programs, differences among the play-
ers involved, the complexity of the worlds of both the federal and 
nonfederal agencies involved, and the level of goal agreement or 
confl ict. One of the most vexing problems in the performance area 
involves the availability of “good” data—data that have been veri-
fi ed and can be believed to be valid by all parties to the relationship. 
(See chapter 8 for a detailed discussion of these problems.) The data 
problem cuts across all of the strategies. Few policy sectors have the 
tradition or past investment in the creation of good data systems 
that would allow one to know whether performance has actually 
been achieved. In addition, the experience with all of these efforts 
indicates how diffi cult is to achieve a performance measurement 
system that focuses on outcomes. Part of the problem relates to the 
lack of control many agencies have over the achievement of pro-
gram goals and the diffi culty of linking program activities to results, 
even when those results can be measured.

This repertoire of performance efforts also indicates that gov-
ernment-wide policies such as GPRA and PART are not  particularly 
effective because they do not respond fl exibly to the differences 
in programs with third-party and intergovernmental dimensions. 
Without acknowledging these differences, the performance agenda 
leads to increased centralization and defi nition of outcomes by the 
federal government. It collides with strategies of devolution and 
a diminished federal role. The process of defi ning performance 
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 measures seems to work when it is devised in the context of specifi c 
programs, modest in its reach, and sensitive to the unique qualities 
surrounding those initiatives. If performance requirements are not 
sensitive to the differences in program and policy design, they are 
likely to fan increased confl ict between levels of government. That 
is likely to lead to behaviors that diminish the possibility of empha-
sizing outcomes and performance, because the actors in the system 
do not trust one another enough to develop appropriate measures.

Karen O’Grady’s situation is one of the most diffi cult 
intergovernmental situations to face because it involves 
funding not simply program requirements. The expecta-
tions of the New Jersey legislature don’t mesh at all with 
those of the federal Medicaid program. As a state employee, 
she has limited authority or even infl uence over the fed-
eral offi cials. Her best strategy would be to have both the 
health community (doctors, hospitals, and others) and state 
elected offi cials make the case for increased discretion for 
the state. She could use either a waiver process or some 
form of negotiated performance requirements to substitute 
for federally defi ned requirements. She could also work 
with the New Jersey congressional delegation to push for 
more modest requirements from OMB and others calling 
for compliance with federal stipulations.
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information,
 interests, 8 and ideology

  Elaine Waters lives in a suburb of 
Boston and has been an active member of the parent-
teachers organization for more than ten years. She has 
been concerned about the quality of education received 
by her three children in the local public school during that 
time. Her collaborative activity with several other parents 
resulted in a number of innovations that have taken place 
in that local school system. The elementary school that her 
children attended has gone through quite dramatic changes 
over this decade. The changes began with the departure of 
the former principal and the hiring of a new principal 
who has worked closely with the parents to assure that 
the school responded to the diverse learning needs of the 
students. In addition to the new principal, a number of 
new teachers have also been hired for the school.

For the past several years, Ms. Waters and the other 
parents have been very pleased with the results of these 
changes. The faculty is composed of teachers with differ-
ent approaches to teaching and learning; this range enables 
the parents to be sure that a particular teacher is able to 
respond to the learning needs of individual students. Ms. 
Waters’s three children illustrate those differences. One of 
them is interested in science and does well in highly struc-
tured classrooms. Another is a talented creative writer who 
responds to teachers who appreciate a more fl exible learn-
ing environment. And the third is an individual who learns 
through highly experiential approaches.
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However, during the past two years, as a result of both 
federal and state policies, the local school district has de-
termined that the performance of schools and teachers 
will be assessed based on the performance of children on 
standardized educational achievement tests. This has re-
sulted in a change in the curriculum in the school and 
student and faculty perceptions that there is only one way 
to teach and learn. While this approach works for one of 
Ms. Waters’s children, the other two have not performed 
well on these tests. She is concerned about the impact of 
their performance on these tests on their views of self-
worth; she doesn’t know how to deal with the school sys-
tem changes.

Much of the literature about performance hovers around ar-
guments based on rhetoric rather than reality. Given the intent of 
the performance movement, this is somewhat ironic. Information 
about performance is the crux of performance measurement, yet 
the rhetoric of the performance movement rarely talks about the 
availability of information or the diffi culties of obtaining it. Perfor-
mance assessment of all types makes a number of assumptions about 
the kind of information that will serve as the foundation for the 
movement in all its various permutations.

In a sense, one could argue that the performance movement 
is constructed on false or, at least, unrealistic assumptions. These 
assumptions make up what I call the “unreal or naïve approach.” 
They are:

• Information is already available. It is like gold that simply needs 
to be mined. It is found in existing information systems. While 
it may have been designed to meet other needs, it can easily be 
converted to performance measurement strategies.

• Information is neutral. One can separate fact and value and de-
termine what is true and what is false. This assumption is embed-
ded in the positivist intellectual tradition in which one believes 
that knowledge can be acquired through direct observation and 
experimentation rather than through some other means.
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• We know what we are measuring. Programs of all sorts (whether 
governmental or professionally defi ned) have clear and simple 
goals. One can thus determine whether an effort has been suc-
cessful based on the defi nition of those goals. We emphasize 
clarity rather than the complexity that comes from multiple 
and confl icting goals.

• We can defi ne cause-effect relationships in programs. We know 
what will cause a particular type of intervention to occur. We 
assume that modifying those elements will provide the basis for 
achieving more effective or effi cient performance.

• Baseline information is available. One assumes not only that 
new information is available but that the system is already 
churning out information that provides a standard to which 
similar things can be compared. This information will allow 
one to determine whether improvement has been made in a 
particular program area.

• Almost all activities can be measured and quantifi ed. The in-
formation that can be used to determine whether an activity 
has “succeeded” or not can be produced in the form of met-
rics and quantifi cation. As the dictionary puts it, a metric is “a 
mathematical function defi ned for a coordinates system that 
associates properties to each pair of elements that are analogous 
to distance between points on a line.” This assumption relies on 
the collection of quantitative data and tends to avoid any quali-
tative data.

While these assumptions are built into most of the performance 
measurement efforts, they are rarely articulated. In part this is be-
cause the advocates of the performance movement are so commit-
ted to the process that they have tended to minimize the obstacles 
to attaining them. Indeed, when they are listed as discussed above, 
the assumptions seem blatant and unreasonable. Yet they are implicit 
in the wide range of activities that are found in the performance 
movement. They lurk in the background of the Governmental Per-
formance and Results Act, in the Program Assessment Rating Tool, 
in standardized education tests, and in measurement of leverage 
potential of foundation grants. For example, during the early days 
of the implementation of the GPRA, Joseph Wholey wrote that 
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“[p]erformance measurement systems should not be too costly in 
terms of the management and staff time required to collect, analyze, 
and use performance information; the costs of any contracts for data 
collection and analysis; the burden imposed on reporting entities; 
political and bureaucratic costs; and other important negative con-
sequences of performance measurements. Managers might be able 
to use existing records or sampling to limit the costs of performance 
measurement.”1

There are a number of issues that are important to examine as 
one thinks about the role of information in the performance move-
ment. It is relevant to examine who wants the information, particu-
larly the agendas of those who advocate its use. It is also germane 
to focus on the kind of information that is appropriate in terms of 
the type of agency involved, the stage of the policy process, and the 
level of analysis. Information is attached to diverse functions within 
that process—program management, planning, the budget process, 
control by funders, and data that would satisfy a political agenda. 
The discussion that follows deals with a number of issues that are 
related to the production, use, and functions of performance infor-
mation. It provides contemporary examples of problems involved in 
measuring performance to illustrate the diffi culty of following the 
“unreal or naïve” approach. One result of this path is to generate 
responses from organizational staff that at best are narrow and literal 
responses to requirements (supporting a compliance mindset) and 
at worst are examples of “gaming” the system in ways that avoid 
any real change.

What Do We Expect from Information?
The assumptions of those who are strong advocates for gov-

ernment-wide approaches to performance measurement move one 
toward a mechanistic approach, in which information is produced 
in a machine-like process. They assume that politics, interests, and 
other human issues can be removed from the equation. In short, 
they move toward management and decision making by measure-
ment. One of the clearest examples of this approach is found in the 
State of Texas Guide to Performance Measure Management, 2000 Edi-
tion.2 This document lays out a model of performance measurement 
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that resembles an electrical circuit board rather than a complex po-
litical and human set of demands.

There are a few observers who have focused on the unintended 
and undesirable impact of these changes. Schwartz and Mayne have 
written:

There is a desire to supply managers, policymakers, leg-
islators and the general public with evaluative informa-
tion that is perceived to be reliable, valid and credible. Yet, 
mechanisms for assessing the quality of evaluative informa-
tion conjure up perverse images of what has been termed 
an audit . . . characterized by increasing layers of inspection, 
audit, evaluation and assessment.3

To some extent, one should not be surprised about the pres-
ence of these assumptions related to information that are a part of 
the performance movement. As Carol Weiss has noted, “Few ideo-
logical commitments in modern Western societies are stronger than 
the ideas of rationality and intelligent choice, and no institutions 
are more normatively committed to the application of information 
to decisions than bureaucratic organizations.” She further quotes 
Feldman and March: “Command of information and information 
sources enhances perceived competence and inspires confi dence. . . . 
A good decision maker is one who makes decisions in the way a 
good decision maker does, and decision makers and organizations 
establish their legitimacy by their use of information.”4

While the concern about and reliance on information may 
have strong symbolic impact, taking the “rational” approach em-
bedded in the assumptions discussed above actually creates its own 
negative dynamic. As many have argued over the years, informa-
tion is not a value-free, neutral enterprise. Max Weber noted that 
information is an instrument of power, an important resource to be 
guarded and held closely.5 Robert Merton reminded us that there 
are real limits to what information can actually be found and used. 
“The importance of ignorance as a factor is enhanced by the fact 
that the exigencies of practical life frequently compel us to act with 
some confi dence even though it is manifest that the information on 
which we base our action is not complete. We usually act . . . not on 
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the basis of scientifi c knowledge, but opinion and estimate.”6 Oth-
ers have focused on the various aspects of information that make its 
production, use, and functions much more complex than is assumed 
by the classic performance measurement approach. Still others have 
defi ned situations in which information that is produced for one 
use is applied inappropriately to other settings.

Carol Weiss has created a framework that helps one understand 
this complexity. She has argued that policies are the product of an 
interplay among three elements: ideology, interests, and informa-
tion. Consequently, information must be viewed not as a stand-
alone enterprise but rather as a resource that is intertwined with a 
range of ideological approaches (philosophy, principles, values, and 
political orientation) as well as interests expressed as power, reputa-
tion, and fi nancial rewards. She notes that “information is only one 
basis upon which policy actors take their positions.”7

This alternative approach to the function of information in the 
performance movement provides the basis for a very different per-
spective on this topic. It suggests that the search for “perfect” infor-
mation is a Sisyphus-like enterprise. Sisyphus was a king of Corinth 
who was condemned for eternity to roll a boulder up a hill, only to 
have it roll down again just before it reached the top. But unlike the 
labor of Sisyphus, the search for value-free and neutral performance 
information never comes close to the top.

These dilemmas have effectively been glossed over in the per-
formance literature and in practice. While various writers about 
performance issues have noted that the production and use of in-
formation is much more complex and diffi cult than they expected, 
few have acknowledged that the assumptions they have made about 
information are far from attainment. For example, Paths to Perfor-
mance in State and Local Government, the fi nal assessment of the Gov-
ernment Performance Project of the Maxwell School of Citizen-
ship and Public Affairs, focuses on the management subsystem of 
information technology as the key to providing “timely decision-
making support by critical information . . . [that] creates a system in 
which key decision-makers have the information they need when 
they need it.”8 Focusing only on the systems design, the study does 
not examine the budget allocation within agencies for informa-
tion collection and analysis.9 While participants in the project have 
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acknowledged that measurement is a problem, they have argued 
that “[w]ith the performance equation more fully specifi ed, how-
ever, the potential for linking specifi c organizational characteristics 
with specifi c outputs or outcomes is greatly improved. Performance 
linkages become clearer.”10 GAO, in a report titled Program Evalu-
ation, Agencies Challenged by New Demand for Information on Program 
Results, highlights the costs of obtaining program results informa-
tion. However, it does not deal with basic and structural problems 
involved in obtaining information.11

Who Wants the Information?
The multiple agendas at play in the performance measurement 

world help one understand the motivations behind the urge for 
a focus on performance and defi ne very different approaches to 
performance information. Indeed, acknowledging these different 
agendas allows one to understand the misfi t between the assumptions 
embedded in the classic performance movement and the reality of 
its use for information collection.

