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Introduction: U sing Public 
Sector Performance 
Information 
Steven Van de Walle and Wouter Van Dooren 

Use - a neglected issue in performance 
measurementresearch 

Martha S. Feldman, a distinguished student of the role of information 
in organizations and in decision making starts her seminal book Order 

without Design by writing about her experiences undertaking fieldwork 
for a research project in the US Department of Energy: 

When I explained to the members of this office that I was interested 
in how the policy office produces information and how it was used, 
I was met time and again with the response that the information is 
not used. 

(Feldman, 1989: 1) 

Does this reflect officials' cynicism, or does it really mean that informa
tion is not used in organizations, or should the notion of "use" be 
enriched to reflect its many dimensions and subtleties? 

Although the practice of performance measurement is at least a cen
tury old, we witnessed a remarkable revival with the advent of New 
Public Management (NPM). Performance measurement is at the core of 
this doctrine, which propagated, amongst other things, managerial 
freedom based on output controls (Hood, 1991). In re cent decades, per
formance measurement and NPM have become Siamese twins, both in 
thinking and in practice. There has been a growing disillusionment 
with NPM and this has reflected on performance measurement. The 
question then is: is there a future for performance measurement beyond 
NPM? The contributions in this volume seek the answer to this ques
tion in aredefinition of how performance information is used. 

1 



2 Performance Information in the Public Sector 

In decades of research on performance information in the public 
sector, it was often assumed that the me re availability of performance 
information would lead to its use by decision makers. While the pro
duction of performance information has received considerable atten
tion in the public sector performance measurement and management 
literature, actual use of this information has traditionally not been very 
high on the research agenda. One reason for this neglect is that the use 
of performance information has long been considered as unproblematic 
in the performance measurement cycle. Another reason may be a cynical 
presumption that politicians don't use performance information; 
citizens don't understand it and don't bother about it; and that public 
managers don't trust it or don't take it seriously. 

While the link between performance measurement and the use of 
this information in decision making is often assumed, actual use is 
often the weak spot in performance information systems. Much of the 
evidence on whether performance information is actually used in deci
sion making is still rat her anecdotal (de Lancer Julnes and Holzer, 2001), 
and opinion on whether performance measurement actually matters 
for decisions is divided (Askim, 2007a; Ho, 2006; Moynihan and 
Ingraham, 2004; Pollitt, 2006b). 

Patterns of performance information use are different at the various 
stages of the decision-making process (Melkers and Willoughby, 2005). 
There are also important sectoral differences, meaning that perform
ance information is more embedded in some policy sectors than in 
others (Askim, 2007a; Davies, Nutley and Smith, 2000; Van Dooren, 
2004). Individual organizations have different organizational cultures, 
impacting on the use of performance information (Moynihan, 200Sa: 
204), and large differences exist between countries in patterns of use of 
performance information (Pollitt, 2005). 

End-users: managers, politicians and citizens 

In this volume, we focus on the "end-users" of the information gener
ated by performance measurement systems: once the information 
exists, how is it then read, analyzed, and used in future decisions or in 
shaping public organizations? How does this information have an influ
ence on organizational routines, on decisions, on the people in the 
organization, on the politicians steering these organizations, or on the 
citizens using the services of these organizations? 

There are different types of end-users. There are managers and other 
public employees who make operational or strategic decisions. There 
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are politicians who decide about budgets, who steer agencies, and who 
have to legitimize their policies. There are citizens who want to see how 
their taxes are being used, and who want to be informed about how the 
public services they use are performing. 

Why use performance information? 

In the rational decision-making model, the role of performance infor
mation is rather straightforward: Neat performance information con
tributes to the attainment of neatly defined organizational goals. The 
rational decision-making model fails to recognize that performance 
information may actually amplify ambiguity rat her than reduce it. 
There is at the same time too much information creating overload and 
cognitive problems, and too little information to control all aspects of 
public services. As a result, the same information may lead to entirely 
different outcomes. Use (or indeed non-use) is not a linear process, and 
performance information systems may be more loosely coupled than 
their outward appearance suggests. 

Performance measurement and management is in fact a very multi
faceted phenomenon. Use is therefore also quite diverse. Robert Behn 
(2003) listed eight different purposes of performance measurement 
(evaluate, control, budget, motivate, promote, celebrate, learn, improve), 
and each of these purposes has its own logic and determinants. An 
analysis of whether and how performance information is actually used 
in the public sector has to take the different types of use into account. 
When we analyze how performance information is used to improve 
front-line service delivery, we are in fact studying a phenomenon that 
is fundamentally different from a situation where performance infor
mation is used for advocacy or accountability purposes. Performance 
information and its use by public organizations, politicians and citizens 
can be studied as an instrument for service improvements. But it can 
also be studied as a symbol in the wider policy process or as a social 
phenomenon reflecting societal change. 

Definitions of use 

When policy makers say they "don't use" performance information, 
what does this, then, actually me an? Does it mean they generally do 
not sit down with a 200-page performance report and a cup of coffee? 
This is quite likely. Henry Mintzberg, when studying managers, showed 
that managers did not gene rally get their information from reading 
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reports, but by talking to other people (Mintzberg, 1975). Likewise, the 
conc1usion of the (all in all, scarce) research on how politicians use per
formance information, appears to be that performance reports are nei
ther read nor valued (Pollitt, 2006b; ter Bogt, 2004). 

Such an approach to "use" would be very narrow. Policy makers can
not possibly mean that performance information has no effect whatso
ever on their decisions, or on their way of looking at organizations. The 
use of performance information is probably less formalized than the 
existence of performance reports or league tables suggests. Decision 
makers engage in a "problemistic search" and seek out supplementing 
sources of information, rather than just relying on one predefined set of 
information (Cyert and March, 1963). 

Carol Weiss's research on how program evaluation outcomes influence 
policy provides us with alternative ways of looking at use (see, e.g., Weiss, 
1979; Webber, 1991). One alternative way is the symbolic use of perform
ance information, where the information is used for persuasive or 
legitimation purposes. Another - more difficult to study - use of informa
tion is conceptual use, whereby information supports general enlighten
ment. Rather than being used in a straightforward and direct way, 
performance information permeates or "creeps" into the organization's 
mindset (Weiss, 1980). Such an approach does more justice to the incom
plete and ambiguous character of much performance information. 

A performance information community 

We have seen the development of a performance information commu
nity in the public sector and even a performance indicator industry 
(Hood, 1991: 9). This community consists of officials and other ac tors 
who are experienced users of performance information. They know how 
to interpret performance information, they know the strengths and 
weaknesses of performance information, they know how to data-mine 
the information and how to present it in an accessible and/or convincing 
format. They are the performance information wizards who know the 
magic words for talking about organizational performance and improve
ment. Talking about organizational performance using indicators signals 
competence. Yet, there is a possibility of parts of this performance infor
mation community becoming isolated from the organizational reality 
that is being measured. As a result, performance information becomes a 
production stream in the organization in its own right. 

A measurement culture is not necessarily a performance culture. Yet, 
it is undeniable that the performance information mindset has changed 
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the way of working in the public sector. Performance information has 
permeated the public sector, and organizations have developed routines 
to deal with this information. There are of course instances where per
formance information is used in a conspicuous way in decision making. 
Performance information is then used for its legitimating or communi
cative value. Even more attention goes to the abuse and misuse of per
formance information. But we cannot reduce study of the use of 
performance information to a study of dysfunctions. Performance 
information has been around for too long to make this credible, and we 
have seen too many well-intentioned innovations to simply discard 
performance information. 

Research implications 

The study of the use of public performance information, to which this 
book seeks to contribute, needs to move beyond the study of decision
making processes. Rare are the cases where a single discrete decision 
can be traced back to a well-defined set of performance indicators. Both 
the decision-making process and performance information are much 
too incoherent for this (March, 1987). Performance information is more 
than the generally agreed-upon colorful graphs and tables in annual 
reports, and organizational decisions are generally not made by a uni
tary decision maker at a precise point of time (Majone, 1989: 15). 

The aim of this book is to demonstrate how to move beyond the tech
nicalities of performance measurement and performance information. 
Studying performance information use is in essence a sociological study. 
It combines a focus on organizational structures for collecting, dissem
inating, evaluating, and using performance information, with an ana
lysis of the cultural changes related to the increased use of performance 
information. The use of performance information reflects more than a 
mere change in the technicalities of public sector decision making. It is 
indicative of the continuing emergence of a performance information 
mindset that has influenced officials, politicians, and citizens alike. 

Overview of the book 

This book grew out of aseries of meetings of the Study Group on 
Performance in the Public Sector (formerly Study Group on Productivity 
and Quality in the Public Sector - www.publicsectorperformance.eu) of 
the European Group of Public Administration (EGPA). The Study Group 
had meetings during the annual EGPA conferences in Ljubljana (2004), 
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Bern (200S), Milan (2006), and Madrid (2007) with calls for papers on 
"performance measurement and public management reform," "the con
tingencies of performance measurement systems," "utilization and 
non-utilization of public sector performance information," and "meas
uring and comparing the performance of public sectors and public 
institutions." In addition, a joint ASPA-EGPA Transatlantic Dialogue 
was held in Leuven in June 2006, attracting over 100 international aca
demics discussing how to improve the performance of the public sector, 
and how to know that we are improving. All this resulted in series of 
high-quality papers. 

This book is not just a collection of conference papers. During the 
past couple of years, the Study Group has also created an informal net
work of academics studying "performance in the public sector." The 
chapters in this volume each take a different approach to the phenom
enon of performance information use. The book is divided into two 
main parts. The chapters in Part I look at the use of performance infor
mation within public sector organizations and by public managers. The 
chapters in Part II look at the use of performance information at the 
intersection of these organizations with politics and society. As such, 
the book presents a progressive set of chapters introducing readers to a 
widening set of issues and approaches to the use of performance infor
mation in the public sector. 

The book starts with a chapter by Wouter Van Dooren, who looks at 
continuity and change in twentieth-century performance movements. 
He shows that the concepts used by eight distinct performance move
ments have been remarkably stable, and that there has been a political 
dimension to each of these movements. The major evolution, he argues, 
has been the intensification of use in all corners of the public sector. 
That is the reason why re cent movements seem to have had a more pro
found impact on public administration than ever before. 

Performance information, says Donald Moynihan in Chapter 2, is 
not comprehensive or objective, but always incomplete and ambiguous. 
The use and interpretation of performance information therefore 
emerges from an interactive dialogue between ac tors in public organ
izations. Drawing from the literature of organizational learning, he 
investigates the potential for performance information to foster goal
based learning in the public sector. 

Performance steering is often presented as a tightly integrated sys
tem, whereby performance information triggers decisions. In Chapter 3, 
Per La:-greid, Paul Roness and Kristin Rubecksen use the Norwegian 
Management-By-Objectives-and-Results performance management 
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system to show how performance information and performance steer
ing interact in practice. They find a fragmented system where organ
izational objectives, performance indicators, performance reporting, 
and performance steering are, in fact, loosely coupled. 

The reason why some would argue that performance information 
does not matter to decisions is that they insist on a very narrow defin
ition of information use. Patria de Lancer lulnes explains in Chapter 4 
why, when studying the use of performance information, we should 
move beyond traditional conceptions of use as an instrumental process 
and refocus our attention on how information informs a dialogue. 

In Chapter 5, Geert Bouckaert and lohn Halligan take a macro-Ievel 
approach and compare the implementation of performance manage
ment frameworks in the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, 
and Canada. Using four ideal types of managing performance, their 
comparison reveals that practice often falls short of aspirations, and 
that countries have followed different pathways and implementation 
styles. 

Dysfunctions of performance information systems are often the result 
of undue attention to performance measurement and reporting, rat her 
than to performance management. Zoe Radnor, Chapter 6, synthesizes 
the debate about organizational gaming in the public sector and presents 
us with a gaming typology. Knowledge about the types of gaming 
behavior may help us to improve performance management systems, 
and may be a first step towards a more normative discussion. 

Kathryn Denhardt and Maria Aristigueta in Chapter 7 discuss the 
problem of accountability when using performance information in a 
collaborative public management context. Partnerships and collabor
ation between agencies and programs blur clear lines of accountability, 
and therefore change the nature and purpose of performance measure
ment. With its focus on social indicators and the pressures created by 
the publication of such indicators, this chapter immediately provides 
the link to the second part of the book - the use of performance infor
mation by politicians and citizens who are outside the administrative 
system. 

lostein Askim analyses the role of performance information in polit
ical decision making. Pessimists in the debate have argued that polit
icians do not actually use traditional performance information. lust as 
some of the other authors in this volume, Askim demonstrates in 
Chapter 8 that we need to broaden our scope of research and also look 
at other types of information use, and at the different factors influenc
ing politicians' use of information. 
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In Chapter 9, Carale lohnson and Colin Talbot look at the political 
use of performance information, with a focus on Parliamentary scru
tiny committees involved in scrutinizing government activity in the 
United Kingdom. They find wide variety acrass the committees, com
bined with astrang undercurrent of a lack of change in traditional 
forms of scrutiny. 

Age lohnsen in Chapter 10 analyses the use of performance informa
tion in making public policy, and presents a case of education policy in 
Norway. Using a life cyc1e of performance management practices, he 
stresses that we need to look at the politics and interests behind the use 
or non-use of information. Political considerations explain why avoid
ing low performance may be a more powerful incentive than achieving 
a high level of service. 

In Chapter 11, Dennis de Kool uses policy monitors in Dutch urban 
policy to explain why we need to take political and cultural factors into 
account when explaining the dynamics of such monitors. Performance 
information is used for different purposes. Knowledge about and recog
nition of the interests of all actors may greatly imprave the effectiveness 
and legitimacy of monitoring instruments. 

The last two chapters extend the analysis to citizens and society. 
Alfred Ho, in Chapter 12, highlights the importance of involving citi
zens in designing and using performance information. Appraaching 
performance measurement systems as technical issues and implement
ing them top-down ignores the fact that performance is not a neutral 
concept. Involving citizens impraves accountability because it gives 
them the right and opportunity to define what counts as performance 
and what doesn't. 

Thraugh a focus on rating and ranking systems, Steven Van de Walle 
and Alasdair Roberts demonstrate in Chapter 13 how performance 
information may create an illusion of rationality, order and contral. The 
move towards ranking services' performance is based on a number of 
behavioral assumptions. Rather than viewing this change as a technical 
innovation, we should see it as indicative of wider changes in society 
and as an attempt to deal with uncertainty. 

In an epilogue, Harry Hatry reflects on the future of performance 
information in the public sector, and the central rale of "use" in the 
changing performance measurement landscape. Using the material pre
sented in this book, he develops a taxonomy of use and suggests how 
the findings may be used to further public management research and 
public management practice. 



Part I 

Bureaucracy 



1 
Nothing New Under the Sun? 
Change and Continuity in the 
Twentieth-Century Performance 
Movements 
Wouter Van Dooren 

In a critical analysis, Radin (2006) argued that the cancern for 
performance in the Uni ted States has became so ubiquitous that it has 
taken the form of a movement - the performance movement. It is char
acterized by a mindset of lang-term and mid-term goal setting, indica
tors, and quantitative measurement. In this chapter, I argue that we 
have witnessed not one, but several performance movements that have 
attempted to measure government outputs or outcomes in the twentieth 
century. 

Others have studied the history of performance measurement before. 
Williams (2003) for instance analyzed management practices in early 
twentieth-century New York, and found many of the features of can
temporary performance measurement. These analyses paint a some
what sobering picture. They seem to suggest that a whole century of 
public administration study and practice mainly led to stagnation. This 
observation is also somewhat puzzling. If this is true, why then is there 
such a vigoraus debate about the dysfunctional aspects of performance 
management? If it really is old wine in new bottles, why, then, does 
Radin argue that the challenge of performance management to the 
foundations of traditional public administration is unprecedented? 
How did the face of performance management change for it to make an 
impact that it did not have before? 

In order to answer these questions, we need to analyze in what respect 
performance measurement and management has changed or has not 
changed. We will argue that it is mainly changes in use that account 

11 
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for the impact of the contemporary performance movements. First, 
however, we briefly discuss the most important performance movements 
in the twentieth century. 

Performance movements in the 
twentieth century 

A number of performance movements developed between the end of 
the nineteeth century and the end of the twentieth century. Early 
movements emanated from different milieus, respectively social 
reformers, engineers and specialist administrators, and large corpora
tions. All movements were a response to the social context of industri
alization, poverty and social unrest, and governments plagued by 
corruption. The performance movements of the day sought the answers 
to these societal issues through the rationalization and quantification 
of policy and administration. 

First, there was the social survey movement that comprised social 
reformers who needed facts about social problems (Bulmer, Bales and 
Sklar, 1991). The best-known work of the social survey movement is 
Charles Booth's study on the "Life and Labour of the People of London" 
(1886-1903) (Linsley and Linsley, 1993). Booth believed that the pov
erty debate was underdeveloped because three questions were 
unanswered; how many people were poor, why were they poor, and 
what should be done to alleviate poverty? The work shows that the 
social survey movement sought to quantify the (lack of) results of gov
ernment. Social science was an instrument to influence a policy 
agenda. 

While the social survey movement mainly targeted the social 
inequalities resulting from industrialization, the second movement, sci
entific management and the science of administration, was mainly an 
answer to industrialization itself. New industries and urbanization 
required more regulation of society, and government institutions there
fore needed a professional workforce. Administration was now seen as a 
profession and a science in its own right. Measurement of government 
was part of this profession. The principles of both scientific manage
ment and the science of administration were according to Mosher (1968: 
72-3): (1) Rationality: the applicability of the rule of reason; (2) Planning: 
the forward projection of needs and objectives; (3) Specialization: of 
materials, tools and machines, products, workers and organizations; (4) 
Quantitative measurement: applied as far as possible to all elements of 
operations; (5) "One best way": there is one single best method, tool, 
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material and type of worker; (6) Standards and standardization: the 
"one best way," once discovered, must be made the standard. 

A third evolution in the early twentieth century was the development 
of cost accounting. The development of cost accounting was a joint ven
ture of the public and the private sector. Claims of control and open
ness echoed in both the public and private sector (Previts and Merino, 
1979). Stronger information systems were also needed in order to man
age increasingly large and complex organizations and corporations. 
Cost accounting is in essence the process of tracking, recording and 
analyzing costs associated with the activity of an organization. Through 
cost accounting, output indicators are integrated into the financial sys
tem. Cost accounting has become institutionalized in the private sec
tor. In the public sector, it is still considered innovative in most OECD 
countries (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). 

The New York Bureau of Municipal Research (NYBMR) (Schachter, 
1989; Williams, 2003) was a synthesis of scientific management, cost 
accounting and the social survey. The NYBMR developed many of the 
performance measurement concepts that are in use today. Data coHec
tion was embedded in accounting practices. Record keeping in the form 
of time sheets and work plans, as weH as output and outcome indicators 
was developed. These indicators were supplemented by social indica
tors. The information was used for several purposes. A first purpose was 
the reporting of efficiency and effectiveness. Unit costs and gains and 
losses were perceived to be an important device for making the 
operations of the city transparent for citizens. Second, the information 
was integrated into a functional budget developed to compare similar 
work units. Third, the information was used for productivity improve
ments (Williams, 2003). 

The mission statement of the fourth performance movement, per
formance budgeting, resounded in the fifth finding of the first Hoover 
Commission (1947) stating that "the budgetary processes of the 
Government need improvement, in order to express the objectives of 
the Government in terms of the work to be done rather than in mere 
classification of expenditure" (The Hoover Commission report in 
Shafritz and Hyde (2004: 162)). Performance budgeting became weH 
established in the 1960s with the introduction of the Planning 
Programming Budgeting Systems (PPBS). New pro gram expenditures 
had to be weighed against the marginal benefits of each program in a 
systemic way. PPBS was a child of its time. The search for big systems 
that describe the organization and its relation with the environment 
left its mark on the management tools of the day. PPBS overcommitted 
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itself to this systemic dimension which eventually led to its collapse 
(Hood, 1998). Nonetheless, performance budgeting inspired subsequent 
initiatives such as Management By Objectives (MBO), Zero Based 
Budgeting (ZBB) and the Government Performance and ResuIts Act 
(GPRA) (Kelly and Rivenbark 2003). 

In the 1960s and early 1970s, the fifth performance movement 
emerged in parallel with performance budgeting. It was called the social 
indicator movement. After almost two decades of economic growth and 
prosperity, the limits of economic growth were feIt, and the develop
me nt of the welfare state triggered the demand for social data (De 
Neufville, 1975; Dowrick and Quiggin, 1998). The social indicator 
movement sought to construct standard measures of the state of heaIth, 
crime, well-being, education and many other social characteristics of a 
population. However, the economic crises of the second half of the 
1970s and the cutback management of the 1980s explain why the move
me nt ran out of steam during that era (Bulmer, 2001). Nevertheless, the 
social indicator movement did have an impact. The statistical apparatus 
of governments was expanded to cover more phenomena, and new time 
series were developed. Moreover, the extended statistics on the social 
condition of the population allowed performance measurement sys
tems to cover the outcomes of government action better. We still see the 
impact of this movement in contemporary social indicators such as 
quality of life, happiness or sustainable development. 

While the social indicator movement aspired to substantiate the out
co me side of performance measurement, the sixth performance move
ment, called "the quality movement," was aiming at the management 
side, that is, input, processes and output. The mention of quality in 
"quality management" seems to suggest that this movement is not 
about measurement. This is not the case since the quality models do 
prescribe performance measurement. Rather, quality means that meas
urement is focused on all relevant aspects of organizational manage
ment models. The quality models were developed in the 1950s and the 
1960s. In the 1970s and 1980s, they were implemented in ]apanese 
industry on a large scale (Bouckaert and Thijs, 2003). The success of the 
]apanese economy lent the quality movement its credibility. In the 
1980s, the models were imported to the United States and Europe; first, 
in the private sector and, later, in the public sector. 

In the 1980s, a number of countries, notably New Zealand, Australia 
and the United Kingdom, experimented with managerial approaches in 
the public sector (Zifcak, 1994). This resulted in a diffuse set of manage
ment reforms that spread globally in the 1990s and became known as 
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the New Public Management (NPM). NPM, the seventh performance 
movement, prescribes that public agencies should be subdivided into 
small policy oversight boards and larger performance-based managed 
organizations for service delivery. The latter organizations were to com
pete with private sector organizations. Performance was to be the 
criterion to evaluate agencies, and this required measurement in an all
inclusive way. Under the colors of NPM resides a broad array of manage
ment tools, with contested compatibility (Hood, 1991; Williams, 2000). 
The use of performance information is not restricted to policy advice or 
budget and planning documents. It is integrated in almost all manage
ment functions. 

The eight and most recent performance movement is Evidence-Based 
Policy (EBP). EBP has a predominantly British origin (Solesbury, 2001) 
and was initially pursued in the medical and public health sector (Davies, 
Nutley, S. M. and Smith, 2000). By the end of the 1990s, EBP had spread 
to virtually all policy sectors. Solesbury (2001) identifies three condi
tions that furthered the EBP movement in the Uni ted Kingdom. First, 
there has been a utilitarian turn in research funding policy and practice: 
Research should not only lead to understanding of society, it should also 
offer guidance on how to make things better. Second, he observes a 
decline in confidence in the professions. He speaks of a "retreat from 
priesthood" (p. 6). Third, New Labour propagated the replacement of 
ideology by pragmatism. Policy was said to be founded on evidence 
about what works rather than ideological predispositions. 

Change and continuity in the 
performance movements 

There have been at least eight performance movements from the end of 
the nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth century; social sur
veys, scientific management and the science of administration, cost 
accounting, performance budgeting, social indicators, quality manage
ment, NPM, and evidence-based policy. Notwithstanding the withering 
away of some of these performance movements, quantification of gov
ernment activity has been a recurring tendency. Next, we discuss some 
change and continuity in the history of performance movements. 

Continuity 

The eight performance movements resemble each other in so me remark
able ways. Probably the most striking similarity is the conceptual 
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stability. The performance mindset did not change dramatically 
throughout time. Other elements of constancy are the coexistence of 
policy and management movements, the political nature of the move
ments, the presence of a stable set of carriers of ideas, and the existence 
of a deliberate strategy to diffuse practices to other administrations and 
countries. 

Conceptual stability 

Concepts are the intellectual artifacts we use to get a grip on reality. 
Williams (2003) demonstrated that most of the concepts we use to make 
sense of the very broad area of performance were already used by the 
NYBMR. He argues that by 1912, performance measurement exhibited 
many of the features associated with contemporary practice: measuring 
of input, output, and results; attempting to make government more pro
ductive; making reports comparable among communities; and focusing 
on allocation and accountability issues (2003: 643). The conceptual 
framework that sees government intervention as a process of turning 
inputs into outputs that subsequently should have effects in society is a 
recurring feature of all performance movements. Performance of gov
ernment is the result of a transformation process of inputs to outputs 
and then outcomes. 

Management and policy movements: coexistence, 
not a pendulum 

Each performance movement has either a policy or a management 
orientation. Some performance movements were mainly concerned with 
output and efficiency, while others focused on outcomes and effective
ness. The social survey, the social indicator and the EBP movements were 
mainly policy-based movements. Scientific management, cost account
ing, PPBS, and the New Public Management were predominantly 
management-based movements. 

What is the trend? How do policy and management movements 
relate to each other? Is there a pendulum that swings from manage
ment to policy and back, or do policy and management movements 
coexist? The pendulum hypothesis seems attractive, since the deficien
eies of a too-strong focus on management might be remedied by a 
stronger focus on policy, and vice versa. Yet, this does not seem to have 
been the case. Movements coexist. Social surveying and scientific 
management ran parallel in the early twentieth century. The NYBMR 
integrated elements from both movements (Stivers, 2000). Measurement 
for policy and measurement for management were not opposed to each 
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other. A similar pattern of coexistence is found in the 1970s with the 
performance budgeting and social indicator movements running par
allel. In the 1990s, the evidence-based policy movement and NPM 
overlapped as weIl. 

This is a notable observation. In the twentieth century, policy and 
management turned to quantification every 30 years or so. The coex
istence of performance movements in policy and management may 
point to a Zeitgeist that values quantification as indication of both 
rational policy making and rational management. This line of reason
ing follows the argument made by Feldman and March (1981) that the 
use of information symbolizes a commitment to rationality. Displaying 
measurement as the symbol of rationality reaffirms the importance of 
this social value. The activity of measurement thus becomes the defi
nition of managerial performance. 

All performance movements are political 

All performance movements are political in the sense that they all have a 
power dimension. Performance movements have been the subject of tacti
cal maneuvers between legislatures, and executives, between politics and 
administration, between horizontal and vertical departments, and 
between political parties. The early twentieth-century attempts to sepa
rate politics from administration purposed apower shift from political 
appointees to administrators. The politico-administrative agenda of per
formance budgeting reforms in the United States and Australia in the 
1990s was to rein force executive control over departments and agencies 
(Van Dooren and Sterck, 2006). In Australia, the performance budget 
reduced the power of Parliament. The Parliamentary appropriation of 
budget items was set at such a general outcome level- "a safer Australia" -
that Members of Parliament had trouble assessing what was lying under
neath. Similarly, PPBS was an attempt by the executive to get a grip on a 
fragmented public sector. During the Great Depression, many new pro
grams had been set up in response to new problems. This led to a disinte
gration of the executive branch of government. PPBS was expected to 
re-establish executive control through a clear line of executive authority 
(Kelly and Rivenbark, 2003). Finally, the rise of the EBP movement under 
the Blair government in Britain can also be seen as a political strategy. 
Burnham (2001) typifies the political strategy of New Labour as "the 
politics of depoliticization." It can be argued that the pragmatism of 
evidence-based policy making ("what matters is what works") is also a 
convenient strategy to retreat from strong ideological standpoints that 
inhibit the making of compromises. 
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Performance movements have a similar set of carriers 

Movements are informally organized. In order to be recognized as a 
movement, some ingredients are needed. These are the carriers of a 
movement. First, all movements have had some main proponents that 
symbolized the movement. Names such as Frederick Taylor (scientific 
management), Gulick and Urwin (science of administration), or the 
quality gurus such as ]uran or Deming are emblematic of their respect
ive movements. These figures make movements identifiable throughout 
place and time. Second, associations usually promote the ideas of the 
movement. The International City/County Management Association, 
for instance, had a long his tory in disseminating performance measure
me nt in the local public sector. A more recent example is the Public 
Management Section (PUMA) of the OECD, which promoted NPM con
cepts in its member countries. Third, all movements have their biblical 
texts. (Semi-) academic texts, usually written by the main figures of a 
movement, are used to disseminate the ideas of the movement. These 
key texts are used for research, training and advocacy. One of the key 
texts of the NPM movement, for instance, has been Osborne and 
Gaebler's Reinventing Government (1992). It is weIl written and persua
sive. Although the book is practice oriented, it is larded with scientific 
argumentation. Other movements have had similar key texts. The social 
indicator movement, for instance, is often traced back to Bauer's (1966) 
assessment of the side-effects of the space program. Fourth, a successful 
movement will succeed in influencing the curricula of universities. 
Almost all twentieth-century movements set up courses, academic con
ferences and even their own journals. 

The export of practices has been a deliberate policy 

In the twentieth century, the export of performance practices has 
become a deliberate policy of actors in performance movements. The 
NYBMR intentionally exported its work to other communities through 
the provision of services and through contacts with agencies and offi
cials. The PPBS system too was intentionally promoted in other coun
tries. The same applies to NPM. In the late 1990s, many international 
delegations visited the NPM champions such as New Zealand and the 
United Kingdom. German local government officials traveled to Tilburg -
a medium-sized Dutch city that was an acknowledged NPM cham
pion. It led a Dutch academic to conclude that everyone seemed to be 
applying the Tilburg model, apart from Tilburg. While the city was hir
ing an external consultant to organize the reception of delegations, the 
city itself was already moving away from the model (Kickert, 2003). 
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Change 

Despite the continuities, there are some remarkable changes too. First, 
in the last few decades there has been a technologieal revolution that 
enabled the reinvention of old concepts. Second, analysis techniques 
have become more sophistieated but also more decoupled from users. 
Third, and most importantly, use has changed. 

Technological evolution enables the 
reinvention of old concepts 

The technologie al infrastructure for measuring performance has 
improved tremendously. The most relevant evolutions have been the 
unparalleled increase in the processing power of computers and the 
development of networks. Information technology has enabled better 
generation, display and analysis of performance information. 
Performance data can be generated more easily thanks to the automa
tion of administrative re cord keeping. Even field workers, using palm
tops, can now more efficiently re cord performance data. This is, in 
partieular, helpful for collecting output data. Outcome data usually are 
not embedded in administrative information systems and therefore 
remain notoriously difficult to collect. The display and diffusion of per
formance information is strongly enhanced by onIine appIications. The 
increased computational power of computers permits more sophisti
cated analysis techniques. 

These technologieal evolutions are particularly relevant because they 
enable the reinvention of old concepts. Geographie Information Systems 
(GIS) are a good example (Goodchild and ]anelle, 2004). In essence, 
they are information systems providing knowledge about what is where, 
and when. The modern concept of building a spatial data infrastructure 
is not fundamentally different from Charles Booth's attempts to build a 
social map of London where social characteristies were attributed to 
spatial data (the location of the houses). Modern techniques have 
expanded the amount of data Iinked to the reference file, but the basie 
concept of mapping social phenomena has remained the same. 

Analysis techniques have become more sophisticated, but 
decoupled from utilization "outside the box" 

Major progress has been made with regard to techniques for analyzing 
performance information. Analysis techniques bridge the gap between 
data and information. Data are the plain numbers. Information is 
interpreted data upon which decisions can be based. The interpretation 
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of data is often implicit and ad lib. In such an approach, a drop in 
unemployment is explained as a result of successful policy without tak
ing external factors into account. Alternatively, data can be interpreted 
in an explicit way, using tools for analysis. In this ca se, unemployment 
figures in one constituency are, for instance, compared to those in 
other constituencies and external factors are filtered out by running 
regressions. 

The sophistication of techniques for analysis has increased substan
tially. A corollary of this technical sophistication has been the increas
ingly technocratic nature of the analyses. This evolution goes hand in 
hand with specialization in Western societies in general and the profes
sionalization of measurement in particular (see below). The increasing 
econometric and statistical complexity seems to have become a prob
lem for actors that are not part of a profession or dealing with measures 
on a more or less daily basis. Typically, these actors are citizens and 
politicians. These users "outside the box" no longer understand the 
technology behind the results. Statistical sophistication sometimes puts 
up a smoke screen for inadequate conceptualizations, poor quality data 
or hidden agendas. Other contributions in this volume show that spe
cial efforts are required to re ach these groups (see, e.g., Chapter 8 by 
Askim and Chapter 12 by Ho). 

Institutionalization, professionalization and 
specialization of use 

Probably the most important change in the subsequent performance 
movements is the use of performance information. Performance meas
urement and management has become: (1) more institutionalized; and 
(2) more professional; and as a result, there is (3) an increased tension 
between a specialist supply of performance information and a genera list 
demand. 

(a) The use of performance information (outputs and outcomes) has 
gradually become more institutionalized. Early twentieth-century 
movements such as the social survey and the NYBMR consisted of 
peripheral actors that wanted to influence government policy and man
agement. Although these movements were innovative and their work 
influenced many, the impact on the government of the day should not 
be overrated. Davidson concludes that although senior researchers of 
the Social Survey Movement were appointed to positions in the British 
government, there is little evidence of impact (1991: 360). Similarly, it 
took scientific management and the science of administration several 
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decades to penetrate the core of government. Arguably, this happened 
when the PPBS system was implemented (Schick, 1966). By that time, 
the science of administration was included in the curricula of the most 
important schools (Williams, 2003). Cost accounting, on the contrary, 
has never been institutionalized in government. Nowadays, measure
ment is done on a more regular basis - often laid down in management 
scorecards and management information systems. Increasingly, meas
urement is seen as an integral part of good management. Of course, this 
view is open to debate. We argued before that a commitment to meas
urement can also be of a symbolic nature; a commitment to rationality. 
Yet, since contemporary performance movements such as the quality 
movement and NPM are furthering this discourse, it becomes real in its 
consequences. 

(b) Another trend in use has been the increasing professionalization 
of measurement. This trend has two dimensions. On the supply side of 
information, professionalization implies that measurement has become 
a profession, with a mounting number of measurement professionals; 
management accountants, management consultants, policy advisors in 
think tanks, analysts in statistical offices, and so on whose job it is to 
draw conclusions from measurement. This management profession may 
run counter to traditional professions that see measurement as an intru
sion on their autonomy (see also Chapters 10 by lohnsen and 13 by Van 
de Walle and Roberts). 

On the demand side, there is a more professional way of dealing with 
information. The way in which information is used has become increas
ingly complicated. The most important trend seems to be that per
formance information has gradually become embedded in systems of 
accountability between the executive and top managers of depart
ments, between tiers of government, between institutions (schools, 
hospitals) and central departments, and between employees and their 
bosses. These systems of accountability may run counter to the use of 
performance information for learning or advocacy (see also Moynihan 
in Chapter 2), or in Hood's (2007a) words, systems that envisage intel
ligence. Systems for accountability have the tendency to become beauty 
contests, while systems for intelligence necessarily need to be critical. 

(c) The third trend is an increasing tension between specialized supply 
and generalist demand. The supply of performance information has 
become increasingly specialized. The growing specialization of policy 
sectors has led to a supply of information that most of the time remains 
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within the policy sectors. Policy movements, such as the social indicators 
and EBP movements were concerned that this rich sectoral 
knowledge base would be insufficiently opened up for decision makers 
(Bauer, 1966; Davies, Nutley and Smith, 2000). The social indicator 
movement failed to solve this problem. One of the many explanations 
was its overly technocratic and somewhat naive approach. It assumed 
that numbers would be used once they were provided. The gap between 
the increasingly specializing supply and the generalist demand of 
political decision makers is an enduring issue in performance measure
ment. It is probably too early to assess whether the EBP movement will 
be more successful than the social indicator movement in bridging 
this gap. 

Discussion 

Let us now briefly return to the central question of this chapter. 
Notwithstanding the long tradition of performance measurement and 
management - we identified eight in the history of performance meas
urement - no movement seems to have had the same influence on 
public administration as the current ones. What is so particular about 
the contemporary performance movements (mainly NPM and to some 
extent EBP) that they have had such a profound impact? 

The answer is simple. Performance information needs to be used to 
have an impact. No other performance movement promoted the use 
of performance information in such a wide array of management 
functions. No other movement succeeded in integrating performance 
information in public management reform packages that focused on 
the whole of government. No other movement exported its ideas on a 
similar global scale (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). No other movement 
coupled performance measurement as closely to accountability struc
tures, in particular in the Anglo-Saxon version. 

The change in the nature and ex te nt of utilization contrasts sharply 
with the conceptual stability of the performance mindset. The con
ceptual stability may create an impression of absence of change. This 
is only true for certain aspects. We argue that the history of perform
ance measurement and management in the twentieth century has 
been a history of use. This is an obvious, but important insight. If we 
want to study the successes and failures of performance movements, 
we have to study the use of performance information. We can not 
confine ourselves to the concepts and techniques. 
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Conclusion 

It is often suggested that most change is superficial spin while the 
bottom line remains untouched. Mintzberg (1993), for instance, argued 
that it is always our own age that is turbulent and that therefore turbu
lence is normaley. Does this apply to measurement in and of the public 
sector too? Are recent measurement efforts normaley rat her than 
change? We don't think so. Although there are tides of reform, every 
performance movement leaves some sediment which is acquired for 
future movements. The mapping of poverty was something novel in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Nowadays, poverty 
indicators are an institutionalized means of assessing government per
formance in the provision and redistribution of prosperity. 

One of the most notable evolutions in the twentieth century per
formance movements has been the ever-increasing integration of meas
urement in the core of the public sector. The quantification of 
government started outside government. It was the third sector that 
began to measure results of the public sec tor as a tool for advocacy. The 
twentieth century has witnessed a growing integration of measurement 
within and by the public sector itself. Quantitative approaches to policy 
and management - in this order -have become an inclusive part of gov
ernment. The elaboration of statistical systems led to the government
wide existence of policy indicators. 

NPM was the first movement that included quantitative information 
in public management on a government-wide sc ale, on an international 
scale and in all management functions. However, NPM did not co me 
out of the blue. It was conceptually conceived by the NYBMR. Only 
after an incubation period of nearly a century, does the performance 
mindset seem to have permeated the fibers of government, for better 
and worse. 



2 
Advocacy and Learning: An 
Interactive-Dialogue Approach 
to Performance Information Use 
Donald Moynihan 

This chapter examines how agencies use performance information, and 
in particular the potential for performance information to foster goal
based learning in the public sector. The most crucial indicator for 
whether measuring performance is worth the effort is whether public 
managers are using performance information (Hatry, 2006). It is also 
the most difficult aspect of performance management, requiring indi
viduals and organizations to change deeply entrenched decision behav
iors by widening the scope of the information considered. 

This chapter portrays performance information use as em erging from 
an interactive dialogue between interested actors. As the dialogue con
tains a greater variety of conflicting interests, performance information 
will be exploited for subjective ends, reducing the praspects of consen
sus. This is because performance information itself is not comprehen
sive or objective, but incomplete and ambiguous. It is subject to selective 
measurement, presentation and interpretation based on the interests of 
the actors involved. The full implications of the interactive-dialogue 
model are explored in Moynihan (2008). In this chapter, I focus on two 
main implications of the model for information fram the perspective of 
generic agency-Ievel actors. 

The first use of performance information by agency staff is for advo
cacy purposes. Performance information pravides a means by which 
agencies can present their perspective in the policy arena. The second 
use of performance information is for goal-based learning, that is, where 
formal performance targets foster an investigation and impraved under
standing of how to achieve those targets. The interactive-dialogue 
model suggests such learning is most likely to occur within agencies 
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because there are fewer competing interests, and less disagreement 
between interests, than elsewhere in the policy arena. In the wider pol
icyarena, stakeholders, central agencies, competing agencies, the media 
and elected officials are likely to disagree on the meaning of perform
ance information because of ideological or institutional perspectives. 
For example, the budget process finds line agencies, central agencies 
and elected officials often disagreeing on what information should be 
collected, and what performance data reveals about funding decisions. 

While public organizations have become quite adept at developing 
routines of performance information creation and dissemination, they 
have little experience in creating routines of use, or learning forums. 
Drawing from the literat ure of organizational learning, I identify the 
factors that facilitate goal-based learning. The latter part of the chapter 
explores the management issues associated with developing learning 
forums, which include the balance between accountability and defen
siveness, the policy-making potential of learning forums, and the 
importance of organizational culture for learning to succeed. 

The interactive-dialogue model of 
performance information use 

One belief, repeatedly expressed by the public managers that I have 
interviewed and observed in three different State governments at the 
agency and central agency level, and of central agency officials at the 
Federallevel, is that performance information can be used to represent 
them, as a way to communicate their job and the challenges they face 
(Moynihan, 2008). Performance information can help them to advo
cate for particular management or policy issues, to defend or expand 
their budget. One state manager said: "I think it provides a hell of a 
defense when people co me to rob you of resources of any kind." 

But only some measures represent the viewpoint that agencies wish 
to present, and they therefore tend to favor certain data. The motivation 
for doing this was best summarized by the rhetorical question of one 
budget official: "what agency in their right mind is going to include 
measures that are going to reduce the chance of success in getting their 
damn money?" Some become skilled at using data to tell a compelling 
narrative about the agency. Measures are selected, presented and inter
preted to fit with that narrative. One manager talked explicitly ab out 
his role in using numbers to develop a coherent story about the agency: 
"Understand that measuring policy is not a science. It is an art. It is 
words, and pictures and numbers. And you create impressions, beliefs, 
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understandings and persuasions." Three state corrections departments 
agencies I studied, in Vermont, Virginia and Alabama, selectively meas
ured, presented and interpreted information in such a way as to present 
their perspectives: some used data to portray efficiency and effective
ness in management practices, others used data to make the case for the 
success of new policy pro grams, and others used data to emphasize 
budget needs by pointing to input measures or workload indicators, or 
output/outcome goals that required more funding (Moynihan, 2008). 

Performance management doctrine has tended to assume that per
formance information is objective, standardized, indicative of actual 
performance, consistently understood, and prompts a consensus about 
how a program is performing and how it should be funded. But the 
actual use of performance information exposes the limits of these 
assumptions. A theory that recognizes the use of performance informa
tion should recognize its interactive element, as actors try to persuade 
others to look at the performance information they consider important, 
and see it in the way that they do. The interactive-dialogue model pre
sented he re seeks to fill this gap, and is based on a number of assump
tions (for more detail, see eh. 6 in Moynihan, 2008): 

• Performance information is not comprehensive 
• Performance information is ambiguous 
• Performance information is subjective 
• Production of performance information does not guarantee use 
• Institutional affiliation and individual beliefs will affect selection, 

perception and presentation of performance information 
• The context of dialogue will affect the ability to use performance 

information to develop solutions 

Information is ambiguous (March and Olsen, 1976). Performance 
data do not tell us why performance did or did not occur, the context of 
performance, how implementation occurred, how outside factors influ
enced performance, how to choose which program measure is a prior
ity, and tradeoffs with other programs. Performance information does 
not necessarily provide a definitive account of performance. You and I 
might look at program data and disagree about whether it is performing 
weIl or not. Assuming that we can agree that the program performed 
poorly, we might disagree on the cause of performance. You might argue 
that the problem is a management issue, while I might see it as a resource 
allocation issue. Even if we agree that performance information should 
influence resource allocation, performance data does not tell us how. 
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Should fun ding be cut and the pro gram abandoned as a faHure, or 
should more resources be provided to help make the program a success? 
The ability to answer this question depends a great deal on our under
standing of why performance faHed to occur and whether the pro gram 
can be remedied, issues that are subject to disagreement. Values playa 
role. We are less likely to abandon programs that we feel have an impor
tant purpose. 

There is likely to be no single definitive approach therefore to: (a) 
interpreting what performance information means, and (b) how per
formance information directs deeisions. The meaning of performance 
information is constructed, and therefore the same performance infor
mation can support different arguments. The use of information will 
never meet some objective ideal because information will always be 
selected by people who bring with them their own personal and insti
tutional biases (Majone, 1989; Stone, 1997). 

Performance information use as advocacy 

The interactive-dialogue model suggests that whether performance 
information is used, and how it is used, depends on the motivations of 
potential users, and the utility of performance information to their 
goals. In short, the use of performance information is a subjective exer
eise that often amplifies rather than reduces the ambiguity of data. 
Actors will selectively present performance data that supports their 
point of view, discount conflicting information, and put the best pos
sible spin on the data (Hood, 2006). Brunsson (1989) has argued that 
organizations have strong incentives to use information to communi
cate the importance of their services and the values they represent. 
Organizations will strive to present external values consistent with the 
demands of the environment, values which may not have a strong rela
tionship with activities. Performance information is a helpful tool here, 
allowing the organization to "claim to possess a variety of positive qual
ities: they are efficient, they are service-minded, or they exist for the 
benefit of the public. Goals are even more useful in this context. If an 
organization cannot quite fulfil some particular norm, it may at least be 
a good idea to emphasize a firm intention to do so" (Brunsson, 1989: 5). 
As long as the extern al values secure the legitimacy of the organization, 
and its funding, such an "organization of hypocrisy" is a natural and 
useful strategy. 

We should put aside notions that performance data is neutral, seien
tific or definitive, but assume instead that it represents the interests of an 
advocate seeking to persuade. A major use of performance information 
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for agencies is for advocacy purposes. Such a realization prompts us to 
ask probing questions rather than accept performance information at 
face value: Who collected the information? How was it measured? What 
alternative measures exist? What is the context of performance? 

Principal-agent problems have not disappeared with the introduction 
of performance data, they have simply taken new forms. Agency theory 
proposed performance data as an alternative to the price mechanism 
and a means to reduce information asymmetry between political princi
pals and bureaucratic agents. But given the breadth of possible informa
tion any moderately complex program could legitimately produce, and 
the range of interpretations associated with this information, it becomes 
clear that the substantive expertise of the public manager remains 
important. It is nearly impossible for decision makers to make informed 
judgments on what mounds of performance information indicate for a 
particular function. There will never be enough information to substi
tute for the expertise and knowledge of those who run the programs, 
and there will be too much information for human cognitive processes 
to deal with. 

Even if a government accepts the transaction costs involved in audit
ing performance data, and requires detailed records of how data were 
created, agents have an advantage in terms of being the most credible 
actors to determine what information should be selected, measured and 
diffused. For this reason, governments frequently delegate the process of 
information creation to agencies. Even if governments accept the 
additional transaction costs (and agency resentment) involved in having 
a central agency or other third party take over all or some of the process 
of information creation, the information advantage of agency ac tors 
puts them in the best position to offer plausible explanations as to the 
meaning of the performance data and what it tells us about future action, 
for example, "performance was lower than expected because we lacked 
staff at critical points - more resources will remedy this problem." Where 
governments ignore the interpretation of agencies, they run the risk of 
being accused of neglecting expertise. 

For agencies, the purpose of advocacy is to meet the demands of an 
external audience. In the policy arena there will be multiple competing 
perspectives about the worth of the agency's goals, how successful it is at 
achieving these goals, and how it should be managed and funded in the 
future. The agency is just one ac tor among many trying to assert hegem
ony of understanding over these issues (Kingdon, 1984). Stakeholders, 
elected officials, central agency officials and constituents mayaIso press 
their views, sometimes in opposition to the agency. These actors are 
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representatives of ideologies, parties, programs, groups of citizens, 
organizations and political institutions. How an individual interprets 
and understands information will be shaped by their political role. 
Conditions of ambiguity and disagreement will therefore be exacerbated 
across political institutions that are designed to check one another and 
represent opposing viewpoints. 

These conditions give rise to the following proposition, which I explain 
in greater detail below: All else being equal, dialogue routines which are 
institutionally more diverse (in terms of the mix of political/ 
administrative actors involved) are less likely to use performance infor
mation to solve problems, and more likely to use performance information 
for advocacy. The more diverse the institutional actors involved, the 
greater the number of interpretations of performance data. This is the 
central reason that performance budgeting, despite its perennial popu
larity, struggles to actually work. Traditional budget routines have a lim
ited ability to create dialogue which generates solutions. Agency staff or 
stakeholders presenting information to the central budget office or the 
legislature have good reason to act defensively. In such situations, infor
mation will be used strategically by advocates who are fully aware that 
they argue in adecision environment that does not closely resemble a 
strict performance budgeting model. 

The political nature of decision making will interact with, rather than 
be replaced by, performance information. Of course, advocates are biased 
in their assessments, but all parties of aware of this, and it does not mean 
that they are wrong. In fact, the greater the degree to which they can use 
performance data to support their position, the less biased and more 
rational they appear. A summary of the key hypotheses of the 
interactive-dialogue model would be as follows: 

• Different actors can examine the same programs and come up with 
competing, though reasonable, arguments for the performance of a 
program based on different data. 

• Different actors can examine the same performance information 
and co me up with competing, though reasonable, arguments for 
what the information means. 

• Different actors can agree on the meaning of performance 
information/program performance and come up with competing 
solutions for what actions to take in terms of management and 
resources. 

• Actors will select and interpret performance information consistent 
with institutional values and purposes. 
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• Forums where performance information is considered across 
institutional affiliations will see greater contesting of performance 
data. 

What do the above hypotheses suggest for decision making? Performance 
information, when used, will not necessarily engender consensus and 
agreement. This depends greatly on the homogeneity of the actors 
involved, their interpretation of the data, their ability to persuade others 
and their power in the decision process. In some cases, what one group 
of decision makers concludes is a reasonable interpretation and an 
appropriate response may be completely at odds with another group 
looking at similar information. The nature of the performance informa
tion is therefore not predictive of decisions. Different actors might take 
the same set of performance data and offer plausible and logical argu
ments for either option. In settings that limit a diversity of institutional 
views, many of the problems that arise from performance information 
ambiguity and subjectivity are reduced, because there is a reduced 
incentive and potential for advocacy. 

Goal-based learning 

The first part of this chapter detailed the reasons why performance 
information is used for advocacy purposes. It is tempting, then, to sug
gest that performance measurement has largely failed as a management 
tool and only works as a political too1. But this would represent a flawed 
and narrow understanding of performance information use. Actors use 
performance information in different ways, depending on their pur
pose, their audience, the context, and the decision under consideration. 
The same agency may use performance information for advocacy pur
poses to secure external legitimacy, while at the same time use it for 
interna 1 management purposes (Brunsson, 1989). The second part of 
this chapter argues agency actors can use performance information to 
foster learning. 

Interactions with central agencies, elected officials or the public offer 
agencies an opportunity to use performance data to advocate. If they are 
successful in asserting their version of events, the agency can win 
legitimacy and funding. But advocacy within an agency is unlikely to 
win such prizes and is therefore a less fruitful strategy. Advocacy within 
agencies is also less necessary because of the relative homogeneity of the 
actors involved. While subject to the tensions of political struggles, they 
can manage these tensions for a number of reasons. Agency staff is less 
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diverse than the body politic, share a common culture, fall under a 
single hierarchy that has authority to direct employees, and are more 
likely to agree on shared goals. Such actors are more concerned with 
issues of implementation than other actors in the governance process, 
and therefore more likely to seek uses of performance data that improve 
management. Together, these factors help reduce the potential for differ
ent perspectives between actors within the same organization, reducing 
the potential for riyal and irreconcilable interpretations of performance 
information to emerge. With relative agreement on the meaning of per
formance, agency actors have greater potential to identify and implement 
management actions based on goals. 

Looking to learning 

Hopes that performance measures are used ultimately rest on a theory of 
learning. Decision makers are expected to learn from performance infor
mation, leading to better informed decisions and improved government 
performance. However, performance management reforms have largely 
failed to draw from a well-established literature on organizationallearn
ing to better understand how to facilitate performance information use. 
This literature is helpful in understanding how interactive dialogue fos
ters performance management in three ways: 

1. identifying the types of learning that organizations can engage in; 
2. identifying different routes towards learning; and 
3. identifying the characteristics of forums where dialogue can foster 

learning. 