A Negative Agenda: This agenda seeks to eliminate programs and 
tends to blame those running the programs for problems. Given 
this motivation, the kind of information that is useful to those who 
approach the performance activities with this agenda is clearly 
defi ned by ideology and by specifi c interests. Information that is 
useful to these advocates provides evidence that programs do not 
work and also highlights the limitations of those who are charged 
with the implementation of the programs.

A Neutral Agenda: This focuses on a concern about change. 
Individuals who work from this agenda argue that what worked in 
past does not always make sense in the current or future environment. 
Thus the information that is useful to those operating from this 
agenda does not begin with a clear vision of the future, because it 
assumes that agendas of organizations are constantly shifting. This 
mindset is likely to lead to more complexity and uncertainty, making 
it diffi cult to determine baseline information that is useful for the 
future as well as to defi ne information around unclear goals.

A Positive Agenda: Advocates of this approach want to get 
value for taxes and expenditures and emphasize efforts to ensure 
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accountability. The information that is useful to those operating 
from this agenda emphasizes the concerns of the various interests 
involved in a program area. And in a pluralistic society such as the 
United States, the focus on accountability leads one to a multiplicity 
of expectations and interests.12

Each of these three agendas illustrates the limits of the naïve 
approach. The negative agenda directly collides with the assumptions 
that information is neutral and that we can defi ne cause-effect 
relationships without limiting alternative methods of proceeding. 
The neutral agenda illustrates the diffi culties of defi ning goals and 
determining what should be measured, because the context for 
an organization is constantly changing. And the positive agenda 
indicates the diffi culty of separating fact and value when multiple 
interests are involved and it is diffi cult to quantify those different 
values. As the examples that are included in this chapter indicate, 
these structural limitations make it extremely diffi cult to devise 
performance measures and performance information that are neutral 
and noncontroversial. In addition, differences between organization 
types, policy or program variation, and functions suggest how naïve 
it is to think about the development of performance information 
as a relatively simple activity. And placed on top of these structural 
constraints are responses to information collection. There are times 
when the attempt to collect information provokes responses that 
are best described as gaming the system.

Information Needs Vary by Stage and Level of Analysis
With very few exceptions, those who write and advocate for 

performance measures focus only on the outcome stage of the 
policy or programmatic process. This process, largely drawn from 
the systems analysis fi eld, is defi ned as beginning with inputs, 
moving to processes, then to outputs, and fi nally to outcomes. 
As has been discussed earlier, the widespread dissatisfaction with 
the way that policies and programs are carried out has led to the 
performance movement; as Harry Hatry has written, “[P]erformance 
measurement enables managers to defi ne and use specifi c indicators 
to measure the outcomes and effi ciency of their services or programs 
on a regular basis.”13 Hatry is one of the few advocates and writers 

190  Chapter 8

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   190fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   190 4/24/06   1:32:08 PM4/24/06   1:32:08 PM



in the fi eld who has defi ned performance information in a broad 
and inclusive fashion. He has developed categories of performance 
information that acknowledge the wide variety of information 
types that can be useful to those concerned about performance. 
His defi nition, largely summarized below, sets the foundation for an 
acknowledgement of a variety of players with different expectations 
about performance.14

Inputs: Information in this category deals with the amount of 
resources actually used in the operation of a policy or program. 
It may include the amount of funds expended or the number of 
employees used to carry out the program. Hatry notes that this 
category produces indicators of effi ciency or productivity. Others 
have noted that inputs may include equipment, supplies, and other 
elements along with funds and personnel. This information is 
the easiest to measure and most likely type of information to be 
available.

Process: Information in this category includes the amount of 
work that comes into a program. It could include the number of 
customers who come in for services or the internal organizational 
processes undertaken to carry out the work. Workload information 
is important to program managers and can set the context for an 
analysis of service outcomes. This information is not always easy to 
develop. Processes are often counted in varying or inconsistent ways; 
as a result, aggregated statistics about processes can be misleading. 
Perrin has commented on “senior management who apparently are 
unaware that these ‘straightforward’ terms are anything but!”15

Outputs: This category measures the amount of products and 
services completed during the reporting period. That might include 
the number of people served, the number of reports issued, or the 
products produced. Hatry defi nes outputs as things that the program’s 
personnel have done themselves. Others have defi ned outputs as 
tabulations, calculations, or recordings of activity or effort that can 
be expressed in a quantitative or qualitative manner. In some cases, 
process measures are subsumed within this category.16

Outcomes: Outcome information defi nes the events, activities, 
or changes that indicate progress toward achievement of the 
mission and objectives of the program. Hatry notes that outcomes 
are not what the program itself did but the consequences of what 
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the program did. Outcomes can be fi nancial, direct effects, or side 
effects; they can also include measures of service quality. Hatry 
argues that it is important to differentiate intermediate outcomes 
from end outcomes. Intermediate outcomes are activities that are 
expected to lead to a desired end but not ends in themselves. End 
outcomes focus on the end results that are sought.

While these defi nitions suggest some level of clarity, others 
have noted that it is often diffi cult to sort them out. Brown has 
described this dilemma:

As an example of the use of these terms, consider a gov-
ernment program such as Head Start, which attempts to 
give disadvantaged children a boost through early educa-
tion. Inputs here would be dollars into the program and 
outputs would be the number of children that pass through 
the program; the program’s effi ciency would be the num-
ber of children handled by the program per dollar. None 
of these things are really indicative of the degree of success 
or failure of the program. Rather, we are more interested 
in such outcomes as the increase in standardized test scores 
such as the SATs when the children become older, as well 
as their admission rates to colleges. And we are even more 
concerned with the program’s impacts, which might be the 
overall decrease in the community’s unemployment rate, the 
improvement in the local economy, and perhaps a decrease 
in the crime rate. The program’s effectiveness is the degree to 
which these outcomes and impacts are realized. It should be 
apparent that the quantifi cation of outcomes, impacts, and 
effectiveness, and especially placing a dollar value on these 
so that a ‘return on investment’ may be calculated, is much 
harder than quantifying inputs, outputs, and effi ciency.17

Information and Diverse Functions
The breadth of Hatry’s defi nitions of performance information 

lays the framework for an approach that acknowledges the variety 
of functions that can be included in a concern about performance. 
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There are at least seven different functions that are potentially 
involved in defi ning information needs.18 They are:

• Program management
• Planning
• Service delivery
• Policy development
• Budget process
• Control by funders
• Political agenda

Program Management
The focus of much of the performance literature has been the 

way that individuals who serve as managers of programs are able to 
use information to develop more effective management practices. 
Managers are the individuals who are responsible for the operation 
of a program or policy. They are often responsible for decisions 
around allocation of resources, staffi ng, structuring, and a range of 
other traditional administrative services. They seek information that 
will allow them to monitor the detailed operation of the program 
and make appropriate changes to their requirements. Most managers 
want information that will acknowledge the constraints that they 
face and the limited authority they have over the macro system. 
Rarely do the concerns of managers move to a political agenda or 
even to budget decision making. Behn has identifi ed eight purposes 
that public managers have for measuring performance: evaluate, 
control, budget, motivate, promote, celebrate, learn, and improve.19

One example of information used in management comes from 
airport performance measurement. According to Humphreys et al., 
airport managers and governments measure airport performance 
for three main purposes: to measure fi nancial and operational 
effi ciency, to evaluate alternative investment strategies, and to allow 
governments to regulate airport activity. All of these functions stay 
at a technical management level and do not move up the decision-
making process. They note that “[a]irport managers need to have 
information to enable them to monitor performance and to 
identify areas that are performing well and those that are not. Once 
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performance is known, management can examine the underlying 
processes taking place so that appropriate corrective action can be 
proposed.”20

Another example of management-focused performance 
information comes from the police department in Falls Church, 
Virginia. That department requires each patrol offi cer to write an 
average of three tickets, or make three arrests, every twelve-hour 
shift, and to accumulate a minimum total of four hundred tickets 
and arrests per year. Writing a ticket for a broken taillight carries 
the same weight as an arrest for armed robbery. Failure to meet the 
quotas results in an automatic ninety-day probationary period with 
no pay raise and a possible demotion or dismissal if the individual 
does not meet acceptable levels. Patrol offi cers are required to meet 
these levels whether or not they are on vacation time, extended 
leave, or military duty. Thus they must write more tickets when 
they return to the streets to compensate for their time away.21

Planning
This function includes a variety of approaches to the defi nition 

of goals, explication of needs, determination of resources, and 
establishment of priorities and objectives. There are a number of 
different planning functions, but many of the performance activities 
focus on one of the types—strategic planning efforts. This is an 
attempt to match organizational competencies with threats and 
opportunities from the environment.22 This approach calls for 
information with a longer time frame and a broader perspective 
on future activities. The information that is developed to meet this 
function tends to focus on unmet needs rather than on evaluating 
existing programs.

A classic example of information developed for planning 
purposes is the publication of the series of reports titled Healthy 
People, by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The 
series began in 1990 with the publication of Healthy People 2000, 
a document that took a comprehensive approach to health issues 
in the United States. Its goals were to increase years of healthy life, 
reduce disparities in health among different population groups, and 
achieve access to preventive health services. A second report, Healthy 
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People 2010, followed. Both documents sought to offer “a simple 
but powerful idea: provide the information and knowledge about 
how to improve health in a format that enables diverse groups to 
combine their efforts and work as a team. It is a roadmap to better 
health for all that can be utilized by many different people, by States 
and communities, professional organizations, groups concerned with 
a particular threat to health or a particular population group.”23

Another example of data used for planning purposes comes 
through the Boston Indicators Project. This is a comprehensive 
framework of goals and measures in ten sectors to stimulate in-
formed public discourse and civic action. Organized as a part-
nership among the city of Boston, the Boston Foundation, the 
Metropolitan Area Planning Council, and local institutions, public 
agencies, organizations, and universities, it has involved thousands 
of Bostonians and data from more than 150 partners. It is designed 
to improve the city’s capacity to make informed choices about the 
future.24 Again, this information does not evaluate existing programs 
but rather sets out a picture of future needs.

Service Delivery
This function narrows in on the actual point of service delivery, 

where the program offi cial interacts with the individual receiving 
the service. Some may call that individual (or organization) the 
customer of the service; others prefer defi ning that person as a 
citizen or client of the agency or organization. Information that is 
useful here may be developed from the perspective of the individual 
or group receiving the service and is likely to highlight questions 
related to service quality. Information that meets these needs should 
be disaggregated and categories established that break out particular 
population groups.