Types of learning 

The work of Chris Argyris and Donald Schön has been instrumental in 
developing the concept of organizationallearning and in identifying dif
ferent types of learning. Single-Ioop learning is "instrumental learning 
that leads to improvement in the performance of organizational tasks" 
that "changes strategies of actions or assumptions underlying strategies in 
ways that leave the values of a theory unchanged" (Argyris and Schön, 
1996: 20). In the context of governance, single-Ioop learning is appropriate 
for routine, repetitive operations, when public sector goals are clear and 
widely accepted. In terms of performance management, it implies specify
ing goals to the point where they are measurable; tracking achievement of 
goals; and judging these results in the context of a point of comparison, 
whether it is pre-set targets, previous performance, the performance of 
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other organizations or other parts of the same organization. Such 
comparison prompts a dialogue that analyzes the factors and processes 
that underpin performance, and how they might be changed. In short, 
single-Ioop learning allows organizations to da the same things better. 

Double-Ioop learning is "learning that results in a change in the values 
of theory-in-use, as weIl as in its strategies and assumptions [ ... ] Strategies 
and assumptions may change concurrently with, or as a consequence of, 
change in values" (Argyris and Schön, 1996: 21). Double-Ioop learning 
occurs when public actors test and change the basic assumptions that 
underpin their mission and key policies. It is more relevant for complex, 
non-programmable issues important to the survival of the organization, 
rather than short-term efficiency gains. Double-Ioop learning means 
questioning the goals of a program, asking whether the program is worth 
pursuing, or worth pursuing in the public sector. In the context of per
formance management, it implies a willingness to revisit the basic 
organizational mission, goals and strategies. While performance man
agement reforms have tended to emphasize single-Ioop learning, there is 
evidence that performance management can help to facilitate both 
single- and double-Ioop learning (Moynihan, 2005a). 

Structural and cultural routes to learning 

The organizational learning literature identifies two different routes to 
learning, one cultural and the other structural. The cultural approach is 
the better-established and more widely pursued, reflecting the influence 
of the human relations school on the organizationallearning literature. 
In the cultural approach, learning is based on shared experiences, norms 
and understandings (Senge, 1990). Characteristics of a learning culture 
include high employee empowerment, participation and discretion (Fiol 
and Lyles, 1985). 

Lipshitz and colleagues (1996) criticize the abstract nature of the cu 1-
tural approach. They argue that learning can be better studied and pro
moted through a structural approach, what they call organizational 
learning mechanisms (OLM): "institutionalized structural and 
procedural arrangements that allow organizations to systematically col
lect, analyze, store, disseminate, and use information that is relevant to 
the effectiveness of the organization" (Lipshitz, Popper and Oz, 1996: 
293). While a cultural approach emphasizes creating shared and func
tional norms among workers, the structural approach denotes a reliance 
on formal rules and procedures to enable learning. 

Reformers favor structural approaches, since structure and procedure 
are amenable to change via formal mandates. In performance 
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management, this preference for structure is reflected in statutory or 
administrative mandates that lead to formal rules and procedures to 
generate, collect and disseminate performance information. These 
mandates are clear and specific reforms that elected officials can adopt 
to demonstrate that they care about results-based government. In con
trast, cultural reform is slow, difficult, hard to observe and largely 
shaped at the agency level. 

Performance management reforms have done well in establishing 
OLMs that create and diffuse information, but have largely overlooked 
OLMs as routines where data is examined and interpreted - learning 
forums. Learning forums are dialogue routines specifically focused on 
solution seeking, where actors collectively examine information, con
sider its significance and decide how it will affect future action. Such 
routines are unlikely to occur as an organic re action to the simple provi
sion of quantitative information. Managers prefer to spend their time 
interacting with people and collecting oral data, not contemplating 
quantitative data (Mintzberg, 1975). Learning forums therefore require 
a commitment of time by staff. The inter action between knowledgeable 
staff can generate innovations and solutions that would not occur if 
such staff were acting by themselves. 

Building learning forums 

Designers of performance management systems need to take the rou
tines to consider and discuss data as seriously as they take the routines 
to collect and disseminate data. Without learning forums, performance 
management is an incomplete structural approach to learning. The 
organizational learning literat ure and case studies of goal-based learn
ing offer insights into the factors that convert interactive dialogue to 
learning. These insights are summarized in Table 2.1. 

Learning forums are more likely to succeed if they are an organizational 
routine rather than an extraordinary event (Levitt and March, 1988). The 
key characteristic of such forums will be to exchange dialogue as a precur
sor to learning. Performance data highlights the relative success or faHure 
of a unit or process, but only a dialogue can help identify and disseminate 
the reasons why success occurs. Managers often live in "psychic prisons," 
limited by norms and habits that lead them to view their organization 
and its problems from a single frame (Bolman and Deal, 1991). Dialogue 
allows participants to examine their own thinking, look at old problems 
in new ways by experimenting with multiple frames, and to create com
mon meaning. Dialogue gives managers an opportunity to "practice," 
experimenting with decisions styles in a way not feasible in real-life. 
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Table 2.1 Elements of learning forums 

Routine event 

• Facilitation and ground-rules to structure dialogue 

• Non-confrontational approach to avoid defensive reactions 

• Collegiality among participants 

Diverse set of organizational actors responsible for producing the out
comes under review 

• Dialogue-centered, with dialogue focused on organizational goals 

Identify, examine and suspend basic assumptions (especially for double
loop learning) 

• Employs quantitative knowledge that identifies success and failure, 
including goals, targets, outcomes, and points of comparison 

• Employs experiential knowledge of process and work conditions that 
explain success, failure and the possibility of innovation 

Senge (1990) suggests that the necessary aspects of a successful dialogue 
include the suspension of assumptions, facilitation that explains and 
enforces the ground rules for dialogue, active involvement of members, 
co11egiality among participants, and willingness for members to raise 
the most pressing organizational issues. These standards are similar to 
the advice given by argumentation theorists on standards for structur
ing conversations. In facilitating a critical discussion, a11 participants 
must be willing to clearly discuss their viewpoints, willing to accept, on 
a provision al basis, the presumptions of others, and cooperate with one 
another in evaluating the relative plausibility of inferences drawn from 
such presumptions (Walton, 1992). 

Mintzberg (1994) argues that forum participants should be the decision 
makers expected to use performance information, and not planners who 
are removed from managerial realities. For single-Ioop learning, this 
implies including lower-Ievel employees who oversee organizational 
processes; for double-Ioop learning, it implies more senior-level employ
ees who have an understanding of the entire organization and its 
environment. Kaplan and Norton (1996) argue that diversity of expertise 
improves the potential for team learning, and advocate teams that are 
both cross-functional and that mix senior and operational managers. 
This makes sense because it overcomes a classic bureaucratic malady -
"those who have the necessary information do not have the power to 
decide, and those who have the power to decide cannot get the necessary 
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information" (Crozier, 1964: 51). Bringing tagether lower-Ievel managers 
with senior officials joins operational knowledge with the authority to 
change processes. 

Kaplan and Norton (1996: 252) also emphasize linking dialogue to 
critical organizational goals. Learning is enabled by "a team problem
solving process that analyzes and learns from the performance data and 
then adapts the strategy to emerging conditions and issues." Such 
analyses should be open to both quantitative and qualitative evidence, 
including correlations between process changes and intended outcomes, 
in-depth management gaming/scenario analysis, anecdotal evidence, 
interim review of the progress of process changes, and peer review of 
performance. 

A sense of professional pride is a strong motivator for using perform
ance information (Moynihan, 2005a). Commitments given in front of 
peers are taken seriously and usually prove binding. Learning forums 
therefore not only prioritize performance information and identify solu
tions, but also can change the attitude employees hold toward their tasks. 
DeHaven-Smith and Jenne (2006) point to Habermas's theory of com
municative action to suggest that structured discourse can shape values 
and motivations, noting the "tendency for people to feel bound by their 
promises, to give reasons for their beliefs and actions, and to accede to 
the better arguments and more justifiable claims of others" (2006: 67). 
Dialogue forms a basis of social cooperation, and people feel committed 
to the agreements researched in such a context. Interactive dialogue 
therefore acts as a social process that helps to create shared mental mod
els, has a unifying effect, and helps to develop credible commitment for 
the execution phase. An important caveat is that the willingness to pur
sue learning forums is strengthened when agencies have same autonomy 
in selecting goals. Externally imposed goals, especially those that are at 
odds with professional values, are more likely to engender compliance 
rather than the type of collective goal-based learning described here. 

Two recent quantitative studies provide additional empirical support 
for the learning forum concept in very different settings - Norwegian 
municipalities (Askim, Johnsen and Christophersen, 2008) and Texas 
state employees (Moynihan and Landuyt, 2008). Askim and colleagues 
use senior management participation in benchmarking exercises as their 
primary measure of learning forums, while Moynihan and Landuyt 
(2008) track the impact of work groups with learning forum characteris
tics (they incorporate the views of many ac tors, receive adequate feed
back, involve those who are actually involved in decision processes, and 
are willing to challenge the status qua). Both find that learning forums 
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are positively associated with organizationallearning. In the Texas study, 
such learning forums had a greater positive impact on learning than any 
other significant variables, including the quality of information systems, 
the mission orientation of individual employees, and the discretion 
provided to employees. 

Managing learning forums 

This section of the chapter considers some of the prominent management 
issues that arise from learning forums. The first is the danger that a 
desire for accountability may crowd-out the potential for learning. The 
second is the importance of culture to learning, even for structural 
approaches to learning. The third is the potential for double-Ioop 
learning to lead to policy change. 

The balance between accountability 
and defensiveness 

The literature of organizational learning suggests that confrontational 
uses of data leads to defensive reactions rather than learning, so an open 
and collegia I approach is preferable to a top-down analysis of failure. 
Collegiality defuses defensive reactions and encourages information 
sharing. Heinrich (2003) cites an example of such learning in North 
Carolina, where city government officials share financial and performance 
information on a range of services. They come together to talk about why 
high- and low-performing services, and the simple process of discussing 
performance, is motivation al and provides information. The cities 
involved have no authority over one another, so the process is motivated 
by solution seeking, and characterized by equality among participants. 

In the absence of equality among participants, a top-down political 
pressure for accountability may encourage learning (Andrews and 
Moynihan, 2002). A top-down pressure to perform characterizes the use 
of performance data to improve organizational performance in the grow
ing "Stat" approach to performance management. The original CompStat 
policing program for New York police operations has spawned many fol
lowers, including the CitiStat program in Baltimore, and the PowerTrac 
policing model in Broward County, Florida (Behn, 2006; deHaven-Smith 
and ]enne, 2006; Henderson, 200S). 

The Stat model emphasizes the use of near real-time information on 
the performance of a variety of public programs. Performance is illustrated 
using geospatial mapping, making problem areas obvious. Senior 
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managers are required to present and defend the performance of their 
agencies in a learning forum with executive branch officials - in the case 
of CitiStat, this included the Mayor of Baltimore. At the meeting there is 
discussion of performance, why problems are occurring, and what 
resources and strategies are needed to improve performance. 

Many of the characteristics of learning forums exist in the Stat model. 
There are frequent meetings to discuss performance, a variety of different 
actors involved, a reliance on quantitative measures and experience, and 
a discussion of the variables that affect performance. But a key difference 
from the learning forums described above is the unequal footing of par
ticipants and the sometimes confrontational nature of the interactions in 
the Stat approach. The meetings create apressure to perform, tying 
responsibility to perform on agency heads rather than discovering 
improvement as a collective experience. In the search for accountability, 
the tone of the dialogue becomes "why are you failing?" rather than the 
"how can we improve?" tone that characterizes more collegial approaches 
to learning. Agency officials are expected to answer tough questions from 
political officials, implying the need for learning to occur within the 
agency before or after the meetings, rather than at the meeting itself 
(Behn, 2006; Chetkovich, 2000). 

At some point top-down pressure in the name of accountability will 
foster defensive reactions, which ultimately weaken a shared focus on 
problem solving and encourage agency staff to circumvent, game or dis
credit performance information systems. To be successful, therefore, the 
dialogue must retain abasie level of legitimacy. If agency staff see learn
ing forums as exercises in politieal blame assignment rather than solu
tion seeking, they become disillusioned. As the officials involved seek 
strategie advantage, the forums devolve into advocacy sessions where dif
ferent sides present conflicting ac counts of the meaning of performance 
information. An example comes from the PowerTrac system in Florida 
(deHaven-Smith and ]enne, 2006). Senior officials focused on uncover
ing performance problems, preparing pre-scripted questions and evi
dence that embarrassed agency staff. In response, agency managers 
viewed it as acceptable to collude in evading performance management 
controls, leading deHaven-Smith and ]enne to conclude: "To the extent 
that administrative dis course is seen as agame of 'gotcha', it will reinforce 
rather than expose and dissolve defensive thinking" (2006: 71). 

Aligning culture with goal-based learning 

Performance management reforms reflect a structural approach to 
learning, characterized by OLMs for performance creation and diffusion. 
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The definition of OLMs presented earlier also makes clear that they 
incorporate routines to use information. Learning forums might there
fore be considered another aspect of a structural approach, albeit one 
given less attention thus far. However, any examination of learning 
forums reveals the difficulty in separating organizational culture from 
the structural bases of learning. 

Organizational culture frames whether learning forums are welcomed 
and supported. Most organizations struggle to create such routines of 
information use because the concept is foreign. The idea of setting aside 
time to collectively consider performance data appears odd, or brings to 
mind images of pointless office retreats that distract employees from 
their real work. The characteristics of learning forums are also unfamiliar. 
Few organizations, except those that are new or in crisis, have much 
incentive to question the norms and values that ushered them into exist
ence and have accompanied their survival. Setting aside these ways of 
thinking is remarkably difficult. Whether and how organizational actors 
decide to create and participate in routines depends on norms of appro
priate behavior for their organization (March and Olsen, 1989). This 
returns us to the issue of culture. Actors willlearn if they have the infor
mation to learn, but also if the organizational culture portrays routines of 
data consideration as appropriate organizational behavior. 

The risk of pursuing accountability at the expense of problem solving 
discussed in the last section furt her illustrates the importance of cul
ture. Hierarchical structures make some actors more powerful than 
others, and foster a presumption among higher-level officials that they 
hold superior knowledge to lower-level ac tors, who must be monitored 
to avoid shirking. If the organization features a culture of antagonism 
and conflict between operators and managers, or between managers 
and political officials, it becomes more difficult for these actors to set 
aside their assumptions ab out one another. 

The discussion of the Stat experiences also illustrates the importance 
of leadership to any effort to build a culture conducive to learning. 
Leadership matters because employees attempt to discern how seriously 
senior managers and elected officials take performance management. If 
employees see real support, they are more likely to devote attention to 
implement performance management and to actually use performance 
information (Moynihan, 200Sb; Moynihan and Ingraham, 2004). If it 
is regarded only as a symbolic reform or a burden that must be complied 
with, employees invest the minimum effort necessary. 

The most direct indicator of leadership support is actual participation 
in learning forums, as exemplified in successful applications of the Stat 
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approach. Askim and colleagues (2008) find that political participation 
in benchmarking exercises was positively related to learning. They also 
found that resources were positively related to learning, pointing to 
another way in which leadership matters. To actually use performance 
information requires the investment of resources, including specialized 
staff to develop learning forums, and the willingness to take staff from 
other tasks to participate in such forums (Moynihan, 200Sb). Both 
Askim and colleagues (2008), and Moynihan and Landuyt (2008) find 
that resource adequacy is positively associated with learning outcomes. 
In tight budget constraints, the willingness of leaders to provide human 
and financial assets for learning forums recognizes learning as an 
organizational priority. 

There are other ways in wh ich culture and structure interact. The 
organizational learning literature sees high employee empowerment, 
participation and discretion as conducive to learning, and Moynihan 
and Landuyt (2008) provide empirical support for these claims. In 
contrast, punishment-oriented control systems te nd to discourage 
learning and lead to defensive reactions (Argyris and Schön, 1996). 
Centralized structures reinforce past behaviors and make new learning 
more difficult. The public sector has traditionally relied on centralized 
rules to govern the use of human and financial resources. Even with the 
introduction of new rules and procedures designed to facilitate learning, 
the failure to remove the old rules will thwart change. Individuals need 
to "unlearn" past behaviors before new learning can take place (Hedberg, 
1981). The ability to unlearn is most at risk when old cognitive 
frameworks are in contradiction with new ways of thinking. 

Performance management provides agencies 
a tool with which to engage in policy change 

Performance management has largely neglected the possibility of 
double-Ioop learning. Nathan comments that, "the preponderance of 
attention and literature on managerial oversight in government has 
focused on rigid numeric goal setting" (2005: 210). Single-Ioop learning 
appears to be the only type of learning recommended to practitioners 
and realized in mandates: bureauerats are expected to figure out ways 
to achieve organizational goals more efficiently, not challenge these 
goals (Barnow, 1999). 

What explains this oversight? To a large degree it reflects the normative 
assumptions about decision making in the public sector, that is, the 
hoary politics/administration dichotomy. As a reform, performance 
management harkens to the concept of the neutral administrator 
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seeking to most efficiently implement the goals they are given by 
elected officials. While the dichotomy has suffered many a battering, 
no reform has ever enhanced its potential for adoption by explicitly 
rejecting its existence. Performance management reforms certainly did 
not advertise themselves as a means to empower bureaucrats with 
policy-making authority, or to question the nature of the goals they 
pursue. The widespread success of performance management reformers 
is due in part to the willingness to reaffirm the dichotomy and overlook 
how performance management practice can violate it. Reforms are pro
moted as a way in which elected officials can reassert control over 
administrators, by virtue of setting goals in the strategic planning stage, 
and closely overseeing outputs. If double-loop learning is to occur at aU, 
it is the presumed province of elected officials, not bureaucrats. 

It is, therefore, an uncomfortable truth that performance manage
ment gives agencies a tool to engage in policy innovation. A seemingly 
neutral administrative tool has the potential to empower agency actors 
to make, in effect, major policy decisions. For example, Moynihan 
(200Sa) detailed how the State of Vermont Department of Corrections 
used strategic planning and performance measurement as a vehicle to 
develop a new corrections philosophy, goals and programs. There are 
reasons to welcome such learning. First, legislators are less likely to use 
performance information than agency staff, and so the best hope for 
coherent and evidence-based policy development within government 
rests with agency actors. The restorative justice philosophy developed 
in Vermont was a response to a failed rehabilitative approach and a 
nascent punitive approach, neither of which had strong evidentiary 
backing. However, the punitive approach had political support and 
would have dominated criminal justice policy without the influence of 
the agency. Second, concerns about the lass of democratic control are 
overstated. Agencies depend on governments for funding tied to specific 
programs, and cannot choose to ignore the legislature's instructions. Ta 
comprehensively change programs and implement new goals, they 
need legislative support. In Vermont, agency staff had to develop basic 
elements of their new philosophy and same evidence of superior 
performance before they could convince the legislature to support 
restorative justice programs. In addition, agency actors engaged in 
double-loop learning are led by (in the USA at least) political appointees 
who reflect the goals of elected officials. Third, the policy arena saw 
greater legislative and public debate about justice than would have been 
the case if the agency simply embarked on a more punitive course. 
While performance management fastered double-loop learning, and 
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gave the Vermont Department of Corrections the material to advocate 
its case, it did not usurp decision-making authority from elected 
officials. Instead, it offered an example of agency advocacy promoting 
well-considered and effective policy options. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has used the interactive-dialogue model to make the case 
that agencies use performance information for advocacy, but that they 
can also engage in goal-based learning. For organizations to foster such 
learning, they need to develop routines of performance information use 
in the same way that they have developed routines of performance 
information creation and diffusion. Agencies must take care in building 
learning forums, because they will fail to foster learning if governments 
use them for accountability rat her than problem-solving purposes. The 
ability to build effective forums is greatly helped by a supportive 
organizational culture and leaders willing to build such a culture. 



3 
Performance Information and 
Performance Steering: Integrated 
System or Loose Coupling? 
Per La:greid, Paul G. Roness and Kristin Rubecksen 

Over the past two decades there has been a significant increase in the use 
of performance management systems in the public sector internationally. 
These systems are widely used, but also criticized (Bouckaert and Peters, 
2002; de Bruijn, 2002; Holzer and Yang, 2004; lohnsen, 200S; Radin, 
2006). Over time, performance measurement has become more system
atic, specialized, professionalized and institutionalized (Van Dooren, 
2006). Performance information related to goals and objectives, measured 
through performance indicators and reported through ICT-based systems 
has increased (Bouckaert and Halligan, 2006). Yet, performance-based 
strategie steering is limited (Pollitt, 2006c). 

One of the main doctrines of New Public Management is managerial 
discretion combined with transparent targets and ex-post control by 
result or performance (Hood and Bevan, 2004). Setting targets, 
evaluating output information and applying rewards and sanctions 
represents a specific type of regulatory system. Thus, according to 
NPM doctrines, performance management is an integrated system 
where performance information is closely linked to performance 
steering through incentives. Performance management allows organ
izations a lot of autonomy and flexibility in the use of allocated 
resources and in choosing the means and methods. However, the 
price public bodies have to pay for their increased freedom is to accept 
a more rigid performance management system, which includes per
formance indicators and performance monitoring and assessment. 
The system is thus a mixed one that prescribes both centralization 
and decentralization, and it is an empirie al question in which 
direction it will tip in practice. 

42 
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The topic of this chapter is how performance information and 
performance steering are related in the Norwegian central govern
ment. The Norwegian performance management system, Management
By-Objectives-and-Results (MBOR), is based on NPM doctrines. We 
will distinguish between four phases of the MBOR process: (1) the for
mulation of goals and objectives; (2) the performance indicators; (3) 
the reporting of performance; and (4) performance steering. The first 
three are seen as different aspects of performance information. We 
will present some main aspects of the MBOR system and examine how 
it works in practice by analyzing data from a comprehensive survey of 
state agencies carried out in 2004. The main research questions are, 
first, to wh at extent is MBOR an integrated system with tight coupling 
between performance information and performance steering, and 
second, to wh at extent can we explain variations in performance steer
ing across agencies using variations in performance information and 
in agency characteristics like structure, culture and environment? 

Performance management: the Norwegian way 

We will analyze how performance information and performance steering 
are related in practice by focusing on the case of Norway, where the 
MBOR system is now widely used in the public sec tor (Lcegreid, Roness 
and Rubecksen, 2006b). The chief features of Norwegian-style NPM have 
been the pragmatic introduction of a formalized performance assess
ment regime. The performance management system is the main tool for 
regulating relations between ministries and agencies. An essential part 
of this system is the establishment of a quasi-contractual steering model, 
whereby the parent ministry allocates resources and specifies targets and 
goals for the various agencies by means of an annual steering document. 
The agencies, in turn, are expected to report on performance through 
formal reports and a formalized steering dialogue. The idea is to make 
the managers manage by use of performance management techniques. 

When the Management-By-Objectives technique was introduced 
in the Norwegian central government at the end of the 1980s, there 
was considerable emphasis on the formulation of objectives. Later 
modifications have focused more strongly on the performance aspect. 
This shift was expressed in the relabeling of the concept Management
By-Objectives to become Management-By-Objectives-And-Results. 

The Management-By-Objectives concept was put into practice through 
three reform measures. The first, budget reforms, was introduced in 1986 
and was intended to make the state budget system more performance 
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oriented. The agencies were given greater freedom in the use of allocated 
financial resources, but the price for increased autonomy was that the 
agencies were required to provide more systematic reporting of perform
ance. MBOR was made mandatory in 1990 with the introduction of an 
annual activity plan for each public sector unit. This reform aimed to 
make goals and means less ambiguous, focusing on results, introducing a 
monitoring system and making greater use of incentives. A central fea
ture of this arrangement was the development of a hierarchy of primary 
and secondary objectives. The third set of reforms was salary reforms. In 
the early 1990s a new salary system was introduced for administrative 
leaders in ministries and state agencies. These officials now received 
salaries based on individual contracts, pay-for-performance elements and 
an annual assessment of managerial executives. This system was 
implemented more reluctantly than anticipated (Lcegreid, 2000). 

MBOR has been further developed in recent years and more broadly 
applied. It is now more closely connected to the state budget system, less 
rigid, and more adapted to the special features and tasks of different state 
organizations. After experiencing problems with measuring outcomes, a 
more relaxed result concept has been introduced that also accepts perform
ance information based on activity and output performance indicators. 
Increased flexibility of MBOR may, however, weaken it as an overall con
trol device. Different, shifting and unstable performance indicators can 
reduce their control potential across time, administrative levels and organ
izational bodies. A comprehensive model for performance management 
was introduced through the new Government Financial Regulations in 
1996. This includes a Letter of Allocation, which is a contract-like arrange
ment between the parent ministry and sub ordinate agencies concerning 
resources, objectives and performance indicators. Thus, performance 
budgeting and performance management are central features of MBOR. 

MBOR entails more flexibility, leeway, autonomy and discretionary 
power for subordinate agencies. Yet, it also gives rise to a more formal and 
rigid control regime because of the extensive use of performance manage
ment and contract-like arrangements. Political executives are supposed to 
specify targets and objectives more clearly, and performance is supposed to 
be controlled by the use of quantitative indicators for monitoring results 
and for measuring efficiency. 

Database 

The database is a survey addressed to all organizations in the Norwegian 
civil service outside the ministries in 2004. It excludes ministries, local 
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government, state-owned companies and governmental foundations. 
The civil service organizations are divided into sub-forms of affiliation: 
directorates/central agencies, other ordinary public administration bod
ies, agencies with extended authority, and government administrative 
enterprises. Compared to ordinary public administrative bodies, 
agencies with extended authority and government administrative 
enterprises are given some degrees of formal autonomy within or 
beyond the general governmental regulatory frameworks. The 
population of organizations also consists of three different agency 
types, based on whether and to what extent they include a territorial 
dimension. The first one consists of single national civil service 
organizations without sub ordinate bodies Ce.g., the Norwegian 
Competition Authority). The second is that of integrated civil service 
organizations consisting of anational unit as well as subordinated 
regional or local branches Ce.g., the Norwegian Tax Administration). 
Finally, there are single units in groups of similar civil service organiza
tions in different geographical areas, reporting directly to one or more 
ministries Ce.g., the County Governors). 

Given these criteria, the population adds up to 215 civil service 
organizations. One questionnaire was sent to each agency, and a cen
tral manager was asked to answer on behalf of the whole organiza
tion. A total of 150 organizations answered the survey, which 
constitutes a response rate of 70 percent. There were only small vari
ations in the response rate according to sub-form of affiliation and 
type of agency and between different ministerial areas. For half of the 
ministerial areas the response rate was over 80 percent and none was 
below SO percent. 

Performance information and performance 
steering: different dimensions 

As noted above, we distinguish between four phases of the MBOR 
process. The first three Cthe formulation of goals and objectives, the 
performance indicators, and the reporting of performance) are seen as 
different aspects of performance information, while the last one 
concerns performance steering. We will present an overall description 
of how the Norwegian state agencies score on these dimensions, based 
on our empirical database. For each of the dimensions we have 
constructed additive indexes, based on relevant aspects. These indexes 
will be used in our examinations on whether MBOR is an integrated 
system or characterized by loose couplings. 
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Formulation of goals and objectives 

According to the instrumental-rational ideas underlying MBOR, 
performance information takes the goals and objectives of the agencies 
as the point of departure. Goals and objectives should be formulated by 
political executives and the parent ministry through a top-down process 
and in quantitative terms. In the Norwegian context, the annual Letter 
of Allocation should both present concrete and testable criteria for goal 
achievement and specify efficiency targets. 

In practice, however, many agencies do not live up to such an ideal. 
One-fifth of the agencies report that they set their goals alone; one
fourth of the agencies have only qualitatively formulated goals; con
crete and testable criteria for goal achievement are reported by half of 
the agencies; and estimates of efficiency or productivity are rat her 
uncommon in the Letter of Allocation. 

We have constructed an additive index for the formulation of goals 
and objectives, ranging from zero to four. The index is constructed by 
counting occurrences of agencies reporting that the goals and objectives 
are formulated by the ministry alone or together with the agency, that 
some goals are quantitatively formulated, that the Letter of Allocation 
presents concrete and testable criteria for goal achievement, and that the 
Letter of Allocation specifies efficiency targets. Few agencies (10 percent) 
report that all criteria for formulation of goals and objectives are ful
filled or that none of them are (12 percent). The majority (57 percent) 
report that they fulfill two or three of the preconditions for formulation 
of goals and objectives specified by the MBOR model. 

Performance indicators 

The MBOR model is not only supposed to measure output, activities 
and resources used, but also outcome and effects on users and clients. 
In practice, however, the performance indicators, first of all, give some 
quantitative information ab out use of resources and activities and task 
achievements. There is much less information on quality of services, 
and outcome (societal effects) is measured to a rather limited extent. 
Four out of ten agencies report that their performance indicators give 
little or no information about outcome. A well-functioning MBOR 
model should have performance indicators that cover all important 
aspects of the activities of sub ordinate organizations. However, only 
one-third of the agencies report that the performance indicators to a 
large extent embrace the central aspects of their operations and work. 
Stability in the performance indicators over time is also necessary in 
order to obtain comparable data about the development of performance 
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and provide meaningful benchmarks in the long term (Lonti and 
Gregory, 2007). Four out of ten agencies report that performance indi
cators have remained stable over the past five years, while the normal 
situation is that there have been some changes in the indicators 
over time. 

The additive index for performance indicators also ranges from zero 
to four. The index is constructed by counting occurrences of agencies 
reporting that the indicators cover societal effects to some or a large 
extent, that the indicators cover quality of services to some or a large 
extent, that the performance indicators to a large extent cover important 
aspects of the agency's work, and that the performance indicators 
remain stable during the budget year. Few agencies (7 percent) report 
that all four criteria for performance indicators are fulfilled or that none 
of them are (11 percent). The majority (60 percent) report that they ful
fill two or three of the preconditions for performance indicators 
specified by the MBOR model. 

Performance reporting 

A third main component in MBOR is performance reporting. The 
introduction of ICT-based reporting systems has made systematic 
reporting of performance information easier, and two-thirds of the 
agencies mention that they use ICT-based systems to document results 
and performance. Performance indicators are normally integrated into 
such systems. Four out of ten agencies mention that the performance 
indicators are used to a large extent in the steering relations between 
the agency and the parent ministry. There are a variety of channels for 
reporting performance information from the agency to the parent 
ministry. Almost all agencies report to the parent ministry through 
annual reports, and quarterly reports are also common. In addition to 
the formal reports, there are also formal meetings as part of a steering 
dialogue between the parent ministry and state agencies. The steering 
meetings focus primarily on the reporting of performance and achieve
ment of results, but financial and administrative matters are also 
discussed. 

For performance reporting, we use an additive index ranging from 
zero to three. The index is constructed by counting occurrences of agen
cies reporting that the performance indicators are used to a large extent 
in the steering relations between the parent ministry and the agency, 
that they use ICT-based systems in performance reporting, and that the 
steering meetings are used for reporting on results and performance. In 
27 percent of the agencies, all three criteria of performance reporting are 
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fulfilled, while in 14 percent none of them are. The majority 
(59 percent) report that they fulfill two or three of the preconditions for 
performance reporting speeified by the MBOR model. 

Performance steering 

MBOR prescribes that performance indicators should be used to reward 
good performance and to punish bad. Performance management or 
steering is thus about acting upon performance information by formu
lating and using performance incentives (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 
2003). However, when those ageneies that use performance indicators 
in steering relations with the parent ministry are asked about different 
ways that the information is used, only 49 percent say that it is used as 
a basis for future resource allocation. Likewise, 46 percent of these agen
eies report that it is used as an informational basis for organizational 
learning. In cases where it is used for future resource allocation, nor
mally more than 10 percent of the total budget of the organization is 
linked to this type of allocation. Overall, as many as 63 percent of the 
ageneies report that the agency is rewarded to a small extent or not at 
all for good results (Le., for re ac hing targets), while 26 percent report 
that they are rewarded to some extent and 11 percent to a large extent. 
In most instances of rewarding good performance, this is done through 
increased resource allocation. Increased autonomy with regard to 
superior units or regulations, increased discretion for individual 
employees, or wage increases and bonuses are only used in rare 
exceptions. About 90 percent of the ageneies do not use pay for 
performance or bonus pay as a way of rewarding performance, and 
when such measures are used, it is more common for managers than for 
other employees. When it comes to using sanctions in case of bad per
formance, this happens to a sm all extent or not at all for 66 percent of 
the ageneies, 24 percent report that this happens to some extent and 
9 percent to a large extent. Punishing bad performance is thus less com
mon than rewarding good performance, but the normal method of 
applying sanctions is to reduce future resource allocation. 

For performance steering through the use of rewards and sanctions, 
we have used an additive index, ranging from zero to three. The index 
is constructed by counting occurrences of ageneies reporting that 
performance information based on indicators is used in the steering 
relations between the agency and the parent ministry as the basis for 
future resource allocation, that the ageneies are rewarded for good 
results, and that they are sanctioned for poor results. For 36 percent of 
the ageneies there are no rewards or sanctions in use that can be 
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connected to performance measurements or reporting, 18 percent 
report that they fulfill all three preconditions, 17 percent fulfill two 
and 29 percent fulfill one feature. 

MBOR as a partly integrated system 

In an ideal MBOR model there should be high positive correlations 
between the different phases of goal formulation, development of per
formance indicators, performance reporting and performance steering. 
If the correlations are not significant or negative, the MBOR model is 
not a coherent tool. What we see in Table 3.1 is that there are some tight 
ties and some loose ties. There are strong positive correlations between 
performance reporting on the one hand, and rewards and sanctions on 
the other. Performance indicators are tightly coupled to performance 
reporting, but not to the formulation of goals or to the issuing of rewards 
and the imposition of sanctions. Thus, the weak coupling seems to be 
between formulation of goals and performance indicators, and also 
between performance indicators and performance steering. Overall, the 
goals of state agencies seem to be outcome-related societal goals, while 
performance indicators tend to be activity- or output-based. One reason 
for this is the problem of measuring societal goals. Weak coupling 
between performance indicators and performance steering can be 
related to the fact that performance indicators often do not cover the 
whole range of the organization's mission, activities or tasks, but are 
biased towards what is measurable in quantitative terms. Performance 
steering often has to take a broader scope into consideration. 

Often the officially formulated agency goals are outcome-based and 
focus on effects on citizens, users and clients, while the derived performance 

Table 3.1 Intercorrelations between goals, performance indicators, performance 
reporting and performance steering 

Formulation 
of goals 

Performance 
indicators 

Performance 
reporting 

Formulation 
of goals 

Performance Performance 
indicators reporting 

0.05 0.32** 

0.28** 

Performance 
steering 

0.22* 

0.06 

0.51 ** 

(Pearson's R. **: Significant at the 0.01 level; *: Significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).) 
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indicators tend to be more output- and activity-based, with rather loose 
links to the superior general goals, focusing more on societal implications. 
Even if there is goal agreement, it is often difficult to find measures 
adequate to the determination of social conditions (Frederickson and 
Frederickson, 2006). When it comes to performance steering, the agencies 
incline to pay more heed to the formulated goals than to the performance 
indicators. This tends to leave the performance indicators in a political
managerial vacuum. If one wants to live up to the ideal performance man
agement model, the challenges are to develop performance indicators that 
are more clearly derived from the goals and objectives, and to strengthen 
the link between performance indicators and rewards and sanctions. But 
it is not obvious that the answer to decoupling is more integration towards 
the ideal model. It could also be the case that loosely coupled performance 
management models are easier to implement and use in practice. 

Thus, the Norwegian type of managing performance seems to fit best 
with Bouckaert and Halligan's "management of performances" model 
(see Chapter 5 by Bouckaert and Halligan in this volume). Management 
and performance are linked, but the system is rather disconnected and 
not very consistent and coherent. 

The importance of performance information 
and agency characteristics 

As noted above, there is some variation among Norwegian state agencies 
with regard to the extent they live up to the MBOR ideal. A previous study 
based on the same survey also shows that agency characteristics such as 
structural, cultural and environmental features make a difference for how 
performance management is practiced (La:-greid, Roness and Rubecksen, 
2006b). Moreover, comparisons across countries and sectors show that 
differences in polity features, cultural features and tasks produce consider
able variation in the use of performance management (Pollitt, 2006c). 

We will he re examine whether and to what extent various types of 
agency characteristics affect performance steering, contributing to 
loose couplings between performance information and performance 
steering. These characteristics have previously turned out to be of 
relevance for explaining aspects of the autonomy and steering of 
Norwegian state agencies (La:-greid, Roness and Rubecksen, 2006a; 
2006b; 2007; 2008). Why they are important is related to different types 
of theoretical ideas. 

Table 3.2 presents the results of a multivariate analysis where different 
types of independent variables are included, and where (the index of) 
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Table 3.2 Summary of regressions for performance steering 

Performance 
information: 
- Formulation of 

goals 
- Performance 

indicators 
- Performance 

reporting 

Structural features: 
- Form of affiliation 
- Type of agencies 
- Executive board 
- Primary task 

Cultural features: 
- Agency age 
- Agency size 
- Quality of services 

Environmental 
features: 
- Market competition 
- External criticism 

Adjusted R2 

F Statistics 
Significance of F 

Performance 
information Structural Cultural Environmental Combined 

model model model model model 

0.06 

-0.08 

0.52** 

0.26 
18.110 
0.000 

0.02 
0.22** 
0.16* 
0.18* 

0.10 
4.943 
0.001 

0.21 ** 
0.36** 

-0.14* 

0.22 
14.394 
0.000 

0.45** 
-0.02 

0.19 
18.379 

0.000 

0.02 

0.01 

0.30** 

-0.07 
0.01 
0.06 
0.00 

0.18** 
0.20** 

-0.12* 

0.29** 
-0.07 

0.40 
8.927 
0.000 

(Linear regression. Standardized beta coefficients. **: Significant at the 0.01 level; 
*: Significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).) 

Notes: Form of affiliation: (0) ordinary civil service organizations, (1) civil service 
organizations with some form of formal autonomy; Type of agencies: (0) agencies without 
a territorial component, (1) agencies with a territorial component; Executive board: (0) no 
executive board, (1) have an executive board; Primary task: (0) agencies with other primary 
tasks, (1) agencies with service provision or production tasks; Agency age: (0) agencies 
established before 1990, (1) agencies established in 1990 or later; Agency size: (1) small 
(fewer than SO employees), (2) mid-sized (50-199 employees), (3) large (200 employees and 
more); Quality of services culture: (0) medium or less, (1) very good or good (the agencies 
were asked to assess 16 aspects of their organizational culture, including quality of service 
culture, along a scale: (1) verybad, (2) bad, (3) medium, (4) good, and (5) very good); Market 
competition: (0) no, (1) yes (the agencies were asked to assess whether or not they were in 
a market or a quasi-market characterized by competition); External criticism: (0) to a very 
little or no extent, (1) to some or a very large extent (the agencies were asked to assess to 
what extent, during the past five years, they had been subject to criticism from other public 
units, political actors or mass media due to lack of conformity/correspondence with 
political objectives and preferences, along a scale: (1) has not occurred, (2) to a very little 
extent, (3) to some extent, (4) to a very large extent). 
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performance steering is the dependent variable. The importance of 
performance information is revealed partly by focusing on (the indices of) 
formulation of goals, performance indicators and performance reporting 
separately, and partly through the combined model where all independ
ent variables are included. Likewise, the importance of structural features, 
cultural features and environmental features is revealed by looking at 
their effect separately, and by including them in the combined model. 

Performance information: performance 
reporting maUers 

As noted above, there is a strong positive bivariate correlation between 
performance reporting and performance steering; there is also a sig
nificant bivariate correlation between formulation of goals and per
formance steering; yet performance indicators are not re la ted to 
performance steering. When controlling for other independent varia
bles, the strong linkages between performance reporting and perform
ance steering is upheld, while the linkages between formulation of 
goals and performance steering disappear. This is in line with a Nordic 
perspective on performance measurement decoupling performance 
indicators, both from the objectives and from the rewards (Johnsen 
and Vakkuri, 2006). The stronghold of the performance management 
system is the tight coupling between performance reporting and per
formance steering, while the critical links are between objectives and 
steering as well as between indicators and steering. Overall, perform
ance information explains 26 percent of the variance of performance 
steering, mainly due to the importance of performance reporting. 

Structural features: small effect on 
performance steering 

We have examined the importance of four structural features. The 
first one is the type of affiliation, where we distinguish between ordi
nary civil service organizations and organizations with various forms 
and degrees of formal authority. From earlier studies, we know that 
MBOR seems to work better the further away the organization is from 
the political executive (Christen sen and La:-greid, 2006). Here, how
ever, we find no such effects on performance steering. 

The second structural variable is type of agency. We assurne that 
agencies with a territorial component will be more embedded in 
regional and local networks, which in turn will te nd to increase their 
autonomy and reduce the extent of control by their parent ministry 
and other superior bodies. This way of reasoning implies that it will be 



Performance Information and Performance Steering 53 

easier to exercise performance steering in agencies without a territorial 
component than in agencies having this. We find, however, that 
performance steering is used more often in agencies with a territorial 
component than in others, and that this relationship disappears when 
we control for other main types of independent variables. 

The third structural variable is the existence of an executive board. 
From earlier studies, we know that having a board between the agency 
and the ministry will blur political signals on their way down the 
hierarchy, providing more autonomy for the agency (Christensen, 
2001; Egeberg, 1994). Here, we find that performance steering is used 
to a lesser extent in agencies without a board than in agencies with a 
board, but that the relationship is quite weak when we control for 
other main types of independent variables. 

Recent studies of state ageneies reveal that there are significant 
variations in their behavior according to what their primary tasks are 
(Pollitt et al., 2004). We have made a distinction between different types 
of tasks or activities as the point of departure: regulatory tasks; other 
ways of exereising public authority; policy formulation; and service
providing and -produeing tasks. The basis of categorization is the agen
eies' own perception of their tasks. Service-providing and -produeing 
ageneies have tasks more similar to private sector organizations, and 
performance measurement is regarded as being most feasible in product
oriented organizations (De Bruijn, 2002). This way of reasoning implies 
that it is easier to exereise performance steering in ageneies with service 
provision or production as their primary task than it is in ageneies with 
other primary tasks. We also find that performance steering tends to be 
used to a larger extent in service-providing and -produeing ageneies than 
in ageneies with other primary tasks, but that the relationship is quite 
weak when we control for other main types of independent variables. 

Overall, structural features do not explain much of the variance in 
performance steering, and the significant correlations disappear when 
controlling for other types of independent variables. Thus, agency 
form as specified here does not have a strong effect on the degree of 
autonomy and control in Norwegian central agencies (Lcegreid, Roness 
and Rubecksen, 2006a). 

Cultural features: size and age are important 

We have examined the importance of three indicators of culture. The first 
one is agency age. Normally, the development of a distinct culture and 
tradition takes some time. Older organizations will tend to have devel
oped astronger identity than younger ones, and the potential for 
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socialization of their members into a common culture is higher. Generally, 
we will assume that the tradition al rule-oriented culture is stronger in 
older agencies and that modern results-oriented managerial techniques 
will be easier to adopt in agencies without a long and well-established 
organizational culture. This would imply that it is easier to exercise per
formance steering in younger agencies than in older agencies. We find 
that agency age has a significant effect on performance steering, meaning 
that rewards and sanctions are easier to use in younger agencies than in 
older ones. 

Agency size is normally regarded as an indicator of structural capacity 
(Egeberg, 2003), but we mayaiso use it as an indicator of cultural 
homogeneity. Sm all agencies may generally have a more homogeneous 
culture and a more distinct identity than large agencies, and may be 
more able to live up to the assumptions of the MBOR model. This might 
not be the case for all organizations. A large organization full of 
economists may have a more homogeneous culture than a small 
organization where several disciplines, professions and ideologies are 
represented. At the same time, sm all agencies may have less 
administrative capability to exploit and utilize the MBOR model. We 
find that agency size has a significant effect, where performance steer
ing is used to a greater extent in large agencies than in sm all agencies. 
This result supports earlier findings (Van Dooren, 2006). It also suggests 
that size as an indicator of structural capacity is more important than 
size as an indicator of homogeneity and culture. 

Finally, internal agency culture may affect how performance steering is 
practiced. We assume that agencies with a service-quality culture will 
have a normative correspondence with the MBOR model. This would 
imply that it is easier to exercise performance steering in agencies with a 
strong service-quality culture than in other agencies. We find, however, 
that performance steering is used to a lesser extent in agencies with a 
strong service-quality culture than in other agencies. This might indicate 
that tools such as service management and total quality management 
belong to another family of managerial tools than the performance man
agement tools (La:-greid, Roness and Rubecksen, 2007). Overall, our cul
tural indicators explain 22 percent of the variance in political steering, 
and the effects are upheld when controlling for other types of independent 
variables. 

Environmental pressure: market competition maUers 

A third set of factors describes the autonomy and control of agencies 
primarily as a response to external pressure (Olsen, 1992). While there 
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mayaiso be an adaptation to internationally based norms and beliefs 
about how an agency should be run and steered simply because these have 
become the prevailing doctrine in the institutional environment 
(Christensen et al., 2007; Roness, 2007), we here examine the importance 
of the technical environments. Thus, performance-management models 
may be adopted to solve widespread problems created by economic com
petition and market pressure in aglobai economy. Even if some of its 
origins co me from the military (Offerdal and ]acobsen, 1995), MBOR is 
mainly a management technique developed for private-sector firms 
(Drucker, 1954). This would imply that it is easier to exercise performance 
steering in agencies that are subject to competition and operating in some 
kind of market than in other agencies. Agencies that face market competi
tion usually have tasks that are easier to measure and thus are more prone 
to performance steering. We also find that this is the case. The strong link
age between market competition and performance steering is upheld 
when controlling for other types of independent variables. 

In addition to the pressure of the market, agencies also encounter 
pressure from their political environment. Studies have shown that the 
political salience of their tasks plays a major role for how agencies are 
steered and managed (La:-greid, Opedal and Stigen, 2005; Pollitt et al., 
2004). Agencies in policy areas involving cases and tasks with a high 
level of political conflict and cleavages will normally have problems in 
adopting an MBOR model. This way of reasoning implies that it is 
easier to exercise performance steering in agencies that have not been 
criticized than it is in agencies that to a large extent have been subject 
to criticism from other public organizations, political ac tors or the 
mass media for lack of conformity or correspondence with political 
objectives or preferences. We find, however, no such differences. 
Overall, environmental pressure explains 19 percent of the variance of 
performance steering, mainly due to the importance of market 
competition. 

Summing up, the performance information model has the strongest 
explanatory power. Agency characteristics such as cultural and 
environmental features, and to some lesser extent structural features, 
must, however, also be taken into consideration to understand the 
constraining and enabling factors for performance steering. 

Discussion 

In this chapter we have shown, first, that the Norwegian MBOR model 
contains some tight as well as some loose couplings. Even if there are 
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strong linkages between performance reporting and the other 
components, the overall impression is that this model is not a fully 
integrated system. The way the different components of the model are 
mixed varies considerably. One size does not fit all and there is not a 
standardized solution. Performance management systems are fairly well 
developed, but they are neither tightly integrated nor systemic. One 
could also raise the question of whether it should be an integrated sys
tem or not. A less integrated system may make the implementation 
easier but may also make it less suitable as a control tool. 

Second, as reported by the ageneies, performance information is 
quite extensive: there is a lot of goal formulation going on, the agen
eies make a strong effort to formulate performance indicators, and 
there is a lot of performance reporting and increased formalization of 
the information system. But the Achilles' heel seems to be perform
ance steering. The great challenge is to use the information obtained 
to make deeisions and formulate policy, but "steering by indicators" is 
rather unusual in the Norwegian case, as has also been revealed in 
other countries (Ingraham, Joyce and Donahue, 2003; Pollitt, 2006a). 
There is a strong link between performance steering and performance 
reporting, but a weak link between performance steering and perform
ance indicators and formulated objectives. One implication of this is 
that wh at is reported is not necessary based on performance indicators 
or related to speeified objectives. Despite this, performance reporting 
is extensively used in performance steering. The ageneies invest a lot 
in systems of performance measurement, but they subsequently make 
limited use of them (De Bruijn, 2002). Overall, the majority of agen
eies are not rewarded to any great extent for good results or punished 
for poor results. Pay-for-performance systems are only introduced in a 
small minority of the ageneies. The system has great potential for 
increased centralized control and steering. The loose coupling, how
ever, provides opportunities for flexibility and adaptation to local 
conditions. 

Third, several types of factors affect the non-use of performance 
information for performance steering, and in total we have been able to 
explain a fair amount of the variance in performance steering. 
Performance information explains a relatively large part, mainly due to 
the importance of performance reporting. Structural features do not 
seem to make a difference, except for agency size (as an indicator of 
structural capacity). Thus, large agencies are subject to more perform
ance steering than small agencies. Performance steering is also easiest 
to apply in young agencies. External pressure through market 
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competition also has some explanatory power. Thus, agencies that 
operate in some kind of market competition tend to be subject to 
performance steering to a larger extent than other agencies. 

Conclusion 

From its introduction in 1990 and its implementation up to the mid-
1990s, the MBOR performance management system in Norway has 
become less rigid and more flexible, which makes it easier to implement 
but more difficult to use as a control tool. We have described a rat her 
fragmented system with loose coupling between objectives, perform
ance indicators, performance reporting and performance steering. 
Overall, performance steering is most widespread in agencies that have 
a well-developed performance reporting practice, that were established 
in the 1990s or later, that have more than 200 employees, and that are 
subject to some kind of market competition. For old and sm all agencies 
that have weak performance reporting and no competition, the 
conditions for the use of rewards and sanctions are rather poor. 

Performance information can be used for different purposes and not 
only for control (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2003). One of those is to 
use it in the policy cyde to evaluate, leam and improve policy. This is 
done to some extent in the Norwegian case, but there is a long way to 
go before there is an evidence-based policy cyde, and one probably 
often has to go beyond performance measurement to get the necessary 
information. Results-based reporting will not disappear, but expecta
tions must be revised and become more realistic. 

Performance information can also be used to increase accountability. 
We have primarily focused on the accountability of decentralized or 
devolved agencies to parent ministries. Performance information is 
essential in the steering of autonomous agencies, and MBOR is primarily 
a tool for steering between govemmental bodies at different adminis
trative levels. The important component for performance steering is 
performance reporting and not the development of performance 
indicators or the formulation of objectives. 



4 
Performance Measurement 
Beyond Instrumental Use 
Patria de Lancer Julnes 

Performance measurement has been expected to produce information 
that can be used to make better and more rational decisions. In the 
United States, this belief is directly related to performance measurement's 
lineage - scientific management and its perceived contribution to better 
government (see also Van Dooren in Chapter 1). In the early 1900s, 
organizations focused on developing procedures and measurement 
techniques to improve efficiency and increase the productivity of 
workers. For public organizations, the interest in efficiency, which is 
built into the traditional approaches to accountability (Brunsson, 1989: 
5; Radin, 2002) was areaction to the pervasiveness of patronage and 
corruption in the way government conducted its business. Thus began 
aseries of efforts to replace rather subjective assessments of government 
performance with systematic and more precise measurement. There 
was an optimistic view that performance measurement would 
automatically lead to rational decision making and, thus, to good 
government (see also Chapter 13 by Van de Walle and Roberts). 
Performance measurement in this chapter refers to measures or 
indicators of inputs, outputs, efficiency, effectiveness and outcomes. 

This optimistic view of rational decision making presumes what 
Weiss (1998) calls instrumental use, wherein the information gathered 
directly leads to changes in the program or unit being assessed. The 
expected changes can range from allocating resources to modifying 
program processes and activities, to expanding or terminating a 
program. However, empirical research in various fields has shown flaws 
in this line of thinking. First, the use of information in decision making, 
and the use of performance measurement information in particular, 
has been shown to be a complex and challenging process. Second, the 
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term "use" itself is now understood to be a multi-dimensional concept 
instead of a catch-all word (Burke and Costello, 2005; de Lancer Julnes 
and Holzer, 2001; Solberg, Mosser and McDonald, 1997; Weiss, 1998). 
As a result, although public organizations seem to be increasingly 
committed to performance measurement, the ac tu al use of the 
information, at least in its instrumental form, is not as prevalent (Behn, 
2002; de Lancer Julnes and Holzer, 2001). And even the use that is 
reported might actually be overstated (see Burke and Costello, 2005, for 
a discussion of this phenomenon). 