The information that is produced to satisfy this function can 
be used as both an allocative and a quality function. For example, 
the Compstat program that was introduced in the New York City 
Police Department during the tenure of policy commissioner 
William Bratton provides information that can be used by precinct 
commanders. They are viewed as the locus for operational authority 
and accountability as well as community-oriented problem solving. 
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While the information was devised by central management and by 
centrally deployed supplemental resources, precinct commanders 
were given tools to analyze up-to-date statistics, fi nd patterns of 
crime and police activity, and devise solutions to problems. What 
is interesting about this information is that it is available to both 
the precinct leadership and central administration.25 A variation on 
this process was put in place in New York City in the Department 
of Human Resources Administration as it developed data and 
performance tracking systems to monitor work and welfare reform.26 
A similar effort was undertaken in the city of Baltimore, where 
performance information was used to establish direct communication 
between the mayor and key offi cials in the city government.27

Service delivery information can be obtained both from 
participants inside the organization and from those outside. Surveys 
of citizen satisfaction can be used along with information from 
managers and service deliverers. Data have been devised to analyze 
performance in prisons. Camp et al. have studied public and private 
prisons and have sought to provide information from inmates 
about prison conditions that can be aggregated into institutional-
level performance measures. Where possible, those responses were 
compared to staff responses.28

Performance information from citizens has not been as widely 
used as internally devised data. As Kelly and Swindell note, there 
has not been a wide consensus on the utility of citizen satisfaction 
surveys as a reliable indicator of government performance. They 
note that there are two general types of errors that citizens are 
likely to make in evaluating local services. The fi rst is what they call 
errors of attribution: a citizen may believe government is providing 
a service that it is not providing, or the reverse, that governments 
are not providing services when they are. The second error occurs 
when the citizen evaluation of quality of services is not consistent 
with internally defi ned performance measures.29

Policy Development
Information that is useful for policy development seeks to 

indicate broad patterns of behavior and practice. It moves to the 
macro level and, unlike the service delivery information, looks for 
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aggregate patterns. Because there are many different types of actors 
involved in the policy development process, the information that is 
collected to meet this perspective needs to be constructed around 
the authority base of the group or individual involved. It also must 
be sensitive to the assumptions that the policy actor brings to the 
table. For example, when a congressional committee commissioned 
a study of the compensatory education programs (Title I of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act), it was clear that the 
committee did not want summative evaluation information. That is, 
it did not want the study to determine whether the program should 
be continued or should be eliminated. Rather, the committee 
wanted information that would allow it to make modifi cations 
in the program through the reauthorization process. Thus the 
information collected focused on areas in which changes might be 
made to make the program more effective.

Policy sectors vary tremendously in the availability and 
acceptance of basic information systems. Gormley’s work on 
organizational report cards notes that health data are often available 
and provide the basis for hospital report cards that can be used 
for policy development.30 In addition, the policy pronouncements 
around information collection can collide with other policy 
demands. This is most dramatically illustrated by the confl ict between 
the requirement of information for implementation of GPRA and 
the requirements of the Paperwork Reduction Act. At the same 
time that agencies have been told to develop new information 
systems, they are also required to minimize the paperwork burden 
they impose.31

Budget Process
There are at least two distinct stages in the budget process: 

budget execution and budget creation. Information that is 
appropriate for the budget execution stage is usually defi ned by 
accountants and auditors; it indicates patterns of expenditure and 
detailed allocation within broader budget categories. Information 
for the budget creation stage is closely linked to political needs; it 
focuses on estimates that indicate the level of resources required to 
attain program or policy objectives and seeks to determine whether 
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expectations of past budget decisions have been obtained. Unlike 
the information describing substantive program management and 
implementation issues (which is frequently qualitative and complex), 
budget information is defi ned around budget numbers. As a result, 
it appears to be clear and straightforward. Specifi c amounts of 
money are allocated and expended for what are viewed as specifi c 
activities.

One of the assumptions contained within the performance 
movement involves a belief that there can be a direct relationship 
between performance information and budget decision making. 
Underlying this belief is an assumption that it is possible to make 
budget decisions based on technical assessments and not on political 
grounds. There is little evidence that this is possible, not only because 
budget decisions involve value determinations but because there 
is not really agreement on what actually constitutes performance-
based budgeting.

Several authors have attempted to defi ne performance-based 
budgeting. Joyce and Tompkins have noted that there at least four 
prerequisites to successful use of performance information at any 
stage of the budget process. They are:

• Public entities need to know what they are supposed to 
accomplish.

• Valid measures of performance need to exist.
• Accurate measures of cost need to be developed.
• Cost and performance information need to be brought together 

for budgeting decisions.32

Pollitt warns that “[t]here are dangers in speaking of ‘fi nancial 
management’ and ‘performance management’ as though they 
were homogeneous activities. In reality they are broad labels, each 
covering a wide range of decisions and activities made and carried 
out at different levels and for different purposes.” He defi nes fi ve 
categories as levels of decision making:

• Agreeing on the global totals for public expenditure
• Dividing the total between major sectors
• Allocating resources to particular programs within a sector
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• Allocating resources to particular activities or institutions 
within a program

• Allocating resources within a particular institution or activity.33

In the past, the State of California’s Legislative Analyst’s Offi ce 
was required to develop a cost-benefi t analysis for each new piece 
of legislation. However, it has not continued this practice.34 And 
the Program Planning Budgeting process that was undertaken in 
the United States during the 1960s provides another example of 
information that was expected to be used in the budget process. 
Over the years, the experience of linking performance information 
with budget decisions has elicited both positive and negative views. 
There are times when the organization of the budget information 
skews the linkage. For example, recently the U.S. Department of 
Interior has argued that the budget for the National Park Service is 
the highest ever. According to the department, the budget has more 
funds per employee, per acre, and per visitor than at any previous 
time. Others, however, have argued that the department has faced 
budget shortfalls.35

All of these sources make it evident that a clear relationship 
between performance information and budget decision making 
is extremely diffi cult to accomplish. Despite this, there continues 
to be a strong desire to move in that direction. In addition, there 
are times when performance requirements and budget allocations 
appear to be on separate tracks. Federal budget decisions for the 
2005–2006 school year will mean that more than two-thirds of the 
districts will not receive as much fi nancing as before. The Center 
on Education Policy reported that the reduced funding will make 
it more diffi cult for states and school districts to reach all schools 
in need of improvement as a result of the requirements in the No 
Child Left Behind legislation.36

Control by Funders
While most of the language around performance downplays 

this function, it is clear that a concern about control is a subtext 
in the performance movement. Usually this motivation follows 
existing funding decisions. It can come from various funders—
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governments, foundations, school districts, health maintenance 
organizations. Information that meets the needs of this function is 
often cloaked in the vocabulary of accountability but the unspoken 
motivation deals with the funders’ attempt to make sure that those 
they are funding are implementing the program following the 
funders’ agenda. In such a case, this defi nition of accountability does 
not deal with concern about the impact of a program or policy.

In his writing on performance management in employment 
and training programs, Barnow has commented that “performance 
management systems generally seek answers to simpler outcome and 
process questions that are associated with the goals of the program; 
the issue is more one of accountability than impact.” He contrasts 
performance management information with evaluations and argues 
that “evaluations of human service programs are generally costly and 
require the use of comparison or control groups to identify what 
would have occurred in the absence of the program. Performance 
management systems are generally less intrusive, but they then must 
sacrifi ce including impact measures.”37

Recently, some foundations have used quantitative metrics 
to carry out what they argue are fi duciary and programmatic 
responsibilities. For example, the John Templeton Foundation has 
established guidelines for applicants that clearly communicate 
a control agenda. They describe their requirements as a form of 
performance measure and ask potential grantees to stipulate their 
goals and measures of those goals when they propose specifi c 
activities. The foundation notes, “We are using a variety of 
mathematical metrics as a heuristic to promote more ambitious and 
entrepreneurial implementation of projects. Unlike the ‘bottom-
line’ in the for-profi t sector, in educational and intellectual work 
there is no single metric for success and many non-quantifi able 
intangibles.”38

Similarly, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation asks 
applicants to submit a proposal that follows a causal model outlining 
a path from inputs to activities to outputs to outcomes. Each element 
of the model must be followed, specifying indicators, baselines, and 
numerical targets.39
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Political Agenda
It is not surprising that performance information is sometimes 

desired to meet political agendas of particular players. If a funder 
(such as a member of a legislative body) is attempting to either kill, 
modify, or begin a particular policy or program, that perspective 
defi nes the kind of information that is desired. When this becomes 
public, it appears that the actor is behaving in an inappropriate 
manner. Yet one could interpret this behavior as intrinsic and 
predictable. Given the dynamics of decision making in a complex 
representative democratic system, where ideology and political 
agendas are not always made public, one should not be surprised 
when that occurs. Whether or not political actors are consciously 
skewing information sources, when that information is used in a 
volatile political environment there will always be suspicion about 
its veracity.

A number of recent examples of this problem illustrate this 
behavior.

Medicare Estimates. In June 2003, both the Senate and the House 
approved bills that created a Medicare prescription drug program. 
Members of both bodies were assured that the cost of the program 
would not exceed $400 billion over ten years. Two weeks before this 
occurred, Richard Foster, chief actuary of the Medicare program, had 
estimated that drug benefi ts would be in the range of $500 billion 
to $600 billion. He was told by Thomas Scully, administrator of the 
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, that he was not allowed 
to disclose these estimates to Congress. The alternative estimate 
became public within the year but after the legislation had already 
been enacted and signed. Democrats called for an investigation 
of charges that the Bush administration threatened to fi re Foster 
if he gave the data to Congress. Even an internal investigation by 
the Department of Health and Human Services acknowledged the 
situation.40 The experience with the Medicare estimates indicates 
how diffi cult it is to collect neutral data within a highly politicized 
environment. Information like this would be the basis for performance 
measurement in the Medicare program and make it diffi cult to have 
confi dence in the information that is produced.
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Mercury Emissions Rule. Political appointees in the Environmental 
Protection Agency bypassed agency professional staff and a federal 
advisory panel in 2003 to craft a rule on mercury emissions 
preferred by the industry and the White House. EPA staffers said 
they were told not to undertake the normal scientifi c and economic 
studies called for under a standing executive order. According to a 
Republican environmental regulator from Ohio who cochaired the 
EPA appointed advisory panel, the administration chose a process 
“that would support the conclusion they wanted to reach.”41

Racial Disparities. In January 2004, it was disclosed that a federal 
report on racial disparities in health was revised at the direction 
of top administration offi cials in the Department of Health and 
Human Services. The early draft of the report that was issued by 
the Institute of Medicine, a branch of the National Academy of 
Sciences, showed stronger imbalances and emphasized the lack of 
equality. That report suggested that widespread racial differences in 
health care were rooted in historic and contemporary inequities. 
According to a member of the IOM committee, the fi nal version 
“does not really help people focus on the major problem areas.”42

Report on World Terrorism. In June 2004, the U.S. State Department 
issued a report on the incidence of terrorism around the world. Citing 
a reduction of acts of terrorism between 2002 and 2003, the deputy 
secretary of state commented that “you will fi nd in these pages clear 
evidence that we are prevailing in the fi ght.”43 After expressions of 
concern by members of Congress, the State Department revised its 
data. Issuing the revised report, John Brennan, the Director of the 
Terrorist Threat Integration Center (TTIC), commented:

Numerous factors contributed to the inaccurate informa-
tion contained in the 2003 Patterns of Global Terrorism 
publication. TTIC provided incomplete statistics to CIA, 
which incorporated those statistics into material passed to 
the Department of State. . . . There was insuffi cient review 
and quality control throughout the entire data compilation, 
drafting and publication process, including the inaccurate 
and incomplete database numbers provided by TTIC.44
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There are also times when political actors want to avoid defi ning 
performance measures that will hold them accountable for action. 
One example of this involves attempts to avoid developing a set of 
specifi c benchmarks for measuring progress toward military and 
political stability in Iraq. The defense spending bill that was passed 
by Congress in May 2005 required the Defense Department to 
devise a comprehensive set of performance indicators and measures 
of stability and security. These included measures of the number 
of engagements per day, the number of trained Iraqi forces, the 
strength of the Iraqi insurgency, as well as indicators of economic 
activity in Iraq. According to some observers, the White House has 
been resisting the development of such data.45

Performance Information and Multiple Types 
of Agencies

As has been discussed earlier, it is diffi cult to establish a single 
standard for performance measurement activities that is appropriate 
in all situations. Attempts to create one-size-fi ts-all requirements 
frequently include assumptions that there are universal information 
approaches to meet these requirements. It is important to acknowledge
that organizations differ from one another in terms of their work 
and activities, their interests and perspectives, and the type of 
policy involved. As a result, we should assume that performance 
information also varies in terms of the types of agencies that are 
involved. Agencies vary in a number of ways. Several authors provide 
typologies about organizational types that are relevant to this issue.