I argue he re that our failure to find more evidence of the use of 
performance measurement may be due not only to the complex nature 
of the organizational environment in which measurement occurs, but 
also to our insistence on a narrow definition of knowledge/information 
use and not differentiating use from purpose: what are we measuring 
for and how are we actually using the measures? Moreover, we often 
limit ourselves to some purposes and forget others. By doing so, we miss 
the more subtle manifestations of use. Specifically, while performance 
measures do not drive decisions in some automatie, mechanical way, it 
often forms the basis for discussions that lead fairly directly to decisions. 
Using performance measurement information to inform dialogue 
among decision makers, therefore, should be considered a positive 
contribution of performance measurement rat her than a failure. 

Iassume that organizational context influences the mode of use. 
Therefore, the next section briefly discusses the organizational conditions 
that facilitate or obstruct the use of performance measurement. This is 
done to provide a backdrop for the framework of purpose and use that is 
discussed in the second section, which goes well beyond the narrow per
ception of performance information for rational decision making. As I 
suggested above, two defining features of the framework are the distinc
tion between use and purpose on the one hand, and the inclusion of less 
visible, latent uses and purposes on the other hand. 

The context of performance measurement 
utilization 

In their 2001 article, de Lancer Julnes and Holzer demonstrated 
empirically that the utilization of performance measurement is com
posed of at least two stages, adoption (developing a performance meas
urement system - a capacity to act) and implement at ion (actually using 
the information - knowledge converted into action). These two stages 
help to explain why organizations usually report that they have some 
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form of performance measurement system in place. That is, they have 
or are developing a capacity to act. The question is to what extent this 
capa city to act is also put to work. 

According to de Lancer ]ulnes and Holzer (2001), adoption does not 
necessarily lead to implementation. That is, the capacity to act does 
not necessarily lead to the conversion of that knowledge into action. 
Furthermore, each of these two stages is differentially affected by 
organizational factors. For adoption, the most important factors hinge 
around a rational/technocratic capa city and inc1ude: interna I 
requirements; support from interna I interest groups (management and 
employees); availability of adequate resources; technical knowledge 
ab out performance measurement; and a goal orientation. On the other 
hand, factors that affect implementation are primarily political sup
port and involvement of external interest groups - citizens and elected 
officials (de Lancer ]ulnes and Holzer, 2001). I discuss further some of 
these organizational factors. 

A first, rat her evident, factor is leadership. Studies on managing for 
results have consistently shown that executive branch leadership 
positively influences strategic planning and performance measurement 
(Berry, 1994; King, Zeckhauser and Kim, 2004; Moynihan and Ingraham, 
2003). Conversely, a lack of leadership and employee motivation have 
been found to relate to a perceived lack of usefulness of managing for 
results (Burke and Costello, 200S). In the field of pro gram evaluation, 
researchers like Patton (1997) and Cronbach and colleagues (1980) have 
pointed out that without these identifiable individuals or groups, 
evaluation would largely go unused. According to Newcomer (2007), 
support from our congressionalleaders for these efforts is lacking. She 
reports that although some members of Congress support using 
performance data to inform decision making, others have rejected the 
idea, while still others have chosen to ignore it. 

The primacy of politics in performance measurement is another 
contextual factor (see Askim in Chapter 8). Some authors argue that 
by nature, performance measurement is a political activity (see 
]ohnsen in Chapter 10) because wh at gets measured gets attention. 
Furthermore, different ac tors are likely to have different and often 
conflicting perceptions of what constitutes performance (Kelly, 2002; 
Stewart and Walsh, 1994). Thus the different meanings assigned to 
the concept of performance are usually rooted in different values and 
priorities. As a result, no set of performance measures is found satis
factory by all ac tors and the assessment of performance becomes a 
value judgment. 
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Two other political factors can have negative effects on performance 
measurement efforts: political ideology and partisanship. For example, 
in their study comparing the performance measurement efforts in two 
states in two different countries, de Lancer ]ulnes and Mixcoatl (2006) 
found that in Champeche, Mexico, legislators tended to support 
governors' initiatives and remained at the margin of the implementa
tion process when the governor was of the same party. For them, parti
sanship was more important than ideology. This was not the case in 
Utah in the United States, where party identification of both governors 
and the great majority of legislators is such a given that political ideol
ogy takes precedence. SpecificaHy, the Utah Legislature is considered to 
be one of the most conservative in the United States. According to de 
Lancer ]ulnes and Mixcoatl (2006), the legislators were not as compla
cent as their Mexican counterparts in supporting the performance 
measurement initiative, which, although coming out of the Legislature, 
was fuHy embraced by the Governor. Similar to the response of US 
Congressional Members to efforts at the national level (Newcomer, 
2007), some Utah Legislators rejected the initiative while others simply 
ignored it in the hope it would go away. 

These different observations lead to the condusion that both rational 
and political factors are necessary, but insufficient conditions for per
formance measurement to function. Thus, technical capacity matters 
little without political support. On the other hand, personal support 
will only be successful when the essential technical infrastructure, 
induding training in performance measurement, is present. As con
duded by Ho (2007), without the appropriate technical capacity per
formance measurement risks to become a paper-pushing exercise. 
However, political factors seem to outweigh technicaIones. The most 
important difficulty is to overcome political power struggles resulting 
from dis agreement on the performance that the measurement system is 
supposed to reflect. 

Another important factor affecting the utilization of performance 
measurement is timing. For example, the political environment might 
be perceived as too volatile for program changes when there is a change 
in leadership. In other instances, a change in leadership will precisely 
entail a window of opportunity that brings fresh air in the governance 
structure. Another example is a change in the dient characteristics or 
needs which may, in turn, result in a need to make changes to the meas
urement system. However, if the program is not perceived to be in a 
state of crisis, the decision might be to maintain the status quo (Weiss, 
1998). Each of these situations would lead to amisfit between 
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measurement systems and the needs of the organization, which in all 
probability will lead to future changes - when the time is right. 

To conclude, there are many factors that can have an impact on the 
utilization of performance measurement and discussing them all goes 
beyond the scope of this chapter. However, these factors can be 
categorized as the interna 1 and external organizational context, which 
according to Van de Walle and Bovaird (2007) also includes some 
elements related to power and accountability. Getting to the utilization 
of performance measurement requires entrepreneurs who see Kingdon's 
windows of opportunity (1984) and thus bring together actors and 
agendas at the right time. 

Exploring a framework for uses and 
purposes of performance information 

Given the context of performance measurement, what expectations, if any, 
should we have for use? I argue that just as the process of performance 
measurement is not monolithic, the use and purposes of performance 
measurement information have many facets too. These facets can be found 
beyond the instrumental use and traditional purposes of performance 
measurement information. To see accountability as the sole purpose of per
formance measurement is a waste of its potential. 

Behn (2003) has identified eight managerial purposes of performance 
measurement systems. Although he concedes that the ultimate purpose of 
performance measurement is to manage, he nonetheless describes the 
purpose of performance measurement as falling into one or more of eight 
categories. Thus, the purposes, he argues, are not necessarily distinct from 
one another, and in fact overlap. They include: evaluating; controlling; 
budgeting; motivating; promoting; celebrating; learning; and improving. 
While these different purposes do not necessarily contradict each other, 
Behn argues that they require different measures. Thus, for example, 
measures for the purpose of controlling may not be as useful when the 
purpose is celebrating successes. 

In a semina 1 address to the American Evaluation Association, Carol 
Weiss (1998) emphatically pointed out not only that there are many fac
tors that can interfere with the use of evaluation results, but also that 
there is more than one type of evaluation knowledge use. Weiss (1998) 
identified four distinctive types of use: (1) Instrumental, when the evalu
ation findings influence the decision of what to do next about the pro
gram or policy in question; (2) Conceptual, when findings change the 
understanding of what the program is and does; (3) Persuasion, when the 
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information is used to mobilize support for an already held position; and 
(4) Enlightenment, influence on other institutions and events, when 
evaluation findings add to the knowledge accumulated and contributes to 
shifts in thinking and actions. For the most part, proponents of perform
ance measurement define success of use of performance measurement 
information in terms of instrumental behavior. That is, we look to see if 
the information has been used to hold someone accountable, to make 
decisions about program budgets or personnel, or to make significant 
changes such as expanding, cutting back, or terminating a program. The 
lack of such decisions often leads to the conclusion that performance 
measurement has failed. 

Weiss's differentiation of knowledge demonstrates the complexity of 
knowledge use which fully applies to those promoting the utilization of 
performance measurement in public organizations. These actors are in 
the business of producing knowledge, and mostly they do it with the 
expectation that it will be used. Besides pointing to the complexity, Weiss 
also gives us hope; not all is lost because the organization appears to have 
failed to launch into action based on performance measurement 
information. 

Weiss's typology also highlights the fact that at different points in time 
different stakeholders will implement the same information about pro
grams for different purposes. Moreover, these purposes are not necessarily 
incompatible. And although the purposes may not be incompatible, as 
suggested by Behn (2003), some types of performance measures will be 
more useful than others for different purposes. 

The framework presented in the two-by-two table (Table 4.1) incorporates 
Weiss's categorization of knowledge use by categorizing the use of per
formance measurement information as instrumental or non-instrumental. 
The framework also takes into account the intended audience of the per
formance measurement information. Inside the two-by two table are pur
poses of performance measurement information. Again "purposes" is a 
different concept than "use." Purposes represent knowledge converted 
into action or implementation of performance measures. Use, on the other 
hand, is an underlying concept that provides meaning to purposes. The 
concept of use provides a helpful structure for better understanding the 
different purposes of performance measurement information. 

As shown in the first quadrant (upper left hand corner) of Table 4.1, 
for internal audiences an instrumental purpose of performance meas
urement information is program improvement. These stakeholders are 
interested in performance indicators that will allow them to answer the 
question of what changes, including re-allocation of resources, need to 
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Table 4.1 Purposes of performance measurement 

Nature of knowledge 
use 

Instrumental 

Non-instrumental 

Primary audience 

Internal 

Improvement 

Understanding 

External 

Accountability 

Mobilization 

be made in order to improve the pro gram in question. Most likely, when 
these audiences focus on improvement, they will want information on 
program outcomes, processes and efficiency. The program process 
indicators may help explain why the outcomes are what they are. 
However, these indicators do not provide a complete picture. Program 
evaluators will be reluctant to reach conclusions ab out causation based 
on performance information. Nonetheless, as I have argued elsewhere 
(de Lancer ]ulnes, 2006), there are certain situations when one can have 
confidence in the performance measurement information and make 
changes based on that information. Those situations include: 

1. The program theory is not flawed; that is, the program and its expec
tations are based on asound theory of cause and effect. 

2. The program is not very complex. This would be the case for what 
Perrin (1998) calls mundane programs such as street cleaning or a 
vaccination program where the results (e.g., not getting the disease) 
are clearly attributable to the program. 

3. The nature of the program and problem allows for the use of a simple 
follow up procedure to complement and verify performance infor
mation. For example, in some cases doing an implementation evalu
ation can be all that is needed to understand why results are not as 
expected. 

4. The performance measures were developed based on program 
evaluation findings that remain relevant. In such cases there can be 
confidence in the meaning of the indicators of results. 

Practice, however, does not provide much evidence of use for 
improvement purposes. Newcomer (2007) found that only 23.5 percent 
of US government agencies actually made funding and other resource 
allocation decisions based on performance measurement information. 
Comparing these six separate surveys conducted by the different 
organizations between 1997 and 2003, she does, however, find a slightly 



Performance Measurement Beyond Instrumental Use 65 

positive trend. At the municipal and county levels of government 
similar findings exist. For example, Melkers and Willoughby (2005) 
reported that in their study, between two-thirds and three-quarters of 
respondents stated that performance measurement information was 
not important or only mildly important in the budget process. 

The second purpose is accountability which is categorized as repre
senting an instrumental use with an external audience. For this audi
ence, inputs and outcomes, and to some extent efficiency, would be the 
preferred performance measurement information. When it comes to 
citizens, though, the bottom line is outcome or results. Koppell's (2005) 
typology of accountability provides good insights into how perform
ance measurement information may be used for this purpose. The 
typology identifies five dimensions of accountability of which three 
can be direct1y addressed using performance measurement information 
(2005: 96). The first dimension is transparency, which asks the question 
whether the organization reveals the facts of its performance. This kind 
of accountability requires a conspicuous reporting of performance 
information to a broad audience. The second dimension, controllabil
ity, is about conformity with the principal's concerns (e.g., Congress, 
President). The third dimension is responsiveness. Did the organization 
fulfill the substantive expectation (demand/need)? Control and respon
siveness can be satisfied by reporting on the accomplishments of the 
agency or program. These last two dimensions also require a linkage 
between objectives and indicators of performance. 

Accountability, mostly observed in the form of reporting to external 
audiences, is one of the most often mentioned purposes of performance 
measurement by survey respondents. For example, 35 percent of the 
respondents in a study at the locallevel conducted by Poister and Streib 
(2005) stated that performance measurement information was reported 
to the public on a regular basis. In another study, at the state and local 
level, de Lancer ]ulnes (2006) reported that SO percent of informants 
stated using performance measurement to report to elected offieials, 
and SO percent explicitly spoke of accountability as the reason for hav
ing a performance measurement system. In the 2003 GAO's survey on 
the use of performance data at the federallevel (discussed in Newcomer, 
2007), a large majority, 63 percent of respondents, stated that they have 
performance data that could demonstrate to extern al audiences whether 
they are addressing their intended result - an accountability purpose. 
At the same time, 57 percent feIt that performance measurement infor
mation was being used for the purpose of holding managers accountable 
for the accomplishment of agency strategie goals as measured. 
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In the third quadrant the claim is made that a non-instrumental 
purpose for performance measurement information intended for 
external audiences is mobilization. As suggested by Weiss (1998), in 
discussing pro gram evaluation, it is not unusual for managers to have 
a preconception of what needs to get done to improve or change a 
program. In this ca se, the evaluation information is not necessarily 
used to effect change, but rather to mobilize support for the manager's 
position. It mayaIso be used to garner support for the program or 
agency by promoting the findings of performance measurement, as 
suggested by Behn's fifth goal of performance measurement, which is 
that of promoting (Behn, 2003). In this case, outcomes, which call 
attention to results achieved, can be particularly useful. 

The fourth quadrant contains a non-instrumental purpose for 
internal audiences: understanding of the program. Performance infor
mation provides ideas about possible future changes and directions 
managers may want to pursue, without coupling these insights to for
mal allocation decisions. Newcomer (2007) reports that approximately 
54 percent of federal managers use performance data to understand 
and improve. But because these two different purposes were part of the 
same question, it not possible for us to ascertain what proportion of 
this percentage refers to the understanding purpose and what propor
tion refers to the improvement purpose. Understanding how a pro
gram works and what it does may benefit from outcome and process 
measures. 

It should be noted that understanding is a perfectly legitimate reason 
for conducting performance measurement; however, in most instances 
the likelihood is that the stated purpose is program improvement. 
Complex environments often complicate straightforward use. As a 
result, performance measurement does not get used in an instrumental 
mann er; it is used by the internal audience to understand how their 
program works and what it does. With this shift in use, the purpose of 
measurement moves from instrumental improvement to non
instrumental understanding. 

Building on the purposes shown in Table 4.1, the concept of purpose 
is further differentiated from the concept of knowledge use. Figure 4.1 
depicts the four purposes above as well as five additional elements. 
These elements represent distinct categories of knowledge use that are, 
in turn, associated with the different purposes of performance meas
urement. Thus, each type of knowledge use can contribute to one or 
more purposes of performance measurement. Conversely, each purpose 
can be fulfilled by one or two types of knowledge use. 
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Uses 

Figure 4.1 Types of knowledge use and purpose 

The use for reassurance is to make sure that everything is going well 
and is under control; government is doing what it is supposed to be 
doing with taxpayers' money. The performance measurement informa
tion, when intended for external purposes, can be used to reassure 
citizens. This use would highlight indicators that, for example, would 
lead citizens to feel secure in their neighborhoods. This is also the kind 
of information that would point out that the city has a reason to be 
proud because of the c1eanliness of the streets and the accomplishments 
of local schools. The measures would attempt to demonstrate that citi
zens do not need to be concerned about this year's drought because 
their city is prepared. And, they can be confident that costs are being 
kept down even though the quality of services is high. 

The next use is compliance. Because of laws and administrative 
regulations that call for performance measurement, government agencies 
will feel compelled to use performance measurement to comply with 
these requirements. For example, in order to receive funds under the US 
"No Child Left Behind" legislation, schools are required to report test 
results. It is quite possible that unless they are required to do so, schools 
or other agencies would not measure the performance of programs, or 
would measure performance but would not report findings. The non
profit sec tor provides another example of the need for performance infor
mation for compliance. For many years, the utilization of performance 
measurement in nonprofit organizations was the exception rather than 
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the rule. However, funding agencies have started to ask more questions 
about the effectiveness of the programs and require performance infor
mation to demonstrate effectiveness (Newcomer, 2008). Consequently, 
nonprofit agencies are now collecting performance information in order 
to comply with their funders' requirements. 

Both reassurance and compliance uses can contribute to accountability 
(Figure 4.1). But accountability, even in the case of reassurance, can be a 
double-edged sword. For some, the information poses a threat, while for 
others it may be an opportunity. There is an opportunity to benchmark, 
to praise, to reflect. But since the information inevitably leads to judg
ment, it can lead to fear and defensiveness (de Lancer ]ulnes, 2006; Solberg, 
Mosser and McDonald, 1997). Practitioners fear that there is no telling 
who is going to get a hold of the information and what they are going to 
do with it. Thus, they feel the need to be careful about how the informa
tion is reported. Because of these fears, stated Ammons (2001), some pub
lic officials prefer to maintain the status quo rather than allow the 
performance of their organization to be compared with others. However, 
since it is not possible for everyone to be above average, Ammons (2001) 
suggests that knowing where one stands in the performance scale should 
be about adesire to improve, not adesire for publicity and praise. 

In order to discuss program learning (Figure 4.1), we need to recon
sider the political nature and the capacity requirements for perform
ance measurement. Given the political nature, some have argued that 
the information should be used as a means to the end of helping to 
understand accomplishments of programs, how they work, and what 
might be done to improve them (Stewart and Walsh, 1994). Thus, the 
expectation should not be that the information will automatically lead 
to changes in a program. Further, as has been argued by Weiss (1998), 
discussions of evaluation impacts te nd to refer to users as individuals. 
However, programs and projects are part of organizations, and it is the 
organizations and their interaction with the environment that provide 
the context for knowledge use. These ideas have led to the theory that it 
is the organization that "learns." Yet, "learning organizations" have 
some special characteristics. To some extent the theory, grounded in 
studies of private firms, is about the survival of the fittest, where organ
izations that do not change (leam) in response to changes in their 
environment are expected to disappear. The following are some defini
tions that have been put forth to describe a leaming organization: 

• A leaming organization is a place where people continually expand 
their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 
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expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective 
aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how 
to leam together (Senge, 1990: 1). 

• A learning organization is an organization skilled at creating, acquir
ing and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to 
reflect new knowledge and insights (Garvin, 1993: 80). 

• A learning organization is an organization that facilitates the learning 
of all its members and continually transforms itself (Pedler, Burgoyne 
and 1991: 1). 

• Learning organizations are characterized by total employee 
involvement in a process of collaboratively conducted, collectively 
accountable change directed towards shared values or principles 
(Watkins and Marsick, 1992: 118). 

In the larger scheme of things, these definitions are useful. However, 
they are not entirely applicable. A key assumption in these definitions 
is that learning always leads to transformation or change. In reality, as 
suggested by Weiss (1998), in order for changes to occur, organizational 
conditions may have to be changed. But organizations and the programs 
that operate within them "function within rigid limits imposed by law, 
tradition, procedures, regulations, accustomed habits of doing things, 
and restraints from other organizations in the inter-organizational 
field" (Weiss, 1998: 28). Therefore, even if the organization has leamed 
from performance measurement information, program learning mayor 
may not lead to improvement. Instead it may contribute to a better 
understanding about the program, which may in turn lead to a more 
informed dialogue. That, too, is a useful contribution of performance 
measurement (see also Moynihan in Chapter 2). 

The previous discussion leads us to enlightenment. Although most 
research on knowledge use has tended to focus on finding evidence of 
instrumental uses, enlightenment may be the most prevalent use of 
performance measurement in the public sector. Certainly, public 
officials tend to agree that performance measurement information adds 
value to budget decisions, informs debate, and somehow influences 
action. But they also agree that it does not replace traditional 
considerations when it comes to resource allocation (de Lancer ]ulnes, 
2006; Melkers and Willoughby, 200S). Intemally, enlightenment could 
lead to more informed decisions; because stakeholders are more educated 
about the program in question, the content of discussions is enhanced 
with new insights. Also, previously held perceptions can be challenged 
and in time can lead to organizational transformation. As stated by 
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Niven: "Simply understanding the firm's strategies can unlock many 
hidden organizational capacities, as employees, perhaps for the first 
time, know where the organization is headed and how they can 
contribute during the journey" (2003: 22). 

Externally, a broader form of enlightenment can lead to mobilization 
of support for a particular course of action. Performance information 
can be used to put an issue on the political agenda. For instance, waiting 
lines in service provision may add up to a general sentiment that "sorne
thing has to change." Conversely, by educating the public about how 
the pro gram is doing and the benefits that the pro gram brings to the 
community, pro gram leaders can get support. Beyond pro gram changes, 
Weiss (1998) suggests that over time the accumulation of evaluation 
knowledge can influence "large-scale shifts in thinking" - and some
times, ultimately, to shifts in action. 

The last category of knowledge use is legitimization. In this case 
performance measurement information is used to rationalize, justify or 
validate current, past and future course of actions or decisions (Ansari 
and Euske, 1987). For example, performance measurement information 
plays a supporting role in the budget process of public organizations (de 
Lancer ]ulnes, 2006). The information is used to justify budget requests, 
not to drive decisions. Similarly, Modell and Wiesel (2007) conclude 
from a comparative study of three state agencies in Sweden that there 
was a tendency for agencies to use performance measurement to 
legitimize current practices. In some instances legitimization was a 
response to extern al pressure, as was the case of Statistics Sweden. The 
agency used customer satisfaction indexes to defend itself from criti
cisms raised by the National Audit Office. When agencies use perform
ance measurement to legitimize the position, the information can 
contribute to the purpose of mobilization of support. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have attempted to provide more depth to our under
standing of the use of performance measurement information by taking 
into account the complexities of the context of performance measure
me nt as weH as the multiple dimensions of knowledge use. To that end, 
I have articulated a framework that goes beyond traditional conceptions 
of use of performance measurement information, differentiating use 
from purpose and making distinctions between the needs of different 
audiences. I argue that such a framework is a better tool for assessing 
the failure or success of performance measurement. Not all use is 
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instrumental, and performance measurement serves more purposes 
than just accountability. 

One implication stands out. Different audiences, different purposes 
and different uses require different kinds of performance measurement 
information. This will present new challenges to those developing and 
implementing performance measurement systems. Decisions have to be 
made as to wh ich measures would best serve which uses and purposes. 
Moreover, the uses and purposes may not always be clear and, more 
often than not, will change along the way. Consequently, the system 
has to be flexible enough to adjust to different requirements for 
information. In essence, the system has to learn. 



5 
Comparing Performance across 
Public Sectors 
Geert Bouckaert and lohn Halligan 

This chapter compares the models for managing performance of four 
countries and the extent to which they have been implemented. The 
approach is, first, to examine the countries in terms of their official 
models and how these compare to an ideal type of Performance 
Management. The second part addresses how the country models work 
in practice, focusing on the main dimensions of performance. The 
countries have well-developed performance management systems, but 
practice falls short of aspirations, and questions remain ab out the qual
ity and use of performance information in the budget process, internal 
decision making and extern al reporting. Details of the country material 
and references are in Bouckaert and Halligan (2008). 

Framework for comparative performance: ideal 
types and country models 

This chapter presents a framework developed to analyze managing per
formance and seeks to make camparisans across several countries with 
well-developed performance management systems. In contrast to the 
standard approach of focusing on specific management functions, a 
cross-cutting issues approach is favored here. This involves analyzing 
components of managing performance, their relationships in four ideal 
types, and applications to six different countries (Australia, Canada, 
The Netherlands, Sweden, United Kingdom and United States) in terms 
of their country models. 

The analysis of managing performance involves specifying three 
components and their relationships. Performance is seen in terms of 
the pursuit of defined objectives of measuring, incorporating and using 
performance. In order to extract meaning from the diverse applications 
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and combinations of the three, a framework has been developed. A 
logical sequence is envisaged of, first, collecting and processing perform
ance data into information; second, integrating it into documents, 
procedures and stakeholder discourses; and third, using it in a strategy 
of improving decision making, results and accountability. Four ideal 
types of managing performance are identified, each with an increasing 
span and depth of performance, and improved levels of coherence, 
substance and consolidation (Table 5.1). 

The four types are: Performance Administration, Managements of 
Performances, Performance Management, and Performance Governance 
(discussed in Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008). Each represents an ideal 
type, and the four can be applied to the historical development of, and 
to trace the evolution of, managing performance over time and as a 
basis for analyzing and comparing country orientations to performance 
and as a means for thinking analytically about performance manage
ment and its components. The focus in this chapter is on one type, 
Performance Management. 

Material from country files (see Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008 and 
the methodological appendix) provides the rationale for the assignment 
of countries to ideal types in Table 5.2. Of the countries that did not 
fit the Performance Management category, those in Performance 

Table 5.1 Four ideal types of managing performance 

Performance 
administration 

Managements Performance Performance 
of performances management governance 

1. Measuring Administrative data Specialized 
registration, performance 
objective, mostly measurement 
input and process systems 

2. Incorporating Some Within different 
systems for 
specific 
management 
functions 

3. Using Limited: reporting, Disconnected 
internal, single loop 

4. Limitations Ad hoc, selective, Incoherence 
rule based 

Hierarchical 
performance 
measurement 
systems 

Systemic 
interna I 
integration 

Coherent, 
comprehensive, 
consistent 

Complex, 
perhaps not 
sustainable as a 
stable 
system 

Consolidated 
performance 
measurement 
system 

Systemic 
internal and 
external 
integration 

Societal use 

How 
controllable 
and 
manageable? 
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Table 5.2 Management ideal types and country models 

Ideal type 

Performance Administration 
Managements of Performances 
Performance Management 

Country 

France, Germany 
Netherlands, Sweden 
Australia, Ca na da, UK, USA 

Administration are readily explained. Performance Administration is 
distinguished in measurement by limits to the span and depth and by 
design that is ad hoc; incorporation is disconnected and variable; and 
there is limited use of performance information. 

A more developed ca se is the Managements of Performances category. 
This ideal type encompasses several of the features of Performance 
Management - for example, depth of measurement, management 
emphasis - yet there are several key differences such as disconnected 
policy and management. Countries that fit this type are the Netherlands 
and Sweden. Why do the Netherlands and Sweden not qualify for 
Performance Management when they both have long commitments to 
a performance approach? Have they opted to be out rather than in 
because they see the limits of performance management or because 
they are unable to apply that level of discipline in their systems? 

Comparing country models within the Performance 
Management type 

Turning to the Performance Management type, the focus here is on the 
country models or frameworks that encapsulate official aspirations and 
rhetoric. There are several means by which Performance Management 
can be realized in official frameworks, but the basic features must be 
present. In terms of span, it ranges across inputs, outputs and outcomes. 
With regard to depth, the type needs to encompass several manage
ment systems and their interconnections. There must be an overriding 
integrated performance focus with strong policy and political 
dimensions. 

Four countries from our case studies fit the Performance Management 
type. While other candidates have not been systematically investigated, 
it is expected that few countries approximate this type. The available 
information for the early 2000s suggested that Canada and the United 
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States fitted Managements of Performances, but as their respective 
reform agendas progressed towards the mid-2000s their official models 
moved sufficiently to qualify for inclusion in the Performance 
Management type. 

Australia has a fully fledged model that fits within the Performance 
Management ideal type. This agenda has been pursued since the mid-
1980s with increasing elaboration and refinements to a comprehensive 
approach. The official model is a developed system based on an out
comes and outputs framework that covers individual and organizational 
dimensions and their management interrelationships. This model 
reflects the situation at the federallevel, but in some sec tors the model 
is being increasingly applied to the state government. 

The United Kingdom model of public service reform is based on top
down performance management, plus competition and contestability 
in service provision, citizen choice and voice and strengthening offi
cials' capability; all of which have performance elements. This has sup
ported a comprehensive model of performance management based on 
Cabinet Office and Treasury agendas, but with the centerpiece being 
the latter's regular spending reviews and the Public Service Agreement 
Framework. This framework is a multifunctional system that generates 
performance information that can be used for different purposes, 
including coordinating, steering and integrating government under a 
system-wide performance regime that supports the Treasury's role in 
priority setting. The result has been a national system that is unlikely to 
be achieved in federal systems. 

Canada now has a developed performance management framework 
at the feder al level. Its unifying structure is centered on the Management 
Resources and Results Structure (MRRS), which is designed to establish 
the link between results of programs and departmental management 
and structure, and to link program activities to strategic outcomes, 
resource information and performance measures and departmental 
governance. Strategie outcomes and program activities are aligned with 
Government of Canada outcomes. The Whole of Government planning 
and reporting framework, which is based on MRRS, provides a compre
hensive overview of resources and results. Finally, the Management 
Accountability Framework provides building blocks for anchoring the 
performance focus. 

The United States model is centered on PART and follows on from 
the congressional GPRA initiative. During the Bush era, the focus has 
been on making GPRA more effective, using PART as a complementary 
and major tool for performance improvement. The philosophy is one 
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of managing for performance. The mechanism is to evaluate, to assess 
and to public1y judge the performance by offering information on per
forming and not-performing agencies. The purpose is to integrate, use 
and improve performance information. The GPRA/PART infrastruc
ture links strategie objectives to outputs and resources with periodic 
assessments using performance measures for different purposes. The 
ultimate purpose is to guarantee performance for the public. 

The four systems can be observed moving through stages that cor
respond to the ideal types. The United States led early in the use of 
measurement, and with more complex experiments with PPBS, budget 
savings and productivity. Canada and the United Kingdom also con
tributed to the advocacy of improved measurement and management. 
In the actual shift from an inputs and process focus to managing for 
results, the United Kingdom and Australia were able to in stall pro
grams, outputs and outcomes in the 1980s and 1990s, and new 
approaches to managing resources. In the last decade, the focus has 
been on how to make something of outcomes and register impacts on 
society. At the same time, performance management systems have 
been developed in North America and been refined and improved in 
all systems. In the 2000s, all four countries have been working through 
variations on a performance management approach. 

The country models exhibit common features that determine their 
grouping under the Performance Management type, but there are also 
significant variations in how they approach the key aspects of a per
formance management framework. These variations partly reflect dif
ferent approaches but also institutional contexts (see Bouckaert and 
Halligan, 2008). 

Measuring and incorporating 
performance information 

Measuring performance information 

Four dimensions are important. First, the set of criteria for a good per
formance indicator and performance measurement system. Second, the 
process of measuring and managing performance measurement, includ
ing the prescribed stages in an operating procedure for measuring per
formance. Third, the context of what is being measured and what models 
are used, including what is being measured and the extent to which there 
is a range of indicators on resources, activities, outputs, effects/outcomes, 
environment; linkages between indicators; and policy on developing 
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standards for performance levels. Finally, there is the quest ion of the 
handling of audit and quality contral of measurement and 
management. 

In terms of span of measurement, there may be a pranounced archi
tecture as in Australia and Canada. In Australia a distinction is made 
between indicators for outcomes, outputs, and administered items 
(which include transfers and subsidies) and detailed specifications exist 
for outputs and outcomes. On the other hand, the United States leaves 
such details open. 

With regard to criteria, the degree of detail is most operational in 
the United Kingdom (with FABRIC and SMART). The United States has 
a mechanistic checklist defined under PART. The United Kingdom 
lists criteria for good indicators such as relevance, attribution, timeli
ness, reliability and verifiable; and a good performance measurement 
system should be focused, apprapriate, balanced, rabust, integrated 
and cost effective (FABRIC). Australia has applied the criteria of align
ment, credibility and integration, and placed emphasis on an accrual 
based Outcomes and Output Framework. 

Quality contral is sometimes linked to audit and is sometimes part 
of the executive. All four countries have a strang audit tradition. 
External audit has been stranger than internal audit, and interna 1 
audit has been inclined to lag behind. Some systems, such as Australia, 
have rautinely emphasized both for many years. For the United 
Kingdom, the external auditor is the Comptroller and Auditor General, 
who is supported by the National Audit Office, and all departments 
have an internal audit unit that operates within the Audit Policy and 
Advice Unit of HM Treasury. Canada took steps to develop a depart
mental internal audit function decades ago, but reviews indicated 
shortcomings, and attention to internal audit increased after the spon
sorship scandal of 2003 and the re-establishment of the Office of the 
Comptraller General. The United States is strang on performance 
audits, and has Offices of the Inspector General as independent units 
for conducting and supervising audits and investigations on agency 
pragrams and operations. 

Incorporating performance information 

The analysis of the incorporation of performance information focuses 
on tools, methods and techniques for anchoring measurement and 
management practices in documents and processes. These might be 
framework documents, budget formats and links between planning, 
budgeting and reporting. Overall, all countries used the budget cycle 
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for incorporation of performance information. All emphasized 
budgeting and reporting, but different types of documents were 
used. 

The Australian Outcomes and Outputs Framework was legally 
anchored by the Financial Management and Accountability Act. For 
human resource management the Public Service Act provides a legal 
framework and responsibilities of heads of agencies. In linking a plan
ning and reporting cycle to a yearly budget cycle, performance man
agement is tangible. The responsible minister, after consultation with 
the relevant agencies, decides on outcomes. The Outcomes and 
Outputs Framework is connected to the budget process through the 
outcome statements in the budget bills, portfolio budget statements 
and annual reports. The framework requires financial management 
and reporting to budgeting on a full accrual basis and outputs and 
outcomes reporting. Agencies identify explicit outcomes, outputs and 
performance measures. Agency heads are assigned clear responsibility 
and accountability for performance. Reporting occurs through budget 
plans (Portfolio Budget Statements) and financial year results (annual 
reports). Outcome statements are linked to Portfolio Budget Statements, 
which are linked to the Annual Reports. Outcomes are crucial since 
this is the appropriation level. The Department of Finance provides 
minimum requirements for the Portfolio Budget Statement and, 
together with agencies, provides more detailed information to the 
Appropriation Bills. Portfolio Budget Statements should follow gen
eral principles containing sufficient information, explanation and 
clarification for Parliament to understand objectives and agency per
formance. Criteria for annual reports are determined by the 
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet and approved by a 
Parliamentary committee. 

The design of an architecture of information for documents guar
antees a standardized approach to incorporating performance infor
mation in management and policy cycles. Canada uses the 
Management Resources and Results Structure (MRRS), whieh estab
lishes the link between results and the results of programs that con
nect with departmental management and structure. MRRS contains 
performance information at a more detailed level and is linked to cost 
data. MRRS consists of strategie outcomes; Program Activity 
Architecture (including an inventory of all pro gram activities of 
departments in relation to strategie outcomes, resource information 
and performance measures); and governance structure (processes and 
structures for exercising departmental decision making). Departments 
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have been asked to align strategie outcomes and the relevant program 
activities with Government of Canada outcomes. The requirements 
for departments are codified and integrated through Reports on Plans 
and Priorities and Departmental Performance reports. Finally, the 
Management Accountability Framework anchors the performance 
focus by providing deputy ministers with tools to assess and improve 
management practices. 

The United Kingdom has a complex set of documents to report on in 
the planning, control and reporting cycle. Departments conclude a Public 
Service Agreement, a two-yearly agreement with HM Treasury on prior 
policy objectives and targets for the next three years (see also Chapter 9 
by Johnson and Talbot which deals with PSAs). PSAs are translated into 
targets for agencies. Departments plan an implementation trajectory to 
reach the PSA Targets, and report to Cabinet Office and HM Treasury on 
the implementation of their Targets and Delivery Plan. Other reporting 
covers the Annual Report and Accounts in which departments and agen
eies submit to parliament their yearly report and accounts; the Framework 
Document established by the responsible minister and the agencies to 
define tasks and objectives; and key ministerial targets determined by the 
responsible minister and the agencies. In spring, there is adepartmental 
report to Parliament on progress and plans; in autumn, adepartmental 
annual report and accounts (outputs, performance, accounts) (Scheers, 
Sterck and Bouckaert, 2005). 

United States agencies have been required by the GPRA to submit a 
three-year strategie plan and both an annual performance plan and per
formance report. Steps have been taken to transform the performance 
plan into a performance budget. At the agency level, the G PRA requires 
departments and agencies to produce a three-year strategie plan, whieh 
contains a description of the relationship between annual performance 
goals in the performance budget and the long-term goals in the strategie 
plan. Agencies now have to submit a performance budget organized as a 
hierarchy of goals linked to performance and cost information: strategie, 
long-term performance and annual performance goals. Agencies also 
have to report the results of the PART assessment and the performance 
goals used in the assessment of program performance under the PART 
process in their performance budget. The annual performance report 
provides information about departments' and agencies' performance and 
progress in achieving the goals in the strategie plan and the performance 
budget. Cabinet departments and nine independent agencies have to 
integrate the annual report required by the GPRA with the accountability 
report. The annual report contains a comparison of actual performance 
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with the projected levels of performance as set out in the performance 
goals in the annual performance budget; explanations for unachieved 
performance goals; and evaluation of the performance budget for the 
current year. Information on every PART program is assessed as part of 
the budget formulation for the fiscal year. 

These countries - Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom and the 
United States - have developed generally accepted performance prin
ciples for measuring and incorporating performance information. 
First, a logical and connected chain of inputs-activities-outputs
effects/outcomes-trust is developed, refined and operationalized. 
Second, incorporation is connected to stages in the policy cyc1e 
(design, decision, implementation, reporting) on the one hand, and 
service delivery on the other hand. There is an increasing coherence 
within and between the policy cyc1e and service delivery cyc1e. Third, 
this is institutionalized using new roles for existing actors, and creat
ing new actors such as internal auditors, or autonomous statistical 
services. 

Using performance information 

There are three main dimensions to using performance information: 
internal use by agencies and individuals, budget decisions and process, 
and reporting. 

Using performance information internally 

The Australian outcome and output structure of the performance 
measurement system has the potential for several management func
tions. Documents in the budget cyc1e, such as portfolio budget state
ments and departmental annual reports, are used by the administration 
and government to communicate to Parliament on an ex-ante and 
ex-post basis. Performance information that is collected and used 
internally results in awareness of its use and an extra motivation for 
external reporting. Performance information runs through the man
agement and policy cyc1e in the different stages of design, decision, 
implementation and evaluation, and the related financial stages of 
budgeting, accounting and auditing. 

The Canadian main estimates are structured as a traditional program 
budget, but departments and agencies report on their plans and priorities 
in the main estimates to inform Parliament about the outputs and 
outcomes they want to achieve with the authorized resources. Inc1uding 
output and outcome information in the budget, however, does not 
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necessarily me an that this information is used in the budget process. The 
reporting cyc1e in 2006 shows how reports providing performance 
information relate to the financial calendar and the estimates. 

In the United Kingdom, there is a cascade of Public Service Agreement 
(PSA) related documents which support interna I use such as delivery 
plans and reports, annual reports, framework documents, corporate 
plans, departmental reports and charters with an increasing challenge 
to make them coherent. 

In the United States, the potential to use performance information 
internally is significant. The largest potential for real payoffs from using 
performance information may be in agency management of resources 
once they have been provided in the budget process. Even if the per
formance information has not played a significant role in the budgetary 
approval process, it can still influence the execution of the budget in 
the agency. Agencies have a significant discretion in allocating resources 
between programs and between regional units. Also, performance 
information is connected to internal managerial issues such as adopt
ing new program approaches, setting individual job expectations, 
rewarding staff, and developing and managing contracts. 

Reporting of performance 

Understanding reporting requirements and practices is only possible 
within the context of the measurement focus and the framework of a 
performance system. It also should be put in a sequence of documents 
that should have a cyc1ical coherence. 

In the Australian case, outcome appropriations are linked to portfolio 
budget statements, whieh are linked to the annual reports. Outcomes 
are the intended and expected impact of the public sector on a particu
lar policy field. Outcomes are at the same strategie level as the mission 
of an organization, but are supposed to be more external and less value 
laden. There is a list of requirements for a good outcome description. 
Portfolio Budget Statements (PBSs) are part of the budget papers and 
provide explanatory memoranda on the provisions of budget bills. 
Detailed information is provided on the outputs and the administered 
items at portfolio level. The official criteria for agency annual reports 
inc1ude: review of the preceding year; overview of the department's 
functions and outcome and output structure; report on performance; 
review of performance in terms of efficiency of outputs and effective
ness in achieving planned outcomes; actual results against PBS perform
ance standards for outcomes and outputs; and management and 
accountability. 
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The Canadian guide for Reports on Plans and Priorities (RPPs) and 
Departmental Performance (DPRs) has been integrated for the reporting 
cycle to reinforce their complementary roles. The RPP presents planned 
spending information on strategic outcomes and program activity, and 
covers priorities, expected results and resourcing for a three-year period. 
The DPR records results achieved against performance expectations in 
the RPP, with explanations of progress made towards strategic outcomes. 
The report may be structured in a way suitable for telling the depart
ment's performance story, but consistency is maintained through man
datory sections for both RPP and DPR (departmental overview, including 
program activity architecture; and analysis of program activities by 
strategic outcome). Annual guidelines are set for plans and priorities 
and departmental performance reports based on reporting principles 
and integrating principles that reflect their complementary features. 
The combined documents are designed to indicate the links between 
plans, performance and achievements, and with the Whole of 
Government planning and reporting framework, which provides a 
comprehensive overview of resources and results. 

The United Kingdom has a complex set of reporting documents based 
on different institutionallinkages and the related documentary require
ments in the planning, control and reporting cycle. Ministerial depart
ments have the two-year Public Service Agreement (PSA) with HM 
Treasury on prior policy objectives and targets for three years. PSAs con
sist of an aim, objectives, performance targets, value-for-money targets, 
and a responsibility statement, plus a technieal note to explain meas
urement itself. The operationalization of the PSA is through Delivery 
Plans for departments to plan an implementation trajectory to reach 
PSA targets, and Delivery Reports for departments to report to Cabinet 
Office and HM Treasury on implementation. They are presented to the 
Cabinet Committee on Public Serviees and Expenditure, and are nei
ther communieated to Parliament nor made available to the public. 
Departments submit an autumn report to Parliament on the perform
ance of the previous year (outputs, performance and accounts), includ
ing an annual report and ac counts; and aspring report on progress and 
plans. For policy and management control, the annual report, the state
ment on internal control, and the Statement on Resources by Aims and 
Objectives are crucial. 

United States agencies are required by the GPRA to submit a three-year 
strategie plan, an annual performance plan and an annual performance 
report. Steps have been taken to transform the performance plan into a 
performance budget. The performance budget is organized as a hierarchy 
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of goals linked to performance and cost information: strategie goals (aim 
and purpose of the agency, spanning several programs and several agency 
organizational units); long-term performance goals (outcome goals at 
program level); outcome targets and resources (full cost); annual perform
ance goals (output goals at program level); and output targets and 
resources (full cost). The annual performance report provides information 
about departments and agencies performance and progress in achieving 
the goals as set in the strategie plan and the performance budget. Cabinet 
departments and nine independent agencies have to integrate the annual 
report required by the GPRA with the accountability report and submit 
this combined performance and accountability report. 

Using in practice 

Performance information 

The quality of Australian financial information is regarded as having 
improved as a result of the outcomes/output framework and explicitly 
identifying performance indicators (Department of Finance and 
Administration, 2006a). However, performance measurement of outcomes 
has provided difficulties, despite its centrality to the resource manage
ment framework (Wanna and Bartos, 2003). Australian output perform
ance measures are generally more appropriate and measurement more 
reliable. In a review of performance reporting in departmental annual 
reports, the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) has indicated the 
need for improving information with respect to specification of the per
formance framework and the quality of measures and the reporting of 
results. The Auditor-General reports that performance information is 
being used by decision makers for policy development and allocating 
re soure es but the actual"influence of outcomes and outputs information 
on decision making was mixed" (McPhee, 2005: 3-4). 

In the United States, there is in general a positive evolution in the per
centage of agencies measuring performance. This can be explained by 
the fact that in 1997 the GPRA was implemented only in pilot projects 
whereas it was implemented fully in 2000. In 2003, 54 percent of the 
federal managers reported having output measures to a great or very great 
extent (General Accounting Office, 2004: 36). 

The UK National Audit Office looked at indicators used in Pub/ic 
Service Agreements 2001-2004. Evidence demonstrates that the majority 
of the indicators used (43 percent) are collected by departments, 19 
percent have Non-Departmental Public Bodies, and 14 percent National 
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Statistics origins (National Audit Office, 2001b). The remammg 
indicators are from local government, the Health Service and 
international organizations. The same survey showed that the initial 
distribution of indicators changed. The proportion of indicators 
changed from 7 to 5 percent for input, from 51 to 14 percent for process, 
from 27 to 13 percent for outputs, and from 15 to 68 percent for 
outcomes. 

In Canada, for each strategie outcome and program, resource alloca
tions and performance indicators have to be defined. However, reporting 
on outcomes has been difficult. An assessment of departmental perform
ance reports of 2001 showed that only 31 of the 84 examined reports 
were focused on outcomes, but many of these could be classified as out
puts produced by the department and focused on activities und er its con
trol. The assessment of the departmental performance reports of 2002, 
showed astronger focus on outcomes, although many reports were still 
largely focused on activities, outputs and immediate or intermediate 
outcomes. 

According to Curristine (2005) almost 75 percent of countries report
ing in the 2005 OECD survey mentioned extending coverage, a strong 
focus on outputs, and ab out 52 percent are moving to outcomes. In 
general the United Kingdom, United States, Canada, and Australia are 
significantly above the average practice. 

Performance and budgeting 

Performance information is meant to inform the budget process. For 
Australia, budget information is now "more comprehensive, based on 
external reporting standards, and provides better alignment between 
appropriation Acts, PB Statements and agency annual reports" 
(Department of Finance and Administration, 2006b: 11). The Australian 
outcomes policy provides for agencies to use performance information 
in budget decision making, but the potential has not been achieved 
because of the variable influence of this information on decisions and 
resource allocation. The Finance Department is exploring means for 
improving the use of performance information by revising the infor
mation required for new policy proposals and making greater use of 
reviews, regarded as an instrument through which performance 
information can be fed into budget decision making. 

In Canada, main estimates are structured as a traditional program 
budget, but since 1995 departments and agencies report on their plans 
and priorities in the main estimates to inform parliament ab out the 
outputs and outcomes they want to achieve with the authorized 
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resources. Including output and outcome information in the budget, 
however, does not necessarily mean that this information is used in 
the budget process. 

According to the OECD 2005 survey the majority of finance ministries 
use performance measures in budget processes, but measures or 
evaluations are rarely used for eliminating pro grams and cutting expend
iture (Curristine, 2005). The practice is that performance information is 
there to inform but not to determine budget allocations. 

Individual and organizational performance 

The alignment between agency goals and organizational priorities and 
their performance management systems is variable. Many Australian 
agencies lacked systems for supporting performance management, and 
were not assessing the interna I impact of performance management 
systems. As a result, performance management was not contributing to 
effective business outcomes (Australian National Audit Office, 2004). 
The credibility of performance management systems as they affect 
individual public servants has been raised by inquiries, with perform
ance pay systems being problematic. The ANAO concluded that the 
significant investment in performance-linked remuneration delivered 
patchy results and uncertain benefits. Performance management in 
Australia was depicted as a "work in progress" with major challenges 
on the issues of credibility and staff engagement (Halligan, 2007). 

In the United Kingdom, at central and local government levels there 
is an "instrumental-managerial" focus on performance measurement 
(Sanderson, 2001). In combination with the top-down conditioning of 
performance, the individual and organizational performance may be 
in tension. In the Annual Report there is abrief description of how the 
various elements of remuneration were determined for the members 
of the management board and, if the latter was done following a stand
ard process, a reference to the appropriate report of the Senior Salaries 
Review Body suffices. Details of remuneration or a reference to where 
such information is given is provided in the notes to the accounts. 

Agency variation 

There is considerable variation among agencies in how they engage and 
implement performance management. This reflects in part the nature of 
agencies, with some types more able to demonstrate effective use of per
formance information. Significant variation exists in the quality of and 
information used in annual reports. Variability also exists in the 
alignment between the goals and organizational priorities of many 
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Australian agencies and their performance management systems. In the 
United States, the PART scores demonstrate the variance. In Canada, the 
Treasury Board Secretariat (TBS) and the Office of the Auditor General 
(OAG) have developed scoring systems to measure the quality of per
formance reporting. All these scores show a significant variance between 
organizations. Crucial issues are whether there is a policy for a bottom 
line of measuring, incorporating or using performance information, 
whether there is a culture of champions (with publicized scores, or red/ 
orange/green labels), and wh ether there is a maximum tolerated 
variance. 

Reporting of performance 

The reporting of outputs and outcomes in Australia is generally appropri
ately specified in annual reports and the quality of performance report
ing has improved since the introduction of accrual-based budgeting. 
Nevertheless, improvements in annual reporting frameworks have been 
urged to enhance accountability and transparency to stakeholders, par
ticularly parliamentarians, because of shortcomings in the presentation 
and analysis of performance information in annual reports. In Canada, 
the success of performance reporting seems to be positively correlated 
with evidence that the information is used for decision making or pro
gram improvements. The Treasury Board Secretariat reports that depart
ments with satisfactory to very good departmental performance reports 
scored high on the use of performance information for learning and for 
decision making. In most cases the performance information has a stra
tegie element with an outcomes focus and a clear logie between depart
mental activity and how this contributes to outcomes (Treasury Board 
Secretariat, 2003). 

System assessment 

Administrating, managing or 
governing performance 

To what extent are the countries actively cultivating and managing per
formance? The approach in the United Kingdom has been a combination 
of strategies of the two primary central agencies, the Cabinet Office and 
Treasury over ten or more years. 

The Australian approach has been to combine framework reform at 
intervals with regular strategie adjustments and fine-tuning. The steering 
is centered on the Department of Finance with occasional oversight reports 
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on issues from the Management Advisory Committee (MAC - a collective 
of departmental secretaries), and annual reporting on the state of the 
service by the Public Service Commission. This is under the guidance of 
the public service head, the Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet, who makes regular statements about reform and whose 
department monitors delivery and manages Whole of Government initia
tives. The Management Advisory Committee has reviewed performance 
management with the application of a strategic framework. More recently 
there have been the Australian National Audit Office analysis (Australian 
National Audit Office, 2004) and the Australian Public Service Commission's 
annual surveys, which rely substantially on the MAC report. 

Canada was one of the first countries to explore management reform, 
but was slow to incorporate and institutionalize it. Despite having never 
fully embraced managerialism through a sustained reform program at 
the national level, the Canadian public service exhibits many standard 
management features and has experienced the tensions and conflicts 
produced by attempts to change the administrative culture. The Audit 
Office often filled the vacuum left by lack of sustained leadership from 
senior politicians and lead central agencies. The verdict of ob servers was 
critical (Aucoin, 2001) with slow progress in using information on results; 
weaknesses in the management reform process; divided responsibility for 
human resource management; and limited Parliamentary review. The 
Office of the Auditor General continued to raise issues about the quality 
of information, the lack of focus on outcomes, and the coverage of per
formance data. By the mid-2000s, these questions had been responded 
to, although there appears to be a shortage of independent analysis, and 
skepticism ab out performance management and the mandatory federal 
agenda (Clark and Swain, 200S). The new approach is top-down, featur
ing central agencies, particularly the government's "management board", 
the Treasury Board Secretariat. 

The United States has had a significant historical influence on other 
Western countries in managing performance in the public sector (e.g., 
PPBS has been exported to OECD countries). Then there was a break until 
a new era started with GPRA and the National Performance Review (NPR) 
in the early 1990s. However, NPR was more ad hoc than institutional
ized, and not connected to GPRA. It took some time before GPRA became 
the standard for practice. However, there was an effort to consolidate and 
to create a converging strategy of managing performance. Under Bush, 
the focus has been on making the GPRA more effective, using PART as a 
complementary and major tool to push for performance. The purpose 
has been to integrate performance information, to use this information, 
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and to improve performance. According to Posner in a General Accounting 
Office (GAO) testimony to a congressional committee, "one way of 
improving the links between PART and GPRA would be to develop a more 
strategie approach to selecting and prioritizing areas for assessment und er 
the PART process" (General Accounting Office, 2004: 10). The mechanism 
is to evaluate, to assess, and to judge publicly the performance by offering 
information on performing and non-performing agencies. 

Overall assessment 

Australia has a fully operation al performance model that incorporates 
and uses performance information. The early program and results focus 
laid the foundation for evolving towards a more comprehensive system. 
Financial information has improved with the Outcomes/Output frame
work in registering government preferences (intentions and results) and 
identification of performance indicators (Department of Finance and 
Administration, 2006a). However, measurement of outcomes has contin
ued to provide difficulties. Output information is considerably better, 
performance measures are generally more appropriate and measurement 
more reliable than those for outcomes measures (McPhee, 200S). As for 
using performance information, there are improvements and continuing 
shortcomings, including variation among agencies. First, budget infor
mation is more comprehensive, and there is better alignment between 
reporting documents. The outcomes policy provides for the use of per
formance information in budget decision making, but the potential has 
not been realized because of the variable influence of this information on 
decisions and resource allocation. Second, with regards to reporting, out
puts and outcomes are appropriately specified in annual reports and the 
quality of performance reporting has improved. Nevertheless, improve
ments in annual reporting frameworks have been urged to enhance 
accountability and transparency to stakeholders, particularly parliamen
tarians (Halligan, 2007). The official Australian model fits within the 
Performance Management Type, but implementation has not been fully 
realized, and work continues on how to achieve more effective 
performance management. 

Canada fitted into Managements of Performances for a long time, but 
a sustained program has moved it into the Performance Management 
type. The current model was preceded by a sequence of initiatives that 
produced an ambitious scheme for departments. Given Canada's earlier 
reputation for weak implementation, recent initiatives have been promis
ing. Performance indicators have been expanding and are under review. 
There has been a developmentallogic that is cumulative at this stage, but 
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the Canadian system appears to have reached a turning point. The lack 
of fuller information makes it difficult to form a firmer judgment on 
practice. Canada appears to be at the stage where the man da tory and 
centralized approach to management improvement is unsympathetic to 
variation. 

The United Kingdom's PSA regime has been "a novel and ambitious 
tool for steering and coordinating public activity" that was designed 
to reduce fragmentation by bringing central government und er one 
performance system and "to promote Treasury influence over the pri
ority setting of bodies beyond central government" (James, 2004: 
398-401). Reported limitations include frequent changes to targets, 
the weak link with systems where relevant activity occurs, and the use 
of presentation strategies for blame avoidance. Moreover, PSA objec
tives are not necessarily clear on priorities and PSAs appear to have 
weak incentive effects on priorities (James, 2004). In theory, measures 
cascade from PSAs to other frameworks and plans at regional and local 
levels. In practice further plans, strategies and indicators may need to 
be taken into account. The Treasury is central to the agreement on a 
limited number of targets and indicators, but is not formally involved 
in the cascade process; it is the departments that have discretion over 
the application of PSA objectives and targets. Research suggests that 
cascading indicators were multiplying but there was a lack of priority 
among indicators at the locallevel, and a disconnection between PSA 
and Best Value regimes. Measurement systems may not influence 
behavior to produce the delivery in terms of priorities (Neely and 
Micheli, 2004). The 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review is designed 
to go beyond 2004 aspirations for efficiency. The focus on reforming 
service delivery involves "strengthening accountability, as part of an 
overall framework for devolved decision making [ ... ] to ensure that 
public services are responsive to needs and preferences of individuals 
and communities." It covers clear goals and national standards, front
line flexibility and capability, community and citizen engagement 
and empowerment of users (HM Treasury, 2006: 140-2). 

The official US evaluation of PART is rather positive according to the 
GAO and the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the review 
process stimulating agencies to increase their evaluation capacity and 
the available information on program results (US Government 
Accountability Office, 200Sa). However, even if the PART process 
helped OMB's oversight of agencies, stimulated agencies' efforts to 
improve program management, and created or enhanced an evaluation 
culture within agencies, most PART recommendations have focused 
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on improving outcome measures and data collection, not on short-term 
observable performance improvements (US GovernmentAccountability 
Office, 2005c). 

Dissonant voices co me from the academic world with Radin (2006) 
arguing that PART is detriment al to increased performance. Also Gilmour 
and Lewis observe that PART shows that "if the measurement process is 
not neutral, political considerations may warp the assessment, as well as 
their application [ ... ] PART scores influenced budget allocations for pro
grams housed in Democratic departments but not other programs. This 
last finding underscores the difficulty of using performance information 
in an impartial way" (2006: 750-1). The greatest accomplishment of 
PART, has been to produce "useful assessments of 800 programs. OMB is 
on track to finish assessments of all federal programs in 2007. There is 
evidence that PART assessments have an impact on allocation decisions 
in the president's budget. Yet, thus far there is little evidence that PART 
has caused significant changes in program management" (Gilmour, 
2006: 6). The GPRAjPART infrastructure links strategie objectives to out
puts and resources. There are periodic assessments in a context of using 
performance measures for different purposes. The ultimate purpose is to 
guarantee performance for the public, inc1uding trust. This corresponds 
well with a Performance Management ideal type. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on the Performance Management ideal type 
and countries that fit within it in terms of their official models. The 
second task was to examine practice with the official models in the 
four countries. 

The countries examined have been highly committed to perform
ance management over two decades during which they have refined 
their measurement and performance framework and increased their 
capacity to monitor performance. They have followed different path
ways within a performance management framework during these two 
decades. Their early implementation styles differed in terms of con
ceptions of the relationship between outputs and outcomes, the 
responsibilities given to chief executives, and the roles of central per
sonnel agencies in handling performance oversight. The exigencies of 
reform agendas have produced a considerable convergence on public 
management during the 2000s. 

Yet there remain significant differences in approach and with the 
technical treatment of outcomes and outputs. In terms of their reform 
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cyc1es, two countries have been implementing the main initiatives 
that qualify them for the Performance Management type (Canada 
and the United States). The Netherlands also is implementing a new 
approach, but like Sweden, which seems to have been the less mobile 
of the six, falls outside the Performance Management category. The 
country models continue to evolve and be refined in Australia and 
the United Kingdom. 

More importantly, practice continues to fall short of aspirations, and 
significant questions remain about the quality and use of performance 
information in the budget process, internal decision making and 
extern al reporting, and the variable engagement of agencies. There 
continue to be other issues about the level of application by public man
agers in practice and significant challenges to accomplishing sophisti
cated performance management and limits to a heavy reliance on this 
approach (Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008). 



Appendix: Note on methodology 

The study relies on two major methodological pillars: ideal types and 
concrete country case studies that result in a description of a country 
model. The empirical material used is based on comparative research 
that considers the "official" or dominant performance models of cen
tral governments. Official country models are communicated through 
legislation, circular letters or handbooks and are an expression of the 
desired information architecture, the emphasis on content, its 
incorporation, and its use. In many cases this is a program of change 
and improvement that needs to be implemented. 

The structure of this empirical material relies on ideal types as 
defined by Max Weber. Four ideal types are developed. Ideal types fit 
into Weber's methodology of "singular causal analysis." From a process 
point of view, a causal chain consists of, first, measuring, then 
incorporating this information, in order to ultimately use it. Based on 
implicit or explicit concepts or even definitions of performance, the 
practice is to observe levels of performance. To the extent that these 
are systematic observations, one could label them as the practice of 
"measurement." The processing of data into information means that 
this performance data needs to be incorporated into documents, cir
culated, and generally made available, the "incorporation" stage. Once 
there has been "measurement" and "incorporation," performance 
information should be fit for the intended purpose, that is, using it to 
manage. The final stage is therefore use of performance-related infor
mation, which includes all positive and negative, intended and 
unintended, short-term and long-term effects and types of use. 

Six countries (Australia, Canada, The Netherlands, Sweden, the UK 
and USA) are examined using the scheme for analyzing managing for 
performance and defining country models. 

A distinction is made between three modes in analyzing managing 
for performance: "ideal types," "country models" and "degrees of 
implementation" of the "country models" (Figure 5.1). These three 
dimensions interact with one another. "Ideal types" may influence 
and inspire the "country models." On the other hand, the starting 
positions of count ries, and their capacity to implement, may influ
ence the choice of "country model." Both existing practices and their 
official versions can be compared and assessed against the coherence 
and the logic of an ideal type. 

92 
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Ideal type Country model 
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Degree of implementation 
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Figure 5.1 Three müdes üf Urealities" for analyzing managing performance 



6 
Hitting the Target and Missing 
the Point? Developing an 
Understanding of Organizational 
Gaming 
Zoe Radnor 

Public services are by their nature complex (Moore, 2002), involving a 
large number of stakeholders. As a result, the number of public sector 
performance measures can quickly rise in order to reflect this complex
ity and to be accountable to the various stakeholders. Hood gives an 
example of the Health Department in England, where ten top-level tar
gets "were translated into some 300 lower-Ievel targets for various pub
lic sector health-delivery organizations" (2006: 515). In many countries 
we have seen a rapid proliferation of policies introducing performance 
indicators and targets in all areas of the public service sector, from local 
and central government to education, health and community care. 

These performance indicators serve different aims. Some would argue 
that performance regimes are primarily about accountability and con
trol (de Haas and Kleingeld, 1998; Fisher, 1995), whereas others would 
argue they are also about improvement and motivation (e.g., Neely, 
1998). Performance indicators are used for controlling public 
expenditure, demonstrating accountability and for improving public 
services (Wilson, 2004). When targets are put in place to drive activities 
and behaviors in a particular direction to improve performance, a 
control element is introduced in the system. 

Performance measurement, reporting 
and management 

It is important to differentiate the terms "performance measurement," 
"performance reporting" and "performance management." Each has its 

94 
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own set of activities and issues. The three activities can be defined as 
follows (based on Radnor and Barnes, 2007): 

• Performance measurement is the valuation of the quantity or quality 
of the input, output, outcome or level of activity of an event or 
process. 

• Performance reporting is providing an account, and often some ana
lysis, of the level of input, activity, output or outcome of an event or 
process, usually against some form of target. 

• Performance management is action, based on performance measures 
and reporting, aimed at improvements in behavior, motivation and 
processes and promotes innovation. 

A systems views suggests that a performance management system 
should provide information on the matters of importance, promote 
appropriate behavior, provide a mechanism for accountability and con
trol, and create a mechanism for intervention and learning (de Haas 
and Kleingeld, 1998; Fisher, 1995; Neely, 1998). Yet, evidence (e.g., 
Hood, 2006; Pollitt, 2005) suggests that within the public sector much 
of the attention has gone to performance measuring and reporting, 
focusing on target achievement and positioning in league tables, rat her 
than to the use of the performance metries to directly improve services. 
This chapter has the underlining premise that too much focus on meas
urement and reporting means that performance measures and indica
tors are not so much used as a tool to improve the performance of an 
organization but become ends in themselves. 

Dysfunctions of performance information systems and gaming behav
ior have received considerable attention in the literature (Bouckaert and 
Balk, 1991; Hood, 2007a; Smith, 1995; van Thiel and Leeuw, 2002). 
Unintended consequences of measurement and reporting are often related 
to targets and league tables. Hood describes "gaming", as "[the] deliberate 
massaging or outright fabrication of numbers collected with the intention 
of improving the position of an individual or organization" (Hood, 2007a: 
100). He summarized the three major types of gaming (related to targets 
and rankings) as ratchet effects, where targets are set as an incremental 
advance and where managers as a result restriet performance to below 
their possible level; threshold effects where uniform output targets provide 
no incentive to excel and do not encourage top performers; and finally 
output distortion or manipulation of reported results (Hood, 2006). 

In this chapter I will address the consequences of a disproportionate 
focus on performance measurement and performance reporting, rat her 
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than on performance management. The chapter will use UK government
or department-based documents and academic journal articles and 
summarizes the main issues related to organizational gaming. It will 
concentrate on the degree of gaming and the impact of such gaming on 
organizational performance and improvement, that is, the conse
quences of gaming. This review will then be used to suggest a possible 
typology of gaming within organizations that will help to und erstand 
the effects of gaming. 

Dysfunctions related to performance 
measurement 

Some organizations use performance information systems that give 
undue attention to performance measurement. A "measurement cu 1-
ture" is different from a "performance culture" (Public Administration 
Select Committee, 2003). An organizational measurement culture is 
one of tracking quantitative achievement, whereas a performance cul
tu re is concerned with building an organization's capacity. The danger 
of a measurement culture, according to the Public Administration Select 
Committee in the United Kingdom, is that excessive attention is given 
to what can be easily measured at the expense of what is difficult to 
measure, even though this may be more appropriate to the service. In 
some cases, a measurement culture may regard delivering on targets as 
more important than delivering on services. The Select Committee 
report refers to a by now well-known example from the ambulance 
service. Concerned with response times, it used "lay responders" to hit 
the target even though these individuals may not be appropriately 
trained in meeting the needs of the emergency conditions (Public 
Administration Select Committee, 2003). 

Academics have also analyzed measurement error and measurement 
dysfunctions. Hood (2007a) outlines that measurement error arises 
from several sources: simple mistakes (e.g., clerical error), sampling error 
(e.g., time-period is not representative), categorization error (e.g., cases 
are poorly fitted into categories) and gaming (or cheating). He suggests 
that simple mistakes, sampling error and categorization error can occur 
within most measurement systems, but that the likelihood of gaming 
can be expected to be highest where measurement is used for targeting 
and ranking purposes, rather than just for intelligence purposes (Hood, 
2007a: 100). Some managers are "working the system" and deliberately 
misreport performance and distort individual behavior (Pollitt, 1989). 
The performance indicator culture is, according to Smith, "likely to 
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push managers increasingly towards a superficial view of the service, in 
which indicators are cited when convenient and ignored otherwise" 
(Smith, 1990: 69). 

Several authors have studied types of unintended consequences of 
performance measurement. Bouckaert and Balk (1991) listed 13 
measurement diseases in the public sector, some with quite fancy 
names: the Pangloss disease, the impossibility disease, hypochondria, 
hypertrophy, atrophy, the Mandelbrot disease, the pollution disease, 
the inflation disease, the enlightenment/top-bottom disease, the 
time-shortening disease, the mirage disease, and the shifting disease. 
Their 13 diseases reflect that measurement is always a representation of 
an organizational reality. As such, performance measures create 
meaning. Smith (1995) wrote an elaborate article defining eight types of 
potential unintended consequences of performance indicator systems. 
These consequences are due to divergence between organizational 
objectives and the measurement, to the inability to measure complex 
phenomena, to the inability to process performance data correctly, and 
to the inability of measurement systems to respond to new challenges 
(Smith, 1995: 283). The unintended consequences are listed as tunnel 
vision, sub-optimization, myopia, measure fixation, misrepresentation, 
misinterpretation, gaming and ossification. 

The "dangers" of performance measurement have long been recognized 
(Ridgway, 1956). A constant in these overviews appears to be the obser
vation that unintended consequences of measurement systems will 
always exist, no matter how well-intentioned the system (van Thiel and 
Leeuw, 2002: 270). The best we can do, it appears, is to search for opti
mal measures to minimize dysfunctional effects (Bouckaert and Balk, 
1991). Others argue, however, that distortions are primarily a conse
quence of the way performance indicators are used, rat her than of 
measurement or the quality of measures (Van Dooren, 2006: 191-225). 
We need a better understanding of why certain performance measure
ment regimes lead to unintended consequences. This is an area that 
warrants further study (Pidd, 2005). 

Radnor and McGuire (2004) evaluated a framework developed by the 
Public Services Productivity Panel, to assess whether "performance 
management in the public sector is fact or fiction." The panel developed 
a performance management framework for public services which aimed 
to represent the five building blocks of performance management 
including: developing a "bold aspiration"; targets that needed to be 
"SMART" (Specific, Measurable, Accurate, Realistic and Timely); owner
ship for every target; targets and the delivery of them to be regularly 
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and rigorously reviewed; and finally, success in delivering targeted 
performance by reinforcement through incentives (Public Services 
Productivity Panel, 2000). In two case studies - a health authority 
considering implementing a Balanced Scorecard and a large govern
me nt agency developing a reward-based system - they found that the 
role of the managers in performance measurement and management is 
far more about being administrators than about acting as managers 
(Radnor and McGuire, 2004). In order to achieve or respond to the 
various stakeholders, much time was spent on "form filling" and chasing 
information rather than changing or managing the process. Rather 
than developing a strong set of measures, evidence was found that 
organizations were "working the system" with the Hospital Trust Chief 
Executive asking "which boxes do I need to tick?" The lack of owner
ship was indicated in both ca se studies with not one organization in the 
health authority wanting to pilot the Balanced Scorecard and the gov
ernment agency having the targets being set by an outside body. It was 
found that a review was difficult as too much time was spent on collect
ing the data and information in order to satisfy "government" require
ments rather than ensuring that they were the right measures in the 
first pI ace and using them to meet the needs of the consumer and citi
zen in delivering outcomes. Finally, the research found that, particu
larly for the agency, there was little understanding of the baseline target, 
illustrated through the example of one unit whose target was set based 
on ca se dearance expressed as a percentage of the total number of appli
cations received. Therefore, achievement of the target was vulnerable to 
a significant increase in demand of the service and the number of 
applications received. 

Gaming and performance reporting 

In particular in an environment where targets and rankings are used, 
gaming behavior becomes quite prevalent in the reporting of 
performance information. The phenomenon of "targetology" (Rouse, 
1993) refers to a situation where organizations narrow their focus to 
specific targets which affects aspects of service delivery. The Public 
Administration Select Committee report, mentioned in the previous 
section, dearly outlines the perverse consequences of targets and gives 
aseries of examples. One example showed how Accident and Emergency 
(A&E) patients were left sitting in ambulances because the dock meas
uring the four-hour target to see patients did not start ticking until 
patients enter the building. Another example is schools which were 
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measured by the number of students obtaining good results in their exit 
exams (GCSEs and A levels in the UK), who then excluded more students 
and so contributed to more petty local crime. 

The report indicates "allegations of cheating, perverse consequences 
and distortions in pursuit of targets, along with unfair pressure on 
professionals [ ... ] and league tables often seen as untrustworthy and 
misleading" (Public Administration Select Committee, 2003). The 
report concluded that there was a lack of understanding about the 
objectives of the targets and a feeling that the targets were plucked out 
of thin air. It was feIt that targets had become an end in themselves 
rat her than providing a measure of progress towards the organization's 
goal and objectives. The targets were seen as imposed by central 
government and its agencies. Although it was recognized they can be 
"good servants they are poor masters" (Public Administration Select 
Committee, 2003). 

The report also mentions league tables as "particularly misleading 
and demotivating," because they tend to make everyone except the 
league champions look and feellike a failure. League tables stress absolute 
positions rather than improvement, and as a result they may present 
considerable improvement as failure. Because of the effects this may 
have on the individuals in the organizations, some targets have been 
referred to as P45 targets, after the document you receive from your 
employer in the United Kingdo when you are made redundant (Pitches 
et al., 2003). 

Pitches and colleagues (2003) wrote a guide in the British Medical 
Journal for "corrupt managers and incompetent clinicians" on how to 
optimize data, and refer to practices used by various healthcare 
organizations. In this article, they suggest that a position in a clinical 
league table can be achieved by "co ding creep" ("excessive or 
inappropriate co ding of risk factors that are required for calculating risk 
adjusted mortality"), transferring of patients, changing operating class, 
denying treatment and "cream skimming" of healthier patients. 

In July 2001, areport about the UK National Health Service (NHS) 
waiting lists listed six NHS trusts where the waiting lists had been 
inappropriately adjusted (National Audit Office, 2001a). Further work 
discovered that a total of nine NHS trusts had inappropriately adjusted 
their waiting lists, three of them for more than three years. This had 
affected nearly 6,000 patient records (National Audit Office, 2001a). 
The adjustments varied in their seriousness, from staff following 
established, but incorrect, procedures through to deliberate manipulation 
or misstatement of the figures. The impact on patients also varied from 
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little or no impact to patients waiting longer for treatment (National 
Audit Office, 2001a). In response the majority of the nine trusts 
suspended individuals and launched an enquiry, which led to some 
actions including policy and procedure reviews, improving lines of 
accountability and raising the seniority of decision making. 

The recommendations of the National Audit Office report was focused 
on individual responsibility, that is, assurance from chief executives, 
putting in place disciplinary procedures and enquiries, and tightening 
up the employment process (National Audit Office, 2001a). However, 
the report did not address the wider question of why individuals felt the 
need to adjust the figures. As a result, it mainly dealt with the 
consequences of the action, but did little to uncover the underlying 
causes of the action or the deeper issues in the system. 

Gaming or cheating? 

The evidence suggests that in an environment dominated by targets 
and league tables, and where there is a measurement culture rat her than 
a performance culture, there is a vicious cycle of target obsession, 
gaming, cheating, lying and blaming. People within organizations feel 
that if the target is not achieved, they will be blamed or even sacked. To 
avoid this they game the process, lie about the results or cheat by 
misreporting the output. 

The previous section, when dealing with waiting lists, already briefly 
touched on the consequences of gaming. While the behavior is generally 
referred to as gaming, some gaming behaviors may have more severe con
sequences on the service than others. Gaming behavior varies widely, and 
many officials appear to distinguish between gaming and cheating, and 
between acceptable and unacceptable gaming. One respondent in Hood's 
research described "outright falsification or making up of numbers as 
cheating" and thought that "creative classification or interpretation" 
could be considered gaming (Hood, 2006: 518). In a later paper, Hood 
raises the point that "we know relatively little about the extent of gaming 
or cheating in target or ranking systems, or indeed where the culture 
draws the lines in practice between what is seen as gaming as what as 
cheating" (2007a: 100). It is furthermore the case that the existence of 
dysfunctional effects in the performance measurement regime does not 
necessarily imply "that such a regime fails on balance to improve organi
zational performance" (Kelman and Friedman, 2007). 

Is it possible to ethically distinguish between acceptable and less 
acceptable gaming? Should the line be drawn differently for different 
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organizations in different contexts? The evidence tends to show not 
only that gaming exists, but also that there are different types, or levels, 
of gaming, with same having a greater impact than others. The next 
section will reflect on this by attempting to develop a categorization of 
the various types of gaming. 

Developing a typology of organizational gaming 

This section will attempt to unpack the evidence surrounding gaming 
at an organizational level in order to suggest a categorization, or 
typology, of gaming. This typology could help in understanding the 
degree and impact of the gaming. Often the word "gaming" is men
tioned as a catch-all phrase. Developing a classification can help sup
port the design of future performance measurement and performance 
reporting systems, and thus contribute to genuine performance 
management. 

Within this chapter the differences between performance measure
ment, performance reporting and performance management have been 
outlined. It highlighted the effects of a performance measurement and 
performance reporting culture focused on targets and league tables, 
and cited evidence and examples of unintentional consequences of the 
desire to achieve targets. The examples cited in this chapter and in the 
wider literat ure (NAO, 2001; PAse, 2003; Hood, 2006) showed the 
lengths an individual within an organization is willing or is expected 
to go to in order for the organization to re ach its target. In an environ
ment dominated by targets and league tables the focus is on organiza
tional, not individual, achievement of targets and the position in a 
league table. Therefore, a possible definition of organizational gaming 
could be the "creation of (both formal and informal) activities which 
allows a target or regulated deliverable to be met when the result leads 
to unintended consequences on the interna I or extern al service 
delivery." 

However, developing adefinition of organizational gaming still does 
not allow us to understand the extent, range or impact of this gaming. 
Hood (2006) attempts to make a distinction between four types of 
gaming. He looks at the degree by which performance data is creatively 
interpreted, dropped or invented. He also considers the effect of this 
gaming on the underlying performance in the provision of services, 
where same gaming alters the ac tu al service delivery. He identifies one 
type of gaming as acceptable, another as unacceptable gaming, a third 
as a "fact of life in bureaucratic politics," and finally a fourth as cheating 
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(Hood, 2006). Van Dooren (2006) makes a distinction between the 
manipulation of actual output and the manipulation of measurement, 
which is a representation of output. 

The typology presented in Table 6.1 attempts to build on the ideas by 
Hood (2006) and others, by presenting possible types of organizational 
gaming. In Table 6.1, the axes are "impact of gaming" and "level of 
gaming" within the organization. Reflecting on Hood (2006), the level 
of gaming can be viewed as "low" if it is just the output data that is 
changed, that is, creatively interpreted, contrived or spun. The level 
becomes "high" if the actual activities change in order to hit the target. 
With "high" levels of gaming, little consideration is given to effect on 
the service, and the focus is on creating or managing activities in order 
to achieve the target. In terms of the impact of gaming, the internal 
impact is within a department or organization, that is, the result of the 
gaming only really effects the organization. External impact means 
that the gaming impacts and affects the stakeholder, citizen, consumer, 
customer, patient or an element of what could be considered as the 
"authorizing environment" (Moore, 2002). The table suggests four types 
which move in a hierarchy from Type I to Type IV which will be 
explained and illustrated through examples. 

Type I organizational gaming occurs when performance indicators 
are creatively interpreted. The impact of this is mainly feit internally. 
An example would be where a museum counted as "visitors" all the 
people not directly working for the organization who come into the 
building, that is, catering suppliers, contractors and so on, in order to 
raise the visitor count (Jackson, 2002). Type I gaming is facilitated by 
performance indicators that are poorly defined and provide leeway in 
their application. 

Type 11 organizational gaming reflects the manipulation of 
measurement, but with an impact on service users. An example of this 
would be admission dates on patient records (Pitches, Burls and 

Table 6.1 A typology of organizational gaming 

Impact of gaming 

Internal External 

Levelof Low level - only Type I Type 11 
gaming measurement 

High level - also Type III Type IV 
activities 
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Fry-Smith, 2003), or moving patients from one official waiting list to 
another so meeting the waiting list targets (which are reported by 
absolute numbers rather than patient names) or starting the clock at 
different points in time in order to hit the eight-minute response time 
for ambulances dealing with life-threatening emergencies (PASe, 2003). 
In these cases the extern al receiver of the service, that is, the patient is 
directly affected by the desire to hit the target, but the activity is not 
fundamentally changed, only the way the data is reported. 

Type III organizational gaming is where, again, the PI or target is clear 
and understood, but the activities are (creatively) developed or imple
mented in order to achieve it. Examples including the UK Research 
Assessment Exercise (RAE), where universities chose to include or 
change the titles of staff, buy-in new staff and set up "research centers" 
in order for them to be included in the "count." Also the changing of 
tralleys to beds in the Accident and Emergency departments of hospitals 
in order to hit a waiting time target (Pitches, Burls and Fry-Smith, 2003) 
are examples of maneuvering with the impact really only affecting the 
internal organization and not the receivers of the service, that is, the 
patient was still treated. 

Finally, Type IV is where the focus on the performance indicator or 
target is so strang that gaming becomes the purpose and it could be 
argued that the meaning of the service delivery has been "lost." Here 
activities are deliberately changed, implemented and even encouraged 
in order to "hit the target," even if it results in poor service delivery and 
outcomes for the actual recipients. Being left in an ambulance because 
the Accident and Emergency department is concerned with meeting 
their four-hour waiting target, being attended to by a "lay responder" so 
the ambulance service can hit their response time target, or a central 
agency call centre hanging up your call as they have not answered 
enough calls, are all examples of deliberate activities developed and 
implemented to "hit the target but miss the point" (Pitches, Burls and 
Fry-Smith, 2003; Radnor and McGuire, 2004). 

If performance management is about impraving, as the definition 
and system view presented in this chapter recommends, then the 
examples and typologies presented here do little to confirm this idea. 
They instead portray examples of performance measurement and 
reporting which negatively impact on impraving the service delivery. 
The typology may help to understand different degrees of gaming and 
contribute to developing strategies, ideas and systems to minimize 
both the game playing and the impact of the gaming. The discussion 
below will reflect on the evidence, models and ideas presented in this 
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chapter in order to highlight the value of an organizational gaming 
typology. 

Discussion and conclusion 

Using evidence and arguments from writings from various disciplines 
within academia, as well as practitioner documents, this chapter has 
attempted to synthesize the various strands of debate and discussions 
ab out organizational gaming in the public sector. Differentiating 
between performance measurement, reporting and management, and 
using explicit examples and characterizations of gaming behavior, a 
typology of organizational gaming was developed. Gaming is often 
used as a catch-all phrase without recognition of its various levels of 
impact both internally and externally. The typology is presented as a 
valuable conceptual model by which gaming in the public sector can be 
analyzed. The organizational gaming typology can act as a useful 
conceptual tool which could help in "unpacking" gaming, unintended 
consequences and ineffectual activities. Fram the examples, it is possible 
to recognize that as gaming moves from Type I to Type IV, both the 
impact and level of gaming increases leading to a more "dangeraus" 
outcome for the citizen or re ci pie nt of the public service. 

The line between gaming and cheating may be difficult to draw. The 
typology may help us to distinguish between "outright falsification or 
making up of numbers" (cheating) and "creative classification or 
interpretation" (gaming) (Hood, 2007a). In our typology, Type land 
Type 11 could be considered as gaming, while Type III and Type IV is 
cheating. However, for this typology, cheating would, rather than just 
the falsification of numbers, be the falsification, development and/or 
implementation of activities designed to hit the target. 

Much of the existing research has focused on specific examples and 
occurrences of gaming, yet little attention has gone to answering the 
deeper question of why individuals feel the need to game. The answer 
to this lies within both the behavioral aspects of an organization and 
within the system design in which the individual is operating. The 
behavioral aspect is an area which prabably needs closer analysis and 
investigation beyond the scope of this chapter. However, the typology 
may give some insight into how the performance measurement, 
reporting and even management systems should be designed to avoid 
the outcome types presented. 

The next step, beyond the conceptual analysis presented here, is to 
develop more examples of gaming so the typology model can be 
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empirically tested. A limitation could be leveled at the 2 x 2 typology in 
that it may be difficult to place a gaming phenomenon into one single 
box, as the activity may consist of elements fitting into more than one 
box. Ta a degree this is true. In asense, however, a typology is a 
conceptual clarification even though the empirical evidence may be 
more complex. If the typology is considered as a starting point so that 
a contingent rather than a normative approach is taken, then at least 
this opens up the opportunity to analyze performance measurement 
and reporting. This may then allow same form of learning and 
improvement to be developed so that it can lead to performance 
management. 

Performance management systems are designed to drive action. If 
this action drives intended consequences, hopefully leading to 
improvement, then it could be argued that the system is "successful." 
However, as the examples have illustrated, all tao often the action 
becomes gaming. These unintentional or even perverse actions can 
impact on both the internal and external environment. Different types 
of organizational gaming are probably unavoidable in accountability 
relations involving performance indicators, targets or league tables. 
What needs to happen is that the gaming energy is diverted towards 
improving the service delivery not the targets. This will allow 
performance regimes to become a useful tool for driving improvement 
and performance, and to move beyond measurement and reporting for 
its own sake. 



7 
Performance Management Systems: 
Providing Accountability and 
Challenging Collaboration 
Kathryn G. Denhardt and Maria P. Aristigueta 

Performance measurement systems are promoted as mechanisms of 
accountability and, thus, enhancements to democratic control. Choices 
must be made ab out whether the unit of accountabilitywill be individuals, 
programs, agencies or larger systems. Focusing on the performance of the 
individual program or agency has the benefit of establishing c1ear lines of 
accountability, and has emerged as the most common focus of perform
ance measurement systems. At the same time, the importance of partner
ships and other forms of collaboration have been emphasized in 
management theory and practice. Complex social problems are typically 
addressed by multiple organizations inside and outside government, so 
(at aminimum) co ordination among programs is necessary in order to 
avoid duplication or gaps, as weIl as to achieve better outcomes. The ques
tion is whether, and how, typical approaches to performance manage
ment are impacting partnerships and collaborations. Self-aligning 
collaborations, performance agreements and social indicators are explored 
as mechanisms for achieving both accountability and collaboration in 
pursuit of outcomes oriented performance. 

Two key strategies pursued in contemporary public management are (1) 
the development of performance measurement systems to ensure a focus 
on results and accountability, and (2) the encouragement of collaborative 
approaches to public service delivery to draw on the strengths, resources 
and perspectives of multiple agencies within and outside government. 
Both performance measurement and collaborations are seen as having 
the potential to improve the management of public services. A body of 
research is quickly accumulating around each of these strategies, inc1uding 
findings that the strategies have encountered significant barriers. 

106 
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The development of performance measurement systems has helped 
governments "move away from the more traditional focus on activities 
or services provided, toward quantifiable results, outcomes, and impact" 
(Popovich, 1998: 175). Nonetheless, performance measures have 
encountered barriers such as resistance, cost, reliability of data, behav
ior distortions, and the extent to which analysis of the data is utilized 
in making decisions (Bouckaert, 1990; Greiner, 1996; Keiman, 2007; 
Schick, 1990). 

"Partnerships, alliances and other forms of inter-organizational 
collaborative arrangements are now a commonplace part of institutional 
life" and present many opportunities for "collaborative advantage" 
observes Huxham and Vangen (2000b: 771). "The topics of organizing 
collaboration across government agencies ('connect the dots') and 
between government organizations and private ones ('network govern
ment,' 'collaborative governance') are now among the most-discussed 
questions involving the performance of public institutions and achieve
ment of public purposes" (Keiman, 2007: 24). But these collaborations 
present a set of management challenges such as accountability (Bardach 
and Lesser, 1996; Behn, 2001) and the tendency toward "collaborative 
inertia" (Huxham and Vangen, 2000b). Koontz and Thomas (2006) 
urge that a high priority be placed on examining the connections 
between collaboration and performance in order that we might better 
understand the impact of collaboration efforts. 

This leads us to exploring the question: Do our efforts to achieve 
accountability through agency-Ievel performance measurement 
hinder our efforts to achieve collaborative efforts with other 
organizations? 

Performance measurement in government 

Performance measurement may be described as the gathering of 
information ab out the work effectiveness and productivity of 
individuals, groups, and larger organizational units (Larson and 
Callahan, 1990). Performance measurement models have two distinct 
purposes: 

• Accountability to stakeholders in order to improve perceptions of 
government; and 

• Managerial improvement that, through the collection of perform
ance information, aims to improve government (Aristigueta, 
1999). 
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The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) reports that the performance measurement movement (which 
OECD calls "service quality initiatives") had the common 
characteristics of requiring government organizations to be more 
responsive and outward-Iooking, and that these initiatives changed 
the relationships between citizens, public servants and elected 
officials (OECD, 1996). For example, the United Kingdom launched 
the Citizen's Charter initiative in 1991 (Schiava, 2000) to publicize 
performance targets for various public services. The US federal 
government initiated widespread performance measurement and 
management through the Government Performance and Results Act 
of 1993 (GPRA); earlier initiatives were found at the State level in the 
United States. 

Along with this focus on performance and accountability has co me 
the increased acceptance of the public as a legitimate stakeholder in 
most government activities and planning processes. In the healthcare 
system in New Zealand, for example, it is expected that the views of 
the general public should be incorporated into the performance meas
urement process (Van Peursem and Pratt, 2000). In Results for 
Canadians: A Management Framework for the Government of Canada, the 
Canadian public service expresses commitments to assess results of 
government programs from the perspective of the citizen, to focus on 
the achievement and reporting of results, to link government spend
ing with results in order to provide "value" for the taxpayer, and to 
manage its business according to the highest public service values 
(Treasury Board of Canada, 2000). 

Accountability and collaboration 

Performance measurement programs represent progress in communi
cating information to agency stakeholders, but not necessarily 
progress in collaborating across programs in order to maximize over
all outcomes. "Accountability as performance measurement is deeply 
jurisdictional (city, county, state, nation) and pro gram specific [ ... ] 
Accountability, thus understood, is a silo idea, an idea that reinforces 
the boundaries and barriers between jurisdictions, agencies and pro
grams" (Frederickson, 2007: 11). 

In a study of Interagency Coordinating Councils (ICC), which were 
created to lead integration of services for children with disabilities, 
Baker (2004) found that creating the ICC collaboration was a consist
ent challenge because it was a new role requiring a new infrastructure 
and new management behaviors. When allocating scarce resources, 
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managers were sometimes put in the position of having to choose 
between performance measurement goals and collaboration goals 
(e.g., between expanding access to services and expanding 
coordination among services). Those choices tended to be detrimental 
to the collaboration. 

In a ]anuary 2003 report, the US General Accounting Office (2003) 
indicates that the linkages remain weak between individual perform
ance goals and organizational objectives, and do not do enough to 
encourage collaboration across organizational boundaries. "In par
ticular, more progress is needed in explicitly linking senior executive 
performance to results-oriented organizational goals, fostering the 
necessary collaboration both within and across organizational bound
aries to achieve results, and demonstrating a commitment to lead and 
facilitate change" (US General Accounting Office, 2003: 16). 

In Strategie Allianees - A Review of the State of the Art, Keil (2000) 
examined collaborative alliances between businesses, and discussed 
the various issues associated with judging the alliance a success or a 
failure. Issues such as whether there was economic advantage in the 
alliance, equitable division of inputs or outcomes among the partner
ing organizations, efficiency in their collaborations, and the overall 
costs of managing the relationship were all viewed as important in 
determiningwhether participants were satisfied with the collaboration 
and willing to continue investing in the collaboration. Public sector 
agencies face a similar set of issues when determining whether to 
invest in collaborations with others. The "economic advantage" and 
"equitable division of inputs and outcomes" for these agencies might 
very weIl be judged in light of the impact on the individual agency's 
performance measurements. If investing in collaborations comes at 
the expense of meeting performance targets for which the agency is 
accountable, then withdrawing (literally or figuratively) from the 
collaboration might be a reasonable managerial choice. Given that 
performance on agency-specific measures might be compromised if 
the agency invests itself in inter-organizational collaborations, we 
must address the question of why (or if) collaborations are of essential 
value in government. 

Frederickson (2007) refers to collaboration in public service as a 
standard of professional excellence. Yet, accountability and 
collaborations serve different purposes and therefore present great 
challenges and incompatibilities. Accountability encourages silos as 
agencies are held accountable for their work. Collaborations require 
that managers move beyond boundaries in order to achieve results. 
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Collaborations in public management 

This chapter is concerned with the impact of performance measurement 
systems on inter-organizational collaborations. Barbara Gray defines 
collaboration as "a process through which parties who see different 
aspects of a problem can constructively explore their differences and 
search for solutions that go beyond their own limited vision of what is 
possible" (1989: 5). As discussed by Hardin (1999), Himmelman (1996) 
"employs a 'continuum of change strategies' to pinpoint the definition 
of collaboration and co nt rast it with the other major ways organizations 
might work together: networking, co ordination, and co operation". 

Networking is "exchanging information for mutual benefit" [ ... ] 
Coordinating is "exchanging information and altering activities" 
[ ... ] Cooperating requires exchanging information, providing access 
to turf, and altering activities as well as sharing resources. Finally, in 
addition to exchanging information, providing access to turf, alter
ing activities and sharing resources, collaborating involves 
"enhancing the capacity of another." 

(Hardin, 1999: 3) 

Huxham and Vangen (2000b: 1159) observe that there is a "worldwide 
movement toward collaborative governance, collaborative public service 
provision, and collaborative approaches to addressing social problems." 
Examples of such collaborative efforts include the United Kingdom's 
policy promoting collaborations between central and local govern
ments, government and nonprofit organizations collaborating to 
provide public services, and partnerships between the business sector 
and governments to address community problems. Collaboration is 
central to many of the strategies currently being utilized, and Huxham 
and Vangen point out that "public sector management in the 21st 
century will need to be sophisticated in its understanding of the skills, 
processes, structures, tools, and technology needed for working across 
organizational boundaries" (2000b: 1159). 

What is really expected of a collaboration? Examining networks as a 
form of collaboration, Mandell and Keast suggest that "many 
organizations become part of a collaborating network [ ... ] because the 
way they are delivering services is not working. Instead, the purpose of 
the network is to find more innovative solutions" (2007: 576). They 
observe that "the effectiveness of the network is determined by the 
ability of all organizations in the network to act as a cohesive whole" 
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rat her than being judged by the individual accomplishments of members 
(2007: 575). 

But collaborations are far from the norm, and rarely as successful in 
practice as hoped for. Eugene Bardach concludes that "substantial pub
lic value is being lost to insufficient collaboration in the public sector" 
(1998: 11). In a 1997 report, the US General Accounting Office (1997) 
outlined widespread mission fragmentation and program overlap 
throughout the US federal government, and a failure to coordinate 
cross-cutting program efforts. Such lack of co ordination is seen as one 
of the reasons US agencies failed to recognize the threats that led up to 
the 9/11 attacks on US sites including the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon, and one of the primary challenges to be addressed in the 
creation of the new Department of Homeland Security that was estab
lished in ]anuary 2003 (US General Accounting Office, 2003). 

Even when collaborations are attempted, they often fall short of 
expectations. Examining community development efforts in the United 
Kingdom, Huxham and Vangen (2000a) observe that there is "ample 
evidence [ ... ] that inter-organizational arrangements are difficult to 
manage and often fail to meet expectations [ ... ] Instead of achieving 
collaborative advantage, they often degenerate into astate of collabora
tive inertia in which the rate of work output is much slower than might 
be expected." They describe factors leading to collaborative inertia as: 

• Difficulties in negotiating joint purposes because of the diversity of 
organizational and individual aims which those involved bring to 
the collaboration 

• Difficulties in developing joint modes of operating given that the 
partner organizations inevitably have quite different internal 
procedures from each other 

• Differences in professional (and sometimes natural) language 
• Differences in organizational (and sometimes ethnic) cultures, as 

well as structures and procedures 
• Difficulties in managing the perceived power imbalances among 

groups, and of assuring accountability to each of the represented 
groups. 

They conclude that "collaborative structures need to be understood as 
ambiguous, complex and dynamic in order that practitioners conven
ing them, or policy makers promoting them, clearly understand the 
enormous challenges which collaboration presents" (Vangen and 
Huxham, 2001: 19). 
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In Rethinking Democratic Accountability, Robert Behn describes the 
dilemma of accountability when we are talking about collaboratives 
rat her than individuals: 

In a traditional, hierarchical bureaucracy, there is little formal ambi
guity about who is in charge. The manager at each level is the 
accountable individual. But in a collaborative of individuals - or in a 
collaborative of organizations [ ... ] - identifying an accountable indi
vidual or even accountable individuals is not easy. And for what 
should such individuals be accountable? Are they responsible 
collectively for producing the overall result? Or is each component of 
the collaborative responsible only for producing its own, specific 
component of that overall result? 

(Behn, 2001: 73-4) 

In public management, performance measurement systems have devel
oped, in general, as a means to enhance the accountability of an indi
vidual program or agency. When being held accountable for specific 
results, there is a natural tendency for an agency to attempt to maintain 
control over factors that might contribute to success in achieving those 
results - even if that is detrimental to a collaborative effort being 
pursued simultaneously. 

Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) 
and collaborations 

In 1993, the US federal government adopted the Government 
Performance and Results Act (GPRA) which required agencies to identify 
measures and report performance against those measures in order to 
enhance accountability. Even though GPRA was designed as a 
performance measurement system, GAO's 1997 report Managing for 
Results: Using the Results Act to Address Mission Fragmentation and Program 
Overlap (US General Accounting Office, 1997) suggests expectations 
that GPRA might enhance collaboration. In 2000, GAO issued a 
follow-up report Managing For Results: Barriers to Interagency Coordination 
(US General Accounting Office, 2000), in which they found little or no 
progress on addressing issues of mission fragmentation and program 
overlap during the 1997-2000 time period. The report emphasizes "how 
important it is that the federal government develops the capacity to 
more effectively coordinate crosscutting pro gram efforts and to identify 
and eliminate those programs where redundancy does not serve public 
policy" (US General Accounting Office, 2000: 19) and expresses 
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optimism about the efficacy of GPRA to address the problems of 
coordination among federal agencies. 

One can only wonder why the GAO could find so little evidence of 
improved coordination across agencies seven years into the 
implementation of GPRA, yet remain optimistic that GPRA could help 
address the problem of inadequate coordination. As Murphy and 
Carnevale point out, "measurement of performance for crosscutting 
programs falls outside of the GPRA provisions" and GPRA's "focus on 
individual departments as its unit of analysis [ ... ] can be misleading 
relative to causes and effects" (2001: 7). Co ordination (and, more 
optimistically, collaboration) is needed and desirable, but will a 
performance measurement system promote that outcome? Poister 
describes the phenomenon of goal dis placement "whereby organiza
tional behavior reacts over time to maximize performance on those 
dimensions emphasized by the system at the expense of other equally 
or more important objectives" (1992: 201). By institutionalizing a 
performance measurement system which holds individual agencies 
accountable for their unique performance measures, GPRA (and other 
performance measurement systems) might be encouraging agencies to 
maximize agency-specific performance measures at the expense of 
broader objectives that require collaborative efforts. 

When individual units are held accountable for performance 
measures, it is possible that goal displacement and conflict can occur 
even between subunits of the same organization which presumably 
share a common mission. What follows is abrief description of one 
early Internal Revenue Service (IRS) effort to utilize performance 
measures, and the impact it had on collaboration across units. 

Case: Early GPRA implementation in the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS) 

This case was prepared by IRS manager Charles Dietz in a seminar on 
ethicalleadership, conducted by the Brookings Institution for senior IRS 
administrators in ]anuary 2001. The IRS was divided into regions and 
districts throughout the United States. Each District had divisions focus
ing on specific elements of the IRS Mission. The collection division's 
function is to collect delinquent taxes. The collection process begins in 
regional service centers where delinquent notices are sent out. 
Approximately 60 percent of all delinquent accounts are paid when writ
ten notices are sent to the taxpayer. The remaining 40 percent, not paid 
after a final written notice, are sent to the automated collection sites 
where agents attempt to resolve the cases through telephone contact and 
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additional correspondence with the delinquent taxpayer. Most cases are 
resolved at that point. Less than 5 percent of cases would eventually be 
referred to a field revenue officer for resolution, usually because the 
accounts were deemed the most complicated, the highest dollar, or 
highest risk. 

As the IRS implemented the Government Performance and Results Act 
(GPRA) in the early 1990s these collection division offices began to feel 
pressure to increase "total dollars collected" as their measure of perform
ance. At a meeting of regional collection division chiefs, the suggestion 
was made that district collection divisions "go around" the usual collec
tion process and begin to pull selected large dollar cases out of the writ
ten notice stream, assigning those cases to the field revenue officers 
immediately rather than first making written and telephone contact 
with the delinquent taxpayer. This would enable the field revenue officer 
units to claim huge increases in dollars collected with only a minimal 
investment in additional resources. One district collection division chief 
argued vehemently that this would increase the performance measure of 
"total dollars collected" for the field officers, but would do so at the 
expense of the regional service centers. More importantly, the measure 
being used (total dollars collected) would no longer be an accurate repre
sen tat ion of a district office's collection division performance. That 
regional division chief chose not to change the collection procedure, 
while the other nine regional division chiefs did change the procedure. 
One year later, the measures of performance were assessed for the ten 
regional collection offices. The regional district chief who did not make 
changes was given a lower performance rating than all the others, and 
was counseled to "get your numbers up." His numbers did show a con
siderable increase over the prior year, but were much lower than the 
inflated increases in the other ni ne districts. 

The GAO and IRS Internal Audit did a subsequent study of these new 
collection procedures and decried them as a blatant attempt to manipulate 
numbers and as potentially harmful to taxpayers. The new collection 
procedures were abandoned. In the fall of 1997, aseries of hearings were 
held by the Senate Finance Committee to evaluate IRS procedures, and 
in particular the effect that use of their measurement system was having 
on individual taxpayers. As a result of these hearings, the Reorganization 
and Restructuring Act of 1998 was passed. This act mandated an entire 
reorganization of the IRS from a regional and district designed and man
aged organization to a market segment based organization. This same 
act also strictly prohibited the use of any enforcement results (such as 
dollars collected) in any evaluative format. 
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This case indicates how performance measurement systems can 
contribute to decreased coordination and collaboration across pro
grams. But the case also indicates that such unintended consequences 
can be identified and rectified. The IRS did learn from this experience, 
but the lesson was a costly one in that it created rifts between units 
within IRS that will not be healed easily, and this may have a chilling 
effect on future co ordination and collaboration across units. Though an 
unintended consequence, performance measurement systems might be 
having similar chilling effects on collaborations across public 
management systems today. 

Reforms to achieve both accountability 
and collaboration 

In Rethinking Democratic Accountability, Robert Behn argues that we 
have "created an accountability system that depends upon the self
interested, competitive behavior of legions of accountability holders" 
(2001: 216). While Behn is specifically critical of accountability sys
tems that place "tao much emphasis on finances and fairness and not 
enough on performance - tao much on rules and not enough on 
results" (2001: 216-17), even performance measurement accountability 
systems which effectively capture the desired agency-Ievel perform
ance results probably will not reflect the results that might be accom
plished in a collaborative endeavor. Behn suggests that "we need to 
invest same resources and time in experimenting with same alterna
tive concepts and institutions" - concepts that will foster responsibility 
and mutual, collective public interest (2001: 217). 

A natural tension arises between an emphasis of performance 
measurement with positive agency-Ievel results expected annually, and 
an emphasis on collaborations in which positive results can be expected 
only after trust and cooperation have developed over a langer period of 
time. Administrators experience accountability (positive and negative) 
for agency-Ievel performance measures lang before they will experience 
any positive or negative effects due to improved outcomes achieved 
through more effective integration and coordination of services across 
agencies. 

This tension has been recognized by those who study performance 
measurement systems. Aristigueta's (1999) research on state-Ievel per
formance measurement systems showed that the measures tended to be 
utilized for internal agency purposes, but had little relevance to any 
potential benefits of inter-organizational collaborations. The GAO 
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reports (1997; 2003) cited earlier, as well as Hatry (2006), observe that 
using performance measures in a punitive fashion may lead to maxi
mizing short-term performance measures. They recommend, therefore, 
that performance measures not be linked to short-term, individual 
rewards. Mandell and Keast (2007) suggest that nontraditional meas
ures related to changed relationships among network members be added 
to performance measurement systems at the agency level if there is to 
be any expectation that enhanced coordination, networking or 
collaboration will receive essential attention from public managers. 

The strategie plans and goals that serve as the starting point for the 
development of agency performance measures could be utilized in a 
way that enhances coordination and collaboration across agencies. 
Umbrella management agencies, like the Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB), could utilize strategie plans to identify shared goals 
across programs, and could develop performance measures that enhance 
collaboration and alignment across agencies. The alignment could 
include shared time frames, consistent criteria utilized across programs, 
and the collection of consistent and reliable data across programs. More 
importantly, it could include the use of nontraditional performance 
measures that evaluate relationships and processes that occur in the 
development and functioning of networks or collaborations (Mandell 
and Keast, 2007). 

Evidence to date, however, does not indicate success in making those 
alignments and encouraging collaboration. While GPRA and other per
formance measurement systems in theory provide the necessary frame
work for coordination and collaboration, it has become clear that, in 
practice, more intentional mechanisms will need to be utilized in order 
to encourage the collaborations thought to achieve better performance 
outcomes. While recognizing that collaboration is not an end in itself 
(McGuire, 2006), more collaborations will have to be developed and 
functioning in order to gather the evidence necessary to determine 
whether better performance outcomes are achieved through 
collaboration. What follows are same reform strategies which hold 
promise for achieving both accountability and collaboration. 