James Q. Wilson has argued that agencies differ from one 
another in two main respects. (See discussion in chapter 3.) He 
writes: “Can the activities of their operators be observed? Can 
the results of those activities be observed? The fi rst factor involves 
outputs—what the teachers, doctors, lawyers, engineers, police 
offi cers, and grant-givers do on a day-to-day basis. . . . The second 
factor involves outcomes—how, if at all, the world changes because of 
the outputs.”46 Wilson notes that observing outputs and outcomes 
produces four kinds of agencies. They are:

Production organizations, where both outputs and outcomes can 
be observed. Information within these organizations is relatively 
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straightforward and clear; both outputs and outcomes can be 
counted.

Procedural organizations, where outputs but not outcomes can 
be observed. Information within these organizations may describe 
what is done within the organization (often in process terms) but 
cannot provide a sense of the outcomes of those activities.

Craft organizations, where outcomes but not outputs can be 
observed. Information within these organizations is not able to 
describe what is done but can document the effects of that activity.

Coping organizations, where neither outputs nor outcomes can 
be observed. This is the most problematic type of organization for 
information collection. It is diffi cult to collect information about 
what is done or the impact of that activity. In these organizations, 
Wilson notes that there is likely to be a high degree of confl ict 
between managers and operators, particularly in those organizations 
that must cope with clients not of their own choosing.47

It is not always easy to determine whether outputs or outcomes 
can be observed or agreed upon. Dall Forsythe has commented,

Debate over whether to use output or outcome data may 
refl ect differences in interests as well as perspectives. In 
monitoring activities of the U.S. Forest Service, for exam-
ple, the lumber industry and its allies focus on traditional 
output measures such as board feet of timber harvested and 
associated revenue. Environmentalists, in contrast, down-
play timber-cutting goals and are trying to develop broader 
indicators of ecosystem health to assess the agency’s success 
or failure.”48

Other types of organizations with responsibilities for 
implementing different types of policies also create particular issues 
for performance information collection. The Lowi typology that 
differentiates between redistributive, regulatory, and distributive or 
developmental policies is one frequently used framework.49 These 
three types create different demands on performance information.

Redistributive policies have been defi ned in several ways. In one 
defi nition, these are simply the policies that derive from zero-sum 
politics: some groups win and some lose in the pushing and pulling 
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of the political system. Policies in this area might take the form of 
targeting specifi c population groups that are viewed as particularly 
needy, or the establishment of rights for groups that require protection. 
Methods of redistribution may focus on individuals (e.g., income 
transfer programs or vouchers) or focus on groups. Within this latter 
category, programs may emphasize the territorial discrepancies within 
the country (e.g., disparities between regions) or particular groups 
within a geographic area. In these instances, redistribution occurs 
between levels of government rather than between government and an 
individual. Redistributive policies do create tensions in performance 
information collection as groups that “win” want to show that the 
policy is effective while groups that have “lost” want to show that the 
policy decision has not been effective in achieving its ends.

Regulatory policies focus on the imposition of limitations or 
control of behavior of certain individuals or groups for the benefi t of 
the broader society. These limitations can be imposed on individuals, 
on private groups, or on other governments. These limitations are 
often referred to as mandates, whereby grantees are provided funds 
conditioned by their agreement to accept certain requirements or 
standards. Regulatory policies set up expectations in terms of both 
those regulated and those who regulate. As a result, the performance 
information that is devised in those settings attempts to show formal 
compliance with the policies but also to minimize the disruption 
that would come from such compliance.

Distributive or developmental policies are considered to be policies 
for which the benefi ts or results are concentrated or clearly 
focused; they have been defi ned with the following characteristics: 
they provide subsidies to encourage private activities; they convey 
tangible governmental benefi ts to individuals, groups, or fi rms; 
they appear to produce only winners, not losers; they are typically 
based on decisions guided by short-run consequences; they involve 
a high degree of cooperation and mutually rewarding logrolling; 
they are marked by low visibility; and they are fairly stable over 
time.50 Performance information desired from these policy settings 
can be expected to indicate that recipients of program funds should 
continue to receive funds in the future.

While the Lowi typology is useful, often programs and policies 
are constructed around multiple approaches. Contained within 
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a single program or piece of legislation may be more than one 
type of approach. This makes it diffi cult to sort out the type of 
information that would be useful. Agencies may fi nd themselves 
implementing multiple programs that have very different approaches 
to information.

Networks, Partnerships, and Intergovernmental Policies
If this variety of organizations and policies were not complicated 

enough, in recent years there has been a dramatic increase in 
programs and policies that cross traditional organizational and 
sectoral lines. The growth of networks and partnerships has meant 
that the boundaries between organizations and policy arenas are 
less distinct than they were in the past. This has occurred because 
changes within the society and limited resources have required the 
involvement of a range of actors to assure program effectiveness. 
For example, over the past two decades, those who are concerned 
about rural development have acknowledged that changes for 
the rural population require involvement not only of traditional 
agricultural organizations and players but also of education, health, 
housing, economic development, and environmental actors.51 Some 
policymakers, such as those in health, have thought about devising 
partnerships that would require information networks.52 Situations 
in which there is increased interdependency between players 
clearly complexifi es the performance information collection task. 
Organizations are likely to vary considerably in the data systems 
that they have put in place; even if the system is considered to be 
effective when viewed within the organization’s boundaries, most 
of the systems that have been devised are not easily converted to 
integrated data systems.

In addition, there has been a growing perception that many 
policy areas cross jurisdictional lines. Thus interdependencies 
between federal, state, and local levels of government have 
become much more common than they were in the past (see 
chapter 7). And in some cases, the growth of globalization means 
that programs and policies require involvement of actors beyond 
national boundaries. Heinrich has commented that although one 
of the goals of the Workforce Investment Act was to standardize 
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the types of performance data collected and to compel states to 
develop capacity to produce more accurate and comparable 
measures of program performance, the fl exibility and discretion of 
states built into the program made this very diffi cult.53 Agencies 
that implement more than one program may be faced with very 
different relationships between federal and nonfederal actors. David 
Frederickson’s analysis of the performance management activities 
for Medicare and Medicaid contrasts the two efforts. He quotes 
an offi cial involved in the implementation of the program: “There 
is really only one Medicare program, but there are essentially 56 
separate Medicaid programs.”54

Conclusion
As this discussion suggests, the assumptions about information 

that are integral to the performance movement do not “fi t” the 
variegated world of program design, demands, and forms that makes 
up the U.S. policy and program system. It is probably helpful to 
summarize the argument by comparing the six assumptions that 
make up what I called the “unreal or naïve approach” with the 
reality.

Information is already available. Organizations have found that 
the information that may already be available is not appropriate for 
the functions that are expected from various actors involved in the 
performance movement. The existing information may focus on 
other aspects of the decision process (inputs, processes, or outputs) 
but do not emphasize program outcomes. They have also learned 
that data systems vary in terms of the design of the program.

Information is neutral. This assumption is particularly diffi cult to 
support in programs within the public sector. Multiple players in a 
democracy have very different expectations about what they believe 
is true and what is false. One actor’s “fact” is another actor’s “value.” 
This has a direct effect on what is measured and how. When one 
scratches the surface, one is likely to fi nd biases of various sorts 
within data systems. Some sources are more value laden than others. 
The complexity of the policy and program world means that we 
cannot acquire information in the way that traditional social scientists 
suggest. Because various players are likely to use the information to 
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meet their varied agendas, it is rational for those who are the subject 
of the data to fi nd ways to game the system.55

We know what we are measuring. Many programs—particularly 
those with large expenditures attached to them—have multiple 
and often confl icting goals. The policymaking process very rarely 
produces programs with clear and easily defi ned goals. Multiple 
goals make it extremely diffi cult to determine whether a program 
is successful or not. In addition, programs that involve multiple 
actors (particularly intergovernmental programs with high degrees 
of discretion to state or local agencies) are designed to minimize 
the federal role. If the federal government requires specifi c forms of 
information from these third parties, they view this as a somewhat 
indirect way of establishing federal control. In addition, information 
that seeks to measure program quality often requires qualitative data 
that are diffi cult to aggregate.

We can defi ne cause-effect relationships in programs. While this is 
true for some programs, many programs are based on incomplete 
understanding of cause-effect relationships. Indeed, often programs 
are designed as natural experiments, providing various intervention 
strategies because it is not clear what causes something to occur. 
In addition, the impact of many programs and policies is so closely 
related to broader environmental and contextual changes that it is 
diffi cult to attribute causation to the intervention.

Baseline information is available. Very few public organizations 
have had the kind of baseline information available that would allow 
someone to determine whether there has been an improvement or 
not in program performance. One can attribute this to a number 
of causes. First, those who determine budget allocations have been 
reluctant to appropriate funds for such information. Second, it is 
not clear to program administrators that such an investment of 
resources will make any difference, because decisions about the 
program are political rather than technical in nature. And third, the 
external environment changes so rapidly that what is measured at 
one point in time is not relevant at a future date.

Almost all activities can be measured and quantifi ed. This assumption 
collides with several realities. It ignores the importance of assessing 
qualitative attributes of programs; program service deliverers are 
often most concerned about quality issues, and many of these are 
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not appropriate for quantifi cation. It also leads to behaviors in 
which offi cials are attracted to the development of data systems 
that measure what is easy to measure. In addition, individuals inside 
the organization skew their production to meet the requirements, 
whether or not these requirements actually lead to achievement 
of an effort’s goals. And, as the familiar maxim puts it, “garbage in, 
garbage out.”

Elaine Waters faces a situation in which she has signifi cant 
questions about the kinds of information that are being 
collected in the school that her children attends. She 
knows that the information is useful to at least one of 
her children’s teachers but that it is misleading and hardly 
neutral for the other two. She does not believe that the 
tests that are given to the students really measure learning 
and problem solving skills. And she doesn’t think that the 
teachers really know what causes some children to do 
well on the tests and others not. She is afraid that the two 
children who learn in a different way will be labelled as 
nonachievers by the school, which may limit their future 
educational opportunities. Because she knows that many 
teachers agree with her and share her concerns, her strategy 
is to develop allies among them and organize other parents 
who are worried about the same issues.
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Competing 
Values in a 
Global Context: 
Performance 
Activities in 9 the World Bank

  Brian Segretti is a staff member 
at the World Bank who has been given the task of 
devising a social accountability agenda for three countries 
in South America. He has been at the Bank for more 
than a decade and has been frustrated in his attempts to 
develop projects that meet the Bank’s “effi ciency” agenda 
but are at the same time responsive to the concerns of 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) within countries. 
He has experienced a range of projects that do not avoid 
corrupt practices within the countries and often seem 
to do more to reinforce centralized power within those 
countries than to meet citizen needs. He is hard pressed to 
defi ne accountability relationships within these projects.

Segretti has been intrigued by the development of strat-
egies that seek to improve the performance of programs sup-
ported by the World Bank and by other international bodies. 
It seems that every day he reads about efforts to improve 
public sector management around the world by adopting 
private sector practices (such as decentralization and using 
market-based concepts such as consumer satisfaction). These 
efforts have been called the New Public Management.

While he fi nds these public management reform ap-
proaches quite convincing, he believes that projects will 
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not be effective until they fi nd ways to engage the citizens 
who are supposed to be the benefi ciaries of these project 
services. He has seen too many projects that were designed, 
managed, and evaluated without input from these citizens. 
Given that, one should not be surprised that programs are 
not seen to be effective. Over the past fi fteen years or so, 
he has learned that NGO groups that represent citizens 
provide a vehicle for input at all stages of the project cycle. 
They can help to formulate project design elements and 
can be involved in a range of performance monitoring ac-
tivities. These activities are often called initiatives that fos-
ter social accountability. But these groups often have an 
agenda that is at odds with the stance of government of-
fi cials within their country.

Segretti hasn’t fi gured out a way to balance these two 
approaches. He fi nds it interesting that both the public sec-
tor management advocates and those who accentuate the 
role of NGOs are attracted to some of the same techniques 
(such as budget analysis and report cards). But he knows 
that these two groups approach these techniques with dif-
ferent values and agendas. It is a challenge to fi gure out a 
way to deal with these two approaches within the confi nes 
of the World Bank.