Self-aligning collaborations 

Borins notes that "in areas where coordination is needed, it is becoming 
increasingly evident that informal coordination and partnerships are 
better alternatives than central coordination" (1995: 125). Labovitz and 
Rosansky (1997) suggest that it is possible to achieve a "self-aligning 
organization" where the focus is on the main thing the organization is 
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to achieve, performance measures should be carefully crafted to give 
the organization feedback on how well it is staying focused on its main 
purpose, and by doing so will give units within the organization 
sufficient information to self-align rather than being forced into align
ment. This is also consistent with recent applications of chaos theory to 
organizational leadership in which it is suggested that chaos "is 
necessary to new creative ordering" and that "scientists now describe 
how order and form are created not by complex controls, but by the 
presence of a few guiding formulas or principles repeating back on 
themselves through the exercise of individual freedom" (Wheatley, 
1999: 13). With regard to the application of chaos theory to organizations, 
Wheatley writes: 

In organizations, we are very good at measuring activity. In fact, that 
is primarily what we da. Fractals suggest the futility of searching for 
ever finer measures that concentrate on separate parts of the system. 
There is never a satisfying end to this reductionist search, never an 
end point where we finally know everything about even that one 
small part of the system. 

(1999: 125) 

We might consider, then, the futility of focusing ever-more attention on 
agency-Ievel performance measures. Instead, we might turn our 
attention to identifying the "guiding formulas or principles" that, 
exercised by individual interdependent agencies, might develop into a 
new creative ordering that achieves better results in impacting complex 
public problems than have thus far been achieved through efforts to 
impose complex controls on individual agencies. 

Studies of inter-organizational dynamics suggest that alliances depend 
more on loose, informal controls rather than strict, formal controls. 
Reviewing the theoretieal literature on strategie alliances, Keil notes 
that "psychologieal contracts rat her than formal contracts increasingly 
govern relationships" in the alliances (2000: 21) and that the ability of 
an organization to absorb knowledge from another organization (as is 
expected in collaborations) is a "relationship specifie capability," where 
organizations "are not equally able to develop effective knowledge 
assimilation with all partners" because of similarities or dissimilarities 
in the organizations (2000: 29). 

Thus, we might conclude that inter-organizational alignment and 
collaboration is more likely to be achieved by shifting our focus toward 
understanding and improving the relationships among partnering 
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organizations, especially in terms of joint planning, so that a more 
natural self-alignment will occur among these organizations in terms 
of their goals, activities and outcomes. 

Performance agreements 

Performance agreements are primarily used to align individual 
performance expectations with agency goals, but also have the 
potential to foster collaboration across organizational boundaries. 
Beginning in 1995, the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) decen
tralized its management structure from four regions to 22 Veterans 
Integrated Service Networks (VISN). To accomplish its reform goals, 
VHA gave each VISN substantial operational autonomy and estab
lished performance goals to hold network and medical center direc
tors accountable for achieving performance improvements (US 
General Accounting Office, 2000). As of 1999, the Department of 
Transportation (DOT) had implemented a total of 26 annual perform
ance agreements with its modal administrators, all Assistant 
Secretaries, and Office Directors in the Office of the Secretary. The 
agreements inc1ude organization-specific activities that are collectively 
intended to achieve DOT's performance goals, as well as "corporate 
management strategies" that cut across organizational boundaries 
and set additional expectation for administrators, such as the use cus
tomer feedback to improve programs (US General Accounting Office, 
2000: 35). 

By entering into performance agreements with members of a 
collaborative structure (both governmental and nongovernmental 
members), it is possible for agencies to move beyond networking, and 
on to higher levels of mutuality such as cooperating (exchanging 
information, providing access to turf, altering activities, sharing 
resources) and perhaps even true collaboration (cooperation 
accompanied by efforts to enhance the capacity of another organiza
tion) (Himmelman, 1996). For example, the Office of Student Financial 
Assistance's Chief Operating Officer enters into a performance 
agreement with the Secretary of Education on an annual basis (US 
General Accounting Office, 2000: 35). The performance agreements 
(US General Accounting Office, 2000: 6) fostered collaboration across 
organizational boundaries, encouraging executives to work across 
traditional organizational lines (or silos) by focusing on the 
achievement of the results-oriented goal. The performance agree
ments also enhanced opportunities to discuss and routinely use 
performance information to make program improvements. 
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The strategy of entering into performance agreements with other 
members of a collaborative structure is considerably less formalized 
than a central agency mandating coordination objectives, and thus it 
might be more successful. In addition, it has the advantage of being 
initiated and maintained by the organization members themselves 
rather than by an outside planning entity. Vangen and Huxham (2001) 
found leadership in such collaborative arrangements to be very chal
lenging and certainly not guaranteed to succeed. They found it 
important to mobilize and empower members of the collaborative, to 
manage information or knowledge exchange between members, and 
occasionally to engage in "collaborative thuggery" when making 
progress on the collaborative agenda demands forceful action by the 
leader to move things along (Vangen and Huxham, 2001). 

Performance agreements address several barriers to collaboration. 
First, they provide a mechanism for negotiating joint purposes despite 
the diversity of organizational and individual aims brought to the dis
cussion. Second, the agreements encourage the development of joint 
modes of operating during the time period of the performance agree
ment. Finally, they encourage alignment of language, structures and 
procedures. Experience shows that these collaborative performance 
agreements often start out as very modest agreements, but as success is 
experienced and trust develops among the partners, these collabora
tive agreements become broader and more substantive over time 
(Huxham and Vangen, 2000b). In essence, performance agreements 
become concrete mechanisms for achieving alignment among multiple 
agencies. Collaboration becomes achievable when pursued in the 
iterative process of performance agreements. 

Social indicators 

Another strategy that goes beyond measures of individual agency 
performance is the use of "social indicators," which are general indica
tors of improved social well-being (e.g., reductions in infant mortality, 
improved air quality, or increases in literacy among adults). Oregon's 
Benchmarks and Minnesota Milestones are two examples of statewide 
social indicator programs. Social indicators measure performance on 
cross-cutting issues that tend to be influenced by programs across a 
variety of governmental and nongovernmental agencies. No single 
agency is responsible for all programs that would affect a social indica
tor, but because the social indicator measure tends to be so highly pub
licized, it is expected that agencies would find it in their best interest 
to attempt to collaborate (ar at least co ordinate) their activities with 
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related agencies in order to achieve improvements in the social 
indicators over time. 

The tension between collaboration and performance measurement of 
individual agencies has been feIt in the use of social indicators as well. 
Social indicators have been controversial in some governments, and 
abandoned in others, in part because it is impossible to hold a single 
agency accountable for success or failure in improving social indicators. 
New Zealand's Social Monitoring Group tracked aseries of key social 
indicators of significant life events, and published its findings in From 
Birth to Death (New Zealand Planning Council, 1985) and From Birth to 
Death II (NZPC, 1989). But the New Zealand Planning Council was 
abolished in 1992 when the "ascendancy of economic rationality and 
the pervasive belief in market forces militated against anything which 
smacked of 'planning' and government intervention or direction" 
(Davey, 2000: 54). 

Where social indicators are in use, however, it has been found that 
multiple agencies do align their strategies in a way that helps achieve 
improved results on the social indicators. For example, Aristigueta, 
Cooksy and Nelson describe the alignment found in an evaluation of 
the Agency-School Collaboration Partnership (ASCP) in Delaware: 

ASCP focuses on two of the statewide goals used to organize the indi
cators: healthy children and successfullearners. ASCP supports those 
goals by working towards improved communication, cooperation, 
and collaboration between state personnel and school staff who work 
on behalf of children. [ ... ] ASCP is aligned with indicators such as 
the rate of teen deaths by injury, homicide, and suicide, and the per
centage of third graders tested scoring at or above basic reading 
levels. At the agency level, the strategic plan [ ... ] states a goal of 
reducing children's need to return to agency services. One of the 
performance measures for that goal is the portion of Child Mental 
Health Service clients who are admitted to a hospital within 30 days 
of their release. ASCP is intended to contribute to lower rates of 
readmission within 30 days by ensuring that children receive appro
priate services during the transition form the hospital back to 
school. 

(Aristigueta, Cooksy and Nelson, 2001: 263) 

At the state government level in the United States, social indicators 
are sometimes used as mechanisms for coordinating governors' priorities 
(e.g., the State of Arizona). When the Governor of the state sets specific 
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priorities, agencies throughout the state align their programs and 
priorities accordingly, albeit informaIly. A word of caution is in order 
here, though. Moynihan and Ingraham's study of performance 
information use in state governments provides evidence that formal 
top-down approaches are not successfully influencing agency 
performance: "The emphasis that agency management places on per
formance information has a significant influence on whether it is used 
for agency activities, while active statewide leadership [gubernatorial or 
legislative] appears to have a negative impact on performance-information 
use" (Moynihan and Ingraham, 2004: 442; emphasis added). 

The impetus for using social indicators usually comes from outside an 
individual agency, and perhaps even outside the political system. Kids 
Count, for example, was initiated by the Annie E. Casey Foundation and 
has led to social indicators of children's weIl-being being implemented 
at the state level throughout the United States. These social indicators 
measure how weIl a specific state is doing with regard to children's well
being, yet are not linked to the evaluation of any particular agency. 

Social indicators provide the advantages of annual reporting of spe
cific measures of social weIl-being - measures that no single agency 
would choose to take responsibility for in their own set of performance 
measures because the power to influence the social indicators is shared 
across many governmental, nongovernmental and community groups. 
But the visibility of these indicators is a powerful motivator. When a 
document (funded by the nongovernmental Annie E. Casey Foundation) 
gives publicity to how weIl or poorly a particular state is doing on these 
measures, attention can be expected from the public, elected officials, 
relevant government agencies and nongovernmental organizations that 
provide service in the arena. Perhaps this provides an impetus for 
renewed efforts to collaborate in order to achieve better results next 
time. Social indicators te nd to focus attention on obligations to address 
broad social problems (requiring collaborative efforts in order to impact), 
while agency-specific performance measures tend to focus attention on 
accountability to more narrow and short-term goals. 

Conclusion 

Through assessing recent findings on the impact of performance 
measurement systems, evidence indicates that these measures enhance 
internal management of the agency, but little evidence was found that 
such systems were being utilized to enhance collaboration across 
organizations and achieve cross-cutting or government-wide objectives. 
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While the potential for enhanced collaboration exists, the incentives to 
maximize agency-specific performance measures seem to be stronger 
than the incentives to collaborate. Therefore, the hew and cry for 
collaboration that is being heard across the globe is unlikely to be 
achieved through (or in concert with) performance measurement 
systems unless some specific incentives are created for aligning agency
level performance measures with social goals that can only be achieved 
collaboratively. 

Evidence suggests, however, that multiple agencies might self-align 
into collaborative networks by concentrating more focus toward 
understanding and improving the relationships among partnering 
organizations, and less focus on more detailed agency-Ievel perform
ance measures. U se of performance agreements and social indicators are 
two additional strategies that could help to achieve the levels of inter
agency collaboration thought to be necessary in impacting complex 
social problems. Performance agreements appear to be successful 
because they are concrete, iterative mechanisms that address the barriers 
to collaboration while focusing on achievable individual or agency-Ievel 
performance from year to year. Social indicators appear to be successful 
because they provide a rallying point that focuses the attention of 
citizens, elected officials and organizations on broader social problems 
and obligations. The visibility of these social indicators pulls attention 
toward addressing broad social goals because they provide concrete 
evidence of success or failure. The publicity around the announcement 
of the new results on the social indicator opens up communication 
among the multiple organizations that seek to have an impact on the 
indicator. 

The development of performance measurement systems to ensure 
accountability, and the encouragement of collaborative approaches to 
public service delivery, are both important strategies in public 
management. However, performance measurement systems will te nd to 
undermine collaborative efforts unless they are accompanied by other 
strategies intended to provide the impetus for alignment and 
collaboration across agencies. 
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Performance management has become a defining feature of public 
administration, especially in OECD countries (Bouckaert and Halligan, 
2006; Radin, 2000). Performance management consists of three routi
nized activities. The first is measuring the outputs, outcomes and 
throughputs of organizations, people and programs in government, 
thereby generating what will he re after be called performance informa
tion. The second is analyzing performance information by comparing 
current performance levels to past ones, normative standards (like 
goals), and the performance of other organizations. The third activity is 
communicating performance information to appointed and elected 
decision makers in government. 

Performance management routines ensure that managers and elected 
politicians receive large amounts of, presumably, decision-relevant per
formance information, but its me re presence does not necessarily lead 
to its effective use in decision making (Melkers and Willoughby, 200S; 
Pollitt, 2006b; Rich and Cheol, 2000; Siverbo and ]ohansson, 2006). 
This chapter contributes to an emerging stream of research that attempts 
to improve knowledge ab out who makes use of performance informa
tion, when and for what purposes. To this end, the chapter reviews 
existing public administration literature. Special attention is given to 
findings from recent case and survey research from the Norwegian local 
government sector, conducted by the author and colleagues. 

The chapter first reviews reasons for optimism and skepticism con
cerning performance information's usefulness in political decision mak
ing. Then the chapter asks: Under what conditions is performance 
information most used by elected politicians? The chapter explores 

125 
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whether and how utilization of performance information is conditioned 
by politicians' personal background, role characteristics, and their 
political ideology. The chapter also explores the effects of polity 
characteristics, and policy sectors. 

Decision makers' utilization of performance information is largely 
overlooked in the performance management literat ure (Pollitt, 2007b; 
Talbot, 2005). Due to this knowledge gap, our understanding of 
performance management's significance to organizationallife is limited 
(Bouckaert and Halligan, 2006). Improving knowledge about how 
performance information is used helps in understanding performance 
management's broader consequences. Today, too many scholars give 
scant attention to the use of performance information when theorizing 
about performance management's consequences; instead, they discuss 
consequences they deduce from an abstract logic they attribute to per
formance management (see, e.g., Norreklit, 2003). Researching what 
consequences performance information utilization may have for such 
things as organizational performance, relations between actors, and 
decision-making capacity is no doubt an important task, but statements 
about consequences are poorly grounded as long as knowledge about 
utilization of performance information is as patchy as it is today. 

Focusing especially on politicians' utilization of performance 
information is merited because performance management research has 
provided far less knowledge ab out politicians' than about managers' 
utilization. When summing up 20 years of research on performance 
management practice, Pollitt (2007b) calls it "mildly amazing" that 
there are only a few analyses of what elected politicians do with 
performance information. 

Optimistic and sceptic prospects for utilization 

The case for optimism 

Scholars who draw on agency theory te nd to be optimistic about 
performance information's utilization in politics because they say 
politicians, who normally suffer from information asymmetry, can use 
such information to evaluate the performance of their agents -
bureaucrats and agencies. Many students of governmental decision mak
ing say the primary purpose of performance information in government 
is to help determine whether things were done correctly (Behn, 2003; 
Talbot, 2005). 

In the case of Norwegian municipalities, this reason for optimism has 
been strengthened by reforms in recent years. Norwegian municipalities 
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were delegated new tasks in the 1980s and 1990s. This meant larger 
budgets and more complex organizations. The municipalities were also 
delegated authority over organizational matters in this period, and most 
used it to delegate authority from councilors to administrative managers 
andfrom top-level to lower-levelmanagers. Moreover, most municipalities 
decoupled political and administrative specializations (Aars <ether and 
Vabo, 2002; Hovik and Stigen, 2004; Kleven, 2002). In sum, these reforms 
increasedinformationasymmetry between councilors and administrators. 
It is therefore not surprising that research from Norwegian local 
government shows that performance information is used as a control 
tool by managers and councilors alike. For ex am pIe, a ca se study by 
Askim (2004) describes how top managers used information generated 
by a Balanced Scorecard system to control the behavior of lower-level 
managers from across a broad range of services. In anational survey, 
almost no councilors (only one in ten) said they could monitor municipal 
service production equally weIl without performance information 
(Askim, 2007a). 

Organizational learning theory also gives reason for optimism. 
Scholars emphasize that the communication of performance 
information to decision makers increases the polity's decision
making capacity. Performance information stimulates the political 
decision-making process by provoking, informing and improving 
the quality of decisions (Hartley and Allison, 2002; Moynihan and 
Ingraham, 2004). Research shows that performance information is 
used to identify problems and to put them on the deeision agenda 
(Halachrni, 200S; Nicholson-Crotty, Theobald and Nicholson-Crotty, 
2006). In a study of budgeting practices in US local government 
Melkers and Willoughby (200S) found that performance informa
tion was most useful to deeision makers during budget preparation. 
Askim and colleagues (2008) found that eight out of ten Norwegian 
munieipalities used information obtained through inter
organizational benchmarking to identify issues where the 
munieipality should strive to make an impact. Politieians are eager 
to play the role of ombudsman and to point to gaps between 
aspirations and actual performance. It appears that performance 
information is helpful in identifying and articulating such devian
eies (Nicholson-Crotty, Theobald and Nicholson-Crotty, 2006). In a 
survey of Norwegian couneilors, Askim (2007a) found that perform
ance information was perceived as a key source of agenda-setting 
inspiration, second only to direct feedback obtained through 
face-to-face interaction with the local population. 
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Furthermore, politicians search for performance information to 
determine the causes of problems and to forecast the consequences of 
new policies (Askim, forthcoming). For every issue on the municipal 
agenda, administrators prepare case documents with background 
information and suggestions for decisions. To get a fuller picture of 
alternatives and consequences, however, councilors search for supple
mentary sources of information. This is what Cyert and March (1963) 
call "problemistic search." 

Politicians also use performance information as ammunition in 
ongoing debates. According to the US Government Accountability 
Office (200Sb: 19), elected politicians can and do use performance 
information to support or reject political positions in debate. Askim 
and colleagues (2008) show that ab out eight out of ten Norwegian 
municipalities used information obtained through inter-organizational 
benchmarking in debates that had started prior to the benchmarking. 
And Askim (2007b) shows that most Norwegian councilors say they 
use performance information in debates, and that it is useful for 
reaching decisions. 

The case for skepticism 

Many have argued however that politicians make little use of 
performance information. For example, Pollitt (2006c) claims that 
politicians obtain information mainly by talking to senior officials 
and political colleagues as opposed to reading performance reports. Ter 
Bogt (2001; 2003; 2004) has shown that Dutch aldermen make little 
use of performance information for assessing the service production 
for which they are accountable; they prefer meetings and consultations 
with civil servants. Ingraham claims that performance information 
"rarely crosses the aisle in policy debates and becomes the foundation 
for core policy decisions" (2005: 394). Several theoretical approaches 
can explain such low use of performance information. 

First of all, not all agency theorizing gives cause for optimism about 
the usefulness of performance information in politics. Agency 
theorizing can often be skeptical because of attribution problems. 
Agency theory stresses that principals - in this ca se politicians - are 
unlikely to emphasize performance information when it is difficult for 
them to clearly determine the relative contribution of an official, an 
agency or a program to measured performance (Greve, 2003; Talbot, 
2005). This problem is likely to be persistent in an organization like a 
municipality, because generally, interdependencies between a depart
ment, other departments, and the department's environment cause 
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"noise"; hence, such noise makes it difficult to determine whether one 
or more agencies may have contributed to performance and, moreover, 
it is difficult to determine whether factors beyond agency contral also 
cantributed (Askim, 2004). 

Another attribution-type reason for skepticism arises from the fact 
that while the electorate judges politicians on policies and pragrams, 
most performance measurement rautines are directed towards 
measuring the performance of organizational subdivisions. A likely 
reason for this "division bias" is that performance measurement rau

tines are usually designed by CEOs and CFOs, whose primary cancern 
is to contral their subdivisions (Kleven, 2002). Some scholars assurne 
that politicians' behavior is mainly geared towards maximizing their 
chances of re-election. These scholars may argue that performance 
information's inability to let voters judge politicians gives reason for 
skepticism about the usefulness of performance information: unless 
politicians can use performance information to win votes, they will 
not use it at all. 

Many scholars who are skeptical about the praspects of performance 
information's utilization in politics draw on political behavior theory. 
Some emphasize that political decisions are difficult to predict because 
they arise from a complex mix of factors such as knowledge about the 
past, values, interests, and knowledge about future praspects and 
challenges (March and Olsen, 1976). One argument that gives rise to 
skepticism about the usefulness of performance information is that 
politicians are susceptible to so-called temporal myopia - they focus 
on the future and therefore tend to overlook the past (Downs, 1957; 
Levinthal and ]ames, 1993). Therefore, politicians have little regard 
for the experiential learning they can gain from reading performance 
reports. They are keen to set targets, but normally "not so keen to 
evaluate degrees of goal attainment," says Naschold (1996: 10). 

Furthermore, politics includes not only fighting over wh at goals to 
set for the future but also fighting over how to interpret the past 
(Talbot, 2005). Parties in power tend to overemphasize successes 
while parties in opposition tend to overemphasize failures. 
Consequently, we can speculate that politicians representing parties 
in power will emphasize performance information only when it por
trays the incumbent regime's performance as a success; and vice versa: 
those representing parties in opposition will emphasize performance 
information only when it portrays the incumbent regime's perform
ance as a failure. Hence, the praspects for similar interpretations of 
performance information are poor. The scope for biased interpretations 
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is facilitated by the fact that organizations often make multiple 
measurements to assess attainment of an objective. Sometimes two or 
more measures return diverging indications of goal attainment. In 
such cases, politicians will often make divergent interpretations of 
performance and advocate divergent ways forward, depending on 
which performance measure they prefer (Nicholson-Crotty, Theobald 
and Nicholson-Crotty, 2006). 

A final political behavior-type reason for skepticism concerns 
coalition building. Building and maintaining coalitions is an ever
present part of political power struggles, and it constrains organiza
tions' ability to learn from performance information. A constraint 
emphasized by organizationallearning theory sterns from coalitions' 
tendency to produce many ambiguous and internally conflicting 
goals. According to Cyert and March (1963), individuals have goals; 
collectives do not. A collective can agree on goals only by forming a 
coalition that is large and strong enough to enforce agreements in the 
short run. Collectives like Norwegian municipalities are normally 
run by coalitions of parties that have loyalties to different constitu
ents. So me coalition partners may have loyalties to citizens who want 
higher quality services at lower costs. Other coalition partners may 
have loyalties to central government agencies that want the 
municipality to allocate attention and resources to their respective 
policy areas. Still other coalition partners may have loyalties to 
constituents like vocational associations that want shorter hours and 
more pay. To satisfy its constituents, each coalition partner makes 
"side payments" in the form of goals, because by setting goals 
responsive to the needs of a constituent, a party signals willingness to 
work for that constituent's interests. As a result, municipalities often 
end up with a long list of internally conflicting goals, expressed in 
various planning documents. Such complex goal structures reduce 
the polity's prospects for making effective use of performance 
information (Greve, 2003). 

Exploring the middle position: what 
explains differences in how performance 
information is used? 

So far the chapter has reviewed broad arguments for and against 
performance information's usefulness in political decision making. 
In this section we explore a position between these two polar views; 
we review arguments that lead us to expect high and low use under 
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certain circumstances. We cover literature on the impact of personal 
background, formal roles, political ideology, polity characteristics 
and policy sector. 

Personal background 

One personal background characteristic apparently determining how 
politicians and other governmental decision makers assemble, process 
and use performance information is that of their education. Existing 
research is inconclusive; some say education levels do not matter; for 
example, Moynihan and Ingraham (2004) in their study among agency 
leaders in US state government. Others say higher education has a 
positive effect. For example, Johnson and colleagues (1995) found that 
highly educated staff members are more likely to use performance 
information than staffers who are less educated. The explanation 
usually offered is that people with advanced degrees and training are 
skilled at handling large amounts of formal, numerical or technical 
information; skills that enhance the ability to collect, interpret and use 
performance information. This echo es a broader argument that high er 
education enhances politically relevant skills (Verba, Kay and Brady, 
1995). Still others say education has a negative effect. For example, in 
the case of Norway, Askim (forthcoming) has found that utilization of 
performance information is lowest among the best-educated councilors. 
The explanation offered is that councilors will seek and emphasize per
formance information when they are unsure what to do - when values, 
ideologies and already-possessed information fail to resolve their 
decision dilemmas. The best educated are not inclined to be unsure 
what to do; they already possess (or think they do) the knowledge they 
need to make decisions. 

A se co nd personal characteristic of interest is a politician's political 
experience (Moynihan, 2005a). Some have served several terms in office, 
others are serving their first. How does experience affect the use of per
formance information? Again, research is inconclusive. Some argue that 
highly experienced politicians have good abilities to interpret and make 
use of information because they are more efficient readers of the large 
volumes of case documents and hence can more efficiently use time and 
interpret information. Furthermore, due to their superior knowledge of 
their polity's history and due to their broad networks both within and 
outside the political body, they are better positioned than less experi
enced politicians to interpret performance information by comparing it 
against previous trends and the workings of other organizations. Others 
say experience has a negative effect on performance information use. 
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Melkers and Willoughby (200S: 188) found in a study among 
administrative executives in US local government that the longer one's 
employment in government, the less one used performance informa
tion. Similarly, in the case of Norway, Askim (forthcoming) has found 
that councilors' utilization of performance information decreased with 
their experience. The explanation offered is that inexperienced coun
cilors are more receptive than experienced ones to use performance 
information because for the inexperienced, performance information is 
among the information types they have unlimited access to. Moreover, 
inexperienced councilors search for performance information because 
they are, on average, more insecure than political veterans when faced 
with decision dilemmas and insecurity leads to search for information. 

Role characteristics 

Do politicians' formal roles in the polity affect their use of performance 
information? Few have researched this question, but there are reasons to 
believe that frontbenchers use performance information differently than 
backbenchers, and that politicians representing parties in power use it dif
ferently than those representing parties in opposition. Frontbenchers and 
in-power politicians - those situated dosest to the apex - have access to a 
broader and deeper information base than backbenchers. As insiders, 
those at the apex are given access by administrative executives to exdu
sive information in dosed formal and informal meetings (Jacobsen, 2003; 
Mouritzen and Svara, 2002). Furthermore, they are primary contact points 
for citizens and interest groups. They are also the ones being invited to 
conferences, seminars and study trips, thereby having the best 
opportunities to obtain information relevant to their roles as politicians. 

Two arguments follow from this starting point. One assurnes that 
backbenchers and politicians in opposition are keenly aware of the 
informational advantages which insiders have and therefore take steps 
to improve their access to information. Therefore, the further away 
from the apex the politicians are, the more they see the need to make 
the most of the information they do have unlimited access to - indud
ing the performance information they are given in performance reports 
and that which they obtain themselves. Consequently, one can expect 
backbenchers and politicians representing opposition parties to make 
more use of performance information than do frontbenchers and 
councilors representing parties in power, respectively. 

The alternative argument holds that doseness to the power apex gives 
politicians access to greater amounts of information, which in turn 
gives them superior interpretive skills to, if so inclined, interpret and 
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use performance information. Consequently, one can expect 
frontbenchers and politicians representing parties in power to be the 
ones who make the most use of performance information. In a survey 
of Norwegian councilors, Askim (forthcoming) found support for this 
nation: backbenchers used performance information less than 
frontbenchers did. 

The same study did not find support for the expectation that the 
variables "in power" and "in opposition" influence councilors' use of 
performance information. One possible explanation is that the dynam
ics of information use simply da not create division along party lines. 
Alternatively, the roles "in opposition" and "in power" may condition 
councilors' performance information utilization when combined with 
other factors. As suggested below, future research should test whether 
within-polity competition increases utilization among those in power 
and whether within-polity conflict increases utilization among those 
in opposition. Testing should also be done to determine whether the 
very message that performance information carries leads politicians 
representing parties in power and politicians representing parties in 
opposition to use performance information differently. One can imagine 
that those in power are most inclined to use performance information 
when it portrays the incumbent regime's performances as successes; 
and vice versa, those in opposition are most inclined to use performance 
information when it portrays the incumbent regime's performances as 
failures. 

Political ideology 

Politicians from all parties have the same incentives to use performance 
information (ta control agents, get feedback about policies, etc.), but use 
may still vary according to party affiliations. First, because of the con
te nt of parties' political ideology. Same say performance management is 
a politically neutral practice, but many have argued that it aligns better 
with same ideologies than with others. Same hold that socialists (left
wing and liberal parties) are most receptive to performance informa
tion. They argue that in public management reform, nonsocialists 
(right-wing and conservative parties) te nd to trust the market rat her 
than the public sector, and therefore tend to advocate contracting out 
and privatization. Socialists, on the ot her hand, are less antagonistic 
toward public sector provision. They tend to believe that the public sec
tor can be improved from within, through learning. Consequently, they 
may use performance management to implement solutions within the 
traditional scope of public services, and to combat efforts to implement 
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the radical NPM reforms favored by right -wing regimes. This expectation 
has received same empirical support. A study ofNorwegian municipalities 
showed that socialist regimes are more likely than non-socialist regimes 
to measure performance (lohnsen, 1999b). Askim and colleagues (2008) 
found that nonsocialist regimes learn the least from benchmarking. 

Others hold that nonsocialists are most receptive to performance 
information. They argue that performance measurement, a practice 
often associated with NPM, will be championed by right-wing and 
conservative parties, and hence that councilors representing such 
parties will make more use of performance information than those 
representing left-wing and liberal parties. Evidence is inconclusive on 
this point. In a survey of Norwegian councilors Askim (2007b) found a 
weak tendency towards higher utilization among right-wingers than 
among left-wingers, but statistical testing revealed that these differ
ences most likely represent statistical coincidences rather than substan
tial differences. Communist councilors (RV) are the exception; their 
utilization was significantly lower than everybody else's (Askim, 
2007b). 

The low utilization among communists leads us to the second reason 
to expect a relationship between party ideology and utilization of per
formance information: perhaps it is not the content of party ideology 
(socialist vs. non-socialist) that matters, but the strength of the party's 
ideology. In general, and all else being equal, we can expect utilization 
of information in decision making to be highest among those who are 
in doubt about what to da (see ab ave, on education). Politicians affili
ated to parties with a highly integrated and structured belief system are 
typically not in doubt; their ideology resolves most decision dilemmas. 
Such parties are usually to be found on the flanks of the political 
landscape. Future research should test this expectation. 

Polity characteristics 

A politician's performance information can be assumed to depend not 
only on personal background, roles and political ideology, but also on 
factars associated with the polity or organization within which he or 
she works (lohnsen and Vakkuri, 2006; ter Bogt, 2001; Vakkuri and 
Meklin, 2006). First, political regime stability may influence the 
utilization of performance information. A stable regime has vested 
interests in past performances and hence an incentive to learn from 
them. A new regime, on the other hand, may want to start with a clean 
sheet and may thus be less interested in learning from its predecessor's 
performances. This expectation has received scant empirical attention. 
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However, in a study of municipal benchmarking in Norway, Askim and 
colleagues (2008) found a significant relationship between regime 
stability and learning outcomes. They speculate that maybe regime 
stability is associated with high levels of benchmarking-induced 
learning only when benchmarking portrays past performances as 
successes. One reason to expect such contingency is that incumbent 
regimes can be expected to have more vested interests in successes 
than in failures; another reason is that regimes are most eager to 
emphasize information when it improves their chances for 
re-election. 

Second, levels of political competition within the polity may 
influence the utilization of performance information. Competition 
can be considered high when many parties are represented in the pol
ity and when political blocks are equal in size. Views differ on how 
political competition affects the utilization of performance informa
tion. Some hold that a low-competition environment is most promis
ing, because it facilitates fact-oriented discussions. Others hold that a 
high-competition environment is most promising because a market
place of ideas is more likely to work when there is competition 
(Bretschneider et al., 1989). Recent Norwegian evidence supports this 
notion. In the above-mentioned study of municipal benchmarking, 
Askim and colleagues (2008) found that municipalities were most likely 
to take benchmarking experiences into account when many parties 
competed to influence policies. The explanation offered is that compe
tition creates greater risks that badly performing parties will lose power. 
Such risks give parties in power incentives to improve polity perform
ance, and they know that using performance information is a potent 
improvement strategy. 

Third, levels of political conflict within the polity may affect 
politicians' utilization of performance information. Some political bod
ies resemble cozy clubs, while others resemble war zones. Conflict levels 
are often influenced by competition levels, but interpersonal, historical 
and contextual factors also play a part. Therefore, high-conflict 
environments can be found even where competition is low, and vice 
versa. High conflict levels can be expected to increase performance 
information utilization because resorting to neutral facts may untangle 
decision processes that have stalled due to fierce ideological, inter-party 
or interpersonal differences. Furthermore, high-conflict environments 
increase the chan ces that opposition parties employ performance 
information in their efforts to embarrass the parties in power, especially 
when polity performance is poor. 
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Finally, many have argued that the use of performance information 
increases with polity size. Positive associations between polity size and 
performance information utilization have been found not only at the 
locallevel (Poister and Streib, 1999) but also at state (Moynihan, 2005a) 
and national levels (Uegreid, Roness and Rubecksen, 2006b). Various 
explanations have been offered. A larger polity means more service 
users, more activities and more employees; in short, more to be account
able for. Keeping direct oversight becomes more difficult with increased 
polity size. Arms-Iength control based partially on performance infor
mation, by contrast, fits politicians in large polities well. Performance 
information is easily used by politicians to heuristically evaluate large 
numbers of departments, managers and programs. 

Furthermore, "information use is not a discrete event in isolation; 
instead, it is only one stage in an interrelated set of stages" (Rich and 
Cheol, 2000: 180). Hence, exposure to performance information over 
time can be expected to enhance one's ability to make informed use of 
it. Large polities have large professional administrations that collect, 
frame and provide large amounts of information for politicians. 
Politicians' skillful use of such an information base can under some 
circumstances develop their cognitive skills and abilities to use 
performance information. 

Policy sectors 

Many claim there is reason to expect systematic differences in perform
ance management practices between policy sectors (Jacobsen, 2006; 
Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Moynihan, 2005a; Pollitt, 2007b; Van Dooren, 
2004; van Helden and ]ohnsen, 2002). Some have attributed this 
expectation to historical institutionalism, which emphasizes that work
ing methods and cultures structure the way organizations respond to 
new challenges (Hall and Taylor, 1996). Most, however, have attributed 
the expectation to contingency theory, which emphasizes sector
specific differences in tasks (Carter, Klein and Day, 1992). Many have 
developed typologies of tasks and argued that each type can be expected 
to be associated with a certain level or type of performance information 
utilization. Some promote task dichotomies. For example, ]ohansson 
(1995) distinguishes between hard and soft tasks, and Greve (2003) dis
tinguishes between more and less complex tasks. Several scholars have 
suggested a two-by-two typology based on the assumption that tasks 
differ according to whether activities and their results can be observed 
(Macintosh, 1985; ter Bogt, 2003; Wilson, 1989). Neither typology has 
so far been proven superior to the others in terms of explaining 
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differences between policy sectors. A likely reason for lack of fit is that 
most governmental sectors are difficult to characterize according to 
typologies based on tasks, since most sectors comprise several tasks, 
some of which are "hard" and others wh ich are "soft," some complex 
and others simple, and some observable and others unobservable (Van 
Dooren, 2006). 

Recent local government research has produced some less ambitious, 
though still important lessons. First, municipalities in Norway appear 
to draw less on performance information and lessons from benchmark
ing when making decisions about education services than when mak
ing decisions about elderly care services (Askim, ]ohnsen and 
Christophersen, 2008). Possible reasons inc1ude stronger resistance from 
teachers than from nurses. Second, survey evidence from Norway shows 
that utilization of performance information is higher among councilors 
working with elderly care, administrative affairs and educational affairs 
than among councilors working with cultural affairs, technical services, 
and planning and commercial development (Askim, 2007a). High utili
zation among politicians working with administrative affairs has been 
found elsewhere too. Based on survey evidence from Dutch local gov
ernment, ter Bogt (2004) shows that aldermen with responsibilities for 
administrative affairs make particularly active use of performance 
information. His explanation is that the content of this policy sector is 
internally oriented and not too politicized in character. Low utilization 
among politicians working with technical affairs is more surprising in 
light of existing research (Greve, 2003; ]ohansson, 1995). In the 
Norwegian case, the finding might partly be explained by the fact that 
decision makers' exposure to performance information has been some
what lower in this sector than in certain other sectors. In education and 
elderly care, for example, central government has made significant 
efforts to produce and communicate valid and reliable performance 
information. 

Discussion 

The preceding section reviewed arguments that lead us to expect high 
and low use under certain circumstances. We now discuss how this 
review reflects on the broad arguments for and against performance 
information's usefulness in political decision making. First, the review 
strengthens the (previously rat her weak) case for optimism. We have 
seen that politicians use performance information to set decision 
agendas, to map out consequences of alternative policies, to signal 
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rationality, and to win debates. Second, the chapter uses established 
social theories to carve out amiddIe position between the optimists and 
the skeptics. Political behavior theory is often portrayed mainly as a 
source of skepticism. But in reality, it proves to be a source of interesting 
explanations for why performance information is sometimes used and 
sometimes not. For example, evidence shows that utilization is greater 
under stable political regimes than under unstable ones. Furthermore, 
agency theory is often portrayed mainly as a source of optimism. But in 
reality, this theory too is a source of explanations for differences in use. 
For ex am pIe, it helps explain why performance information utilization 
is lower among the top brass than among those who suffer most from 
information asymmetry, like inexperienced and uneducated councilors, 
and backbenchers. To historical institutionalism and political behavior 
theory, this latter finding suggests a surprising prospect: performance 
management reforms reduce information asymmetries and thereby 
level out the playing field within municipal councils. 

This chapter argues that the most important question to answer for 
social scientists interested in performance management is not "Why all 
this measurement if the information is not used by politicians?", but 
rat her "Who makes use of performance information, when, and for 
what purposes?" Existing research has provided some answers to these 
questions but much remains to be done. As indicated above, I believe 
that future research should test especially how the interplay of 
situational and stable factors affects the utilization of performance 
information. 

Conclusions 

Many scholars have demonstrated that organizations keep measuring 
even though leaders make limited use of the performance information. 
Many call this a paradox (Johnsen and Vakkuri, 2006). Agency theory's 
solution to the paradox is that leaders know that most subordinates will 
behave as they should simply because of the possibility that their per
formance is being evaluated by leaders. In other words, knowing that 
someone "up there" might be watching will often be sufficient to 
restrain agents from behaving contrary to their principals' interests. 
Therefore, decision-makers' reluctance to dedicate their precious time 
to actually reading performance reports may not be so surprising (Hood, 
2007a; Loft, 1988). Another resolution of the apparent paradox is offered 
by sociological institutionalism. Its key premise is that an organization's 
behavior can be interpreted as attempting to seek legitimacy in its 



PI in Political Decision Making 139 

environment. Organizations are not content to know that they perform 
weH; they also want to be perceived as "good" by peer organizations, 
clients, voters, overseers and other environmental actors. Adopting 
performance management is asound strategy if environmental actors 
see performance management as an indicator of "goodness" - being 
modern, rational, goal-focused, effective,and willing to learn (Brunsson 
and Olsen, 1990). Consequently, instrumental use of performance 
information is not so important; the mere adoption of performance 
management tools enables managers and politicians to signal to their 
environments that their polity is being run in a rational, efficient, 
transparent and results-oriented manner, and that they hold bureaucrats 
accountable for their performance (Feldman and March, 1981). Some 
view politicians' tendency to overlook the past as "irrational"; others 
put a positive spin on it. One example of the latter is Halachmi (200S). 
He says politicians know that by dwelling on the past, they may lose a 
proper perspective with which to gauge the future - a future that may 
be very different from the past. Another example is March, who says 
decision makers are sometimes weH advised to "divorce the information 
structure from the decision structure," since tight links between 
information and its uses increase decision makers' vulnerability to 
manipulation by their information providers (March, 1987). 

This chapter has reviewed reasons for skepticism and optimism about 
performance information's usefulness in political decision making, and 
factors that may condition its usefulness. However, some may question 
the significance of high and low performance information use. Does its 
utilization in decision making me an that performance information 
strongly influences policy outcomes? On the one hand, we know from 
evaluation theory that being exposed to a piece of information does not 
necessarily imply that one is a slave to it Politicians invariably weigh 
information from, for example, extern al interested parties, managers, 
and performance reports against factors such as available sources, statu
tory requirements and their own preferences (Lowndes, Pratchett and 
Stoker, 2001; Rich and Cheol, 2000). On the other hand, we know from 
psychology that the stimulus that directs attention will often influence 
the conclusion reached, as it directs attention towards selected aspects 
of the situation, to the exclusion of others (Si mon, 1976). I argue that its 
use for agenda setting and argumentative purposes means that perform
ance information increases municipalities' decision-making capacity -
independent of its influence on decision outcomes (Hartley and Allison, 
2002; Huber, 1991; Moynihan and Ingraham, 2004). 
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UK Parliamentary Scrutiny of 
Public Service Agreements: A 
Challenge Tao Far? 
Carole Johnson and Colin Talbot 

This chapter turns its attention to the issue of how performance 
information is and isn't used by the United Kingdom's parliamentary 
scrutiny committees involved in scrutinizing government activity. 
Whilst performance management is largely rooted within the techno
cratic administrative arena, there is a growing trend towards the possi
bility, at least, that performance information could be used as one 
source of data for the purposes of supporting the democratic polity 
(Pollitt, 2006b). The case of the Public Service Agreements (PSAs) dis
cussed below is, ostensibly, one example where there has been the inten
tion to support the democratic use of performance information. The 
findings may lend support to Pollitt's assertion that politicians, if inter
ested in performance information at all, are interested in broad brush 
da ta only. They appear not to be engaged by the prospect of carrying 
out detailed scrutiny. However, the government itself has not given the 
PSA policy the precedence it deserved and may be partly responsible for 
the lack of scrutiny that PSA policy received. 

Most advanced democracies have some "separation of powers" 
between the executive and the legislative branches of government. A 
core role for the legislative branch is to scrutinize the activities of the 
executive branch. Traditionally, scrutiny has observed new policies, 
draft legislation and budget estimates, mainly focusing on potentially 
contentious issues. However, in recent years there has been a trend by 
the executive branch of government to publish various types of per
formance information about its own activities and those of the wider 
public services in a number of OECD countries (OECD, 200S; Talbot, 
200S). This movement has become so marked that some analysts (and 

140 



UK Parliamentary Scrutiny ofPSAs 141 

advocates) have come to refer to it as "outcome-based budgeting" or 
even "outcome-based governance" (van der Molen and van Rooyen, 
2001). 

The role of parliamentarians in outcome-based budgeting appears to 
be limited as they struggle to adapt to systems of government by per
formance as opposed to government by inputs. Data from 27 out of the 
30 OECD member countries (OECD, 200S) demonstrates that 88 per
cent make performance data available to the public (and hence the 
legislative branch). However, in only 19 percent of the cases do politicians 
in the legislative branch use performance information for decision mak
ing, and this falls to 8 percent for the budget committees. This report 
suggests problems with data quality, readability and relevance are the 
main factors which discourage the use of performance information. In 
arecent review, Pollitt (2006b) argued that the use of performance 
information by parliamentarians is at best "patchy." Other research by 
one of the authors on ]apan's Government Poliey Evaluation Aet (GPEA, 
2001) suggests similar results. Van Dooren and Sterck (2006), echoing 
the OECD report, found that legislative politicians in Australia oppose 
outcome-based budgeting because the outcome indicators established 
are too abstract. Members of Parliament are expected to appropriate 
spending items to outcomes that lack purposeful definition, for example, 
an outcome might be defined as "a safer Australia." Therefore outcome
based budgeting, as practiced, can create a paradox, whereby rat her 
than strengthening the scrutiny role, it erodes the power of scrutiny 
because the outcome indicators are meaningless for budgeting 
purposes. 

This chapter reports on research focusing on the role of the UK legis
lative branch in scrutinizing performance data, in particular the PSA 
data which represents a form of outcome-based budgeting. It asks, how 
have politicians adapted their approach to scrutiny in response to this 
innovation in performance reporting? 

The PSA poliey 

PSAs were introduced in 1998. They represent an important innovation 
for several reasons: 

• They represent the extension of performance management to Central 
Government departments 

• They are used to inform the Spending and Comprehensive Spending 
Review processes (Johnson, 2007) 
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• Scrutiny by Parliament was, initially at least, encouraged. PSAs thus 
represented a "fundamental change in the accountability of gov
ernment to Parliament and the people" (Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, 1998a); a particularly significant point within a system 
where accountability to parliament is weak. 

Furthermore, in the 2007 spending review process, PSAs were said to 
have "played a vital role in galvanizing public service delivery" and 
"driving major improvements in outcomes" (www.hmtreasury.gov.uk). 

Since its inception, the PSA system has undergone development 
(HM Treasury, 2007). It remains correct to identify the process as in 
essence a "contract for the renewal of public services" designed to 
force change in the status quo regarding service production (Brown, 
1998). An example of the objectives and targets used within the PSA 
system is provided below: 

Objective 1 - Tackling disadvantage by reviving the most deprived 
neighbourhoods, reducing social exclusion and supporting society's 
most vulnerable groups. 

Targets - Tackle social exclusion and deliver neighbourhood 
renewal, working with departments to help them meet their PSA 
floor targets, in particular narrowing the gap in health, education, 
crime, worklessness, housing and liveability outcomes between the 
most deprived areas and the rest of England with measurable 
improvement by 2010. 

(HM Treasury, 2004) 

Abstract outcomes are thus monitored via specific performance indi
cators over time and are used collectively to determine the degree to 
which the objective has been met. Reported twice yearly, the PSA data 
has the potential to provide important informational leverage for 
Parliamentary scrutiny. 

Crucially, PSAs are part of the broader spending review process and 
represent a novel element through which spending is (purportedly) 
linked to performance by government departments. The PSA policy 
presented Parliament with an opportunity to vigorously scrutinize the 
activities of government. Significantly, during aperiod of policy 
proliferation as New Labour sought effective policies through 
experimentation, one might assume that this would have led to greater 
debate about what government should or should not fund. 
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In the parliamentarian's favor, scrutinizing PSAs may never have 
been easy. The degree of commitment from the government to engage 
Parliament in scrutiny appears to have faltered early in the process. The 
phrase "Parliament and people" was so on replaced with the "public" 
and the "people" (Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1998b). There is also 
evidence that Parliamentary scrutiny would not be altogether welcome 
as the Treasury argued the system was new and "needed time to bed 
down" (Treasury Committee, 1999). 

Like all policies it suffered from teething problems. Analysts ques
tioned the claim regarding the fundamental nature of the PSA system. 
]ames (2004) concludes that the practical application of the system fell 
far short of the rhetoric and both ministers and senior officials have 
given less importance to PSAs than the formal policy suggests. 

Furthermore, the National Audit Office, in two studies of PSA data 
quality, concluded that a significant number of PSAs were either not 
being reported on at all or were not fit for purpose - specifically 20 per
cent in 200S and 18 percent in 2006 (Comptroller and Auditor General, 
200S; 2006). In their 2006 study, the NAO concluded only 30 percent of 
PSA reporting was fully "fit for purpose," with disclosure or systems 
issues affecting a further 47 percent. Nevertheless, neither of these 
arguments are viable reasons for Parliament not to engage in this 
process. In fact, they would lead to the opposite argument that some
thing was going awry, usually an open invitation for scrutiny to focus 
its spotlight on a topic. 

Parliament and its scrutiny role 

Parliamentary scrutiny represents one way in which governments can 
be held to account for their actions (McGee, 2002). The power of scru
tiny by any one particular legislature relates, amongst other factors, to 
the degree to which the separation of powers is institutionalized within 
the constitution. The scrutiny role of the UK Parliament has never been 
particularly strong due to the separation of powers relying on conven
tion. The United Kingdom, unlike the United States for example, lacks 
a clearly defined constitution outlining the respective powers of the 
two houses of Parliament vis-a-vis the Executive. Over time, there has 
been a gradual extension of the powers of the Executive which has 
exacerbated the power imbalance (Commission on the Scrutiny Role of 
Parliament, 2001; Norton, 1998). 

Attempts to strengthen Parliament's ability to scrutinize have been a 
recurring theme. In 1979, departmental select committees were created 
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in an effort to shadow the work of particular government departments. 
This is considered a significant innovation which potentially helps 
redress the Parliamentary-Executive power imbalance. 

Further reforms were made by the New Labour government from 1997 
onwards, through its "modernizing" agenda. Part of this agenda focused 
on the means by which Parliament holds ministers to account. Whilst 
such "modernization" has been described as largely "administrative," same 
changes have had the potential to increase the effectiveness of the scrutiny 
role. Two changes are considered important here, one is the increase in 
general resourcing and the other is the introduction of the core tasks. 

The core tasks, introduced in 2002, outline what each select committee 
should aim to scrutinize each year. They da not usurp the right of com
mittees to set their own agenda, a right viewed as essential to the power of 
committees, but they are intended to add value by broadening the scope 
of work carried out by committees. This responds to the criticism by the 
Liaison Committee (the committee of committee chairs) and others that 
whilst, in general, "the committees have done a great deal of valuable 
work [ ... ] their full potential has still to be realized." Importantly, they 
had failed to carry out thorough financial scrutiny, preferring to focus on 
policy issues (Liaison Committee, 2002). 

The core tasks concept emanated from the Hansard Society's Commission 
on Parliamentary Scrutiny (Hansard Society, 2001). The principle underlying 
them was to promote the "balancing of inquiries between administration, 
finance and policy" (Kelly, 2004: 4). It thus included recommendations on 
Expenditure and Performance. One of the core tasks specifies that select 
committees should "examine the department's Public Service Agreements, 
the associated targets and the statistical measures employed and report if 
appropriate" (Liaison Committee, 2002: para. 13). 

Although not compulsory, the core tasks were intended to be influential 
and committees were asked to report against the core tasks in an annual 
report. Thus within the system of scrutiny in the UK Parliament there has 
been, since 2002 at least, a strong steering towards scrutinizing perform
ance information emerging from the PSA system. This steering by the 
liaison committee to encourage select committees to scrutinize PSAs 
added a push factor to the pull factor originally, albeit weakly, stated 
within the policy itself. 

The scrutiny of PSAs 

Traditionally, scrutiny has operated through fairly in depth inquiries on 
specific policy topics, as outlined above. Committees are permanent, 
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they are specialist, have members from all political parties and are 
supported by highly skilled clerks and expert aids. They have the power 
to call witnesses to give evidence. Data and evidence is also collected 
from government departments and other bodies. Parliamentary com
mittees can have a significant impact on the policy process if their work 
is timely and well disseminated. 

The lack of financial scrutiny has to some extent been addressed by 
the recently established Scrutiny Unit who have been actively support
ing committees to play a greater part in facilitating debate around 
budget estimates (Committee Office Scrutiny Unit, 2007). However, the 
degree to wh ich committees are also scrutinizing performance has been 
overlooked, therefore how far Parliament has adapted to the "funda
mental shift" in accountability, supposedly opened-up by the 
introduction of PSAs, commands empirical enquiry. 

The research reported here relates to three studies: an original scoping 
of the work of three cross-cutting select committees in relation to per
formance; a content analysis exercise of seven departmental select co m
mittees over four years, and apostal survey of MPs and committee clerks 
across all the UK select committees. This is intended to measure atti
tudes to the scrutiny of performance. Together these three sources of 
data provide a fairly comprehensive picture of UK Parliamentary interest 
in PSAs. 

Evidence from the cross-cutting 
select committees 

The Public Accounts, Treasury, and Public Administration Committees 
were selected because we expected that they were involved in scrutiniz
ing government "performance policy." We utilized their reports on per
formance together with the author's experience of acting as a 
Parliamentary advisor on performance issues. Evidence from the three 
"cross-cutting" committees is mixed and does not fully accord with 
their formal roles and how they may have adapted to the accountability 
system on performance. 

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) is charged with scrutinizing 
"input" decisions, that is, government spending. Given this remit and 
the shift from managing by budgets to managing by performance, this 
committee ought to demonstrate the biggest change in its activities. 
PAC is also the reporting committee for the Comptroller and Auditor 
General and the National Audit Office (NAO), and therefore is supposed 
to examine their value for money studies of economy, efficiency and 
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effectiveness in the way that government departments and other bodies 
use their resources. 

In reality, the PAC has paid little attention to PSA policy. We may 
have expected them to have focused some attention on the relation
ship between departmental objectives, the PSAs and the outcomes 
achieved in performance terms of public bodies and their parent 
departments. However, there are very few references within the reports 
to PSAs at all. The report Managing Resources to Develop Better Public 
Services (Public Accounts Committee, 2005) is a notable exception, but 
even here PSAs are only one factor among many and the discussion is 
minor. 

This situation is slightly odd as the PAC do scrutinize most NAO 
value for money reports. The NAO has taken a substantial interest in 
performance measurement in government, with the publication of a 
number of reports, two of which focus on PSAs specifically but none 
have been part of PAC enquiries (Comptroller and Auditor General, 
2005; 2006). 

The Treasury Select Committee has been fairly active in scrutinizing 
the policy of the Treasury towards PSAs. It has held hearings after each 
Spending Review and the publication of the PSA data (in 1999, 2000, 
2002 and 2004) at which a panel of experts, Treasury officials and 
finally the Chancellor himself have been examined. Each time, critical 
reports and recommendations for improving both the Spending 
Review and PSA processes have been produced. 

Early in the life of the Spending ReviewjPSA system, the committee 
produced a specific report on the PSAs (Treasury Committee, 1999). 
They also made some subsequent fairly strong recommendations 
about the need for scrutiny by Parliament, supported by extern al 
analysis, of the PSAs: 

We remain strongly of the opinion that the assessments of depart
ments' performance against their PSA targets should be the subject of 
external review, by a body accountable to Parliament, such as the 
National Audit Office. 

(Treasury Committee, 2001) 

Later reports on the Spending Reviews and PSAs (2002, 2004) paid 
significantly less attention to PSAs. Arguably, the early attention was 
partly due to their novelty and partly to the fact that the first set of PSAs 
in 1998, were published separately five months after the Spending Review 



UK Parliamentary Scrutiny ofPSAs 147 

and were subject to separate Treasury Committee scrutiny sessions. In 
subsequent iterations (2000, 2002 and 2004), Spending Reviews and new 
PSA sets were published simultaneously and covered within the same 
hearings and reports. 

The most substantial piece of work on the "measurement culture" in 
government has been carried out by the Public Administration Select 
Committee in their 2003 Inquiry On Target? Government by Measurement 
(Public Administration Select Committee, 2003). This was a relatively 
large inquiry by UK Parliamentary standards, and the report ineIudes 
a detailed analysis of PSAs across all departments prepared by a 
committee specialist. 

The general thrust of the report was for a more consultative, flexible 
and audited system of performance measurement. The government's 
(belated) response was to try to kill the report with warm words, some 
neat side-stepping and one or two stern rejections. In general, govern
ment eIaimed to be already addressing most recommendations, but 
eIoser inspection reveals their actions remained consistent with those 
for which they were criticized in the report. For example, many days 
of work have focused on gaining flexibilities in the reporting require
ments and targets for local actors to allow them to tackle issues on the 
ground in more appropriate ways, but few new flexibilities have been 
granted (Department for Communities and Local Government, 
2006). 

Evidence from the seven departmental 
select committees 

Seven departmental select committees, that is, those that focus exeIu
sively on a single department were reviewed for their activity on PSAs 
ineIuding: Defence, Education, Health, Horne Affairs, Work and 
Pensions (DWP), the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM now 
Communities and Local Government, CLG), and Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). They were selected because of the levels of 
public spending and political salience of their departments and this 
may have encouraged committee members to pay attention to PSA 
reporting and management. The findings relate to four Parliamentary 
years covering the period 2002-6. This period was selected for several 
reasons: 

• PSAs were weIl established and four sets of PSA data existed. 
• The "core tasks" encouraging scrutiny of PSAs were in place. 



148 Po/ities and Soeiety 

• The performance of public services was politically salient due to the 
government's emphasis on delivery. 

• Select committees had begun to receive extra resomces and support 
for their work, for example, from the recently established Scrutiny 
Unit. 

• The National Audit Office produced several reports which potentially 
could have facilitated greater scrutiny of performance (Comptroller and 
Auditor General, 1998; 2000; 2001; 2005; 2006). The evidence available 
prior to the 2002/3 Parliamentary year is patchy, in part due to less 
rigoraus reporting of activities. The few references found to PSA scru
tiny before 2002/3 are at a minimal level. 

Data for the analysis was gathered from published documents. Two 
types of documents were used: the Committee Annual Reports which 
provided the committee's own account of work conducted during the 
Parliamentary session and scrutiny reports resulting from inquiries 
which potentially held the committees' analyses and recommenda
tions regarding PSAs. We focused on formal reporting because of the 
significance of this in communicating Parliamentary scrutiny. 

The table summarizes our analysis of the numbers of PSAs, and the 
type and depth of scrutiny to which they were subjected by the depart
mental select committees. First, we estimated the number of PSA objec
tives and targets for which performance information might be available 
to committees. Counting PSA objectives and targets is not easy, because 
they have often been written in ways which effectively combine 
several targets in one (Comptroller and Auditor General, 2001). 
Furtherrnare, recently same performance requirements previously 
described as PSA targets have been restated as standards in the govern
ment's quest to appear to be reducing the numbers of targets. Our esti
mates may therefore be a little high er than the departments' own 
figures where provided. However, PSAs often overlap in the third year 
of the spending review periods (PSAs are set for three years, but revised 
every two years) and so our estimates of "live" PSAs remain conserva
tive since we have not included these. Table 9.1 shows that substantial 
numbers of PSA objectives and targets are set for departments. 

We also record the number of PSA objectives and targets which the 
committees claim to have scrutinized in their annual reports. The 
total number of PSAs for the seven departments during the period was 
344 but the number scrutinized was just 75, representing less than 
one-quarter of the total. Whilst the breadth of scrutiny of PSAs varies 
between committees and between scrutiny periods within committees, 



Ta
bl

e 
9.

1 
A

na
ly

si
s 

of
 d

ep
ar

tm
en

ta
l 

se
le

ct
 c

o
m

m
it

te
e 

sc
ru

ti
n

y
 o

f 
P

ub
li

c 
S

er
vi

ce
 A

gr
ee

m
en

ts
 

T
yp

e 
o

f 
se

ru
ti

n
y

 
D

ep
ar

tm
en

ta
l 

N
o

.o
fP

S
A

s 
N

o
.o

f 
se

le
et

 
in

 e
x

is
te

n
ee

 
se

ru
ti

n
iz

ed
 

E
vi

de
ne

e 
In

q
u

ir
y

/ 
D

ep
th

 o
f 

fo
eu

s 
o

n
 P

SA
s 

eo
m

m
it

te
e 

Y
ea

r 
(o

u
r 

es
ti

m
at

e)
 

PS
A

s 
se

ss
io

n 
re

p
o

rt
 

in
 r

ep
o

rt
 

D
ef

en
ce

 
02

/3
 

7 
1 

0 
1 

N
o

n
e 

03
/4

 
7 

5 
1 

3 
S

ub
st

an
ti

al
 s

cr
u

ti
n

y
 i

n
 1

 o
f 

3 

04
/5

 
6 

1 
1 

0 
N

/A
 

05
/6

 
6 

G
en

er
al

 
1 

0 
N

/A
 

E
du

ca
ti

on
 

02
/3

 
17

 
1 

1 
0 

N
/A

 
03

/4
 

17
 

G
en

er
al

 
1 

0 
N

/A
 

04
/5

 
23

 
2 

1 
1 

N
o

n
e 

05
/6

 
19

 
G

en
er

al
 

3 
3 

M
in

im
al

 s
cr

u
ti

n
y

 i
n

 1
 o

f 
3 

H
ea

lt
h 

02
/3

 
14

 
G

en
er

al
 +

 2
 

Q
/n

ai
re

 
1 

M
in

im
al

 s
cr

u
ti

n
y

 

03
/4

 
14

 
G

en
er

al
 +

 1
 

1 
1 

S
ub

st
an

ti
al

 s
cr

u
ti

n
y

 

04
/5

 
13

 
G

en
er

al
 +

 1
 

1 
1 

N
o

n
e 

05
/6

 
13

 
9 

3 
2 

N
o

n
e 

H
or

ne
 A

ff
ai

rs
 

02
/3

 
20

 
G

en
er

al
 +

 1
 

1 
1 

M
in

im
al

 s
cr

u
ti

n
y

 

03
/4

 
20

 
G

en
er

al
 +

 5
 

3 
1 

S
ub

st
an

ti
al

 s
cr

u
ti

n
y

 

04
/5

 
7 

G
en

er
al

 +
 1

 
1 

2 
S

ub
st

an
ti

al
 s

cr
u

ti
n

y
 

05
/6

 
7 

4 
4 

1 
S

ub
st

an
ti

al
 s

cr
u

ti
n

y
 

D
W

P
 

02
/3

 
10

 
G

en
er

al
 +

 5
 

1 
2 

N
on

e 



Ta
bl

e 
9.

1 
C

o
n

ti
n

u
ed

 

T
yp

e 
o

f 

D
ep

ar
tm

en
ta

l 
N

O
.o

fP
S

A
s 

N
O

.o
f 

sc
ru

ti
n

y
 

se
le

ct
 

in
 e

x
is

te
n

ce
 

sc
ru

ti
n

iz
ed

 
E

vi
de

nc
e 

In
q

u
ir

y
/ 

D
ep

th
 o

f 
fo

cu
s 

o
n

 
co

m
m

it
te

e 
Y

ea
r 

(o
u

r 
es

ti
m

at
e)

 
PS

A
s 

se
ss

io
n 

R
ep

o
rt

 
PS

A
s 

in
 R

ep
o

rt
 

03
/4

 
10

 
G

en
er

al
 

1 
0 

N
/A

 
04

/5
 

19
 

4 
1 

2 
S

ub
st

an
ti

al
 s

cr
u

ti
n

y
 

05
/6

 
19

 
8 

3 
3 

M
in

im
al

 i
n

 2
 a

n
d

 s
ub

st
an

ti
al

 
in

 1
 

O
D

P
M

 
02

/3
 

9 
G

en
er

al
 +

 2
 

1 
2 

N
o

n
e 

in
 o

n
e 

an
d

 m
in

im
al

 
in

 o
n

e 

03
/4

 
9 

G
en

er
al

 +
 1

 
2 

1 
S

ub
st

an
ti

al
 s

cr
u

ti
n

y
 

04
/5

 
10

 
G

en
er

al
 

0 
1 

M
in

im
al

 s
cr

u
ti

n
y

 

05
/6

 
10

 
G

en
er

al
 

0 
1 

N
o

n
e 

D
E

FR
A

 
02

/3
 

12
 

G
en

er
al

 
0 

1 
M

in
im

al
 s

cr
u

ti
n

y
 

03
/4

 
12

 
9 

1 
8 

N
o

n
e 

04
/5

 
14

 
5 

1 
7 

N
o

n
e 

in
 4

 a
n

d
 S

ub
st

an
ti

al
 

in
 3

 

05
/6

 
14

 
7 

1 
6 

N
o

n
e 

T
ot

al
s 

34
4 

75
 

35
 

52
 

S
ub

st
an

ti
al

 =
 13

 
M

in
im

al
 =

 8 
N

o
n

e 
= 

31
 

Sa
ur

ee
: 

B
as

ed
 o

n
 a

na
ly

si
s 

of
 S

el
ec

t C
om

m
it

te
es

 P
ub

li
ca

ti
on

s,
 H

ou
se

 o
f 

C
om

m
on

s,
 w

w
w

.p
ub

li
ca

ti
on

s.
pa

rl
ia

m
en

t.
uk

 



UK Parliamentary Scrutiny ofPSAs 151 

we conc1ude that the level of scrutiny remains low - most PSAs remain 
unexamined by Parliament. 

We also focused on the depth of scrutiny given to those PSAs exam
ined by the committees since a qualitative assessment may help to 
offset any lack of quantity. Of the 75 PSAs mentioned in the "annual" 
reports, 52 were c1aimed to have been the partial subject of inquiries 
leading to published reports (i.e., not just evidence sessions). Therefore, 
out of the 202 reports published by the seven committees during the 
review period, 52 potentially contained discussion of the PSAs, which 
appears to be a substantial number. However, c10ser examination of 
these reports shows that most (31) have no specific mention of PSAs in 
the body of the report (as opposed to evidence sessions), meaning that 
although they formed part of the evidential base for the inquiry, they 
were not considered sufficiently important to be inc1uded in the final 
report itself. Of those that did contain PSA references, eight contained 
what we qualitatively assess as minimal scrutiny (i.e., PSAs were men
tioned in relation to one or more aspects); and 13 contained a substan
tial amount of text focused on a discussion of one or more PSAs (i.e., 
one or more PSAs were mentioned on a number of occasions and 
sometimes in more than one place). 

Whilst the previous discussion has highlighted the broad picture, 
there are of course variations in the different committees' approaches. 
For example, the Defence and Education Committees have done 
relatively little by way of PSA scrutiny overall. The Committees of 
Health; Environment, Food and Rural Affairs; Work and Pensions; and 
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister displaya rather variable pattern 
of scrutiny between the different topics addressed. The Horne Affairs 
Committee has given more sustained attention to the PSAs, tagether 
with their special report on target setting (Horne Affairs Select 
Committee, 2005). Nevertheless, much of their yearly commitment to 
scrutiny remains in the form of evidence sessions. 

There also exist differences in the views of committees regarding 
the value of performance management, measurement and targets. The 
Health Committee is active in supporting greater collection and 
collation of data and investment in data systems to more adequately 
secure good healthcare. This is particularly c1ear in areas of healthcare 
which have hitherto been under-resourced such as maternity and 
sexual health services. They are keen to set targets in addition to per
formance indicators to help drive up standards, although they recog
nize the perverse outcomes which occur at times because of the 
attention given to politically salient targets. By contrast, the Defence 
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and Horne Affairs Committees were more critical of the quality of 
targets and their centrally determined imposition. In response, they 
called for greater emphasis on localism and consultation in target 
setting. There is no particular pattern, though, between expressed 
views and practice as the Horne Affairs Committee were amongst the 
most proactive in the area of performance scrutiny. 

These variations have not been subject to in-depth inquiry and 
there are a number of factors that could influence outcomes. We da 
know that the chairs of the committees playa very influential role in 
how they operate and the quality of the relationship between depart
ment and committee could affect a committee's ability to carry out 
scrutiny. Same hints as to what shapes committees' thinking around 
performance reporting is perhaps provided within the responses to 
the survey reported below. 

Evidence from the survey of 
committee attitudes 

The analysis of select committees' scrutiny and reporting on PSAs 
pro duces a very mixed pattern but overall it is neither comprehensive 
nor systematic. The question is obviously why this should be so. We 
draw on the results of a survey which intended to find out why select 
committees were reacting in this way to the PSA system. The results 
are based on a sampie size of 54, which represents roughly a quarter 
of the select committee's staff and at least one response was received 
from 17 out of the 18 committees. 

The key claim by government, that the PSA system represented a 
fundamental shift in accountability, was not supported by MPs 
responding to the survey. They agreed, but only marginally, with the 
statement that PSAs were an "important instrument of government 
policy," whilst they marginally disagreed that they had "significantly 
changed the way government accounts for itself to parliament." 

When asked ab out the quality of PSA data, MPs were neutral about 
whether it was "easily accessible" or "easily understandable," but more 
skeptical about whether it was "sufficient to judge performance" or 
"reliable and accurate" or "useful for the intended purpose." MPs 
were also skeptical ab out the degree to which PSA data was seen as 
"accurate and fair" outside of Parliament and similarly in answer to 
the question about the degree to which the government had 
encouraged Parliamentary scrutiny. 
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MPs on the Foreign Affairs Committee also criticized the policy, 
particularly the "one-size fits all" approach which encouraged the 
PSA targets to be focused on "outcomes" regardless of 
appropriateness: 

The Foreign and Commonwealth Office's (FCO) PSA targets are too 
reliant on outcomes, it is difficult for the FCO to do more than influ
ence; targets drawn up in terms of inputs/outputs would be more 
relevant and more useful. 

Another respondent from the Education Committee questioned the 
way PSA targets were arrived at: 

The problem with PSAs is the lack of information about the way in 
which they are arrived at. Why have a target for SO per cent partici
pation in Higher Education? The Department for Education and 
Skills was unable to offer a convincing explanation. It has proved 
very difficult to have any sort of useful dialogue [ ... ] with the 
department. 

In relation to their own response to the scrutiny of PSAs, select commit
tee MPs feIt they ought to be doing more to "report regularly" on PSAs, 
but were not enthusiastic. One MP commented that: 

PSAs are one tool - but not the only way in which select committees 
can hold the executive to account. 

Despite the fact that scrutiny of PSAs are emphasized in the core tasks, 
respondents regularly responded that their committee paid little atten
tion to them as the following quotes demonstrate: 

PSAs rarely come up in our select committee evidence sessions with 
user groups/permanent secretary/ministers. 

To the best of my recollection PSAs have never been mentioned in 
the select committee in the whole of the last 12 months. 

MPs and clerks felt they did not have sufficient resources to carry out 
systematic scrutiny and needed more help from the NAO. Whilst the 
latter view recorded the highest positive response, not all MPs think 
that NAO involvement would be worthwhile and think it may impact 
on the resources directly available to committees. 
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A further view was expressed regarding the need to embed the core 
tasks and scrutiny of performance and other administrative issues more 
gene rally through training for new MPs: 

Virtually never mentioned in the committees I am on, could da with 
same more awareness raising. Not mentioned in training for new 
MPs on committee work - yet another item I will add to the list when 
seeking to improve induction for new MPs. 

These findings reinforce the examination of select committee prac
tice as evidenced in their reports and proceedings. Taken tagether, these 
analyses can only lead to the conclusion that PSAs are not scrutinized 
broadly and of those that da get mentioned, they are mostly tangential 
or a relatively sm all part of reports. This certainly does not add up to 
scrutiny of "output or outcome-based government" if PSAs are the main 
vehicle for reporting achievement. The Horne Affairs Select Committee's 
exceptional approach serves only to highlight just how unsystematic 
scrutiny is concerning performance. 

Conclusions 

This chapter has outlined how one performance policy has failed to 
encourage scrutiny by UK parliamentarians despite its potential 
relationship to future budget decisions. Like other research in this area, 
the opportunity to seize influence for democratic purposes has not 
materialized. There are same similarities between these findings and 
those of the OECD (2005) and Van Dooren and Sterck (2006). Our 
findings concur with these on the issues of accuracy, quality and 
relevance. Our findings concur with them on the issues of accuracy, 
quality and relevance, although other reasons were also stated, in 
particular: inadequate resourcing and that government had failed to 
convince Parliament that success against the PSAs was actually 
important for future spending decisions. 

The invitation to scrutinize was not particularly influential and the 
attempt to institutionalize performance scrutiny within the core tasks 
by Parliament itself appears to have had only a minimal impact on the 
levels of actual scrutiny. In their recent report on financial scrutiny, the 
Scrutiny Unit allude to the weak institutionalization of the core tasks 
(2007: 12) stating that "there is no systematic mechanism for 
parliamentary scrutiny of the spending review." The qualitative 
responses to the survey highlight that committees resist restrictions on 
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scrutiny to pies even though they often feIt more should be done on 
performance. Nevertheless, the system has almost certainly encouraged 
what scrutiny there is and the allied innovation of annual reporting by 
committees now allows regular and systematic reporting. This could be 
developed further, but at least the gaps in the breadth of scrutiny that 
occur are now transparent. 

It may well be the ca se, as the MPs clearly think from our survey, 
that the government itself does not take the PSAs seriously. But is this 
really a valid reason for parliamentarians not to take it seriously? 
Parliament uses all sorts of data to hold the executive to account, 
much of which may not be intended by government for such pur
poses, and PSA data is another possible tool whether government 
wants it to be or not. 
The lack of resources and institutional support are issues. The lack, 
especially, of expert resources remains an issue despite substantial 
increases in resources for select committees. Representatives from the 
Scrutiny Unit recently acknowledged the difficulties for MPs in 
scrutinizing the government especially on technical matters without 
the support of experts. In the United Kingdom, Parliamentary commit
tees da not have the direct support of the NAO in the way that, for 
example, the US Congressional committees have direct access to the 
NAO equivalent, the Government Accountability Office (GAO). Nor da 
they have the equivalent of the Congressional Budget Office. On a more 
promising note, there are same changes here, although quite minor. 
The NAO has recently been involved in supporting the Scrutiny Unit 
and the Foreign Affairs Select Committee has requested that they carry 
out a value for money study on the British Council (a QUANGO). 
Traditionally the NAO has worked solely for the Public Accounts 
Committee. 

Nevertheless, what select committees scrutinize is a matter of choice, 
samething which they value, and they appear to choose topics for their 
inquiries in much the same way as they have always done. Whatever 
the constraints, through institutional rules and resources, select co m
mittees da conduct a large volurne of high-quality work, producing 
numerous reports every year as our figures above demonstrate. They 
clearly choose not to focus on regular, systematic and detailed scrutiny 
of PSAs and remain wedded to the more traditional episodic "critical 
incident" approach noted by analysts (Commission on the Scrutiny 
Role of Parliament, 2001). This would suggest that both formal and 
informal institutional restraints are very powerful brakes on change, 
although change may occur incrementally. 
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These findings raise some fundamental issues about the move towards 
"government by performance" or "governance by outcomes" advocated 
by policy makers and some academics. If (and this is a large supposition) 
the executive arms of governments really are changing their policy 
making practices to be based more on outputs and/or outcomes rather 
than inputs, then traditional forms of scrutiny which focus on inputs 
(budget and actual spending) would need to adapt to this change. The 
evidence from the UK case suggests that such adaptation is difficult for 
the legislative branch to achieve. This could create a substantial demo
cratic deficit if the two branches of government are operating different 
modes of evaluating policy - one based on performance and the other 
on traditional inputs- and process-based accountability. 

There is a danger of creating less accountability if the executive 
change to alternative forms of policy formation and action while 
Parliament continues its current approach to scrutiny. The findings 
from this research and others (James, 2004) suggest that this has not 
occurred in the past because the executive has not, thus far, really 
implemented "government by performance" along the lines of its own 
rhetoric. If it did Parliament would be wise to respond more appropri
ately than has been the case thus far. Given that the comprehensive 
spending review in 2007 squeezed public expenditure, there might be 
those in government and the Treasury who see value in actually using 
the PSA system. Parliamentarians may need to think again ab out their 
priorities for scrutiny. On balance it would seem that it is Parliament 
rather than the executive which is currently most challenged by the 
PSA and other performance policy reforms. 



10 
Performance Information and 
Educational Policy Making 
Age lohnsen 

We do not know a great deal about the way performance information is 
used in public policy in modern democracies (Pollitt, 2006b). 
Nonetheless, there lies a great potential for decision makers to use 
performance information to assess and enhance efficiency and 
effectiveness, as weH as to pravide feedback to stakeholders in the 
political system about the need for policy innovation. The tools that 
generate performance information include the use of performance 
indicators (PIs), performance audits and evaluations. This chapter 
focuses on the use of performance indicators as a means of informing 
public policy. 

Accounting and management scholars are often inclined to see 
performance measurement as a strategic instrument for top-management 
only. In that view, the main function of performance management is to 
use the PIs tightly coupled to objectives in order to contral an otherwise 
stubborn or inefficient bureaucracy. Performance information, for 
instance in the form of Balanced Scorecards or target regimes, is in that 
case used for implementing formal strategies based on objectives. This 
mechanistic, top-down view on performance management in public 
policy may be too normative and simplistic (Johnsen, 1999a; 2005). It 
may do public policy a dis service if that notion remains as the main 
characterization of performance management. In order to better under
stand the use of performance information in public policy, we need 
descriptive (positive) studies of politics and management. 

This chapter analyses the use of performance information in public 
policy, with educational policy for primary schools in Norway under 
the former centre-right coalition government (Bondevik II, 2001-5) as 
a case. The policy of measuring educational outcomes, participating in 
international measurements such as the Pragram for International 
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Student Assessment (PISA), ranking schools and the publication of the 
results, were (and to some degree still are) contested issues in the 
government's educational policy. The case points to the fact that 
measurement does not dispose public policy from its conflicting 
interests and often tenacious underlying problems. This implies that 
both policy and the performance information arouse conflicts and are 
subject to trade-offs. It is therefore attractive to study the problems of 
performance measurement and management in established democracies. 
Just like policies, well-functioning performance measurement models 
may not be success stories but rather - and on the contrary - paradoxical 
and seemingly problematical. 

This chapter is outlined as folIows. The first section presents a life 
cyc1e framework for analyzing experiences with performance manage
ment in public policy. The second section gives an overview of important 
issues in Norwegian educational policies. The third section analyses the 
Norwegian case, using the life cyc1e framework of performance 
management. The final section discusses and conc1udes the analysis. 

The life cyde of performance management 
practices in public policy 

We define performance management in the public sector as the 
measurement, comparison and reporting of PIs of efficiency, effective
ness and equity with the intention to improve rational decision making 
in administrative and political pro ces ses (Johnsen, 200S). Performance 
management may consist of target systems, ranking systems or 
intelligence systems (Hood, 2007a). 

Performance management is an often contested issue (Carter, 1991). It 
is understandable that some stakeholders resist it because of, for instance, 
increased measurement costs. Others may find more transparency a 
threat rat her than a relief. In this sense, it could be perfectly rational to 
resist or postpone performance management reforms. In many of these 
cases however, resisting measurement and avoiding transparency is 
dysfunctional and blocks the potential benefits that often accrue late in 
the programmes. In order to make the best out of it, it is important for 
researchers, managers and policy makers to understand the politics of 
performance management. 

In our analysis, we use a life cyc1e framework to study the politics of 
performance management (Carter, 1991; Johnsen, 200S; van Helden, 
Johnsen and Vakkuri, 2007). This cyc1e consists of five stages: design, 
implementation, use, impacts and evaluation of performance 
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management models. The five stages framework builds on the notion 
from information economics that performance management is used 
rationally when the benefits exceed the costs (Mayston, 1985). These 
benefits and costs could vary over the model's life cyde as well as 
between different stakeholders. In this respect a large part of the costs 
may stern from maladoption in design, resistance in implementation, 
perverting behavior and dysfunctional effects. Typically, the costs will 
be high er than the benefits in the early stages of the life cyde, hence, 
there may be a tendency to resist and abort performance management 
before the major benefits materialize. There mayaIso be a tendency in 
research and practice to focus on the costs rather than on the benefits. 
A life cyde approach may add consistency to the analysis of perform
ance management and its politics by looking at the costs and benefits 
beyond the design and implementation stages. 

Design 

In the design stage, performance management systems are devised. 
Central questions in this stage are, for example: how should the 
measurements be conceptualized? Should contingencies and processes, 
as well as outputs and outcomes be measured? How often should 
measurements take place, and how shall the data be collected? Should 
all information be made public in order to facilitate transparency? 

A performance management model will be conceptualized differently 
depending on the designer. Economists commonly label the performance 
management model a production model, political scientists an effect 
model, organization theorists an input-output model, and managers a 
value chain. The basic feature of many of the performance management 
models is that they visualize the involvement of stakeholders in some 
more or less well formulated policies and objectives. Many of the models 
also visualize that the measurement of performance is concerned with 
efficiency, effectiveness and equity. This list may be extended by add
ing concepts such as transparency, reliability and accountability. In 
order to manage these issues it is necessary to measure inputs, pro ces ses, 
outputs and outcomes (Bouckaert and Halligan, 2006; De Bruijn, 2002; 
]ackson, 1988). On a general level, the performance model is applicable 
to programmes, services and activities (Talbot, 2005). 

In order to be decision-relevant some public sector performance 
management systems use targets. Target systems are controversial in 
public management (Hood, 2006). Nevertheless, in educational policy 
they seem to have a positive impact on performance. According to 
Boyne and Chen (2007) the presence of targets for pupils' exam results 
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positively improved school performance. Even though there are many 
open questions regarding the impacts of targets, it remains to be seen 
whether this finding will affect educational policy. 

The issue of whether to make performance information public is 
controversial. If policy making is a reserved matter for such actors as 
professionals, specialists and standing Parliamentary committees, the 
performance information does not need to be made public. If, on the 
other hand, policy making is also ab out educating and informing the 
public at large (March and Olsen, 1995), then there is a need for making 
performance information public. 

Implementation 

Typical questions in the implement at ion stage inc1ude: Will the system 
be introduced top-down or bottom-up? Should the implementation 
encompass all or only select services? Should the PIs be tightly or loosely 
coupled to objectives (see also Chapter 3 by Uegreid, Roness and 
Rubecksen)? Should implementation be conducted alone or in 
cooperation with others in projects and networks? Should extern al con
sultants be used, or should the management rely on or develop interna I 
competence and capabilities? Should performance measurement be 
mandatory? 

The process of generating acceptance and commitment is an over
whelming challenge even in experienced countries such as New Zealand 
and the United States (Halachrni, 2005; Norman, 2002). A failure to get 
acceptance may easily lead to paralysis or ritualism and cause problems 
in the subsequent stage of the life cyc1e. Paralysis may be the result of 
uncertainties regarding basic questions such as: Who are the major 
stakeholders? Who are the legitimate decision makers? From design and 
implementation studies, we know that management commitment is 
important (Cavalluzzo and Ittner, 2004; de Lancer ]ulnes and Holzer, 
2001); and from management by objectives studies, we leam that 
participation from employees and middle-management is also important 
(Drucker, 1976; Likierman, 1993). Berman and Wang (2000) found that 
the organizational capacity to engage many stakeholders affected the 
implementation and use of performance measurement. Top and middle 
management, employees and stakeholders all need to be involved. 
Therefore, some degree of bottom-up and top-down processes seems to 
be warranted. 

A persistent problem is to mandate performance measurement when 
some stakeholders' experience is that the cost exceeds the benefit. 
Halachmi (2005) argued against mandatory performance measurement, 
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but without mandatory systems it would be difficult to obtain policy 
evidence since, in particular, the laggards will want to opt out. For the 
same reason, a strategy of making the public sector open and transparent 
with PIs will fail if measurement is not mandatory. 

Use 

Performance information is said to provide information that documents 
efficiency, effectiveness and equity, and that improves transparency, 
reliability and accountability. It is therefore difficult for policy makers 
to und erstand the resistance from professionals and unions against PIs. 
Equally puzzling for them is the apparently low interest in the use of 
performance information. This disillusionment often results from the 
absence of a cost benefit analysis of the uses. Some relevant questions in 
this stage are: How is the information going to be used? Who should 
collect and analyze the information? How can managers, politicians 
and citizens use performance information more intensively? 

Benefits and costs are not confined to one way of using performance 
information. For example, Behn (2003) listed eight managerial uses: 
evaluating the performance of a public agency; controlling subordinates; 
budgeting public spending on programmes, people, and projects; 
motivating line staff, middle managers, nonprofit and for profit 
collaborators, stakeholders, and citizens to improve performance; 
promoting an agency relative to political superiors, legislators, stake
holders, journalists, and citizens when the agency is doing a good job; 
celebrating accomplishments that are worthy or important; learning 
what is working or not; and improving things that need to be done 
differently. 

A benefit from making the information public is that organizations 
are pressured to assure that the data are valid, reliable and comparable. 
A counter argument is that by making information public, the incentive 
for gaming becomes stronger (de Bruijn, 2002; see also Radnor in 
Chapter 6). Gaming will, however, be mitigated when stakeholders 
scrutinize the data that runs counter to their interests. The problem of 
gaming could further be reduced by decoupling the PIs from objectives 
or the financial incentive systems, at least at the individual level. 

A comparison of performance management systems in local 
government in the Netherlands and Norway found that the number of 
indicators was reduced over time (van Helden and]ohnsen, 2002). This 
finding corroborates Carter's (1991) finding that during the 
implementation stage, the number of PIs often is reduced. This ten
dency could indicate that the PIs' quality is often low in the design 
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stage and that some of the PIs have to be discarded or modified during 
the implementation and use stage. This finding mayaiso indicate that 
extensive performance management systems are complex and costly to 
use and maintain once they shift from assessments off the cuff to 
rigorous PI systems. Therefore, the number of PIs often has to be reduced 
and focused on the most decision-relevant processes, outputs and 
outcomes. 

Impacts 

After a performance measurement system has been put into use, claims 
of costly measures, data with low reliability and validity, and critical 
reports of perverting behavior (De Bruijn, 2002) and dysfunctional effects 
(Smith, 1995) will emerge. The loudest voices will come from stakehold
ers and their lobbyists who perceive themselves as losers from policy 
changes. In this stage, the question is how to maintain a legitimate and 
cost-effective performance measurement system? 

Public information about performance may have incentive effects for 
low performing organizations to adapt in a decentralized way as opposed 
to a centrally planned way (lohnsen, 2005), a trait that many - and par
ticularly liberal - governments could favor. However, the policy of mak
ing PIs public, and to explicitly or implicitly use benchmarking and 
ranking, may be feIt as threatening to so me stakeholders, such as profes
sions or unions. On the one hand, these management tools may be com
patible with professional norms and interests - also professionals want to 
reduce uncertainty and address ambiguity. Performance information can 
be used to put issues on the agenda and to facilitate decision making 
(Askim, 2007a), which could improve performance and provide 
innovation. On the other hand, the professionals may claim that they 
want to discuss within their professions and with the government 
directly. PIs are seen as an intrusion of professional integrity (a point also 
made by Van de Walle and Roberts in Chapter 13). Therefore, perform
ance management could increase the level of conflict in the polity. 

PIs tend to lose their capacity to differentiate. Organizations alter their 
behavior in order to perform - or at least they make it appear as if they 
perform - as good as the best in the class. As a result, the PI no longer 
shows variation between organizations. This is the "running down" of 
performance measures (Meyer and Gupta, 1994). The solution is to replace 
these indicators with new measures that again introduce variability. 
Llewellyn and Northcott (2005) found, however, that performance is not 
always improved as some units for various reasons manage their perform
ance to become "average." In this ca se, the impact on the indicators is the 
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same. Although there is no improvement, variability decreases and PIs 
run down. 

When the PIs run down, the performance management system needs to 
be redesigned. However, in order to be able to monitor efficiency and 
effectiveness over time there is a need for keeping some of the run-down 
PIs as comparable time series. Time series that currently show little 
variance need to be maintained in case the underlying performance again 
becomes a management issue. These maintenance tasks take resources 
from developing new and more salient measures. Maintaining the per
formance measurement system therefore requires a trade-off between 
many demands and costs. 

Evaluation 

Major evaluations of performance management systems can be seen either 
as a distinct stage in the life cycle or can be incorporated into each of the 
other stages. For example: in the design stage, there may be an evaluation 
of the system before adecision to go forward with implementation. The 
implementation stage may encompass pilot projects before full-scale 
implementation. The use stage may incorporate self-evaluation or inde
pendent evaluations in order to take the decision to continue, redesign or 
abort the system. Evaluation is not only about formal procedures, but also 
ab out public and scientific discourses. Evaluation, either as part of other 
stages or as a final stage, has its own costs and benefits that need to be 
incorporated in a total assessment of all costs and benefits. 

The performance management literature gives many examples of 
perverting behavior and dysfunctional effects, but the overall or net 
impact of performance management on public policy may still be positive. 
It could be the case that negative effects, for instance the costs that profes
sionals such as teachers have in relation to increased administrative bur
dens by filling in forms and reporting (Sangolt, 2003), are concentrated 
and hence more evident. Therefore, they may get more attention than 
positive effects that often are dispersed over many individuals and organ
izations in the society and over a long time. The positive impacts may be 
split in major effects such as effectiveness, accountability and policy 
innovation. 

The ease of edueational poliey 
making in Norway 

The impact of educational reform on daily practice is a controversial issue. 
The pedagogical activities in the classes are often decoupled from admin
istrative and institutional reforms (Weick, 1976). T. Hernes (2005) has 
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identified four ideal type organizational responses to NPM reforms, and 
this chapter applies these potential responses in the subsequent analysis: 
(1) The first type is paralysis - the in ability to take action or implement 
new reforms; (2) The second type is ritualistic decoupling - adaptation 
without implementation. If performance management is implemented 
and used unwisely, "politics" may contribute to paralysis or ritualistic 
decoupling; (3) The third type is loose coupling - which means a partial 
adaptation and implementation; (4) The last type is called organic adapta
tion, and this is cultural and interactive adaptation relative to existing 
professional communities. The underlying idea in organic adaptation, in 
contrast to formal adaptation, is that reform elements such as perform
ance management systems have to be adapted to local circumstances in 
order to avoid paralysis, decoupling and loose coupling. Hence, mere 
mechanistic copying of a reform element may not be a desirable or ideal 
reform response. 

Educational policy in Norway traditionally fitted the consensual and 
corporatist decision-making tradition, dominated by the ministry and 
teachers' unions (Bergesen, 2006). The Norwegian school system was 
perceived as comprehensive and produced almost exclusively by the 
public sector, which provided an equal education of high quality for all 
pupils regardless of social background and residence in the country. 
However, since the 1980s, this dominant perception and rhetoric has 
been challenged. Educational policy and the measurement of schools' 
performance became a contes ted issue. 

In the late 1980s the OECD criticized Norwegian educational policy 
for lacking evidence on pupils' and schools' performance and for losing 
control after major decentralization reforms in the 1970s and 1980s 
(Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, 1989). The OECD was wor
ried that evaluation and use of exam results was to a large extent left to 
the local teachers, without the educational authorities being able or 
willing to create standardized tests and national evaluation (Horntvedt 
and Matthiesen, 1993). When economists analyzed the educational 
policy and proposed reforms for improving the performance of the 
Norwegian school system in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Friestad 
and Robertsen, 1990; NOU, 1991), however, these proposals were met 
with massive condemnation from many in the teachers' unions. 
Economists who in the 1990s and early 2000s wanted to study school 
performance using grades as output measures were not granted access 
to the grade data by the educational authorities. 

During the 1990s the government implemented a mandatory local to 
central government reporting system (KOST RA) that also encompassed 
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some PIs for primary and secondary education. A former Minister of 
Education from the Labor Party, Gudmund Hernes, initiated Norway's 
participation in PISA. The publication of the first data from PISA was a 
major event in Norwegian educational policy and got massive media and 
political attention. The first PISA statistics from 2000 were published 
shortly after the centre-right Bondevik II government took office in the 
autumn of 2001. The statistics showed that Norwegian primary schools 
were underperforming in important educational fields such as literacy, 
maths and sciences, and social inclusion, even though the Norwegian 
school system was relatively resources intensive. Furthermore, the 
situation in the classrooms was often noisy and many felt that disciplinary 
problems were not adequately taken care of. The good news was that 
most pupils and teachers thrived in their daily activities. 

In response to the criticism, the centre-right government's educational 
policy emphasized improving the pupils' basic skills in literacy, 
mathematics, foreign language, sciences and digital competence (St.meld, 
30 (2003-4)). The Parliament met this educational reform with almost 
consensual approval. The PISA statistics underscored the new education 
consensus of the late 1990s, focusing more on basic educational skills. 
This focus traditionally had been the main argument in the Conservative 
Party's educational policy. Some parties had divergent views on how the 
performance information should be used, however. The policy of 
measuring, ranking and publication of school performance aroused 
resistance from the socialist parties, the teachers' unions and pupils' 
organization, as weH as from some academic circles. 

After the 200S national election a centre-left (red-green) coalition 
government was formed, consisting of some of the parties that had been 
the most critical of the previous government's performance management 
policy. Although the new government pledged to change this policy, 
the new red-green government has continued the basic content of the 
educational policy as weH as the Conservative Party's traditional cri
tique of school performance. However, the red-green government did 
abolish publication of schools' mean grades and the ranking of schools 
(Bergesen, 2006). 

The stages of performance management in the 
educational policy making 

The foHowing sections analyze performance management in the case of 
the Norwegian primary school educational policy, using each of the 
five stages of the life cycle model. 
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Designing the performance management system 

TraditionaHy, the educational authorities have measured information on 
pupils, classes, teaching hours and schools (as weH as costs) in order to 
compute average costs and estimate marginal costs. These data were (and 
are) required amongst others in budgeting decisions. In the public 
discourse on the new educational policy in Norway, the most controversial 
issues were the main objectives of education, whether and how to measure 
outputs, whether performance information on grades should be published 
and the schools should be ranked, and whether more private schools 
should be aHowed. The political discourses not only facilitated the design 
of the performance management system, but also revealed the parties' 
positions and policies to the electorate. Thus, one benefit in the design 
stage is that by discussing the measurement of performance, the political 
parties reveal their policies and the electorate is better able to make 
informed choices. 

The Norwegian performance management systems have largely been 
designed as intelligence and ranking (benchmarking) systems without 
including objectives and targets. In order for the performance information 
to fulfill its many roles, there was a need for different measures (Behn, 
2003). A balanced measurement system was designed, encompassing 
structural features (input), pedagogical activities (processes) as weH as 
pupils' test scores and grades (outputs). The inclusion of contextual fac
tors prevented decision makers from claiming comparability across time 
and services when there is no comparability (Halachrni, 200S). The 
performance information therefore reported adjusted me an grades per 
school, controlling for the pupils' social background. 

It is not self-evident that aH performance measurement systems that 
have been designed should be implemented directly by the government. 
Performance is also monitored by political parties, interest groups, 
competitors, users and the professionals themselves (Hirschman, 1970; 
McCubbins and Schwartz, 1984). However, school performance is multi
dimensional and ambiguous. Leaving the measurement of school 
performance outside the realm of public policy would therefore have 
resulted in the absence ofvalid and reliable PIs. The design, implementation 
and use of such non-mandatory performance measurement systems by 
individual stakeholders would have been a very costly enterprise. 

Implementing performance management 

The implement at ion of the policy of measuring and ranking schools' 
performance led to a heated debate. Teachers' unions saw a hidden 
agenda of introducing market liberalism in the public school system. 
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This ideological turn in the debate caused problems since it mobilized 
hostility among some professionals' and pupils' organizations - in this 
case even long before implementation of the system started. The result 
of this process was partly ritualistic decoupled performance manage
ment in schools. Moreover, it resulted in a potential loss of votes 
amongst teachers for the governing parties. Therefore, it might have 
been useful in the implementation stage to start with some training 
and pilot projects in order to formally buffer these activities from the 
traditional administrative routines (lohnsen, 1999a). This kind of 
decoupling is not necessarily hypocrisy or double standards (Brunsson, 
1989). These processes could be open and transparent for all interested 
stakeholders to see. One possible implication of piloting is that problems 
and resistance increase the likelihood of paralysis or ritualistic 
decoupling. In order to avoid this uncertainty, the government quickly 
moved to implementation (Brunsson, 1985). This strategy later caused 
problems in some of the measurement instruments (Le., literacy) 
(Fevolden and Lillejord, 2005). 

Initially, there were tensions between the political leadership of the 
Ministry of Education and the teachers' unions. The Minister of 
Education was a high-profiled liberalist (Le., right-wing), while the 
leadership and many members of the teachers' unions were sympathetic 
to the left. However, the relationship between the Minister and the 
unions improved du ring the implement at ion stage, partly due to con
structive discourses and cooperation on the content of the educational 
policy that the performance information provided. 

A cost benefit analysis of the implementation stage makes dear that 
the development, piloting and testing of the systems requires many 
resources in addition to the political costs of exposure to conflicts. The 
benefits mainly stern from learning through the process of testing and 
piloting. 

Using performance information 

After the Norwegian Ministry of Education in 2004 dedared their 
intention to publish the pupils' average examination scores for every 
primary school, some teachers sabotaged measurement by leaking the 
tests before the exams (Bergesen, 2006). In particular, the policy of con
ducting national tests and the ranking of schools aroused much resist
ance, especially from the political left. The major pupils' organization 
even encouraged pupils to boycott the national tests, even though the 
policy of conducting these test was democratically approved by a large 
majority in Parliament. 
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Co operation with many other OECD countries in PISA was an 
important support for the government. When stakeholders criticized 
the measures for being unreliable, or that Norway was a special case 
beyond comparison, the government could point to standardized 
measures and the participation of other comparable states, such as 
Finland and the Netherlands in the PISA project. Finland, in particular, 
received much attention since the country got very good results, is com
parable in size and is a Nordic country. In this way, it became more dif
ficult for the opposition and other critical stakeholders such as the 
teachers' unions to claim a lack of evidence for low performance in the 
Norwegian school system (Bergesen, 2006). Hence, the government 
could use the PIs to withstand criticism on its educational policy. 
Political-administrative factors do have a profound impact on whether 
a system is used or whether it leads to paralysis or ritualistic 
decoupling. 

Another critique from the teachers' union was doubt whether the 
performance information provided sufficient information for local 
action (Bergesen, 2006). Therefore, it was argued that the performance 
information is useless. Moynihan (200Sb) offers a solution for this 
difficulty (see also his chapter in this volume). He argued that 
performance information can only be actively used when learning 
forums are established. These forums should analyze and act upon the 
information. Learning forums may provide an important factor in the 
use stage, facilitating loose couplings or organic adaptation and pre
venting paralysis and ritualistic decoupling. In municipal benchmark
ing in Norway 2002-4, the primary education networks achieved less 
organizationallearning than health care networks (Askim, lohnsen and 
Christophersen, 2008). Teachers tend to be ho stile towards perform
ance management. Learning forums may be an important factor facili
tating and explaining the use of the information and the impact of 
performance management. Developing learning forums at school level 
is until now a lacuna in Norwegian educational policy. 

Impacts of performance management 

The design, implementation and use of performance management often 
shift the balance of power in the polity. Traditionally, the Norwegian 
governance system was corporatist. Interference from other stakeholders 
due to public discourses on performance information does not fit with 
this corporatist model, since it reduces the unions' influence on public 
policy. Bergesen (2006) argued that before the centre-right Bondevik 11 
government came to power, the Ministry of Education used to consult 
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the teachers' unions before issuing policies. These traditions co me 
under pressure. Although several stakeholders endorse this trend, the 
unions regard the policy of transparency as an intrusion into 
professionals' discretion. Therefore, making information available in 
the public realm is seen as a trade-off between introducing more 
performance management and transparency, versus traditional 
professional control and corporatist cooperation. 

PIs seldom give answers - they do not function as "dials" metering 
the state of an issue. Rather, they function as "tin openers" (Carter, 
1991) that indicate which boxes of problems different stakeholders 
ought to scrutinize more closely. There appears to be some truth in the 
slogan that "what gets measured gets done." Certain indicators function 
as incentives, and people and organizations adapt. For example, the 
first PISA statistics from 2000 documented that Norwegian pupils' 
performed badly in literacy, mathematics and sciences. The statistics 
from 2003 documented a further deterioration in sciences. Furthermore, 
performance va ried systematically between the pupils depending on 
socio-economic factors. This finding contradicted the traditionally 
strong value of equality, and challenged the comprehensive school 
model - a school for everyone with no groups excluded. The debate 
following this publication was a major impetus for the centre-right 
government, as well as the subsequent red-green government, to reform 
the pedagogical content of the Norwegian school system. There is now 
a wide consensus between the political parties as well as in the teachers' 
unions that the Norwegian school system needs to focus more on 
improving basic educational skills (Olsen, 2006). Performance 
information clearly did facilitate policy innovation. 

The motive for reforming the educational system in Norway was 
present for a long time - the relatively high use of resources has been 
known since the 1980s (NOU, 1991). The PISA statistics, however, 
provided the opportunity when it documented the low scores on liter
acy, mathematics and sciences. This perceived crisis gave the socialist 
parties an opportunity to renewand rejuvenate their policies. Socialist 
parties traditionally have a strong electoral base among teachers, and 
thus are reluctant ab out dramatic public sector reforms. The perform
ance information from PISA on the Norwegian primary schools' bad 
performance opened a "window of opportunity" for reform (Paulsen, 
200S). 

Big reforms and radical changes on the macro level of society may 
reduce analytical capacity and comparability on the micro level. People 
may be preoccupied with implementing reforms without having the 
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capacity to evaluate the reforms or to analyze and maintain reliable 
statistics over time. As a result, it may be difficult to assess whether the 
new reforms did in fact increase efficiency, effectiveness or equity. 
Nevertheless, this negative side-effect may be unimportant relative to 
the positive effect of identifying important issues to improve. The 
primary school sector in Norway may have experienced a "reform 
fatigue," but this fatigue sterns largely from the many structural reforms 
since the 1980s that (unfortunately) haven't been accompanied by 
adequate performance measurements until recently. 

Evaluating the educational performance 
management system 

Performance information that helps politicians and other policy makers 
in expressing their views, get relevant evidence as feedback, and makes 
policy and society transparent, may be conducive to open and 
democratic discourses and processes (Popper, 1966). These political 
deliberations facilitate effectiveness because of their ability to inform 
policy decisions about the social benefits and costs of policy and policy 
failure. For example, inadequate literacy skills, as revealed by the PISA 
indicators, evoke high social costs for individuals as weIl as for society. 

An ideal evaluation of the impact of performance management in the 
case of educational policy in Norway, for example the impact of joining 
PISA, would be based on before and after measurements of educational 
policy and school performance, as weIl as comparisons to a control 
group of countries not participating in PISA. Such evaluations, however, 
have not been conducted. What we can ascertain is that there is now a 
public discourse on social exclusion and pedagogy in Norway (Telhaug, 
2007a; 2007b) that probably would not have taken place so intensively 
without the provision of performance information. The influence of 
this discourse on future policies may be substantial. It might further 
settle the shift from the tradition al corporatist model to a more open 
form of policy making. 

Discussion and conc1usions 

Rational actors may seek knowledge ab out the society to inform decision 
making, as weIl as to legitimate past decisions. Therefore, the efforts of 
the former centre-right and current red-green coalition governments 
to manage the educational policy by performance information seem 
laudable. A key question is, however, whether and how the information 
is used. The case of performance information in the Norwegian 
educational policy elucidates some aspects of this issue. 
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A somewhat paradoxical notion in the literature is that many ac tors 
demand performance information but seldom use it, even when there is 
ample supply. A common explanation is that politicians and managers 
use information for ritualistic purposes since systematic data collection is 
said to signal rationality. Another explanation asserts that people will ask 
for more information than they can use because they do not know how 
and when they are going to use the information (Feldman and March, 
1981). The information needs to be on the shelf in order to be picked 
when a problem arises. As a result, much information is not used. A third 
explanation for the supply and demand paradox has to do with the 
quantitative nature of PIs. It is argued that politicians prefer to use rich 
information such as provided by personal conversations, face-to-face 
contacts and informal meetings, rather than formal information such as 
that provided by PIs (Daft and Lengei, 1990). The political system is 
complex with a division of labor and specialization (Thompson, 1967). 

Some Parliamentary committees - typically the public accounts, 
finance and relevant standing committees - might be able to handle the 
technically demanding performance information. A lay person would 
often not understand all the complexities involved in using performance 
information in a meaningful way and therefore has to trust more 
knowledgeable colleagues and specialists (Ezzamel et al., 2008). This work 
echoes Anthony Downs's (1957) classical economic theory of democracy. 
His explanation was that politicians would only use the information if it 
was decision-relevant and cost-efficient relative to other information 
with regards to re-election. Most performance information concerns the 
past, but elections concern the future. Therefore, politicians focus on 
budgets and programs, which they often regard to be the most cost -efficient 
and decision-relevant information. A potential conclusion from 
politicians' seemingly low use of performance information could be that 
performance management for public policy is futile. It is seen as ritualistic 
decoupling, rhetoric and symbolic politics. The Norwegian case, however, 
does not support this view. 

A study from Norwegian local government documented that politicians 
use performance information relatively often (Askim, 2007a; see also 
Askim in Chapter 8 in this volume). It should be noted that Norwegian 
local and central government authorities have put much effort into the 
development of different performance management systems since the 
early 1980s. Even if politicians do not use PIs as much as many would 
have hoped for, we have to ask whether it is the politicians' task to do so. 
Developing, reporting, scrutinizing and monitoring performance is a 
common task for the many lobbyists, political advisors and accounting 
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and auditing experts. The majority of the politicians would often only be 
concerned with the information in special cases or where major deviations 
occur. In other cases, politicians are briefed based on performance infor
mation, maybe even without recalling that the information sterns from 
formal performance management systems. Therefore, performance infor
mation may be used more, and at a more advanced level, than is often 
assumed. 