Although much of this book deals with performance issues 
within the United States, concern about performance and account-
ability is found across the globe. Indeed, the initial activity within 
the United States was modeled on past experience in New Zealand 
(and to a lesser extent Australia and Britain).1

The New Zealand activity took place in a centralized and small 
country where it was relatively easy to focus on outcomes. In addi-
tion to the scale and simplicity of the New Zealand governmental 
structure, the performance activity took place during a period of 
major change, when private sector and public choice theories drove 
the reform process.

As the concept is applied to developing countries, there is a clear 
challenge: how can one link the concerns of public sector manage-
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ment reforms with the values of NGOs and civil society advocates? 
There is increasing attention to the role of these latter two groups 
in addressing development needs. This was the challenge faced by 
the World Bank as it attempted to support performance activities 
within the context of its relationships with developing countries. 
The Bank actually supported two types of activities related to per-
formance. One, called “civic engagement,” focused on a bottom-
up process by which NGOs defi ned performance outcomes and 
were involved in assessing the achievement of those outcomes. 
The other drew from the New Zealand experience and was a top-
down effort that emphasized effi ciency outcomes and market-based 
solutions.

This discussion illustrates two faces of the performance move-
ment and uses examples of activities within the World Bank (or 
recommended by the Bank) that are viewed as a part of that move-
ment. The two approaches within the Bank rarely interact with one 
another. At the same time, the Bank has adopted techniques such as 
report cards and budget analysis without acknowledging that there 
are different values that undergird use of these techniques. For ex-
ample, when a government agency devises report cards to compare 
different program settings with one another, that agency focuses 
on program implementation within the government structure. By 
contrast, when a civil society group advocates use of report cards, it 
is often attempting to show how the government does not serve a 
particular citizen or client group.

The two strategies undertaken in the World Bank illustrate the 
impact of different value sets in approaching performance activities. 
The examples that are included in this discussion emerge from the 
Public Sector Management Group of the Bank (a group that em-
phasizes administrative reform, decentralization, and anticorruption 
activities) and from the Social Development Group (which empha-
sizes civil society activity and uses the term “social accountability” 
to describe its approach).

The Social Development Group
This World Bank group seeks to fi nd a way to determine how 

what they call “civic engagement” fi ts into a macro system that in-
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cludes the policy framework, the regulatory environment, resources 
(information), and capacities. Civic engagement, or social account-
ability, according to this approach, includes the following:

• Budget formulation
• Budget analysis
• Budget tracking
• Performance monitoring:
 ° Report card surveys
 ° Community scorecards

The Backdrop to the Term “Social Accountability”
According to Sasha Courville, many of the issues related to 

social accountability are associated with an array of initiatives and 
coalitions of actors subsumed in the expression “corporate social 
responsibility.” According to Courville, “These actors are mainly 
private, nonstate bodies working to address social justice and social 
accountability issues—issues that are generally seen to be in the 
public good—within the context of the private sector.”2

The effort began with concern about the lack of government 
enforcement of requirements involving environmental issues. It 
soon was expanded to include social justice issues involving labor 
practices; trade unions, businesses, and NGOs were committed to 
voluntary standards for workplaces based on International Labour 
Organization and other human rights conventions. An organization 
called Social Accountability International works to improve work-
places and combat sweatshops through the expansion and further 
development of the international workplace standard. This standard, 
called SA8000, was devised in 1996 through an international multi-
stakeholder advisory board.

About the same time, similar issues were surfacing within the 
World Bank. The Bank’s Independent Inspection Panel recom-
mended that the Bank’s Board of Executive Directors authorize a 
full investigation of the Yacyreta Hydroelectric Dam, located on the 
border between Argentina and Paraguay. A claim had been fi led in 
September 1996 that asserted that the project had “serious impacts 
on [local people’s] standards of living, their economic well-being 
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and their health.”3 The Bank Information Center also noted that 
during the 1980s and 1990s there was increased pressure to adopt 
policies that were sensitive to environmental and social impacts of 
Multilateral Development Bank projects.4 These activities resulted 
in a commitment within the Bank to attempt to assess the impact of 
their projects on grassroots populations. It assumed that it was not 
possible to get such information only from governments; thus the 
bottom-up approach to performance became a point of emphasis.

NGO Activity: Budget Analysis
As an increasing number of critics pointed to the lack of ef-

fectiveness of top-down, global approaches to change, a number of 
activities were undertaken during this period by NGOs committed 
to social change and empowerment of otherwise powerless groups 
within a particular country. The International Budget Project (IBP) 
of the U.S. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities was created in 
the 1990s to assist NGOs and researchers in their efforts both to 
analyze budget policies and to improve budget processes and insti-
tutions. It became a model for similar activities supported or en-
couraged by the World Bank.

The project is especially interested in assisting with applied re-
search that is of use in ongoing policy debates and with research on 
the effects of budget policies on the poor. This is a form of perfor-
mance assessment that is not often used in the United States. The 
overarching goal of the project is to make budget systems more 
responsive to the needs of society and, accordingly, to make these 
systems more transparent and accountable to the public. The project 
works primarily with researchers and NGOs in developing coun-
tries or new democracies.

The project organized or helped pull together an assortment 
of conferences and meetings. Most notably, in December 1997 the 
Center hosted a skill-building conference for researchers and NGO 
personnel working on budget issues. All regions of the world were 
represented, with attendees coming from Argentina, Brazil, Chile, 
Egypt, Germany, India, Israel, Lebanon, Mexico, Namibia, Paki-
stan, Peru, the Philippines, Poland, Russia, South Africa, the United 
States, and the West Bank.
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The fourth international conference organized by the IBP 
took place in Mexico City March 9–13, 2000. It brought together 
140 delegates from forty countries with an interest in applied bud-
get work to share the diverse experiences, accomplishments, and 
challenges of this work by civil society advocates around the world. 
It was cohosted by several Mexican NGOs.

Other current activities of the project include joint research 
projects. One example is the Budget Transparency and Participa-
tion Scorecard for South Africa. Another is an examination of the 
feasibility of the creation of a government budget analysis institu-
tion in Israel that would be independent of the executive branch. 
This work is being undertaken with the Israeli group Adva. Besides 
informing the specifi c budget debates in those countries, the goals 
of these projects include the possibility that they can serve as model 
analyses that could be used in other countries.

According to the International Budget organization, its niche

refl ects, in part, the dramatic transformations in systems of 
governments over the past decade. Dozens of countries have 
shifted from being closed to open societies and are con-
structing more participatory decision-making processes. 
The goals of this ongoing process extend beyond the es-
tablishment of free elections. Open and democratic socie-
ties require an informed citizenry, public participation, and 
governing processes that are transparent. Establishing open 
institutions and participatory decision-making processes is 
a daunting challenge, particularly in countries that have for 
their entire history been ruled by non-democratic regimes.

The nature of a country’s budget process and the ac-
tual decisions on government budgets will play large roles 
in determining whether a country can meet the above 
challenges. The budget is perhaps the most important 
policy document, and the decisions made on the budget 
have profound effects on a nation’s citizens. There is also a 
growing consensus that budget decisions need to be sub-
jected to public scrutiny and debate.

As evidence of this growing consensus, there has been 
increased support given to non-governmental researchers 
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undertaking independent and applied budget analysis. For 
instance, the Ford Foundation funds non-governmental 
policy organizations with a focus on analyzing budget and 
tax decisions in countries around the world.5 

The Brazilian Forum on the Budget is another example of a 
bottom-up approach. It was formed by a coalition of over twenty 
Brazilian civil society organizations to promote socioeconomic de-
velopment without environmental destruction, while also seeking 
the redistribution of income and wealth. It operates by monitoring 
and analyzing the federal public budget and creating mechanisms to 
broaden public participation in the budget process. It has no legal 
status, political allegiance, or religious affi liation. While advocacy for 
effective public policies involves initiatives that go beyond the bud-
get, the budget is critical to the defi nition of public policies. Thus 
the forum intends to propose measures to democratize the budget 
process, particularly throughout the design of the Pluriannual Plan 
Act, Budget Guidelines Act, and Annual Budget Act, as well as the 
rendering of accounts by the executive branch of government.

Still another budget effort is found in Pathey, the Center for 
Budget Analysis and Policy Priorities, located in Ahmedabad, India, 
in the state of Gujarat. It analyzes budgets of all departments of the 
state as well as the federal government of India, especially in terms 
of provisions and commitments made towards the poor and power-
less by the policy priorities of the government. Its analyses are con-
frontational in nature to create a demand for the ruling government 
to explain its positions during the budget debate. It does applied 
budget analysis for advocacy and lobbying activities with elected 
representatives to both the state assembly and national parliament to 
address how poor people are left out of budget policies and priori-
ties. It examines budget spending trends and the impact of budget 
policies on the poor. The organization regularly provides training 
programs to build other NGOs, social activities, and researchers’ 
capacity in budget analysis and good governance.

Much of the activity related to budget analysis has focused on 
the distribution of resources to previously ignored populations, in-
cluding women. Advocates for gender equity have sought to ex-
amine the budget as it refl ects priorities, values, and social norms.6 
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These analyses have often been linked to direct advocacy with pol-
icy makers and have also sought to bring more women into the 
budgetary process. The earliest example of gendered budget analysis 
was done in Australia in the mid-1980s with the creation of a wom-
en’s budget—an assessment of public sector spending for gender 
impact. Changes in the Australian government, however, contrib-
uted to a decline of interest in gender budgets, but other countries 
adopted the process. It is diffi cult to determine the exact impact of 
budget analyses, but they are viewed as efforts that contribute to the 
public dialogue about programs and policies.

NGO Activity: Report Cards
Unlike the budget analysis, which tends to focus on the vari-

ous stages of the budget process (budget formulation, budget analy-
sis, and expenditure monitoring), another technique that was de-
vised by NGOs in the 1990s focused on performance monitoring 
through report cards. The report card potential received signifi cant 
attention from the World Bank and was highlighted by the Partici-
pation and Civic Engagement Group of the Social Development 
Department. Often the use of the report card was not linked to the 
agenda of particular NGO groups but, rather, was used as a mecha-
nism to compare performance of government agencies.

According to one of its major proponents, Samuel Paul of the 
Public Affairs Center in Bangalore, India, this intervention was de-
vised to assure that citizens who are also consumers of public ser-
vices are watchful and able to assert their rights. Paul has written:

By withholding information, public service agencies tend 
to weaken the bargaining power of their customers or the 
public they are meant to serve. The deadlines for providing 
a service or solving a problem, the standards pertaining to 
the quality of services and the rights of the customers with 
respect to service provisions are seldom disclosed to the 
people. Some observers believe that a weak civil society 
has encouraged those in authority to “highjack” the gov-
ernment and its agencies to serve their narrow and sectar-
ian interests rather than public well being in the true sense. 

fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   221fromCK.gup-radin-000_000.indd   221 4/24/06   1:32:20 PM4/24/06   1:32:20 PM



The only time citizens are active is during elections. They 
may occasionally use the vote to throw out some political 
parties and leaders who exceed the limits. But between 
elections, people behave as if they are helpless spectators.7

Although report cards and customer service have been used 
in developed countries for some years (particularly in the private 
sector and in the public sector to compare performance of public 
organizations involved in delivering the same service),8 Samuel Paul 
was able to adapt the technique to the values of NGO agendas. He 
focused on citizen (not organizational) report cards and has argued 
that it is a “cost-effective way for a government to fi nd out whether 
its services are reaching the people, especially the poor. Users of a 
public service can tell the government a lot about the quality and 
value of a service.”9 Paul has noted that this form of information 
feedback is a way to minimize the “take it or leave it” attitude due 
to the reality that the government is the sole supplier of most es-
sential services.

The fi rst report card done by the Public Affairs Center was is-
sued in 1994 on Bangalore’s municipal services, water supply, elec-
tricity, telecom, and transport. The report card was based on random 
sample surveys of users of services and involved public ratings on 
different aspects of service quality (such as availability of services, 
usage, satisfaction, service standards, and perceived level of corrup-
tion). The ratings were issued publicly and received signifi cant me-
dia publicity. Public discussions that followed brought the issues 
into the open and civil society groups began to organize themselves 
to voice their demands for better performance.

The report cards approach is constructed on the assumption 
that citizens have access to information they need to assess their 
satisfaction with services or government. It provides a means for 
accountability in contexts where people do not want to or cannot 
commit themselves to other forms of participation.

The fi rst Bangalore citizen report cards were followed up with 
a second rating in 1999, and improvements were refl ected in some-
what better ratings than the agencies received the fi rst time around. 
At the same time, some agencies remained indifferent, and corrup-
tion levels continued to be high. A third survey was done in 2003, 
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resulting in what Samuel Paul called “a surprising turnaround” in 
the city’s services. It noted a remarkable rise in the citizen ratings of 
almost all of the agencies. Not only did public satisfaction improve 
across the board, but problem incidence and corruption seem to 
have declined perceptibly in the routine transactions between the 
public and the agencies.

Another citizen report card was undertaken by the Public Af-
fairs Center in the Mumbai, India, slums. It was designed to deter-
mine information on the state of key public services in this area, to 
enable a coalition of NGOs to press for improved service delivery, 
and to generate inputs for greater citizen participation in policy 
formulation and program design. This study had two parts: one was 
for benchmarking (the assessment of overall availability, usage, and 
satisfaction and reasons for dissatisfaction with public services). The 
second was diagnostic (assessment of services where high levels of 
dissatisfaction were experienced, to identify the nature of stress, 
hidden costs, and initiatives for citizen participation). The response 
by the slum dwellers indicated that most preferred not to complain, 
that complaints fell on deaf ears, that problems never got solved, 
that bribery was not a way to solve problems, that there were not 
enough NGO efforts, and that they were ready to pay more for 
better service.

A similar effort was undertaken within the Philippines. The 
Philippine process involves multiple data collection methods to as-
sess awareness of service, availability of service, use/non-use of ser-
vice, satisfaction with service, comparisons of service, costs of ser-
vice (actual and hidden), and recommendations for improvement. It 
involves the following methods:

 Reviews of offi cial records
 Field visits
 Community interviews
 Key informant interviews
 Participant observation
 Focus group interviews
 Direct observation
 Questionnaires
 One-time survey
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 Panel surveys
 The census

Issues for the survey were identifi ed through focus group dis-
cussion. Dissemination included consultation with public service 
providers, consultations with Parliament, and public advocacy.10

Other NGO Activity: Anticorruption Efforts
Over the years, a number of NGOs across the globe have be-

come increasingly concerned about citizens’ ability to access in-
formation about their governments. They believe this information 
should be transparent and available to all citizens. As one of the 
groups involved in what they call the “global integrity approach” 
has noted, “Corruption erodes public trust in government, under-
mines the rule of law, weakens the state, and hinders economic 
growth by discouraging investment. Corruption has an extremely 
negative impact on social and civil society maturation and the es-
tablishment of effective and responsive democratic government.”11 
Both the Center for Public Integrity and Transparency Interna-
tional have released indices that rate the existence and effectiveness 
of mechanisms that prevent abuse of power and promote public 
integrity.

The Public Integrity Index, a compilation of detailed data and 
comparative country perspectives of mechanisms in place to pre-
vent abuses of power and promote public integrity, was released 
by the Center for Public Integrity in May 2004. Using a blend 
of social science and journalism, in-country teams of independent 
social scientists and investigative journalists report on the reality of 
corruption and anticorruption mechanisms in twenty-fi ve coun-
tries. The Public Integrity Index measures three things: (1) the ex-
istence of public integrity mechanisms, including laws and insti-
tutions that promote public accountability and limit corruption; 
(2) the effectiveness of these mechanisms; and (3) the access that 
citizens have to public information to hold their government ac-
countable. Indicators of existence assess the laws, regulations, and 
agencies or equivalently functioning mechanisms that are in place in 
a particular country. Indicators of effectiveness assess such aspects of 
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public integrity as protection from political interference, appoint-
ments that support the independence of an agency; professional, 
full-time staff and funding; regular reports to the legislature; inde-
pendently initiated investigation; and imposition of penalties. Indi-
cators of citizen access assess the ready availability of public reports 
within a reasonable time period and at a reasonable cost.

The information that is developed by all of these activities has 
a life of its own. It can be used by the press, it may be used to orga-
nize and focus demonstrations and other forms of social protest, and 
it may also be used as a part of a legal strategy. In countries such as 
India and the United States, citizens and their associations have used 
litigation as a way of bringing themselves directly into the judi-
cial accountability process. Using tools available through litigation, 
these groups have become part of an offi cial fact-fi nding process. 
Courts in many countries are being reformed to increase the direct 
participation of poor people, enabling organizations to prosecute 
abuses of the rights of socially excluded groups and to hold power-
holders more directly accountable to the poor.

According to Anne Marie Goetz and Rob Jenkins, many of the 
NGO efforts involving accountability have come from dissatisfaction 
with state-led experiments, which, they note, often seem driven by 
public relations concerns. They argue that “the suggestion that those 
worst affl icted by abuses of power ought to be directly involved in 
checking those abuses is hugely unfair.” Further, they write:

It is, moreover, unrealistic to expect relentlessly valiant 
behavior of ordinary people, who often lack the voice 
resources of other social groups—elite connections, edu-
cation, media savvy. In many cases, voice initiatives—for 
instance, certain democratic decentralization programs 
and right to information laws—have resulted neither from 
pressure by the poor, nor from pure altruism. . . .

Citizens’ accountability initiatives, particularly those 
that end up establishing scrutiny processes parallel to, rather 
than in partnership with, offi cial horizontal accountability 
institutions, have their own problems. The substitution of 
citizens’ informal institutions for state accountability in-
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stitutions inevitably runs into problems of legitimate au-
thority, controls on power, and at the same time, limited 
impact.12

The Public Sector Management Group
Still another stream of change that is related to performance 

activity in the World Bank stems from the fi eld that has come to be 
known as the New Public Management. This international move-
ment has focused on such interventions as institutional rules and 
organizational routines affecting expenditure planning and fi nancial 
management; civil service and labor relations; procurement; orga-
nization and methods; and audit and evaluation.13 For the most 
part, despite its advocacy of decentralization and the market model, 
this activity focuses on a top-down approach inside of government. 
Its approach rests on government-wide strategies and central man-
agement agencies. While the best-known examples of its approach 
have been found in the UK, New Zealand, and Australia (largely in 
the 1980s), it has also reached into the management reform efforts 
in the United States (the National Performance Review during 
the Clinton administration) and structured the program of the Or-
ganisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)’s 
public management activities (known as PUMA).

The New Zealand activity received signifi cant attention within 
this movement because its agenda took place across a wide range 
of areas (expenditure planning, fi nancial management, organization, 
civil service, and labor relations) within a three-year period and be-
cause its arguments were developed in terms of economic theories 
of organization and government.14 As one analyst noted, the public 
choice theory that underpinned the effort attempted to “institu-
tionalize a clear distinction between ‘outputs’ and ‘outcomes’”; he 
described the reliance on policy markets as “usually imagined rather 
than real.”15 Contracts would replace traditional public service, and 
these contracts would be developed around specifi c resources pro-
vided by one side and performance with those resources by the 
other. Most of the activity occurred inside of government with 
minimal consultative effort.
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The small scale and simplicity of the New Zealand govern-
mental structure minimized the problems associated with focusing 
on outcomes in other political systems. In many public programs, 
outcomes cannot be measured or determined in the short run; it 
requires decades to determine whether the programs actually ac-
complish their goals. As a result, many systems tend to focus on 
what they call intermediate outcomes or outputs (such as measures 
of numbers of individuals served by a program).

At the same time that this was taking place, a dramatic change 
was made in the country’s electoral system. In 1996, a system of 
proportional representation was introduced that replaced the single- 
member constituency.  About half of the members of Parliament 
would be elected in the traditional manner, with the other half 
elected from nationwide party lists. This change moved the country 
from running a two-party system to producing multi-party parlia-
ments. This meant that single-party majority governments were re-
placed by coalitions and/or minority governments.

In 2001, a Labour-led coalition government came into power 
as a result of the new electoral system. That government commis-
sioned a review of the public management activities and concluded 
that the existing system did not make interaction with govern-
ment easy for citizens; it lacked a systematic approach to setting and 
achieving outcomes; and it did not understand and meet the needs 
of the Maori Pacifi c Island population.16

Despite these changes within New Zealand itself, for more 
than a decade the New Zealand experience became the model for 
management reform activity in the Bank and other international 
bodies without attention to a number of attributes in these ac-
tivities that limit the ability of other countries to follow the New 
Zealand model:

• The structure, scale, and context of New Zealand. It is a rela-
tively homogeneous, small, monocameral parliamentary  system.

• The value framework that underpinned the reform agenda. No 
attention was given to distributional consequences of the activ-
ity. The efforts emphasized central control agencies and did not 
focus on those in the society who were poor or powerless.
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• The contract process tended to support managers who would 
take a checklist approach to accountability—if it’s not specifi ed, 
it’s not my responsibility.

• The unanticipated consequences of the reliance on the market 
for much of the change. The most frequently cited problem 
was the proliferation of agencies and fragmentation.

The attempt to use the New Zealand experience as a model 
for change in developing countries was roundly criticized by Allen 
Schick, a noted fi nancial management academic and a consultant 
to the Public Sector Group of the World Bank. In a seminar in 
1998, Schick’s remarks, “Why Most Developing Countries Should 
Not Try New Zealand Reforms,” noted that the Bank and other 
international organizations had showcased New Zealand’s reforms 
and “some of the architects of the reforms have crisscrossed the 
globe extolling the virtues and portability of their country’s ver-
sion of results-oriented public management.” Schick argued that 
“there are important preconditions for successfully implementing 
the New Public Management (NPM) approach; these should not 
be ignored by countries striving to uplift themselves after decades 
of mismanagement.” Further, he noted, “can a country which gets 
things done by relying on informal practices that violate prescribed 
management rules sensibly broaden the discretion of managers 
while resorting to contractual formalities to safeguard public values 
and interests?”17

Despite Schick’s warnings, both developed and developing 
countries were attracted to strategies that involved both an increase 
in managerial discretion and a reliance on performance contract-
ing.18 OECD noted that “devolving responsibilities and providing 
fl exibility are corner-stones of reforms aimed at improving per-
formance. Managers and organizations are given more freedom in 
operational decisions and unnecessary constraints are removed. In 
exchange, managers can be held accountable for results. Detailed 
control of input and processes is replaced by new incentives and 
focus on performance.”19

Many of the proponents of this approach are trained or are at 
least comfortable with an economic perspective on performance 
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and change. For this reason, they are able to infl uence the coun-
try-assigned staff within the Bank who have responsibility for the 
loans and projects supported by the international organization. In 
many instances they have more weight within the power structure 
of the Bank than do the proponents of the social accountability 
 approach.

Government-Based Accountability Programs
While concern about accountability has become a global 

agenda item, it is not always easy to determine the motivation for 
this agenda. For some, the agenda is related to a concern about 
improving the effectiveness and effi ciency of existing programs. 
For others, the private sector rhetoric about customer satisfaction 
pushes a government to devise methods of delivering services in 
a way that meets “customer” or citizen needs. For still others, ac-
countability is related to anticorruption concerns. In some cases, 
the accountability agenda is tied to political relationships inside a 
government or to an attempt to control the way that programs are 
being administered by others (such as regional or local governments 
or third-party providers). In still other cases, these efforts are tied to 
the requirements of external funders (such as the Bank or other do-
nors). The techniques that were developed by NGO groups often 
were adopted by governments that sought to increase their ability 
to target programs to particular client groups. These include com-
munity scorecards, citizen report card surveys, and training and de-
cision-making efforts to involve a broader range of participants in 
the planning and allocation processes.

Because these activities are government-driven, they can re-
fl ect the political situation within a country. For example, follow-
ing the political change in Peru, the new leaders found that there 
was a misuse of public institutions and social programs. The new 
government sought to develop collective action towards democ-
racy between social organizations and political parties, to develop 
dialogue and negotiation mechanisms within an institutional and 
democratic framework, and to form a government with a national 
consensus. Three national processes were stressed: a concerted pro-
cess for a fi ght against poverty, the elaboration of national develop-
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ment objectives, and decentralization reform. A national agreement 
was defi ned around thirty state policies by seven national parties, 
the church, industry, business, labor unions, and others. A regional 
level of authority was developed with requirements that participa-
tory budgeting and concerted planning mechanisms be used at lo-
cal and regional levels.