The Norwegian case highlights two issues. First, relevant information 
is available but central actors (in this case leftist political parties, the 
teachers' unions and the pupils' organizations) do not want to use the 
information. This implies that politics and interests are important for 
understanding performance management in public policy. Second, low 
performance gets most of the attention and this in spite of the "learning 
from best practice" rhetoric. In public management, as opposed to busi
ness management, there is a tendency to "learn from bad performance." 
In the public sector, avoiding low performance that could result in "nam
ing and shaming" could be as strong an incentive as performing well. 
There might not be any strong incentive in performing "best" because 
the "winner" hardly "takes it all" in public management. It may rather be 
that "the loser loses it all." For many public services avoiding low per
formance, by achieving a certain basic or average level of performance for 
specific (often vulnerable) users and clients, could be more important 
than achieving a high level of service. Therefore, in public policy and 
management, it may be more important to avoid being "bad" than being 
"best." In order to understand the emphasis on bad performance and the 
incentives it creates, several complementary perspectives may be useful. 

A system perspective explains that, in a self-regulating system, one 
would focus on negative or positive deviations. Any feedback on big devi
ations from the normal, or expectations of such deviation, would eventu
ally trigger actions to balance the system. The system perspective may in 
this way explain the focus on deviations but not the emphasis on bad 
performance. 

A media perspective with a focus on political communication might 
point to the fact that media and voters find it easy to react to negative 
performance. Dramaturgical tools of the "media society," such as making 
a story dramatic, personalized and conflict ridden (Hernes, 1978) are, as 
it were, created for bad news. For public administrators and politicians, 
avoiding unduly negative attention may, therefore, be a better career or 
re-election strategy than trying to stick out as high performing. 

Third, a political-administrative perspective may explain why it 
might be easier for the administration and government to agree on - or 
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at least to admit the responsibility for - low performance, than for 
identifying or ta king the credit for high performance. For the Opposition, 
there is not much reward in identifying high performance. It is exposing 
and blaming low performance that may eventually bring the Opposition 
into the ministerial seats after the next election. In some instances, it is 
also important for the ruling government to identify bad performance. 
Bad performance could reframe a problem in such a way that the 
government could motivate, mobilize and legitimate change (Brunsson, 
1985). Hence, focusing on performance below par may pay off both for 
administrators and for politicians who want change. 

The main conclusion is that performance management is important 
for public policy because it informs public discourse. The history, institu
tions and practices of public policy vary between countries. The national 
culture as well as the educational policy in Norway has traditionally 
emphasized equality. Norway has often had minority and/or coalition 
governments, but the ruling parties have had divergent educational 
policies. The emphasis has therefore often been on formulating policy 
and implementing reforms. Managing performance may therefore have 
slipped into the background until PISA and other statistics made the per
formance public and the need for policy innovation urgent. 

Even though stakeholders use performance information selectively 
according to their ideologies and interests, its contribution to public 
deliberations is important for democratic societies. Performance 
information may enhance transparency, improve decision making and 
facilitate policy innovation. At the same time, the analysis of perform
ance management in five stages shows that the performance management 
life cycle is in itself subject to politics, as is the policy that the perform
ance management was supposed to inform in the first place. The use of 
the life cycle framework can provide a better balance in analyses of the 
costs and benefits of performance management systems than is often 
the case because it takes all stages into consideration. 

Hopefully, this chapter has given food for thought for researchers and 
policy makers. The purpose has been to analyze how performance 
information is used in public policy. In conclusion, we do not want to 
contribute to a fatalist conception of performance management - far 
from it. Even the efforts to resist, boycott and sabotage performance 
measurement, as well as the widespread tendency to use relevant per
formance information selectively in lobbying, are evident signs of a 
system that is used and working. The impact of performance manage
ment on specific policies and their long-run outcomes, however, needs 
further research. 



11 
Rational, Political and Cultural 
Uses of Performance Monitors: 
The Case of Dutch Urban Policy 
Dennis de KooI 

The New Publie Management was a eatalyst for monitoring aetivities in 
the publie sector (Bouekaert, De Peuter and Van Dooren, 2003; Mayne 
and Zapico-Goni, 1997; Vedung, 1997). The Netherlands is no exeeption 
with amongst others a drug monitor, an integration monitor and a 
traffic mobility monitor. These monitors track poliey-relevant develop
ments in a systematie and periodic way. Although monitoring of poliey 
processes is quite eommon in the publie sector, the utilization of these 
monitors remains under-explored (Poister, 1983; Vedung, 1997). In the 
eurrent mode of monitoring, rational assumptions are dominant (De 
Kool and van Buuren, 2004). This ehapter argues that besides the 
rational approach, we need eultural and politieal perspeetives for a 
better understanding of the utilization of monitors. 

This ehapter analyzes the utilization of information generated by 
monitoring aetivities within Duteh Urban Poliey (Grotestedenbeleid or 
GSB in Duteh). Duteh Urban Poliey has been monitored sinee 1995 by 
means of the Duteh Urban Poliey Monitor (Jaarboek GSB in Duteh). 
Both the national government and the cities participate in this 
monitoring aetivity. This ehapter, first, looks at the eharaeteristies of 
Duteh Urban Poliey and the aeeompanying monitoring program. It 
then distinguishes between theoretieal approaehes to utilization of 
monitors and the eritieal faetors for utilization of monitors that these 
theoretieal approaehes suggest. Finally, it uses the ease of the Duteh 
Urban Poliey Monitor to draw conclusions about the (lack of) 
utilization. 

This ease study eonsists of a doeument analysis of Duteh Urban Poliey, 
the Duteh Urban Poliey monitor, reports of national-Ioeal government 

174 
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meetings and 36 semi-structured interviews with key actors within the 
Dutch Urban Policy program (De Kool, 2007). Stakeholders (civil 
servants and politicians) at the national level (several ministries), the 
local level (cities) and other relevant actors have been interviewed. 
Respondents and documents from five different cities have been 
selected, two big cities (Rotterdam and Utrecht) and three medium-sized 
cities (Haarlern, Den Bosch and Dordrecht). 

Charaeteristics of Duteh Urban Poliey and the 
aeeompanying monitoring program 

In this section, I will first explore the notion of monitoring. Then I will 
discuss the role of monitoring within Dutch Urban Policy. 

Monitoring 

The rise of New Public Management is one of the most remarkable 
international trends in public administration (Hood, 1991). Important 
elements of NPM are the emphasis upon outputs and outcomes, 
transparency, accountability, performance measurement and service 
quality (Hood, 1991; Pollitt, 2003). This development has resulted in 
the expansion of performance measurement systems such as bench
marking, auditing and monitoring (Bouckaert, De Peuter and Van 
Dooren, 2003; Mayne and Zapico-Goni, 1997; Poister, 1983; Power, 
1999). 

Monitors have the following five features (Engbersen, 1997; Verweij, 
Goezinne and Dijkstra, 1995): 

• Monitoring is a systematic activity. That means that monitoring 
activities are not ad hoc or incidental, but repeated activities that use 
more or less standard research methods and indicators to measure 
developments. 

• Monitoring is a periodic activity with a repetitive character. 
• Monitoring is focused upon developments. The assumption is that 

there are at least two measurement moments, t (0) and t (1) that can 
be compared. 

• These developments are policy relevant; there is a connection 
between monitoring and the policy process. 

• Monitoring results in a description. Generally, this description 
comes as areport. Sometimes, the findings become part of a 
database. 
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Based on these characteristics, monitoring will be defined as the 
systematie and periodie observation and deseription of poliey-relevant 
developments. The information generated by monitors can feed into the 
different needs of policy makers and politicians. Empirical research has 
shown that policy monitors fulfill one or more of the following 
functions (De Kool and van Buuren, 2004): 

• Signaling: monitoring enables policy makers and politicians to look 
for relevant policy developments and trends. 

• Steering and aecounting: monitoring enables policy makers and 
politicians to gather information in order to assess whether the 
produced outputs (policy results) or outcomes (policy effects) of a 
policy program require different interventions; and to account for 
the achieved results. 

• Learning: monitoring facilitates "first loop" and "second loop 
learning", in which the feedback of actual results can lead to a re
assessment of the efficacy and efficiency of policy interventions, as 
weIl as to a re-assessment of the assumptions which lay behind a pol
icy program (Argyris and Schön, 1996). 

• Communicating: monitoring supports the agenda setting between 
relevant stakeholders in a policy sector, through the provision of a 
transparent and accessible common information pool. 

Dutch Urban Policy 

The socio-economic situation of the big cities in the Netherlands has 
deteriorated since the 1960s. In order to change this situation, the 
Dutch government initiated the Dutch Urban Policy pro gram in 1994. 
The policy goals were the improvement of the livability, safety and 
economic vitality of the big cities in the Netherlands (Verweij and 
Goezinne, 1996). The Ministry of Horne Affairs has been responsible 
for the coordination of the program (Ministerie van Binnenlandse 
Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2004b). In the beginning, the program 
included only the four largest cities (Amsterdam, The Hague, 
Rotterdam and Utrecht - the so-called "Big 4" or G4). In 1995 and 
1996,21 medium-sized cities joined the program, followed in 1999 by 
another five cities. Sittard-Geleen joined the program in 2006. Today, 
31 big cities are part of Dutch Urban Policy. The development of 
Dutch Urban Policy has gone through three stages. Table 11.1 shows 
the main characteristics of Dutch Urban Policy in the three successive 
periods. 
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Table 11.1 Main characteristics of Dutch Urban Policy 

Phase of 
development 

Covenant 

Basis of covenant 

Basis of financial 
allocation 

Process goals 

Role of monitor 

Number of 
involved cities 

First period 
1995-9 

"Pioneering" 

"One size fits all" 

Action plans were 
based on the covenant 

Projects 

• Degree of integration 
• Decentered approach 
• Measurable results 

Research 

4 => 2S 

First period (1995-1999) 

Second period 
2000-4 

"Developing" 

Tailor-made 

City vision and 
long-term development 
programs 

Specific Purpose 
Grants 

• Degree of integration 
• Decentered approach 
• Measurable results 

(outcomes) 
• Partnerships 

Policy document 

2S => 30 

Third period 
2005-9 

"Maturing" 

Tailor -made 

Long-term 
development 
programs 

Broad Special 
Purpose Grants 

• Degree of 
integration 

• Decentered 
approach 

• Measurable 
results (outputs) 

• Partnerships 
• Less bureaucracy 

Integral report 

30 => 31 

In the first "pioneering" period, the national government signed a 
covenant with the four largest cities, in which they agreed on the 
main policy priorities - that is, labor, education, livability and ca re 
and safety (Verweij and Goezinne, 1996). For each of these themes, 
they decided on measurable results. On the basis of this covenant, the 
cities had to pro du ce action plans, in which the cities formulated 
"what" they would do (results) and "how" (projects). These action 
plans can be seen as the predecessors of the long-term development 
programs in the second and third period (see discussion below). The 
national government allocated financial resources to projects based 
on these plans. Since 1995, policy developments in the 30 cities have 
been reported annually in the Dutch Urban Policy Monitor (Jaarboek 
Grotestedenbeleid in Dutch). The formal object of the Dutch Urban 
Policy Monitor is "to generate insight into the annual progress of the 
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social, physical and economic developments and the policy of the 30 
cities, based on the agreed goals and the measured indicators that are 
related to these policy goals" (Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en 
Koninkrijksrelaties, 2004b: 13, own translation). This means that an 
important intended function of this monitor is to make relevant 
developments in the cities transparent for all the parties involved in 
the Dutch Urban Policy. The emphasis was on signaling (Ministerie 
van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2002: 7). 

Second period (2000-2004) 

In the second "developing" period, the national government signed 
tailor-made covenants with each individual city, instead of a one
size-fits-all agreement with the Big 4. The action programs and 
projects were supplemented by the so-called long-term development 
programs (Meerjarige Ontwikkelingsprogramma's in Dutch). These 
programs contained measurable goals and performances. During this 
period, the attention was primarily directed at policy outcomes 
(effects). Modest attempts have been made to make a causal connection 
between outcomes and policy efforts. In these policy documents, 
equal partnership relations between national government and the 
cities are emphasized. The policy has been divided into three so
called "pillars": a physical, an economic and a social pillar. Although 
the ministry created three pillars to intensify policy coordination, 
the financial allocation structures were based on many specific
purpose grants, each with their own way of steering and accounting. 
The Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment was 
the co-coordinator of the physical pillar; the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs coordinated the economic pillar and the Ministry of Health, 
Welfare and Sports was prima rily responsible for the coordination of 
the social pillar. Since 2002, the consulting firm Ecorys has been 
carrying out the annual monitoring on behalf of the Ministry of 
Horne Affairs. In the new monitoring design, more attention is being 
given to policy results (both input, output and outcome). Besides 
signaling policy outcomes, the functions of learning and even 
evaluation become more important. Apart from this "general" moni
tor, there are specific monitors within the pillars too. The monitor 
Urban Renewal (monitor Stedelijke Vernieuwing in Dutch) monitored 
progress within the physical pillar. The Benchmark Municipal 
Entrepreneurship (Benchmark Gemeentelijk Ondernemersklimaat in 
Dutch) has the same function for the economic pillar. The monitor of 
the social pillar has never been developed. 
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Third period (2005-2009) 

In March 2005, the national government and the cities have signed new 
"performance" covenants for the third "maturing" period, whieh are based 
on the new long-term development programs of the cities. In contrast to 
the second period, the main focus is not on outcomes (effects), but on out
put (results). First, it was argued that exogenous factors hindered the attri
bution of outcomes to policy initiatives. A second reason is that it was 
found impossible to determine whether outcomes had been realized, since 
they could not be formulated in concrete measurable indieators (Ministerie 
van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2004a: 14). In the new 
system, cities will potentially have to reimburse some of the grants at the 
end of the covenanting period if they do not reach agreed performances. A 
third reason for reducing the number of outcome indieators was the 
bureaucratie overload whieh was created by the multitude of specifie 
arrangements with their own demands for rendering accounts. 

Several initiatives have been taken to reduce the monitoring bureaucracy. 
Different specifie subsidies and their accountability mechanisms have 
been combined into three "Broad Special Purpose Grants" (Brede Doel 
Uitkeringen or BDUs in Dutch): (1) physieal; (2) economy; and (3) social, 
integration and safety. In this way, the national government intends to 
reduce bureaucracy and stimulate integrated policy making on the local 
level. Another way of reducing the administrative burden is a lower 
frequency of monitors. Instead of annual reports, only three monitors will 
be published in the third period of Dutch Urban Poliey. One monitor in 
2005 (zero-measurement), a second report in 2007 (mid-term review) and 
the final report in 2009 (final measurement). Not only will the frequency 
be reduced, but also the number of monitors. It is the aim of the Ministry 
that one integrated monitor will generate information in a single integrated 
process. This should reduce administrative burdens (Ministerie van 
Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2004b). The integrated moni
tor will have two functions during the third period. First, to signal the 
progress of output agreements as stipulated in the performance covenants 
and, to a far lesser extent, signal a limited number of outcomes. Second, the 
monitor will have to support the steering and accountability process 
(Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2004b: 53-4). 

Theoretical approaches to utilization 
and critical factors 

I will discuss three approaches to monitoring and utilization, a rational 
approach, a political approach and a cultural approach. These three 
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perspectives are not mutually exdusive. For each approach, I discuss 
the meaning of monitoring, the meaning of utilization, and critical 
factors for utilization. 

Rational approach to monitoring and utilization 

The rational approach to monitoring highlights the goals of governmental 
policies. The policy process is conceptualized as aseries of subsequent 
stages (Hoogerwerf and Herweijer, 1998). The policy is seen as a rational 
plan and the collection of information is seen as fact finding in order to 
improve the effectiveness of the policy (process). 

Utilization means that "facts" generated by monitoring improve 
policy making. The rational utilization approach is based on several 
assumptions. The first assumption is that utilization is a goal-oriented 
(decision-driven) process (Weiss, 1977). The information needs of the 
(potential) users are expected to be dear, unambiguous and rational. 
The second assumption is that the role of the information source is 
dear: monitors serve as providers of facts. This information is used to 
identify possible policy alternatives and support decision-making 
processes or can result in argued choices not to use the information. 
The third assumption is that utilization is a linear process. Within the 
logic of consequentiality (March and Olsen, 1989) actors behave in a 
predictable way: the policy cyde starts with a problem, then 
information is collected and used to solve the problem, and finally 
policy choices are made. The fourth assumption is that information is 
used in a direct way (Beyer and Trice, 1982; Dahler-Larsen, 1998; 
Weiss, 1977). The rationale is that data from monitors are used 
immediately to improve policy programs. 

The rational approach suggests several critical factors for utilization. 
The first is the reliability of monitors (Dahler-Larsen, 1998; Weiss and 
Bucuvalas, 1980). The second critical factor is the relevance of monitors. 
The third critical factor is the goal orientation of monitors. This factor 
assurnes a policy theory (Hoogerwerf and Herweijer, 1998). The fourth 
critical factor is the usefulness of monitors (Hanney et al., 2004; Lindbiom 
and Cohen, 1979). Table 11.2 contains the critical factors and indicators. 
The expected utilization of monitors within the rational approach can be 
formulated as folIows: the more reliable, relevant, goal-oriented and 
useful monitors are, the higher the utilization of monitors. 

Political approach to monitoring and utilization 

The political approach highlights the (conflicting) stakes of the involved 
actors. The policy process is approached as an arena in which actors 
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Table 11.2 Critical factors and indicators of rational utilization 

Rational utilization approach 

Critical factor Indicator 

Reliability Information is unambiguous, valid and/or 
grounded 

Relevance Information is complete and/or actual 

Goal-orientation Monitor is grounded in policy theory 

Usefulness Policy goals and indicators of monitors are 
connected and/or supply and demand of 
information are in balance 

fight for power. The policy is seen as a negotiated outcome in a politieal 
struggle. Within the politieal approach, information generated by 
monitoring is seen as a powerful resource, whieh can be strategieally 
(mis-) used to protect the specific positions and interests of the various 
stakeholders (Bekkers, 1994; Feldman and March, 1981). 

Within the political utilization approach, monitors are potential 
sources of power and are used to defend the interests of the involved 
actors. The politieal utilization approach is based on several assumptions. 
The first assumption is that policy goals are not given, but related to the 
individual positions and stakes of the involved actors. Actors only use 
information to favor their own positions (Pfeffer, 1992). The second 
assumption is that actors are not rational but political. Within this 
political context, information that does not serve the needs of actors is 
ignored or manipulated (Pfeffer, 1992; Stone, 1997). The third assumption 
is that utilization is not a linear, but an unpredietable process. Because 
of the different strategies of different actors, the exchange of informa
tion has an unpredietable and dynamie character. Not only the positions, 
but also the preferences of the ac tors may change. The same goes for the 
perceived strategie value of monitoring information. The fourth assump
tion is that information can be misused, or used in manipulative or 
selective ways. Misuse is the deliberate withholding, ignoring or distorting 
of information (e.g., information that is unfavorable to the actor). 
Manipulation means to deliberately create confusing images. Using 
fictitious numbers in statisties is an example (Stone, 1997). Selective 
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utilization means that only information that maintains or strengthens 
the position of the actor(s) is used, while other information is strategically 
ignored (Pfeffer, 1992). 

Utilization in the political approach depends on the availability of 
accessible and trusted data with a small distance to established 
interests. The first critical factor is access to monitors. Getting and 
maintaining access to information generated by monitoring is a poten
tial source of power (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). The second critical 
factor is trust. Developing trust between actors is an important 
condition to guarantee the exchange of information (see also 
Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). Actors that are not committed to 
monitoring may react by concealing information. The third critical 
factor has to do with the interests of the potential users. Information 
is more likely to be used when it is not counter-intuitive and when it 
supports the interests of the actor (Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980). Policy 
makers are likely to ignore information that is not in accordance with 
their stakes and preferences (Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980). The fourth 
critical condition is the level of competition between the different 
information sources. Policy makers can make use of competing sources 
of information (Lomas, 2000: 144). Therefore, monitors have to 
compete with other potential sources of information. Table 11.3 
summarizes the critical factors and indicators. 

Cultural approach to monitoring and utilization 

The cultural approach highlights the ritual dimension of policy making. 
The policy process is approached as a theatre, in which different actors 

Table 11.3 Critical factors and indicators of political utilization 

Critical factor 

Access to information 

Trust 

Interests of potential users 

Competing information 
sources 

Political utilization approach 

Indicator 

Information is available to the actors 

Actors have a positive image about the intention 
of other actors 

The monitor is in line with individual and/or 
collective interests 

The monitor is perceived as the most important 
source of information 
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play their roles. Within this approach, monitors are seen as sources of 
meaning that give both sense to the activities of the involved actors and 
a way to express common language and direction (Dahler-Larsen, 1998; 
Beyer and Trice, 1982). 

Within the cultural utilization approach, monitors are sources of 
meaning and are used to express common grammar and direction. 
The cultural utilization approach is based on several assumptions. 
First, utilization of information is related to institutionalized patterns 
of expectations of potential users. These patterns are shaped by 
organizational norms. The second assumption is that information 
from monitors serves as a source of sense making. Within this per
spective, monitors are seen as "social constructions that make sense" 
(Weick, 1995). Information gathering and utilization can be symbols 
of modernity, rationality, efficiency and effectiveness, and devices of 
"good" management. Monitors offer a way of showing conformity to 
shared norms of rationality and progress (performance improvement). 
The third assumption is that the utilization process follows a rather 
congruent path. This has to do with the cultural-institutional setting 
in which actors operate. This setting results in specific norms and 
acceptable ways of acting. Actors act according to the logic of 
appropriateness (March and Olsen, 1989). The fourth assumption is 
that utilization in some cases could be a mere symbolic expression, 
which means, for example, that information is used to legitimize deci
sions already made (Vedung, 1997) or to display authority, symbolize 
proper management and control, represent competence, inspire 
confidence and reaffirm social virtue (Feldman and March, 1981). 

Utilization of monitors within the cultural approach depends on 
the meaningfulness, recognizability, and interactive character of 
monitors, and the connection of monitors with existing frames of 
references. The first critical factor is meaning. Within the cultural 
approach (collecting) information has a value in itself (Feldman and 
March, 1981). For that reason, monitoring be comes a goal instead of 
a means. The second critical factor is recognizability. It is important 
that the policy concepts and problems are recognized and shared by 
the ac tors involved (Beyer and Trice, 1982). The third critical factor is 
frames of reference (Weiss, 1980) Every actor has specific habits and 
routines. For this reason it is important that monitors match these 
existing practices. The fourth critical factor is interaction. Interaction 
du ring monitoring activities can create a common language and 
shared experiences (Fidler and]ohnson, 1984). Table 11.4 summarizes 
the critical factors and indicators. 
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Table 11.4 Critical factors and indicators of cultural utilization 

Cultural utilization approach 

Critical factor 

Meaning 

Recognizability 

Frames of references 

Interaction 

Indicator 

Actors are concerned with monitoring 

Monitor expresses shared problems 

Monitor is connected to existing 
practices 

Monitors support interaction and 
collaboration 

What does the ease of the Duteh Urban Poliey 
Monitor tell us ab out the (lack of) utilization? 

In this seetion, I will interrogate the theoretieal framework with 
empirieal findings from the Duteh Urban Poliey ease. I will systematieally 
diseuss the rational, politieal and eultural approaches. 

Rational utilization of the Duteh 
Urban Poliey Monitor 

The theoretieal assumption of rational utilization is: the more reliable, 
relevant, goal-oriented and useful monitors are, the higher the utilization 
of monitors. In the pereeption of the national government, the monitor 
is sufficiently reliable. However, same eities eriticize the lack of robust 
indicators in the monitor; for example for safety, beeause this issue is 
being measured at present in different ways by the cities. The eities also 
eomplain about the lack of robust indicators within the social pillar of 
the poliey program. Nevertheless the cities reeognize that it ean be very 
diffieult to find adequate poliey indicators. Expressed doubts about the 
methodological quality and the reliability of the information ean have 
rational reasons, but political reasons as well (see political utilization). 

The respondents da not agree about the relevanee of the monitor. 
Same eities state that the monitor has tao mueh the eharaeter of a 
"telephone book." However, eities also expressed the need for more 
loeal information at the district level. City officials have eonflicting 
ideas about the extent of the annual yearbook. Same loeal respond
ents stated that the size of the yearbook is tao large, while ot her loeal 
respondents expressed the need for more detailed information (pref
erably on a distriet level). Generally, city officials are more interested 
in the main lines while the civil servants prefer more detail. 
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The national government aeknowledges that some blind spots exist, 
for example information about the aeeessibility of eities. A rational 
explanation is that aetors were unable to formulate adequate indieators 
to measure these themes. 

The respondents give double signals about the currentness of the 
monitor too. On the one hand some respondents state that the frequeney 
of the monitor is too high for signaling (developments in eities are 
slow) - "There are no big ehanges and developments in the spaee of one 
year" (interview). On the other hand, the frequeney is too low for 
steering. The monitor is published in autumn, whieh is too late for it to 
playa role in the loeal planning and eontrol eyc1e. The eities, however, 
indieate that most of the information is already known before the report 
is published. 

The respondents from the Ministry of Horne Affairs highlight the 
importanee of astriet goal-orientation, with c1ear and eonerete poliey 
goals before a monitoring system ean be developed. These goals should 
be SMART (speeifie, measurable, aeeeptable, realistie and time-bound). 
However, reality shows that most of the poliey goals are not c1ear and 
conerete. The general goal for the first period was to improve the livabil
ity, safety and economie vitality of the eities. The covenant only states 
that the goals will be made more explieit when possible. The second 
period is foeused on nine (general) outeome goals. In the third period 
these goals have been limited to five outcome goals that have been 
translated into many output indicators. 

At the start of the Duteh Urban Poliey, the link between poliey goals 
and indicators was very weak, whieh affeeted the usefulness of the moni
tor. The national government reeognizes, though, that the indicators in 
the monitor sometimes did eorrespond to the poliey goals. This makes 
translation of information to poliey difficult. Sinee 2002, more attention 
has been given to poliey results and poliey learning. However, the 
Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations highlights the faet that 
direet utilization is not the aim of the monitor, beeause of the 
programmatic eharaeter of Duteh Urban Poliey (long-term foeus). 
Furthermore, the monitor has a strong foeus on presenting information 
on an aggregated level ("totals"), while eities prefer getting information 
on a loeal and distriet level ("details"). It is diffieult to meet these needs 
with a single instrument. 

The signifieanee of the monitor for rational utilization seems to be 
limited. The main use seems to be that national departments and 
politicians get information about poliey developments in the eities. The 
Duteh Urban Poliey Monitor is hardly used for steering aetivities for 
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several (rational) reasons. The first reason is the lack of dear policy 
goals. The second reason is the invalid connection between some policy 
goals and the indicators in the monitor. The third reason is that moni
tors do not provide explanations for developments. The local civil 
servants use the monitor as a reference book (passive utilization) for 
their local reports. The lack of interest of local politicians is striking. 

Political utilization of the Dutch Urban 
Policy Monitor 

The political approach expects utilization under the following 
conditions: the more accessible, the more trust; the smaller the distance 
with vested stakes and the more important monitors are for the 
fulfillment of the own tasks, the higher the utilization of monitors. 

The aeeess to the Dutch Urban Policy Monitor seems not to be 
problematic for most of the actors involved. Generally speaking, the 
annual yearbook is distributed widely. Most of the interviewed actors 
are familiar with the annual monitor report, especially the civil 
servants. So me local politicians were less acquainted with the monitor, 
but this has more to do with a lack of interest in the "national" 
monitor than with a lack of access. In terms of access to intergovern
mental platforms, all involved parties are participating. The founding 
cities had some reservations about the access of new cities, because 
they feared that broadening Dutch Urban Policy could result in fewer 
funds for the individual cities, given that the total budget is fixed. 

Policy documents of the Ministry of Horne Affairs highlight that 
Dutch Urban Policy is a new intergovernmental practice, a co
production in which mutual understanding and trust is very important 
(Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2004b). 
However, the national government admits that intergovernmental 
monitoring can increase distrust. Most of the cities approach intergov
ernmental monitoring activities as a signal of distrust. Monitoring 
obligations are feIt to run counter to the level of intergovernmental 
trust. However, this does not mean that cities are against accountabil
ity and monitoring. The cities have the impression that some ministries 
have more trust in local capacities Ce.g., the Ministry of Horne Affairs, 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, the Ministry of 
Public Health, Welfare and Care and the Ministry of Economic Affairs) 
than other ministries (Ministry of Social Affairs and Ministry of 
]ustice). 

In Dutch Urban Policy, the stakeholders have different interests. The 
coordinating Ministry of Horne Affairs has interest in an effective and 
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integrated Dutch Urban Policy. For this reason, this ministry needs 
information to get insight into the progress of the Dutch Urban Policy. 
The Dutch Urban Policy Monitor has to fulfill this national need for 
information. The national government also needs information on how 
the national funds were spent: "Our ministry wants to check to what 
extent the policy goals have been met and tries to get an aggregated 
picture of the Dutch Urban Policy-cities together" (interview). 

The other ministries focus more on the progress within their own 
policy domain and therefore are more skeptical about a cross-cutting 
monitoring device. Ministries do not want to give up on their own 
information and financial channels with the cities. They do not want 
to lose control over their policy domain. Therefore, it has been difficult 
to cluster financial flows. The topic of clustering financial flows has 
already been on the political agenda since 1987. The development of the 
Broad Purpose Grants in the third period can be seen as an important 
step forward. For this reason the departments want "their" indicators in 
the monitoring program. 

The cities' interests lie with getting (extra) financial resources, getting 
information about the progress within their own city (on the level of 
districts), modest monitoring systems (as few indicators as possible), 
more policy space (decentralization), low administrative burdens and 
no double accounting practices. The cities have no interest in getting 
insight into the progress of the Dutch Urban Policy in general, although 
there is a modest need to make comparisons with other cities. The cities 
have also been a strong supporter of Broad Purpose Grants, because it 
means more flexibility and fewer administrative burdens. However, dif
ferent cities have different interests (G4 and other cities for example). 
eities are competing for national Dutch Urban Policy resources. 
Different interests can also be found between politicians and civil 
servants. Most politicians are interested in the general pieture, while 
policy departments and local civil servants are more interested in details 
(both quantitative facts and qualitative analyses). The different inter
ests also become explicit in the discussion about the translation of the 
general policy goals into concrete measurable indieators. As stated 
before, this (strategie) discussion about the content and number of indi
cators takes place in the developing stage of the monitors. 

Both the cities and the national government obtain their policy 
information from different sourees, so monitors have to compete with 
other sources of information. For the national government, the goal 
of the annual monitor (and different sectoral monitors) is to provide 
and obtain information about the progress of the Dutch Urban Policy. 
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As a result, the eities pereeive this monitor as a "national" instrument 
that is more valuable to the national government than to eities. 
Furthermore, the eities state that "loeal" sources of information are 
better eonneeted to the loeal poliey praetiees. For this reason, eities 
prefer their "own" sources of information, such as loeal monitors, 
loeal management reports and so on. This information is more 
detailed and eonsidered more meaningful. Competing sources of 
information, for example the "Stedenatlas," seem to have a eompeti
tive advantage for the eities. The loeal poliey programs are the pri
mary points of referenees. The goals and agreements made within the 
frame of the Duteh Urban Poliey are plaeed within the loeal poliey 
frames and not the other way round. On the national level, we also 
see a competitive advantage of "speeifie" departmental information 
for the ministries at the expense of the "general" Duteh Urban Poliey 
monitor. Both the eities and the ministries prefer their own informa
tion ehannels whieh, therefore, makes the monitor less strategieally 
important to them. 

The political significance of the Duteh Urban Poliey Monitor is 
limited, although there is some variety aeeording to the interests of 
the involved aetors. The most important politieal funetion of the 
monitor is strategie learning. The national government uses the posi
tive results in the monitor to support its claims of sueeess (and to 
attribute negative results to external faetors). The eities use the 
information in the monitor seleetively to support their requests for 
more national resourees. 

Cultural utilization of the Dutch Urban 
Poliey Monitor 

The theoretical expeetation of the utilization of monitors within the 
eultural approach is: the more meaningful, reeognizable and interaetive 
the eharaeter of the monitors, and the better the eonneetion of monitors 
with existing frames of referenees, the higher the utilization of 
monitors. 

In terms of significance, it is very important that information 
generated by monitors is eonneeted to the existing level of knowledge 
of the potential users. Loeal politicians especially lack specifie 
knowledge about the Duteh Urban Poliey. Some of them were even 
unaware of the existenee of the monitor. This demonstrates that they 
primarily foeus on loeal information. Loeal civil servants are better 
informed ab out the monitor, although they attribute more signifieanee 
to their "own" loeal sources of information. The monitor is pereeived 
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to be too abstract - even for loeal eivil servants. On the national level, 
most poliey departments attribute more signifieanee to their own 
seetoral polieies and regulations. National politieians attribute more 
value to oral information (personal communieation). Finally loeal 
aldermen are more interested in the main lines and general results, 
while research departments are more interested in details and 
methodology. 

The doeument "Deltaplan" (1994) in whieh the G4 have formulated 
their eommon problems and challenges was an important shared 
framework. By introdueing the Duteh Urban Poliey, the national gov
ernment gave a signal that they recognize the eoneerns of the eities. The 
monitor has played a role in the development of a eommon agenda. 
Nevertheless the big eities pereeive problems differently than the other 
eities. The G4 claimed that their problems are more serious than those 
of the smaller eities. The national government reeognized the 
singularity of the eities by signing unique eovenants with eaeh 
individual city. 

There seems to be a disconnection between the national and the loeal 
frames of referenee. The extent and range of the monitor has been 
redueed over time, partlyon the request of the eities. In addition, 
attempts have been made to foster poliey learning founded on the basis 
of the monitor. The Ministry of Horne Affairs is also aware of some sym
bolie issue. From 2003, the name of the Ministry of Horne Affairs is no 
longer mentioned on the cover of the yearly report, to express that the 
monitor is a eommon instrument. However, the pereeption of the eities 
remains that the monitor is a national instrument that does not ae co m
modate loeal needs. For the cities, the distriets are the primary point of 
referenee. Moreover, Duteh Urban Poliey is an integral part of the 
broader loeal poliey. The loeal praetiees and poliey pro grams are the 
first point of referenee for the eities. Finally we ean observe differenees 
between the eities. The big eities are better equipped for monitoring 
aetivities than the sm aller eities. 

From the beginning the national government has highlighted the 
vital importanee of good interaction with the eities. The eommuniea
tion strategy was aimed at the ereation of a eommon bond between 
the national government and the eities. Respondents from the 
national government state that the Duteh Urban Poliey has inereased 
intergovernmental interaetions. These interactions have a positive 
influenee on eollaboration (Expertgroep Brinkman, 1998; Ministerie 
van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 1998). Loeal civil 
servants confirm that eollaboration has been intensified. Both the 
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national government and the cities have become aware of a mutual 
interdependence. 

The cultural significance of the Dutch Urban Policy Monitor is broad 
and diverse. The most important cultural function of the monitor for 
both the national government and the cities is that this instrument 
stimulates intergovernmental interactions. The actors use the monitor 
as a starting point for intergovernmental dialogue. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter, I studied the utilization ofthe Dutch Urban Policy Monitor 
by using three approaches to the utilization of monitors. The utilization 
of the monitor as proposed by the rational approach is limited. Although 
there is not much discussion about the reliability of the monitor, it 
lacks goal-orientation because most of the policy goals are not concrete. 
Moreover, the monitor is hardly used for steering activities. The main 
rational use is by national departments and politicians, who use the 
Dutch Urban Policy Monitor to get information about relevant policy 
developments in the cities. 

The political dimension reveals so me additional insights into the use of 
the monitor. In general the monitor is seen as a sign of distrust in the 
capacities of the cities. The monitor primarily serves the interests of the 
Ministry of Horne Affairs, which wants to be informed about policies in 
the cities. The monitor, however, has a weak competitive position vis-a
vis other information sourees. The most important political function of 
the monitor is strategie learning. The national government uses the posi
tive results in the monitor to support its claims of success (and to attribute 
negative results to external factors). The cities use the information in the 
monitor selectively to ground their requests for more national resources. 

The cultural approach suggests that monitors are sources of meaning, 
and used to express common grammar and direction. The monitor of 
the Dutch Urban Policy only modestly fulfills this function, because 
actors are more involved in their own monitoring activities. The monitor 
is not perceived as a common research instrument. The monitor did, 
however, stimulate the development of a common policy agenda. The 
most important cultural function of the monitor, for both the national 
government and the cities, is that this instrument stimulates inter
governmental interactions. The ac tors use the monitor as a starting 
point for intergovernmental dialogue. 

It is important that all actors involved see the monitor as a joint effort 
that will assist them in achieving the goals of the Dutch Urban Policy, 
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and not as a contral mechanism enforced upon them by the national 
government. Actors should not primarily focus on punishments (risk 
perception of monitoring), but on learning (challenge perception of 
monitoring). This attitude requires a certain level of trust. The research 
demonstrated that in order for monitoring instruments to be effective, 
we cannot confine ourselves to rational expectations and solutions. We 
also need to take political interests and cultural factors into account. 
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Today, performance measurement is a widely accepted tool of 
government management in the United States. At the national level, the 
George W. Bush administration has adopted the Performance Assessment 
Rating Tool to integrate performance measurement into strategie 
planning and budgeting (Breul and Moravitz, 2007). Many US state and 
local governments and professional organizations also have their own 
initiatives to promote performance measurement, "results-oriented" 
management, and public performance reporting (Berman and Wang, 
2000; Jordan and Hackbart, 1999; Melkers and Willoughby, 2001; 
Poister and Streib, 1999). 

So far, many of these reforms have been primarily driven by the 
executive branch or public managers, and to a lesser extent by policy 
makers and legislators who want to see more accurate and reliable 
performance information for planning, budgeting and program man
agement purposes. The general public is seldom involved in design
ing and using performance information. This managerial orientation 
in performance measurement reforms is totally understandable given 
its historical roots. Since the turn of the twentieth century, the con
cept of performance measurement has been advocated by the profes
sional management community as a tool to improve managerial 
efficiency and cost-effectiveness (Hatry and Fisk, 1972; Ridley and 
Herbert, 1938; see also Van Dooren in Chapter 1). From an early 
emphasis on output, workload, and cost-efficiency, to the recent focus 
on effectiveness and outcomes, performance measurement has often 
been pursued from the perspective of managers (Ammons, 1995; 
Hatry, 2006; Walters, 1998). 

192 
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However, in the 1990s, there were growing criticisms of the 
"technocratic" focus and "instrumental rationality" of public manage
ment reforms among the academic community. While cost-efficiency 
and effectiveness are still important principles of public administra
tion, many scholars argue that the government is different from a busi
ness and citizens are more than customers. Therefore, public sector 
reforms should pay attention to other fundamental values, such as 
democracy and equity, and the public should be more involved in 
decision making (Dawson and Dargie, 2002; Deleon and Deleon, 2002; 
Kettl, 2002) 

The broadened thinking about public management reforms has 
begun to stimulate a new movement in the United States that advocates 
greater citizen engagement in performance measurement. For example, 
the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, wh ich has been funding many state and 
local performance measurement initiatives for the past two decades, 
has begun to fund initiatives to encourage citizen participation in 
performance measurement (Sloan Foundation, 2007). Also, the 
Governmental Accounting Standards Board, which sets financial report
ing standards for many state and local governments in the United States, 
has released specific recommendations for government officials who 
are interested in working with citizens to develop and use performance 
measurement (Governmental Accounting Standards Board, 2003). The 
National Academy of Public Administration also encourages this line of 
thinking. In its report, "A Government to Trust and Respect," it states: 

Government programs are improved and civic trust is substantially 
alleviated when government agencies reach out to engage citizens 
directly in agenda setting, program development, and policy imple
mentation. Agencies that do this soon learn that citizens have 
much to add, that they are important repositories of experience 
and ideas. [ ... ] The agencies of government have an obligation - a 
critically important obligation - to keep the American people 
informed of their activities, their accomplishments, and their fail
ures. [ ... ] Local and state-based initiatives in which nonprofit 
groups, business leaders, and/or civic organizations are providing 
independent, but non-adversarial assessments of government per
formance toward citizen-driven prioritized outcomes are increas
ing. We encourage the continued development of such projects at 
all levels of government. 

(National Academy of Public Administration, 2007: 21-6) 
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This new focus in performance measurement reforms inevitably leads 
to several important questions. First, why is public engagement 
important in performance measurement? Second, how can the public 
participate meaningfully and effectively in the design of performance 
measures, an effort which tends to be technical and managerial in 
nature? Third, do citizens really carry a different perspective and con
tribute different thinking to the exercise of performance measurement? 
Finally, how does citizen participation impact the use of performance 
information by government officials? How does it impact policy debates 
or managerial decisions? 

The purpose of this chapter is to answer these questions by examin
ing a case study in the United States. In the following, I first examine 
the rationales for public engagement in performance measurement and 
why it is important for government officials to think beyond bureau
cratic boundaries. Then I present a case study of Des Moines, Iowa, to 
illustrate how community activists can play an active role, and how 
government officials may build a partnership with citizens in perform
ance measurement. Finally, based on the case study, I evaluate the 
impact and challenges of public engagement in performance 
measurement. 

Rationales for, and challenges in, engaging the 
public in performance measurement and reporting 

Many government officials today face the challenge of building public 
trust in the institution of government and explaining to the public how 
taxpayers' money is put to use. In the United States, for example, S7 
percent of Americans agreed that "when something is run by the gov
ernment, it is usually inefficient and wasteful" (Pew Research Center for 
the People and the Press, 2003). Many have also lost their trust in the 
capacity of government to be fair and responsive to the needs of ordinary 
citizens, to spend money effectively and efficiently, and to resolve 
policy problems (Baldassare, 2000; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2001; 
2002). 

This is partly why many government officials today are interested in 
performance reporting. By documenting what public programs have 
accomplished and how taxpayers' money is spent, many public officials 
hope that they can demonstrate accountability to the public and rebuild 
public trust in government. However, an irony in the current practice of 
performance measurement and reporting is that the public is seldom 
involved even though performance measurement is intended to be a 
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tool of public accountability. Many public officials often give very little 
thought to what the public wants to know ab out the "performance" of 
government. Even less consideration is given to how performance 
should be reported to the public. As a result, even though performance 
measurement is widely practiced by many government agencies, many 
performance reports are circulated only within managers' offices. If the 
reports are made available to the public, they are usually poorly format
ted for public consumption - they can be several inches thick, the con
te nt may not connect to issues that citizens care ab out, and the 
presentation often makes it difficult for many ordinary citizens to find 
what they are interested in knowing. 

This lack of public involvement and input in performance measure
ment and reporting creates several potential problems. First, without an 
effective oversight and public engagement process, citizens will have to 
rely heavily on the "professional judgment" of public managers to 
determine which performance results should be reported and how. This 
creates a potential principal-agent problem in which managers (the 
agents) may not fully disclose the true performance picture to the public 
and their elected representatives (the principal). For example, in study
ing the history of the job-training programs funded by the Job Training 
Partnership Act of the United States, Courty and Marschke (1997) find 
that case managers tend to manipulate the outcome measurement of 
these training programs. They often report program successes more 
immediately (e.g., the percentage of trainees who get employed) and 
delay the report of failures (e.g., the percentage of trainees who remain 
unemployed at the end of the training program), hoping that the failed 
cases may show improvement later. This kind of principal-agent 
problems is often found in the public sector and can be especially acute 
when program goals are ill-defined, managers have a lot of discretion, 
and monitoring and verification of performance by external entities is 
limited (Dixit, 2002; Lynn, Heinrich and Hill, 2001; Propper and 
Wilson, 2003; Wilson, Croxson and Atkinson, 2006). 

Second, even if managers are sincerely interested in using perform
ance measurement to hold their programs accountable to the public, 
they may easily be trapped by their own blind spots and fail to see 
beyond what they have been routinely doing in pro gram delivery and 
planning. The public can therefore provide valuable input to help 
managers see beyond traditional managerial concerns and understand 
better the fundamental values of public services from the citizens' and 
the user's perspectives (Heikkila and Isett, 2007). For example, in a 
study about the "values" of city hall to a community in the state of 
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Massachusetts in the United States, Smith and Hunstman (1997) find 
that citizens care not just about the efficiency issue in processing their 
requests, but also about the time burden on the public in preparing for 
service requests. Issues such as where to get government forms, how to 
fill them out, and how and where to submit the forms can be frustrating 
to many citizens who may not visit the city hall often. However, 
government officials tend to ignore these aspects of "performance" and 
measure only the efficiency and effectiveness in processing the forms 
once they are submitted by citizens. 

Third, no matter how sincere and objective a public manager is in 
designing and executing the exercise of performance measurement, 
cynical citizens and critics of government programs are likely to view 
the performance measurement and reporting effort as a mere public 
relations gimmick. This problem was reflected in the Netherlands 
experience in the 1980s. Despite the highly publicized reforms known 
as the Tilburg Model of performance management and budgeting, many 
voters were still discontented or indifferent with the government 
because the reforms were driven totally by administrators, and citizens 
were seldom engaged to address policy issues and concerns from their 
perspectives (Hendriks and Tops, 2003). The experience forced reformers 
to put greater focus on the external environment and the role of citizens 
(Schedler and Proeller, 2002). 

Lack of public buy-in also creates another problem - elected officials 
may become less motivated to give a lot of attention to the information 
generated from performance measurement. As a result, they may not 
use such information in policy making and program oversight. This 
problem can be illustrated by the George W. Bush administration's US 
federal performance budgeting reform known as the Performance 
Assessment Rating Tool (PART). Despite diligent efforts put into the 
exercise, Congress has largely ignored the results of the PART in policy 
making and budgeting because they have not been engaged in 
developing the tool and have not seen any significant constituency 
buy-in to the measurement results (Posner and Fantone, 2007). This 
experience shows that even if performance measurement can produce 
highly scientific, reliable, and valid performance information, it may 
still lack the necessary credibility in the political process if the public 
and major stakeholders are not involved. 

Furthermore, by not involving the public, government officials lose a 
valuable opportunity to educate citizens and engage them in dialogues 
about the costs of service delivery and the complex challenges faced 
by government agencies. Ebdon and Franklin (2004) show that 
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communicating with citizens and engaging them more directly in 
decision making can increase citizens' understanding of the govern
ment's funding needs and the complexities and challenges faced by 
government agencies. Berman (1997) also shows that cities tend to have 
less cynical citizenry if they engage the public more, and Berman and 
Wang (2000) show that citizen participation can help build stronger 
public trust in government. 

These potential contributions are especially important in today's 
fiscal environment, in which government agencies are asked to do more 
with less. How to prioritize resomces and tasks becomes a critical 
managerial challenge. Public involvement can help refine the focus and 
efforts of performance measurement, as public input can guide 
managers' decisions on what aspects of the program are most important 
to the public and what data should be collected first given the limited 
time and resomces. Even if public officials may decide to collect per
formance data on pro gram input, output, effectiveness and cost
efficiency for internal managerial pmposes, they can differentiate the 
data more carefully and become more effective in communicating gov
ernment performance and the value of government programs to the 
public. 

Finally, public engagement in performance measurement is a way to 
tap into the talent and expertise of the community. In citizen commit
tees or public meetings, citizen participants from different walks of life 
and from different socio-economic and educational backgrounds may 
suggest new perspectives and different solutions to the performance 
challenges faced by officials (Lukensmeyer and Torres, 2006). As a result, 
public officials may gain new insights on how a program's effectiveness 
and efficiency can be improved. 

Hence, there are many practical reasons and benefits for govern
me nt officials to involve citizens in performance measurement and 
reporting. At the same time, one cannot deny the presence of several 
challenges and barriers in doing so. First and foremost, it is important 
to overcome the fear and dis trust of government officials toward 
citizen involvement. Government officials may view citizens as 
apathetic, uncommitted and incompetent (King, Stivers and Box, 
1998; Rosenbaum, 1978). What may make the situation worse is the 
fact that many government officials only interact with the public 
when citizens are dissatisfied with public services and file complaints 
and grievances. These negative interactions are likely to reinforce 
officials' belief that citizens are cynical and unreasonable and cannot 
be trusted to give advice and make decisions (Yang, 200S). 
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Another barrier to engaging the public in performance measurement 
is cast. Civic engagement requires staff time to go to meetings and 
follow up on citizens' requests and suggestions. It mayaiso involve 
various meeting costs, such as venue rental, per diem reimbursement for 
participants and hiring of meeting facilitators. There are also opportunity 
costs involved - one minute or one dollar spent in public meetings is 
one minute or one dollar less to deliver public services. 

Moreover, even if public officials are willing to spend extra time and 
resources to support public engagement in performance measurement, 
there is still the question of whether the public has sufficient interest 
and motivation to participate in public meetings that examine govern
me nt performance. After all, performance measurement is supposed to 
be a routine data collection exercise and many performance measures 
may be concerned with the technical and munda ne details of the 
operation of a program. Many ordinary citizens who are not fa miliar 
with the cancept of performance measurement may have difficulty in 
articulating how the "performance" of a government program should 
be measured in a quantifiable, reliable and valid manner. Furthermore, 
many citizens are time-pressed with personal, family and work 
responsibilities and may not be willing to volunteer their time to attend 
public meetings about measuring government performance. 

Finally, recruiting the "right" citizen representatives is always a tricky 
question for public officials (Sirianni and Friedland, 1995). Many local 
elected officials, such as mayors and city cauncil members, may not 
oppose the idea of public engagement because citizens may provide 
needed expertise for the government. However, citizen involvement 
imposes interesting governance questions: How much power should be 
delegated to these citizen volunteers? Are they simply advisors to the 
elected representatives, or should they have substantive decision-making 
power? How should these volunteers be recruited and selected? Should 
they be openly recruited from a community, or should they be selected 
and appointed by the elected body of the government, such as the city 
cauncil? How should the elected representatives align their interests and 
priorities with the interests and concerns of these citizen volunteers? 

These questions are important considerations for elected officials and 
the answers depend on the political situation of a particular commu
nity. In general, citizen volunteers should play an advisory role only 
and should never replace elected officials or professional managers in 
program decision making. In communities where politics is relatively 
stable and citizens are quite satisfied with the quality and level of public 
services, elected officials may feelless threatened by citizen participation. 
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As a result, they may be more receptive to the idea of recruiting citizens 
more openly to get more diverse and representative opinions from the 
community. Also, they may be more willing to give these volunteers 
greater oversight and agenda-setting power in evaluating program 
performance. On the other hand, if city politics is more unstable and 
divisive, the general public is generally dissatisfied with government 
services, and mass media is highly critical of the existing leadership, 
there is more political risk in exposing government performance 
problems further. As a result, elected officials may want to have a more 
"controlled" setting to get citizen input and may hesitate to give citizens 
too much discretion and information in performance measurement. 

Hence, how a community wants to approach citizen participation in 
performance measurement depends largely on the political environment, 
the attitude of elected government officials toward citizen participa
tion, and the risk aversion of elected officials in exposing government 
performance problems to the public. In the following, I use a case study 
of the city of Des Moines in the state of lowa to illustrate how government 
officials may choose to balance these concerns and what benefits and 
challenges they may face in collaborating with citizens in performance 
measurement. 

A case study of the Des Moines citizen-initiated 
performance assessment project 

Background of the project 

The city of Des Moines is the state capitol of lowa, which is ne ar the 
middle of the United States. The city itself has a population of about 
200,000 and is located in a metropolitan area of ab out 450,000 people. 
The city government has a professional manager, about 2,000 employees, 
and a seven-member city council. It is responsible for a wide range of 
services, including police and fire protection, sanitation services, parks 
and recreation, infrastructure maintenance and construction, traffic 
control and parking, an airport, housing, community development and 
social services, economic development initiatives and libraries. The 
annual budget of the city is ab out $300 million dollars. 

Between 2001 and 2004, the city of Des Moines and a team of research
ers from lowa State University, University of lowa, and the lowa League 
of Cities received funding from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation to imple
ment an experimental project known as the "citizen-initiated perform
ance assessment" (CIPA) project, in which public officials and citizen 
representatives jointly developed performance measures and used them 
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to evaluate the performance of public services. The city of Des Moines 
was among nine cities that decided to participate in the project. Des 
Moines was chosen because, first, it was willing to fully support and 
participate in this experimental project and, second, it was very similar 
to many mid-sized cities in the United States and so its experience could 
shine light on other cities' development in performance measurement. 