The Peru effort was viewed as an initiative incorporating trans-
parency and participation as key components. The approach that 
was taken was possible because of the political change that took 
place within the country and included the following actions to 
promote social accountability:

• Participatory budgeting in municipalities and regions
• Report cards of protected programs
• Independent budget analysis conducted by civil society organi-

zations
• Monitoring system of protected programs led by an ombuds-

man and involving others outside of government.20

The World Bank’s “Take” on Social Accountability
As was noted at the beginning of this discussion, the World 

Bank’s concern about issues related to social accountability stems 
from two very different parts of the Bank’s structure. The Public 
Sector Management Group is in tune with the New Public Man-
agement agenda, highlighting administrative reform, decentraliza-
tion, and anticorruption. This part of the Bank does not use the term 
social accountability and is focused on government-wide activities. 
In contrast, the Social Development Group emphasizes NGO and 
civil society activity and uses the term social  accountability.

While committed to stakeholder involvement, it does not seem 
as if the Bank’s analyses have moved beyond a rhetorical posture. 
What happens in a society when the various stakeholders are not 
willing to cooperate with government offi cials or with other groups 
within the society? In some cases, the social accountability activi-
ties have been related to policies of decentralization, privatization, 
or other shifts in the structure of government. In other cases, the 
activities do not seem to be related to one another.
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Conclusion
The discussion of the two strategies related to performance 

within the World Bank illustrates several issues. First, the value 
orientation of the advocates for change makes a real difference in 
terms of the players in the process as well as the strategy for change. 
A top-down, government-focused approach is likely to defi ne out-
comes in aggregate effi ciency terms unless the relevant govern-
ment’s political agenda emphasizes equity or redistributional values. 
In contrast, a bottom-up approach that is constructed around non-
governmental organizations committed to change is likely to focus 
on impacts of programs and policies on specifi c population groups. 
Second, the predominant professional orientation of the organiza-
tion makes it diffi cult for individuals from other orientations to 
have an impact on decision making. The community organization 
constituency that advocates the social accountability approach does 
not speak the same language or conceptualize issues in a way that 
convinces economists.

While this chapter discusses the experience of the World Bank, 
the competing values that are found in that organization are not 
unique and are often present in other international organizations 
as well. The discussion in this chapter has focused on the diffi cul-
ties experienced and the obstacles to fi nding a way to build bridges 
between the two elements within the current structure of the Bank. 
The variability of national structures and political cultures makes it 
diffi cult to devise any single strategy that would work in all coun-
tries. While there are examples of useful efforts around the globe, 
these efforts are usually modest in scale and designed to meet the 
unique elements within a particular country. They are developed 
as problem-solving approaches that have been created as targets of 
opportunity.

Brian Segretti believes that the social accountability ap-
proach is more likely to sustain lasting change in the three 
countries in South America in his portfolio than the New 
Public Management strategy. But the latter group is domi-
nated by economists and individuals who have more infl u-
ence on the distribution of resources within the Bank than 
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those who advocate an NGO approach. As he develops 
his own work plan, he will try to fi nd a way to bring rep-
resentatives of both groups to the table and push both of 
them to deal with the specifi cs and needs of the particular 
country for which he is responsible. He thinks that focus-
ing on budget analysis may be the best way to bridge the 
two  perspectives.
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Confl icting 
Patterns of 
Assumptions: 
Where Do We Go 10 from Here?

Performance measurement activities 
turn out to be much more complex than is suggested by their ad-
vocates. The experience with a range of performance activities over 
the past decade illustrates a series of paradoxes. This volume has 
emphasized three such paradoxes: ambiguous rhetoric turned into 
formal processes, an emphasis on unmeasurable outcomes, and a 
critical stance on offi cials and professionals but ultimately relying 
on them. It has also discussed the confl ict between analytical and 
political approaches as well as the tension between a one-size-fi ts-
all strategy and a strategy that rests on individualized responses to 
specifi c programs and policies. These confl icts make the achieve-
ment of performance measurement much more diffi cult than is 
communicated by the language surrounding the fi eld. While the 
motivation for the activities is usually legitimate, the arguments for 
change tend to set up expectations that performance measurement 
can be a panacea solution to thorny problems. But this solution at 
times generates consequences that actually inhibit or interfere with 
the achievement of performance goals.

The book has underscored several themes. It emphasized both 
the content and the context of the performance activity, particu-
larly the variety of program and policy structures that face perfor-
mance demands and the multiple values and expectations that are 
built into program goals. The variable context makes it diffi cult to 
develop information sources and to focus on program outcomes.
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While the book has highlighted the problems with perfor-
mance activities, at the same time it is relevant to acknowledge that 
the goals of performance measurement are commendable. There are 
examples of specifi c performance measurement activities that seem 
to be effective, particularly at state or local levels. But too frequently 
the efforts are diffi cult to absorb in a system characterized by com-
plexity, multiple values, and pragmatism. This work has sought to 
emphasize the conceptual limitations of what I have described as 
the “classic” performance movement.

Alternative Assumptions
This volume has been attentive to the assumptions that sur-

round the performance measurement movement. While these as-
sumptions are built into most of the performance measurement ef-
forts, they are rarely articulated. In part this is because the advocates 
of the performance movement are so committed to the process 
that they have tended to minimize the obstacles to attaining them. 
Performance measurement sometimes takes on the dimension of a 
religion—and its advocates put more emphasis on belief and faith 
in the process than on the political and organizational realities that 
surround the enterprise.

As the previous chapters indicate, these assumptions are implicit 
in the wide range of activities that are found in the performance 
movement. They lurk in the background of the Governmental 
Performance and Results Act, in the Program Assessment Rating 
Tool, in standardized education tests, in requirements for the deliv-
ery of health services, and in measurement of the leverage poten-
tial of foundation grants. Parents dealing with the education sec-
tor, doctors, teachers, and public sector offi cials, all are currently 
facing the consequences of the performance movement that fl ow 
from these faulty assumptions. Despite the attractive quality of the 
rhetoric of the performance movement, one should not be sur-
prised that its clarity and siren call mask a much more complex 
reality. One is reminded of the quip by the iconoclastic writer, H. 
L. Mencken: “Explanations exist: they have existed for all times, for 
there is always an easy solution to every problem—neat, plausible 
and wrong.”1
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A Range of Assumptions
This conclusion summarizes the argument that is made in the 

volume by detailing the assumptions that are found in the perfor-
mance movement and suggesting alternative assumptions to deal 
with these issues. It returns to the vignettes that have been used in 
the earlier chapters to suggest alternative approaches to the dilem-
mas that these fi ctional individuals face.

Intelligence
The classic assumptions: Like many planners and technocrats, the 

performance measurement community has been dominated by in-
dividuals who seek clarity and universal principles as they work 
through an issue. They approach problems looking for clear infor-
mation and emphasize the linear approach to collecting informa-
tion and taking action. They tend to focus on literal meanings of 
words and information. They assume that others approach problems 
as they do and do not acknowledge that there are other kinds of 
intelligence that may be useful to this process.

Alternative approaches: There are many different types of intel-
ligence that can be used to approach the performance task. Gardner 
recommends that individuals cast the net widely as they move to-
ward tasks like this one. It is particularly important to recognize that 
problem solving calls on individuals to devise information sources 
and open themselves up to empathy that allows them to see issues as 
others may see them. As Murray Edelman reminds us, organizations 
operate in both rational and symbolic modes. It is important that 
individuals involved with performance measurement think about 
the symbolic meanings that are attached to programs and policies.

The Nature of the World
The classic assumptions: Much of the activity in the performance 

measurement movement emphasizes linear patterns of cause and 
effect. We believe that we can attribute specifi c effects to specifi c 
identifi able causes. And while there is some rhetorical attention to 
relationships between system elements and complexity, the orga-
nization of performance activity approaches the components of 
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systems as individual and discrete activities. In addition, there is a 
tendency in the classic approach to defi ne future activities as ex-
trapolations from the current situation. The planning process that 
is assumed in the movement is constructed on a belief that one 
can defi ne goals and objectives and move forward, locking in those 
goals and objectives for the future.

Alternative approaches: If one assumes that issues are complex, 
constantly changing, and interdependent, then it seems important 
to be very modest about what you expect to accomplish. Believing 
that goals are very diffi cult to pin down—and many programs and 
policies are faced with multiple and often confl icting goals—it does 
not make sense to lock in a process that is constructed on the speci-
fi cation of such goals. One assumes that the analysis that is done 
through planning has to be viewed as limited, qualifi ed, and often 
mercurial in nature. One needs to take care and avoid ascribing 
events to a single cause. We should also assume that we are prone 
to error because of the fl ux in the world and constantly changing 
dynamics.

Organizational Theory
The classic assumptions: The performance measurement effort, 

like many of the management reform efforts that preceded it, has 
adopted a set of assumptions about organizations that minimizes 
attention to the variety of forms and roles of these entities. These 
activities have emphasized generic approaches to organizations, 
spanning both public and private sector concerns. These methods 
support a search for principles of administration. They tend to fo-
cus on a series of decision and control processes that seem relevant 
to both types of organizations and often ignore the external ele-
ments that surround the organization. This set of assumptions leads 
to a national, aggregate approach to public management reform and 
a one-size-fi ts-all strategy for change. This approach also fosters a 
strategy that seeks to ignore politics and the relationship between 
politics and administration.

Alternative approaches: An alternative strategy would begin with 
an acknowledgement of the special attributes of public programs 
and organizations. It would not attempt to model change efforts on 
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the experience of the private sector but would seek ways to sort out 
differences between agencies and programs (such as that devised 
by James Q. Wilson). Highlighting the differences among programs 
would lead one to acknowledge that it may be extremely diffi cult 
to measure outcomes in some instances, because of the nature of 
the work that an organization does or because of the volatility of 
the environment in which it operates.

Professionals
The classic assumptions: There appears to be a tendency within 

the performance measurement movement to establish processes 
and requirements that impose bureaucratic control over hitherto 
autonomous professionals. This is done for several reasons. First, it 
has been put in place because of dissatisfaction with the way that 
professionals operate, and second, it is a way to impose fi scal con-
trol over the expenditure of funds for the work performed by the 
professionals. In the latter situation, there is sometimes a confl ict 
between quality norms defi ned by the professional group and the 
fi scal agenda of the organization.

Alternative approaches: An alternative approach to professionalism 
would begin with the assumption that most organizations require 
the skill and knowledge that professionals bring to the table. These 
individuals are trained to deal with complexity and understand the 
confl ict between quality and effi ciency standards. The professionals 
cannot be viewed as cogs in a machine without the ability to exer-
cise discretion and judgment. It is important to devise situations in 
which professionals have the space to try new things, to adapt, and 
to be creative.

Values
The classic assumptions: The performance measurement move-

ment is largely organized around the achievement of effi ciency 
values, the values that have motivated management reformers for 
many years. Linking performance measurement to budgeting has 
been a way to accentuate the importance of effi ciency and to fi nd 
ways to ignore the political decisions made by the institutions of a 
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democracy. Despite the reality that many government programs are 
designed to increase equity and establish processes that meet a sense 
of fairness, performance measurement rarely provides an opportu-
nity to focus on those values.

Alternative approaches: Unlike the classic approach, an alterna-
tive way of dealing with values would begin with the assumption 
that most programs contain multiple goals that require opportuni-
ties to trade off multiple values. Balancing multiple values is not 
an easy task, but it is essential in many instances. Organizations are 
frequently faced with both effi ciency and equity values and also, in 
some cases, effectiveness values. Efforts to quantify equity values are 
sometimes problematic because the society does not agree on defi -
nitions of equity or fairness. Data must be collected on a disaggre-
gated basis that allows for the determination of how various popu-
lation groups are affected (often disproportionately) by policies.

The American Political System
The classic assumptions: Neither of the two main performance 

measurement activities within the federal government—GPRA 
and PART—has been constructed on assumptions that rest on a 
realistic view of the institutional structures, functions, and political 
realities of the American system. That system is devised to frag-
ment power and authority between executive, legislative, and judi-
cial functions and, as well, to establish processes within each of these 
functions that create separate forces capable of generating confl ict 
and multiple voices on most issues. Yet both of the federal perfor-
mance management activities assume that it is possible to craft a 
government-wide effort that measures performance of agencies and 
that actors share strategies and defi ned needs. In addition, the real-
ity of federalism in the United States (particularly drives to increase 
devolution to state, local, and third parties) does not mesh with a set 
of assumptions that it is possible to hold the federal government ac-
countable for the achievement of program purposes. This approach 
assumes that if the federal government pays even a part of the bill, 
it legitimately can defi ne performance expectations.

Alternative approaches: The construct of the American politi-
cal system calls for an assumption that the multiple actors within 
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the system have different agendas and hence different strategies for 
change. Performance measurement should thus begin with the as-
sumption of these multiple expectations and look to the different 
perspectives found within the executive branch, the Congress and 
the agencies. And one should not be surprised when different con-
gressional committees dealing with related issues have quite dif-
ferent perspectives on those issues. It is the political process that 
provides the mechanism for trade-offs between varied perspectives. 
In addition, federalism calls for performance measurement activities 
that are substantively sensitive to policies that have third-party and 
intergovernmental dimensions. One cannot assume that the perfor-
mance agenda should lead to increased centralization of authority 
without political agreement by the Congress.

Assumptions about Numbers and Information
The classic assumptions: There is a series of assumptions about 

information that characterize the classic approach to performance 
measurement. It begins with the belief that information is already 
available to measure performance, that the information is neutral, 
that we know what we are measuring, and that it is possible to 
defi ne cause-effect relationships in programs. Further, the clas-
sic approach begins with the assumption that all activities can be 
measured and quantifi ed. This leads to a reliance on numbers and 
quantitative presentation of accomplishments whether or not those 
numbers actually describe the reality of a program or policy.

Alternative approaches: Performance measurement activities 
could begin with the acknowledgement that this “classic” approach 
should be turned on its head. Thus one would assume that avail-
able information is likely to be inappropriate for the performance 
measurement function and is variable in terms of the design of 
the program; also that information is likely to contain different 
values, refl ecting the multiple agendas of the players in the sys-
tem. Further, programs with multiple goals and multiple actors are 
likely to  require qualitative, not quantitative, data that is diffi cult to 
aggregate.

See Table 10.1 for a summary comparison of classic assump-
tions and alternative approaches.
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Table 10.1 Comparing Classic Assumptions and Alternative Approaches in 
Performance Measurement

Issue Classic Assumptions Alternative Approaches

Intelligence Clarity Multiple sources
 Universal principles Empathy
 Literal meanings Combination of rational
    and symbolic modes
The Nature of Linearity Multiple and confl icting 
  the World Discrete activities   goals
 Built on the past Prone to error
 Clarify goals Qualifi ed action
Organizational Generic approaches Differences public and
  Theory Principles of   private
   organizations Differences among
 One size fi ts all   programs
 Internal focus Focus on environment
    of organization
Approach to Bureaucracy should Essential to program 
  Professionals   control professionals   operation
 Dissatisfaction with Training important
   past operations Importance of exercising
 Fiscal agenda predominant   discretion
  Importance of quality
    issues
Values Effi ciency values Multiple values, multiple 
   predominant   goals
 Depoliticize decisions Diffi cult to quantify 
    equity issues
  Collection of data on a
    disaggregated basis
The American Actors share strategies, Different actors have 
  Political System   values   different strategies,
 Executive and legislative   values
   branch on the same Confl ict between
   wave length   legislative and
 Legislative committees   executive branches
   have common approaches  Appropriation/  
 Federal government pays, thus     authorizing dif-
   can defi ne performance    ferences in Congress
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Faulty Assumptions that Lead to Problems: Drawing 
on the Vignettes

The eight vignettes that have been used to introduce the chap-
ters in this book collectively illustrate the major issues that have 
been highlighted in the volume. These include the context in which 
the performance activity takes place, the predominant values in the 
situation, the experience of professionals, and issues related to infor-
mation. The vignettes describe experiences within diverse contexts 
where the one-size-fi ts-all approach is inappropriate. They also il-
lustrate the diffi culties dealing with single measures of outcomes 
when multiple players are found inside the organization (such as 
the World Bank), related to governance structure (federalism and 
shared powers) or focused on issues related to service delivery ef-
fectiveness. The examples show how predominant values focus on 
effi ciency and provide evidence of diffi culty dealing with equity 
values. The preeminence of effi ciency even minimizes attention to 
effectiveness. The vignettes also provide examples of situations in 
which professional norms are demeaned. And they show how reli-
ance on single measures (such as standardized tests) creates inappro-
priate approaches to information.

Table 10.2 summarizes these experiences:

Table 10.1 Continued

Issue Classic Assumptions Alternative Approaches

  Devolution of authority
    to states, localities,
    third parties
Numbers and Information available Not always available
  Information Information neutral Costly
 Know what we are Value-laden
   measuring Confl ict over measures
 Can establish cause-effect Not clear about cause-
   relationships   effect relationships
 Better to use limited Concern about biases in 
   information than not   the information
    sources
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What to Do?
This book has emphasized the problems faced by those who are 

affected by the performance measurement movement. As I noted 
in the introduction, it is diffi cult to argue against a serious con-
cern about performance, particularly in the public sector. Yet as we 
have seen, there are too many examples of perverse consequences 
of those performance measurement activities, many of which stem 
from faulty assumptions about the endeavor. The vignettes that have 
been used in the volume provide examples of situations in which 
efforts devised in the name of accountability actually interfere with 
the accomplishment of work that individuals have been asked to 
perform.

It is likely that this urge will continue in the future. One can 
only hope that the experience of the past decade is examined to 
provide a more realistic response to the problem. There are at least 
ten lessons that can be extrapolated from this past experience.

1. Remember that performance measurement usually takes place in a 
society that is diverse, with multiple populations who have differing 
values. There are public goods—not a single public good. A 
diverse society such as the United States experiences differ-
ent perceptions and desires by region and by racial and ethnic 
group. Attempts to narrowly defi ne a single set of values are 
not likely to be productive. Those who are engaged in per-
formance management activities should reach out to a range 
of stakeholders and actors; a closed system of defi ning perfor-
mance is not effective.

2. It is useful to think about a repertoire of performance measures, not 
a narrow set of measures. This refl ects the diversity of the soci-
ety with different expectations about programs and policies. 
Performance measures may focus not only on outcomes of 
programs but on inputs, processes, or outputs. There are times 
when programs are constructed and approved without a clear 
sense of outcomes expected. In those situations, accountabil-
ity expectations may be developed around information dealing 
with resources available or methods of implementing a pro-
gram, or by measuring specifi c outputs rather than focusing 
only on outcomes.
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3. Provide opportunities for trade-offs between multiple actors and con-
fl icting values. There is rarely one best way to accomplish goals 
because of these varied perspectives. Actors may include pro-
gram managers, departmental fi gures responsible for policy and 
budget proposals, White House staff, and a range of congressio-
nal players. These players may be involved in detailed manage-
ment, planning, budgeting, and oversight functions. In addition, 
these various actors are often balancing multiple values and 
attempting to accomplish several things at once; these expecta-
tions are not always consistent with one another.

4. Don’t forget that the political system provides the best approach in a 
democracy to achieve the trade-offs. It is essential to fi nd ways to 
balance analytical approaches with political strategies. The U.S. 
political structure is very different from a parliamentary system. 
The executive branch in the United States is not able to pro-
ceed on its own but must fi nd ways to deal with the Congress. 
And Congress has yet to fi nd ways to take its oversight role 
seriously. The congressional institutions can adopt the spirit of 
performance measurement and not the form. Both the autho-
rizing and appropriations processes within the Congress offer 
venues for discussing these trade-offs. In addition, the Congress 
has the ability to draw on a range of perspectives through the 
Government Accountability Offi ce, the Congressional Budget 
Offi ce, the Congressional Research Service, and the inspectors 
general in the various departments.

5. Modesty does become you. Don’t establish systems that are all or 
nothing. Find ways to examine your activity that allow you 
to revise your earlier approaches. Performance measurement 
activities usually have to deal with the reality of a constantly 
changing environment. Not only are the specifi c expectations 
of programs changing, but issues that seem to be separate and 
independent are often found to be interrelated to one an-
other.

6. Involve a range of actors in the defi nition of goals. Your perception of 
those goals may be limited and not refl ect the reality of all those 
in the policy system. The U.S. policy system is defi ned not only 
by shared powers but by fragmentation. This is true not only 
for the executive branch but also for Congress. Multiple com-
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mittees and subcommittees are involved in the authorization, 
appropriations, and oversight decisions. It is also important to 
involve groups who represent a range of interests involved in a 
specifi c program. These might include representatives of both 
recipients of specifi c programs and those who are involved in 
providing that service.

7. Try to predict negative responses to the requirements. There are so 
many ways that individuals can game the system or turn the 
process into a compliance activity. Don’t be surprised when 
that happens. It is not enough to rest with the good intentions 
of advocates of performance activity. One should anticipate dif-
ferent responses to these requirements, including gaming and 
even direct resistance. And what seems to you to be a negative 
response to performance requirements may actually be rational 
to those who appear to be gaming the system. Try to fi gure out 
why they are responding to you in that fashion.

8. Be skeptical about data systems. They are rarely what you would 
like them to be. Information does have a life of its own and 
cannot be separated from interests or ideology. And creation of 
data systems is costly and often diffi cult to put into place. There 
are many different types of information. What may seem to be 
innocuous and neutral information to one set of actors can be 
intimidating or infl ammatory to others. In a changing society, 
the data that seem to be rigorous and helpful one day may be 
out of date the following day. Try to develop a range of sources 
for information so you are not dependent on a single source for 
your assessments of performance. Think about a combination 
of both quantitative and qualitative data sources.

9. Be skeptical about panacea solutions. The complexity of society and 
the multiple and legitimate perspectives on programs and poli-
cies rarely lead to accomplishment of promises. Programs are of-
ten crafted in broad strokes, devised to avoid confl ict and maxi-
mize the base of support. This results in programs with multiple 
outcome expectations. Each of these decision processes pro-
duces a unique set of relationships and expectations. That makes 
the one-size-fi ts-all approach very unhelpful. Remember that 
the goals that are established in legislation and political speeches 
are not always designed to be turned into action. You may need 
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to discount that language and fi gure out what are realistic goals 
and objectives for programs and  policies.

10. Develop allies in your response to the performance measurement re-
quirements. You are likely to be more effective when you seek 
others who may share your perspective and concerns. This 
might involve those in your profession or groups that share 
your values. This suggests that organizations and staff facing 
diffi cult performance requirements might move outside their 
organization and involve various groups that represent clients, 
providers, or others with an interest in the program. When 
the performance requirements appear to attack the norms of 
a specifi c profession, it is useful to call on representatives of 
those professional organizations to emphasize the importance 
of those professional values.

I began this book noting that it was my hope that this volume 
will lead to a new discussion about performance measurement that 
integrates the issues of complexity into the consideration of these 
efforts. I have attempted to raise a series of concerns about this 
enterprise that suggests alternative approaches to achieve the quest 
for accountability and performance. I have called for the recogni-
tion and acknowledgement of various types of intelligence, of the 
complexity of the world we live in, of differences between organi-
zational structures and contexts, of the importance of professionals, 
and of the realization that programs and policies contain multiple 
values. I have emphasized the components of the American politi-
cal system that set the structural framework for decision making. 
And I have stressed the limitations and traps of information sources. 
My goal is not to trash the urge for performance. Rather, I have 
attempted to suggest ways to devise performance activities that are 
appropriate and effective. The task is commendable but diffi cult. It 
requires attention to individual settings and calls for creativity and 
commitment by those concerned about accountability.

Note
1. H. L. Mencken, A Mencken Chrestomathy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1949), 

443.
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