Several factors motivated the city officials of Des Moines to support 
and participate in the project. First, city officials in Des Moines were 
very interested in performance measurement. The then city manager, 
Eric Andersen, wanted to introduce the tool to city departments to 
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of services. The city had also 
joined the comparative performance measurement project by the 
International City/County Management Association (ICMA), which 
had more than 200 US and Canadian cities sharing performance data 
with each other for benchmarking and performance comparison with 
similar-sized cities, and had been collecting many performance measures 
for a number of years. 

Hence, before the launch of the CIPA project, the city of Des Moines 
already had some experience in performance measurement. The reason 
why city management was interested in the CIPA project was because 
even though they had the performance measurement matrix from 
ICMA, they were not sure whether the national measures had any sig
nificant meaning for local residents and whether they were measuring 
the "right" indicators that citizens really cared about. 

Also, the city management believed that citizen participation could 
be a motivator for city departments to support the performance meas
urement initiative. If city employees realized that the performance 
measurement exercise was not just "one more idea" from top manage
ment or some national professional organizations but also something 
that local residents wanted, city staff would be less likely to resist the 
idea and would be more co operative in the data exercise. 

Citizen participation might also get the city council to pay closer 
attention to performance measures. While the city manager and the 
professional staff were enthusiastic about performance measurement, 
it was unclear how the elected council members would react to it. Since 
elected officials were always sensitive to voters' opinions, having citi
zens' support for performance measurement could help managers 
justify why the city should spend money and staff time to measure 
performance of programs. Also, citizens could be the necessary 
"political shield" for managers if performance results were less satisfac
tory than expected. If the city's performance was not so positive, some 
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elected officials might put pressure on professional managers not to 
continue the exercise. This was the time when managers needed 
citizens' help, who could argue before the city council why perform
ance measurement should continue and why data integrity and con
sistency were needed to help improve the quality of city management 
and policy making in the long run. 

Recruiting and selecting dtizen representatives 

A key question for the city manager was whom the city should recruit 
to participate in the CIPA project. These citizens needed to be repre
sentative of the diverse interests of the city. Also, they had to have 
political credibility before the city council and the public so that the 
city management could feel comfortable accepting their recommenda
tions. After some interna I deliberation, the city officials decided to work 
with Des Moines Neighbors, which was an umbrella organization for 
the 51 neighborhood associations of the whole city. The organization 
was very active in local politics and played an important role in policy 
advocacy before the city council, training of grass-root leaders and vol
unteers, and coordination of local campaigns and neighborhood events. 
Since all city council members were fa miliar with the organization and 
some of them even received campaign assistance or endorsements from 
Des Moines Neighbors, the organization had the politicallegitimacy to 
partner with the city. Moreover, the city staff themselves had worked 
with Des Moines Neighbors closely before on several community devel
opment and neighborhood revitalization projects. Given these long 
working relationships among the city council, the city government and 
Des Moines Neighbors, the partnership was a natural development. 

With the successful alignment of all the major political interests, the 
city council of Des Moines officially passed a city resolution to launch 
the CIPA program in 2001. A core working group, known as the "citizen 
performance team," was formed that included 10 to 12 volunteer repre
sentatives from Des Moines Neighbors, one representative from the city 
manager's office, and one city council member. Occasionally, the city 
manager hirnself also attended some of the meetings and participated 
in some of the key discussions with neighborhood representatives. 

Working with dtizen representatives to se1ect 
performance measures 

The working model of CIPA is shown in Figure 12.1. Once the perform
ance team was formed, the performance team began a discussion on 
what service areas they wanted to focus on and measure. Many topics 
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Figure 12.1 The working model for the CIPA project 

had been praposed, inc1uding the use of tax incentives, economic 
development and job creation pragrams, and public safety. Ta help the 
performance team gain more insight into citizen priorities and primary 
neighborhood concerns, a town hall meeting was conducted in ]anuary 
2002 in which about 100 neighborhood leaders and community organ
izational representatives participated and discussed various neighbor
hood and community concerns in small graups. Researchers and 
students from Iowa State University and the University of Iowa pra
vided technical assistance and facilitated same of the discussion to help 
c1arify and focus the opinions expressed in the meeting. After the meet
ing, a survey was also conducted among neighborhood leaders to fur
ther refine the focus of the CIPA praject. 

Based on the results of these efforts, the CIPA performance team 
finally came to a consensus that the praject should measure the per
formance of "nuisance contraI" - that is, the government's efforts in 
reducing graffiti, mosquitoes, illegal dumping, abandoned housing, 
junky yards, teenager loitering, and air and noise pollution. These were 
the issues that citizens could experience and relate to daily, and so the 
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performance team believed that citizens should be more informed 
about the efforts and results of these government policies and 
programs. 

Once the team selected nuisance control as the focus topic, the 
performance team discussed why these nuisance issues emerged in 
certain neighborhoods and what the city government and residents 
needed to da to address the concerns. From the discussion, the critical 
issues of each policy topic came out naturally, and the performance 
team used them to develop performance measures. For ex am pie, in dis
cussing odor control, the performance team members were very 
interested in knowing where the problems had been, how well the city 
responded to complaints and service requests, and whether the problems 
were resolved and the residents were satisfied with the current air 
quality in their neighborhood. In discussing illegal dumping, such as 
abandoned furniture and other nuisance items, the performance team 
members again were very interested in measuring where the problems 
had been and how quickly the city responded to resolving the problems. 
Discussions like these were used to highlight citizens' concerns, wh ich 
were then used to develop performance measures for the respective 
services and departments. 

After the measures were finalized, city officials began the data 
collection process. Since a lot of the performance measures requested by 
citizens were related to the number of nuisance complaints, the geo
graphical location of the problems cited, and the city government's 
response time to service requests, the city government's service request 
computing system known as the "Citywide Citizen Response System" 
(CCRS) was a primary source of performance data. In addition, the city 
contracted out to researchers at Iowa State University to conduct 
sampled surveys ab out residents' satisfaction with various city services 
and their perceptions of the quality of life in their residence areas. 
Small-scale surveys of neighborhood organization leaders were also 
conducted to measure their satisfaction with neighborhood conditions 
and to solicit suggestions for improvement. 

Reporting to the city council and the public 

After the city officials collected the data, they reported internally first 
to the citizen performance team so that they could consider the results 
and suggest recommendations to the city staff on how various city 
services could be improved. The performance team and Des Moines 
Neighbors also realized that they had to engage the city council 
proactively because ultimately, the city council was responsible for 
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making policy and budgetary decisions and telling city departments 
what they should do to improve community conditions. Hence, when 
the performance measurement reports were ready, citizen representatives 
from the performance team and Des Moines Neighbors made special 
presentations to the city council and urged them to look into different 
policy issues reflected in the reports. 

In addition, Des Moines Neighbors was instrumental in getting local 
newspapers and TV stations to cover some of the neighborhood activities 
of the CIPA project and to feature how citizen representatives and city 
staff partnered with each other to examine local nuisance issues. 
Although these media reports were quite incidental and were insufficient 
by themselves to generate sustained policy actions, they certainly 
helped raise the attention of elected officials about the CIPA project and 
some of the neighborhood concerns. 

Finally, the city management made a special effort to report the 
performance results to the larger public. Since 2004, the city of Des 
Moines has been issuing a public performance report. Unlike many 
government reports, which are usually thick, data-intensive, and poor 
in graphical design, the Des Moines performance reports are only about 
40 pages long, focusing on many quality of life issues that the perform
ance team had expressed interest in, and giving only highlights of the 
city's efforts and accomplishments in these areas. To ensure that the 
report is easily accessible by the general public, hardcopies of the report 
are available not only at the city hall, but also in local libraries and 
major grocery stores. In addition, the report is downloadable on the 
city's website (www.dmgov.org/performance). 

Assessing the impact of the CIPA project 

Citizen input offered some unique perspectives on how the government 
should measure and report performance to the public. First, the types of 
measures that citizens are interested in are often different from what 
professional managers want to see for budgeting or planning purposes. 
For example, among the 34 measures suggested by the citizen perform
ance team for different nuisance issues, 12 measures were related to com
plaints or problems cited and another eight were about citizen satisfaction 
with the community condition and the results of government actions to 
resolve the problems (see Figure 12.2). Also, seven of the measures were 
on response time. These three types of measures, which could be catego
rized as "intermediate outcome measures," composed the overwhelm
ingly majority (about 80 percent) of the total number of measures, 
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Figure 12.2 Number of citizen-initiated performance measures on nuisance 
contra!, by types 

Note: The total nurnber of rneasures generated by citizens is 34. The surn of frequencies in 
this table, however, exceeds 34 because a few rneasures belong to more than one category. 

showing that citizens were most interested in knowing whether the gov
ernment was effective and responsive in resolving problems and whether 
community conditions were improved. They did not ca re as much about 
the input of services, such as personnel or budget, or the cost-efficiency 
of the operations, such as cost per caseload. They believed those were the 
concerns and responsibilities of the managers, not citizens. They simply 
wanted the jobs to get done and any problems to be resolved. 

A surprise to city management in the citizen discussion of perform
ance measures was how much interest citizens had in measuring the 
awareness of various services and the effort of the government in com
municating these services to citizens. For example, a number of meas
ures were about the percentage of citizens who were included in the 
city's e-maillistserv and the percentage of citizens who were aware of 
various neighborhood activities and meetings organized by city depart
ments. In performance team meetings, some citizens raised concerns 
about the "civic health" of the city and the fact that the general public 
was often unaware of some of the neighborhood issues and the 
responses of the city government in addressing those issues. They 
wanted to see more aggressive public communication efforts by the 
government as weH as greater collaboration between Des Moines 
Neighbors, the city government and other community nonprofit 
organizations so that more citizens were better informed and could be 
more involved. 
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This was an aspect of "government performance" that Des Moines city 
officials had not thought much ab out before the CIPA project. City depart
ments might be very effective and capable of getting their jobs done in a 
cost-efficient manner, but without communicating these successes to the 
public, they might have created an undesirable "performance perception 
gap." Through discussion with citizen representatives in the CIPA process, 
government officials also realized that they had to work more c10sely with 
neighborhood leaders to help citizens und erstand the public's responsi
bilities, the government's responsibilities, and how the two sides needed 
to collaborate more to improve the quality of life in a neighborhood. For 
example, garbage c1ean-up and maintenance and repairs of sidewalks in 
front of a property are the responsibilities of individual property home
owners. However, the enforcement of community hygiene and building 
codes is the responsibility of the government. Before CIPA, government 
officials thought of "performance" solely in terms of output and efficiency
how many complaints they received about these problems, how many 
cases they had to handle, and how fast they processed the complaints by 
issuing warnings and court orders. After CIPA, government officials broad
ened their understanding of "performance" by asking themselves these 
questions - how weIl property owners were informed of these neighbor
hood policies and how effective city officials were in collaborating with 
localleaders and neighborhood associations to encourage voluntary com
pliance with the city codes. These questions prompted officials to think 
ab out performance not just from an administrative process perspective, 
but also ab out from the perspectives of customer relations, communication 
and governance. 

The citizen participants also suggested that many of the performance 
measures should be reported by neighborhoods. Performance measures at 
the citywide level might be useful to city officials who wanted to get an 
overall assessment of various departments for policy planning and 
budgeting purposes, but from a citizen's perspective, citizens were more 
interested in the performance of city services at the neighborhood level 
because that was their "reference point" - the place where they lived or 
worked at and could relate to more easily and directly when they saw the 
measurement results. Some of them were also strongly interested in 
knowing if there was any intra-jurisdictional equity in public service 
delivery. For example, they wanted to compare the response time of city 
departments to different nuisance complaints to see if there was any 
significant difference between richer and poorer neighborhoods and 
between different geographicallocations. To these citizens, efficiencyand 
effectiveness of services and social equity were inseparable concerns. 
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Citizen input through the CIPA project changed the way Des Moines 
officials reported government performance. InternaIly, they still had 
departmental performance reports to the city management and the city 
council to show the details of input, output, and cost-efficiency measures 
of various services and how weIl different departments accomplished 
their strategic goals. However, based on citizen input, the city developed 
a new initiative and developed aseparate, streamlined performance 
report for citizens as mentioned above. 

Moreover, the CIPA project helped the city manager's office rethink 
its neighborhood revitalization programs and code enforcement. First, 
city officials realized that they had to pay doser attention to how they 
communicated different services and policies to citizens. As a result, in 
its 200S annual performance report to citizens, the city added a special 
section that explained the work of its Neighborhood Inspection Division 
and how it tried to work with citizens to combat nuisance problems. 
Moreover, based on citizens' ideas and recommendations, the city 
manager's office changed their neighborhood revitalization strategies 
slightly and reinforced a multi-departmental approach to neighbor
hood services. Instead of asking the police, planning and community 
development departments to deal with various neighborhood issues 
independently and separately, the city formed a small working team for 
each neighborhood under the revitalization program, each of which 
consisted of several departmental representatives so that they could 
think collectively about neighborhood revitalization issues, such as 
public area beautification, and make more coordinated efforts to deal 
with nuisance problems, such as graffiti, illegal dumping, and abandoned 
housing. The city also reported openly in its 200S performance report 
which neighborhoods had rated nuisance control as "unsatisfactory" 
and set dear performance targets to improve the services. 

Hence, the CIPA project had made some significant impact on the 
city's communication strategies and neighborhood development 
policies. However, its impact on other city services and the city council 
in general was less dear. First, CIPA was a collaborative initiative among 
the city government, Des Moines Neighbors and the universities in the 
region focusing on nuisance control issues only. It was an externally 
funded experiment that lasted only three years and was never expanded 
to other city services. After 2004, Des Moines Neighbors never pushed 
the city to expand the scope of the project. What increased the chal
lenge was that in 2004, the President of Des Moines Neighbors, one of 
the key leaders instrumental in establishing the project, stepped down 
after two terms of office. Then in 200S, the city manager who was an 
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enthusiastic supporter of the praject also left and took a job in another 
city. With the leadership transition, the CIPA praject was put on hold 
for two years and since then, it has not been able to regain its momentum. 
However, the city of Des Moines has continued to publish its annual 
performance report for citizens based on same of the citizen input from 
the CIPA praject. 

The case study of Des Moines illustrates the subtle political dynamics 
that arise if the public is engaged in performance measurement. First, 
the alignment of the support from elected officials, the city 
administration and major public stakeholders is critical if it is to be 
da ne in a partnership manner. Such alignment must strike a delicate 
balance among these three parties so that it will not tao significantly 
threaten the authority and political interests of elected officials as well 
as the sense of job security among government employees. 

Second, citizen input is likely to bring in new perspectives and new 
demands on the government. Hence, it is important to channel citizen 
input in a constructive way to help government agencies and their 
employees see it as "valuable insights" rather than challenges and con
demnations so that citizen input can be used to bring impravement in 
government services and policies. How to da this effectively in a certain 
political and administrative setting requires good political skills and 
strang leadership at the very top level of a local government. The city 
manager, for example, is the most vital link between the elected officials 
and the public representatives. As shown in the Des Moines case, when 
this key player is gone, the partnership can tumble very quickly and 
easily. 

Based on the Des Moines experiment, several key lessons can be 
drawn for other governments who are interested in engaging the public 
in performance measurement: 

• A certain level of trust and mutual respect between government offi
cials and citizen representatives is necessary before any engagement 
can be launched. If government officials believe that citizens are 
only there to complain, or if citizens believe that government offi
cials will not sincerely listen to their concerns and report performance 
honestly, the collaboration will be likely to fail. 

• Citizens often have a different perspective on performance 
measurement than managers da. Generally, they are less interested 
in input and output measures, and are more interested in outcomes 
and in citizen perception of service quality, responsiveness, customer 
services, intra-jurisdictional equity, transparency and effectiveness 
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in public communication. Hence, citizen input often broadens man
agers' perspective on "performance" and challenges them to rethink 
how they should communicate with citizens on service efforts and 
accomplishments. 

• Despite the value of citizen participation, managers still need to 
manage and citizens cannot replace professional managers. Citizens 
expect managers to take care of technical issues such as finding ways 
to produce better services with lower costs and maximizing cost-effi
ciency of programs. Citizen input may contribute fresh ideas and 
new perspectives to management problems, but citizens ultimately 
will have to rely on, or collaborate with, government officials to 
implement the ideas. 

• The point above also implies that citizen participation in performance 
measurement does not necessarily guarantee better services and 
more satisfactory performance. Citizen-initiated performance meas
ures may highlight the concerns and critical issues of a program 
from the citizens' perspective, but the measures by themselves are 
insufficient to guarantee good management and greater public 
investment to improve services. 

• A citizen-official partnership in performance measurement can 
also be highly fragile. It not only requires government leaders to 
take risks and make government performance issues more 
transparent to the public, but also community leaders to commit 
time and resources to support the project, participate in meetings, 
and work closely with government officials to learn about 
performance issues that can sometimes be highly technical and 
managerial in nature. 

• The success of citizen-government partnership in performance meas
urement relies heavily on visionary and committed leadership. 
Without this foundation, the incentives in the current political and 
administrative environment are likely to make performance 
measurement an internal, managerial exercise because it is less risky, 
less time consuming, and less expensive. 

Conclusion 

In recent years, many governments have initiated performance 
measurement reforms and encouraged their managers to think more 
about and measure "outcomes" and "program results". Such an effort 
should definitely be applauded as it puts greater pressure on government 
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officials to hold themselves accountable in spending taxpayers' money. 
However, what is often overlooked in these reforms is the question 
ab out who has the right and the opportunity to define results and 
outcomes. If government managers are left on their own to define 
"success" and "performance," there is a great risk of goal displacement 
in the principal-agent setting of government and the public interest 
may not be best served. 

In this chapter, I used a case study of the "Citizen-Initiated Performance 
Assessment" project in Des Moines, in the United States, to show that 
citizens can indeed add a fresh perspective to government performance 
measurement and reporting. Through public engagement, government 
officials can learn from citizens what performance measures are most 
meaningful and important to the public, how best the government 
should communicate "performance" to taxpayers, and how the 
government may provide various services more efficiently and effectively 
from the users' perspective. 

As Mathews (1999) argues in his book, Polities for People, the attitude 
that government officials can sit back and wait for complaints to come 
must change. This passive pattern of citizen-government interaction 
assurnes that government officials are the decision makers and judges 
and that the public da es not have much to offer. However, in the 
twenty-first century when citizens have more access to different sources 
of information about the government, and non-governmental groups 
can provide tremendous help to the government in solving public 
policy and community challenges, this attitude is not sustainable 
(Boyte, 200S). The government can no langer da everything by itself. 
Nor should it be allowed to evaluate its own performance without public 
input and insight. Therefore, it is hoped that the Des Moines case study 
in this chapter will serve as a stimulus to other communities who are 
interested in experimenting with different ways to engage citizens in 
performance measurement. It is only through public engagement that 
performance measurement can truly be a tool to hold government 
accountable for results that matter (Epstein, Coates and Wray, 200S). 



13 
Publishing Performance 
Information: An Illusion 
of Control? 
Steven Van de Walle and Alasdair Roberts 

We live in the age of quantified performance. It is no longer sufficient 
to believe that a public sector organization does its job weIl, in general 
terms; or that the professionals within that organization can be relied 
upon. We want data that will allow us to judge and compare the behavior 
of service providers. In the new millennium, the number of schemes 
designed to satisfy this demand for performance data has grown sub
stantiaIly. The growth of rating and ranking programs is one of the 
dominant trends in contemporary public services reform (see also 
Arndt, 2007). 

As we will show, ranking and rating schemes can vary in structure; 
sometimes they are established by government alone, and sometimes 
by a mix of governmental and private organizations; other rankings are 
private initiatives. Their ostensible aim is to improve control over the 
performance of service providers. In some cases, control is exercised by 
central agencies, whose capacity to detect laggards is thought to be 
improved by such systems. Increasingly, control is also to be exercised 
by citizens, who are expected to use performance information to guide 
their own decisions about the choice of service providers (Coe and 
Brunet, 2006). The rationale for adoption of such systems seems difficult 
to challenge at first glance; they are often pitched as mechanisms for 
improving "transparency" and "accountability," concepts that are now 
so thoroughly entrenched in popular discourse that they have become 
banalities (Hood, 2007b). 

Yet there are good reasons for being skeptical about rating and ranking 
systems (Hood, 2006; 2007a). There are several reasons why they will 
not be a clear spur to better performance by service providers. For 
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example, performance measures may not grasp the key aspects of service 
production. That is, what is measured may not actually matter in terms 
of quality of outputs. Or measures may not be reliable; for example, it 
may prove easier for service providers to manipulate performance 
measures than to improve actual performance. Or providers may be 
incapable of taking steps necessary to improve performance, even when 
rating systems provide clear evidence of failure. 

These are all producer-side difficulties. There are equally tenuous 
assumptions about the use of performance data by consumers of public 
services. Consumers may not pay attention to published data, or may 
not understand its true meaning. They may continue to rely on other 
considerations while making decisions about the choice of service pro
vider, or may lack the capacity to make any such choice. There are, in 
short, many ways in which the "program logic" of rating and ranking 
systems - the bundle of assumptions about the causal links between 
publication of data and improved performance (Wholey, 1999) - may 
break down. 

We must also be careful not to take an unduly narrow view of rating 
and ranking systems. They are not merely technical innovations, 
designed with the expectation that they may improve the quality of 
public services. Rating and ranking systems are also expressions of con
temporary culture. They are part of the centuries-long drive toward 
rationalization of society (see also Chapter 1 by Van Dooren). The popu
larity of such schemes is also explained, in large part, as a response to 
growing anxiety about the loss of control over an increasingly complex 
and turbulent world (cf. infra). We hope that rating and ranking sys
tems will help to restore sovereignty - either in the sense of govern
ment's control over a broadly dispersed bureaucracy, or the citizen's 
control of large and unfamiliar service providers. It is unclear, however, 
whether any such scheme could fulfill this larger goal. Rating and rank
ing schemes may serve only to provide the illusion of control. 

The structure of rating and ranking systems 

In this chapter, we define a ranking and rating system as a system that 
collects and tabulates performance data about a large number of 
organizations engaged in comparable work. The most common examples 
are schemes that aggregate data about public schools, universities and 
hospitals. 

There are several critical points to be noted. First, these systems are 
often established in policy fields that have salience to powerful voting 
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blocs - such as education and healthcare. It is conceivable that similar 
schemes couldbe established for prisons, welfare agencies and immigration 
services - and noteworthy that they are not. Second, performance infor
mation collected within these schemes is quantitative and standardized: 
organizations covered by a rating and ranking system are expected to 
provide numerical results that are calculated in the same way. 

Third, these systems are applied within service delivery systems that 
are highly decentralized but which still share a large degree of 
commonality in terms of methods of work and outputs, such as schools 
and hospitals. If there is not a "large Nil - that is, a large number of 
organizations - then the need for a highly structured system of 
comparison would not be dear. If the structure and work processes of 
each organization were also subject to tight central control, then there 
would be no point in comparing performance information, because the 
variations would have to be attributed to environmental considerations 
(e.g., the character of the population served) rather than decisions by 
management or staff in the service organization. On the other hand, if 
there is a large variation in character of work - if organizations are doing 
very different work - then the scheme fails, because apples cannot be 
compared to oranges. So these schemes thrive where there is amiddie 
ground with both dis aggregation but also rough conformity in 
production. 

Fourth, such systems need not be government-run, or even designed 
by government. It is conceivable, for example, that a central government 
agency could execute the key steps in implementation of a rating and 
ranking scheme: the specification of data to be provided; actual collection 
of data; manipulation of data (meant in the benign sense, for example by 
the construction of rankings); and publication of results. However, there 
have been cases where government has been responsible only for the 
first and second of these tasks. Private actors have then obtained data 
from government overseers, sometimes through the operation of trans
parency laws, and then undertaken the tasks of manipulation and 
publication themselves (in some of these cases, government overseers 
may not have anticipated this outcome when they collected the data). 
There are also instances of wholly private schemes - for example, 
instances where media outlets have requested data directly from service 
providers, and undertaken the tasks of manipulation and publication as 
weIl. University rating schemes in several countries are built on this 
model. 

Finally, rating and ranking schemes may rely on different sanctions 
to spur laggardly organizations. In the weakest version, a scheme may 
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rely simply on the effect of disclosure alone. Embarrassment or political 
pressure might induce a provider to improve, even if they retain a 
monopoly over provision within a jurisdiction. Astronger version might 
rely on market pressures: consumers might act on published information 
by switching from a laggard to a high-performing organization. Finally, 
central authorities could impose their own sanctions, such as financial 
penalties or the threat of restructuring and closure, on laggards. 

Reasons for popularity 

There are several reasons for the growing popularity of rating and ranking 
systems. One obvious explanation is dramatically lowered cost of collect
ing and publishing data (O'Neill, 2002: 66). Improvements in informa
tion technology now make it easier to capture and aggregate data within 
organizations that are covered by these systems. The cost of transmitting 
that information to monitoring agencies, and of manipulating data to 
produce performance scores and rankings, is similarly reduced because of 
technological change. The internet has essentially eliminated the mar
ginal cost of distributing ratings and rankings to a broad audience. In 
large part, this is a familiar story about the exploitation of new technologies 
to assert control over previously uncontested territory. 

The explanation does not rest wholly on technological change. For 
political executives at the center of government, the need for better 
controls over highly decentralized delivery systems has also increased. 
Education and healthcare are expensive policy domains, and the cost of 
these services has tended to rise rapidly in relation to other goods and 
services (Baumol, 1997). Confronting tight fiscal constraints, political 
leaders have been reluctant to invest furt her in these sectors without 
good evidence that they are obtaining significant performance improve
ments as a result (Barber, 2007; Keegan, 2003). Performance monitoring 
becomes a mechanism for gau ging return on investment, and persuading 
other players in the political process that increased expenditure is 
justified. 

Political and economic changes in the advanced democracies have also 
encouraged the introduction of ranking and rating systems. In the sphere 
of politics, party identification among a broad mass of middle class voters 
has declined; consequently there is more competition for this group of 
voters, and increased attention by political leaders to issues - such as 
education and healthcare - that are important to them (Brownstein, 
2007). The salience of education and healthcare has increased, and rating 
and ranking systems are helpful instruments in the political game. 
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The introduction of these systems is also eased because of their 
compatibility with broader cultural trends. In the last decade, 
tremendous emphasis has been put on the virtues of transparency in 
government operations, and on the citizen's "right to know" (Mason 
and Street, 2006). It is therefore difficult to resist demands for the 
disclosure of performance information, especially if the raw data is 
already collected as a matter of routine by internal administrative 
systems. Arguments ab out the dysfunctional consequences that may 
follow from disclosure, and from the creation of ratings and rankings, 
are no longer regarded as dispositive. 

At the same time, great stress has been put on the right of citizens to 
have the power to choose among competing service providers. "The 
relationship between state and citizen has changed," former British 
Prime Minister Tony Blair told his party supporters in 2004, "People 
have grown up. They want to make their own life choices" (Blair, 2004). 
The American commentator Andrei Cherny says that Western 
governments are experiencing a "choice revolution" (Cherny, 2000). 
The choice revolution drives a demand for information about service 
providers: if citizens are to act as consumers, they need something 
equivalent to consumer reports - a function performed, in a simple way, 
by rating and ranking schemes. 

Yet, the debate on whether to publish performance information is a 
highly polarized one with proponents and opponents weighing 
advantages and perverse effects. Some evidence suggests that citizens 
are not always in favor of publishing league tables, for example, in 
schools (Wiggins and Tymms, 2002) or in health (Marshall, Hiscock 
and Sibbald, 2002). Many professionals have expressed their doubts as 
to the value of ranking and rating systems in improving delivery. 
Countries have reacted differently to these evolutions, and practices 
range from a situation of "English exceptionalism," over a limited use or 
quasi absence of ranking and rating schemes, to an outright ban of 
publishing school performance tables (Boyle, 2007). 

Producer-side difficulties with rating 
and ranking systems 

Rating and ranking systems pose difficulties on both the producer and 
user side of public services. Public service providers struggle with the 
inherent tension in rating and ranking systems between transparency 
and improvement. The introduction of rating and ranking systems may 
also lead to various forms of dysfunctional behavior, such as gaming or 
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cheating. This may be particularly likely when providers lack the 
capacity to make the more fundamental internal changes necessary to 
respond properly to signals provided by ranking and rating systems. 

Tension between transparency and improvement 

Transparency has generally been positively described as contributing 
to better governance (Hood, 2007b: 192). Yet there is a real tension 
between the publication of performance information for improving 
performance and for improving accountability. The assumption of an 
accountability-performance relationship "has attained the status of 
an institutionalized myth" (Dubnick, 2005: 378). Measurement plays 
a dual role: improving transparency, and making services effective 
(Noordegraaf and Abma, 2003; Van Dooren et al., 2006). 

Rather than focusing their attention on actual improvement, 
enterprising managers may displace their effort to focus on the 
appearance of better service. Selective reporting then becomes an 
important marketing tool. Accountability may be replaced with 
marketing where dramatization may matter more than accuracy (Coe 
and Brunet, 2006). Karsten and colleagues (2001) found a tendency for 
schools to spend more on marketing and promotion in a ranked 
environment. 

Other dysfunctional effects 

Unintended and dysfunctional consequences of rating and ranking 
systems receive their fair share of attention in research. All the traditional 
dysfunctional effects of performance measurement apply to rating and 
ranking systems (Blau, 1963; Pidd, 2005; Ridgway, 1956; see also Radnor, 
Chapter 6 in this volume), and specific research has focused on the 
dysfunctional consequences of public1y available performance informa
tion in the health sector (Hamblin, 2007) and education (Karsten, 
Visscher and De long, 2001; van Petegem et al., 2005). Traditional 
dysfunctions inc1ude a tendency to focus on what gets rated or ranked, 
a focus on short-term results, and outright gaming and cheating (Hood, 
2006; Bevan and Hood, 2006). Precisely because so much may be at 
stake with rating and ranking systems, gaming behavior becomes 
attractive (Wiggins and Tymms, 2002: 43). 

Capacity to adapt 

Rating and ranking systems are built on the assumption that information 
about performance will lead to an improvement of this performance 
because of the extern al pressure created by these systems (Elmore, 2007). 
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Failing organizations, however, often do not have the capacity to improve 
their performance (Jas and Skelcher, 2005). Under-performing schools, 
for example, simply may not have the capacity to respond to signals 
about failure, and rating their performance will do little to change this 
(Elmore, 2007: 8). Rating and ranking may even be counterproductive, 
because of the tendency to assurne that bad performance is the result of 
bad will, self-interest, abuse or incompetence, rather than structural or 
environment al factors. Rather than assisting organizations to improve 
the quality of their services, the rating and ranking systems may have 
perverse effects on trust, and undermine the co operation and goodwill 
necessary for improvement (cf. infra; see also Chapter 7 by Denhardt 
and Aristigueta). 

User-side difficulties with rating 
and ranking systems 

Ratings and rankings are published with the intention to support 
citizens in making informed choices. While there are not many 
assessments of the impact of publishing performance information, 
some of the evidence suggests that citizens do not always use performance 
information, even when it is available. In this section, we explore 
citizens' behavior in using rating and rankings systems, and the 
behavioral assumptions on which these systems are built. 

Do citizens use performance information? 

The limited amount of research on whether citizens actually use published 
performance information tends to be equivocal about its effects. Some 
research suggests that published performance information has a profound 
behavioral impact. The best example is that of parents in England, for 
example, moving house to live in the right school catchment area. School 
performance data is even used in house sales (Working Party on 
Performance Monitoring in the Public Services, 2005: 19). By contrast, 
research from the health sector has produced different findings. In a 
research review, Marshall and colleagues found that "most of the evidence 
(from both the United States and Scotland) suggests that when this 
information is published, the public does not search it out, does not 
und erstand it, distrusts it, and fails to make use of it" (Marshall et al., 
2003: 141). Patients are not very knowledgeable about the performance 
situation of the hospital into which they have been admitted (Schneider 
and Epstein, 1998), and performance information generally has little 
impact on patients' decision making (Marshall et al., 2000: 62). 
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Reasons for non-use of performance 
information 

When examining reasons for this non-use of published performance 
information, all the usual reasons for why information is not used in deci
sions resurface (Van de Walle and Bovaird, 2007). Consumers of services 
may be unaware of the information; or it may be considered to be too 
complicated, not timely or difficult to access. In the case of public service 
rankings, distrust should be added as an important factor. In the United 
Kingdom, it was found that many people were skeptical about the reliabil
ity of published health data (Mason and Street, 2006), and that many 
placed more trust in their own experience than in reported information 
(Marshall, Hiscock and Sibbald, 2002: 1281). The choice debate, however, 
tends to regard formal performance information as superior to other types 
of information. Yet, we know from the decision-making literature that 
other sources of information such as stories, anecdotes and narratives are 
very powerful. Where performance information is used by citizens, it does 
not replace other information such as hearsay or friends' recommenda
tions, and anecdotal information remains critically important (Marshall 
et al., 2000: 61). But there is a more important reason why performance 
information is not always used instrumentally: the assumptions of the 
instrumental model may simply be wrong. 

Behavioral assumptions: choice, and the citizen 
as rational decision maker 

The central assumption behind the publication of performance 
information is that citizens will seek out performance information, 
interpret it, and make a reasoned choice between different public service 
providers (exit), or use the information indirectly by putting pressure 
on suppliers to improve their performance (voice) (Hirschman, 1970). 
The assumptions of this rational decision-making model, however, have 
frequently been challenged. The citizen as decision maker essentially 
suffers from the same deficiencies as the decision makers featured in 
the managerial decision-making literature: information overload, 
bounded rationalities, selective perceptions, misleading heuristics and 
so on (Tversky and Kahneman, 1982; Van de Walle and Bovaird, 2007). 
Rather than making informed choices, citizens may employ an 
inquisitorial search process, where they seek out information that 
confirms their already made choices. 

Where choice is in theory possible, we see that citizens do not 
necessarily exercise this choice. Sometimes there may be very simple 
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reasons for this. Schneider and Epstein (1998: 1641) give the example 
of patients who may have a very limited amount of time to decide on a 
surgeon or a hospital. In other cases, there are no such straightforward 
reasons why citizens do not exercise choice. In healthcare, for ex am pIe, 
we find that patients continue visiting hospitals with higher mortality 
rates (Marshall et al., 2000: 63; Vladeck et al., 1988: 124), and that 
parents do not opt for the best possible schools for their children, even 
when they have the opportunity to do so. 

A possible explanation for this behavior is that citizens may not be 
the rational decision makers the choice movement assurnes them to be. 
Other factors than traditionally defined "best performance" may be 
important in selecting a public service, and qualitative research by 
Marshall and colleagues in health provision suggested that users were 
actually rather unconvinced about choice, some suggesting that "You 
don't change doctors like you change cars" (Marshall, Hiscock and 
Sibbald, 2002: 1281). 

Scrutinizing performance information and making a choice based on 
this information is adernanding process, of which the outcomes are 
uncertain. Having to exercise choice may even make people less satisfied, 
and increase stress and anxiety, thereby challenging the idea that 
having choice is actually better (Schwartz, 2004). In addition, it could 
be argued that the choice agenda is not really about choice, because the 
range of alternatives to choose from is often pre-determined and 
sometimes extremely limited (Bauman, 1999). 

The tight connection between rating and ranking schemes and the 
choice debate may give us a false message ab out accountability. While 
being framed as "empowering citizens," choice implies a shift of respon
sibility. A belief in market mechanisms leads to the assumption that 
citizens will solve the performance problem by using a different service, 
or by using exit and voice behavior. As such, promoting choice by pub
lishing performance information is useful for policy makers who do not 
want to take decisions (a point also made by Marshall, Hiscock and 
Sibbald, 2002: 1281). While the model is in theory based on empower
ment, what it may me an is: figure it out for yourself! (Schwartz, 2004). 
As such we are really dealing with a false accountability. Hacker argues 
this is exemplary of the risk shift that is occurring in society, whereby 
"giving" citizens more choice really implies a transfer of risk from col
lective actors to personal responsibility (Hacker, 2006). In other words, 
if citizens receive bad healthcare or if their children attend bad schools, 
then this should be interpreted as their responsibility. The citizen is to 
bIarne, by failing to properly exercise choice. 
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The informed citizen, choice and inequality 

An additional complication with the choiee model based on performance 
information is that more informed choiees are not an option for all 
citizens. The use of formal performance information is clearly linked to 
a certain socio-demographie profile, because using performance 
information requires certain skills. Schneider and Epstein found that 
users of hospital performance reports tended to be younger and better 
educated (Schneider and Epstein, 1998), and Meijer (2007: 172) worried 
about the digital divide in the case of publishing performance informa
tion online. Publishing performance information and stimulating 
citizens to exercise personal choiee based on this information may 
result in more inequality, because the performance information has a 
different impact on different groups. The rhetorie of empowerment and 
choiee clearly does not apply to the poor, siek, or lower educated. It has 
been suggested that, in the case of health care, hospital report cards 
"may further marginalize the experiences of these groups who in any 
case are already underserved by the health system" (Davies, Washington 
and Bindman, 2002: 379). As a result, more information may increase 
inequalities: better educated people will change their behavior through 
consulting rankings, while others won't. Offering choiee may then lead 
to the disappearance of commonness, because people have different 
experiences (Schwartz, 2004: 17), and to rising inequality. 

Publishing performance information, rankings 
and the consequences of high modernity 

As we have demonstrated in the previous sec ti on, the assumptions behind 
the use and publication of performance information are of a very rational 
nature. In this section, we argue that the main role of ratings and rank
ings is not simply to provide information to improve services or support 
managers and citizens in their rational decisions. Instead, we highlight 
the role of indicators and rankings in creating an appearance of control in 
complex environments. Indicators and rankings are not just managerial 
innovations but reflect ongoing processes of societal modernization. 

Modernity, standardization, individualization 
and control 

A statistical system and the development of administrative nomenclatures 
have been essential to the development of the modern state (Desrosieres, 
1998). States needed information, at first mainly for tax and conscription 
purposes, later for a wide range of administrative and welfare functions. 
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The word "statistics" as it was used in its original eighteenth-century sense 
"was adescription of the state, by and for itself" (Desrasieres, 1998: 147). 
In asense, nomenclatures, measures, indicators and statistics allowed the 
state to know, to penetrate and to contral society. 

This "knowing" of society reflected a deep conviction that contral and 
planning of society was possible thraugh social engineering. Nineteenth
century social reformers worked on the assumption that you needed to 
know the facts in order to change them (Boyle, 2001: 69). Knowing 
society, however, as the development of nomenclatures and taxonomies 
reflects, requires a simplification of society - society has to be made 
legible (Scott, 1998). The core of such a simplification is the standardiza
tion of measures. Unified measurement facilitated contral, and thraugh 
the use of such standards, the administration of society thraugh a 
decentralized system became possible. Scott (1998) gives the example of 
the standardization of local standards of measurement (such as length, 
weight, etc.) as a requirement for contral, assessment, taxation and 
planning. 

Standardization of measures for school and hospitals can be seen in 
the same light. The motivation for standardizing is also remarkably 
similar. Standardization is pramoted not just as a method of enhancing 
contral, but also of pramoting justice and equity. Standardized weights 
and measures pramoted trade, and helped to avoid deception in the 
transactions between sellers and buyers by weeding out a complicated 
and unintelligible system that was prane to abuse (Scott, 1998). 
Intraducing rankings for schools and hospitals pramotes equity by -
theoretically at least - offering everyone access to the same standards of 
service, and a high er level of service overall. 

The main characteristic of this pracess of modernization is atomiza
tion and individualization, not only reflected in the declining 
importance of graup memberships, but also in how we look at reality. 
This pracess of modernization has been long in the making. One could 
date its origins back to the scientific revolution, with its search for ever 
smaller parts of reality and for generalIaws, and to the empirical 
philosophical tradition. Many of the powerful ideas about economy, 
government and society that still influence many policy makers today 
present society as an aggregation of self-interested individuals. The con
tinuing influence of those ideas is remarkable given their origins in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Sociologists, fram their 
side, have observed this modernization in an increasing individualiza
tion and atomization of society in Western countries, reflected in 
decreasing family sizes, and disappearing traditions and communities 
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(Inglehart, 1997). A characteristic of this evolution towards atomization 
and individualization is that it has lead to systems and ideas that do not 
recognize joint arrangements and mutual dependencies. 

Declining trust in professionals and 
a need for control 

Professional authority and professional knowledge have come under 
attack, and citizens and policy makers no longer uncritically accept that 
professionals such as teachers or doctors are delivering a high-quality 
service. This has resulted in a crisis of professionalism (O'Neill, 2002; 
Pfadenhauer, 2006). Many tasks of government are very suitable to be 
performed by self-steering professionals, because the tasks cannot be 
properly specified in advance, and because the quality of the outcome 
cannot easily be judged afterwards (Wilson, 1989: 149). Unlike 
production-type organizations, where activities, outputs and outcomes 
can easily be specified and measured, schools and hospitals are highly 
complex systems where the assessment of output and outcomes is 
difficult because of the large degree of professional and organizational 
discretion (Pritchett and Wookock, 2002). A bureaucratic organization 
of these institutions, based on Fordist principles is therefore less 
appropriate, because such systems cannot cope with discretion (Wilson, 
1989: 149). 

However, declining trust in professionals, by the public and by 
managers, rules out professional expertise as the main guiding principle 
for such complex organizations. Discretionary services cannot easily be 
controlled or steered, so a demand emerges for a guiding principle to 
replace professionalism. This principle, rating and ranking, is copied 
from the one used in production-type agencies, and requires procedures, 
detailed record-keeping, and so on (Wilson, 1989: 170). In the absence 
of trust in both professional standards and in self-regulation in these 
complex and decentralized systems, indicators and rankings have come 
to replace relations of trust and deference. For politicians, the use of 
numbers and rankings is a means for regaining control over their 
departments. The performance movement has for this reason been 
described as an attack on professional monopolies (Radin, 2006: 54), a 
challenge to professional standards and a corrosion of professional 
autonomy (Moran, 2003). 

By transforming the complex acts of professionals (teachers, medical 
doctors) into (performance) numbers, it feels as if we can understand 
them. Indicators have created for policy makers and citizens an 
appearance or illusion of control. Ironically, while rankings have been 
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hailed as methods for restoring accountability and trust, they also 
symbolize the disappearance of societies' trust in professionals. 

Rankings and creating sense and order 

This process of modernization, described above, is still continuing. 
Rather than being in a postmodern era, some would claim we have 
entered aperiod ofhigh modernity, where the processes ofmodernization 
have become radicalized and universalized (Giddens, 1996). One aspect 
of this high modernity is a continuing abstraction, generalization, and 
atomization of society. Modernization is reflected in an increasing 
abstraction of reality. Direct information about public services from 
friends or family is replaced by abstract and mediated performance 
information. Performance information mediates between public services 
and citizens (Giddens, 1996: 102). 

The increasing use of performance information is a logical consequence 
of this evolution, which may have started alreadywith the Enlightenment. 
One could even claim that the fact that rating and ranking systems are 
used so intensively in the United Kingdom has to do with the country's 
strong tradition of empiricism in political philosophy. Countries and 
sectors where performance information is used intensively usually share 
very positivist assumptions of knowledge (Henkel, 1991: 121). Ranking 
public services brings order to the messy social world. 

The task of imposing order on a complex reality is often difficult, as 
we see with regard to efforts to measure performance of schools and 
hospitals. In dispersed systems with unclear outcomes, establishing a 
feeling of control is difficult. The uncertainty, differentiation, and 
disappearance of trust in professionals create real coping problems. 
Bevan and Hood describe the use of targets as a method of exercising 
control in complex environments (Bevan and Hood, 2006). Performance 
information, and especially ranking, re-establishes an impression of 
control. Rankings thus serve as coping mechanisms, replacing the 
earlier trust in professionals. The declining trust in professionals has 
created a need for new trusted methods of exchange. The disappearance 
of trust in one expert system (that of professionals) required its 
replacement by other mechanisms or systems, or symbolic tokens 
(Giddens, 1996: 22). Trust rests in the abstract capacities of these tokens. 
Rankings reflect an attempt at providing such new tokens. 

Rankings offer predictability and rest in a world full of risk. They 
respond to citizens' need to feel in control, and create an illusion of 
having the levers of change. In the context of the public sec tor, Pollitt 
has used the concept "hyper modernism" in relation to overly progressive 
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and teleological beliefs in public sector reform (Pollitt, 2007a). People 
have adesire to have simple and abstract views of reality, and 
manicheistic summaries of this reality as reflected in an institution's 
situation at the top or at the bottom of a public service ranking answer 
to such desires (de Kervasdoue, 2007). They give citizens the possibility 
to act as actors in contral and to act as rational beings and decision 
makers. Obviously, these symbolic tokens only create an impression of 
information and rationality. 

While helpful illusions, rating and rankings systems, just like all 
symbolic tokens, come with an important drawback. A symbols system 
in high modernity requires no context to interpret, or so we like to 
believe. Citizens may come to adopt a belief that they can assess the 
functioning of individual schools and hospitals using ratings and 
rankings without knowing this individual school's or hospital's con
text. Public sector rankings decontextualize public sector performance. 
Disembedded knowledge replaces embedded knowledge about schools 
and hospitals because the latter is less formalized and thus harder to 
interpret (Townley, 2002). Rating and ranking systems have the 
advantage that they help us to hold performance conversations about 
the functioning of public institutions by creating a common standard 
of conversation, but by doing so they also obscure a great deal of this 
"reality." The functioning of public institutions and information about 
this performance may have become decoupled (Power, 1999). More 
knowledge may actually have contributed to ambivalence and 
uncertainty and thus less contral, not more (Giddens, 1996). 

Rankings and accountability: risk avoidance 
and scapegoating 

When a school or hospital is victimized because of its low position in cer
tain rankings, the disembedded nature of performance knowledge in the 
rankings makes it difficult to interpret the reasons for this low position. 
Our need for contral incites us to blame someone for this position (Beck, 
1992). It is not without reason that some have equated new forms of 
accountability thraugh performance information with punishment 
(Behn, 2001: 3). We need to believe that something is wrang with the per
formance of this hospital or that school. Not doing so would mean chal
lenging the rating and rankings system, which would be a direct challenge 
to our feelings of contral. Blaming the school's or hospital's management 
is preferred over having our illusion of contral dispelled. 

This scapegoating is relatively easy precisely because of the 
disembedded nature of public service rankings. This disembedded, 
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decontextualized, nature allows you to rapidly formulate an opinion 
about a certain school or hospital. The role of rankings as a common 
language and symbolic tokens makes a scapegoating approach preferable 
to achallenge to the ranking system because it keeps the illusion of 
control intact. 

The future of ratings and rankings 

Rating and ranking systems are recent innovations in governance, and 
often highly controversial. There is active debate about the meaningful
ness of the data made available to the public, and about the effect that 
publication of data has on the internaIoperations of organizations, as 
well as the behavior of consumers. As we have seen, many of the 
concerns aired in these disputes are well-founded: there is good reason 
to wonder whether rating and ranking systems result in an overall 
improvement in the quality of public services. 

Might we have grounds, then, to doubt that this will prove to be a 
durable innovation? Probably not. As we have tried to show, the 
deployment of rating and ranking systems is not simply a technical 
decision - that is, a mechanical question of "instrument choice" 
governed by a weighing of the benefits and costs that accrue from 
deployment of such systems. The drive toward adoption of these systems 
is also driven by larger cultural, political and economic forces, which 
continue to operate without regard to such narrow calculations of 
benefits and costs. We may seek to alter or amend these systems in an 
effort to improve the benefit-cost ratio, but the broad question of 
whether we will engage in the business of ranking and rating may 
already be settled. 

Indeed, the controversy of such systems may eventually fade away, so 
that the business of rating and ranking becomes a familiar and accepted 
way of thinking about the governance of public services. There is 
precedent for this. There was a time, for example, when many of the 
concepts used to measure national economic activity - Gross Domestic 
Product, the unemployment rate, the inflation rate the balance of 
payments - were unfamiliar and deeply contested. Today they are taken 
for granted in everyday discourse, even though the conceptual 
difficulties that initially provoked controversy persist (Boyle, 2001: 43; 
Saltelli, 2007). Rating and ranking systems may be consolidated in the 
same way. 

We would then find ourselves in a world in which the qualities of 
modernity - rationalization, standardization, the quantification of 
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value - are further advanced. We might imagine that this constitutes a 
triumph of popular sovereignty. These systems will be justified as 
mechanisms for assuring better central control over dispersed 
bureaucracies, and better accountability of service providers to their 
customers. And citizens may feel that they have acquired some greater 
measure of control in a world otherwise characterized by great 
turbulence. But this impression of heightened control is likely to be 
misleading. The economic forces that generate uncertainty are much 
broader in their impacts. Moreover the multiple producer-side and 
consumer-side problems with rating and ranking systems are likely to 
persist, limiting their effectiveness in enhancing control over service 
providers, even in a narrow sense. 



Epilogue: The Many Faces 
of Use 
Harry Hatry 

Previous chapters have discussed, from a variety of viewpoints, the 
usefulness of the information generated by performance measurement 
processes in government. This chapter extracts from these materials, 
and discusses, three major dimensions of usefulness. These dimensions 
inc1ude: first, technical features on which usage may depend; second, 
the variety of types of potential users, each of whom is likely to need 
somewhat different performance information; and, third, the major 
ways in which performance information can be used. Then the chapter 
identifies the very substantiallimitations of performance information, 
a topic that has seldom been weIl articulated in the past. FinaIly, the 
chapter does some crystal-ball gazing, discussing the future of perform
ance measurement and performance management, especially as it 
relates to their likely future usefulness. 

As Van Dooren says in Chapter 1, "If we want to study success and 
failure of performance movements, we have to study the use of 
performance information." 

The key technical prerequisites for use 

We he re identify five key "technical" elements that seem necessary for 
successful use of performance measurement information: 

• Validity of the performance indicators. Do the indicators measure 
what is relevant and important about the particular issue or service? 

• Quality of the data. Is the quality of the data collected for each of 
the performance indicators of sufficient accuracy? 

227 
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• Timeliness of the data. Are the performance data collected and 
reported in a sufficiently timely fashion so the information is 
available when needed? 

• Analysis of the data. Has at least some basic analysis been 
undertaken of that data to put it into meaningful form, such as by 
providing breakouts of the aggregate data and by providing 
legitimate comparisons so that users can interpret the extent to 
which the measured levels of performance represent good or poor 
outcomes? 

• Presentation of the performance information. Is the information 
presented in a form that the user groups can understand and interpret 
and in a easy to read format? 

It is this author's experience that typically each of the above basic 
technical elements is frequently violated at least to some degree. This 
has likely contributed to the highly restrained use of performance 
information, as the various authors of the previous chapters indicate. 
Often, the set of performance indicators and data presented in 
performance reports includes a haphazard set of information that 
intertwines indicators of outputs, workload data, internal process 
indicators, outcome indicators, and even at times input indicators. This 
tends to drown the basic outcome information in the sea of what may 
be secondary information. Many existing national and sub-national 
performance measurement systems provide such mixtures of indica
tors keeping busy officials from using it. (A number of chapters, such as 
Bouckaert and Halligan's, identify various aspects of this problem.) 

In the past, little basic analysis has been presented to users, though 
this does appear to be improving, in part because of the availability 
of continually improving technology (such as mapping software) that 
can help with such analysis. We are not talking here about sophisticated 
evaluation efforts, but only such basic analysis steps as breaking out 
aggregate data of an outcome indicator by individual geographical 
locations (depending on the government level, these could be states/ 
provinces, regions, districts, cities, neighborhoods, etc.) or by other 
key demographic characteristics (such as reporting the outcomes for 
various age groups, income groups, gender, race/ethnicity groups, 
special disadvantage/handicapped groups, etc.). Such breakouts have 
commonly been neglected throughout the world in performance 
measurement. The other major component of basic analysis is to 
provide basic comparisons. Some comparisons are typically used, 
such as comparisons with previous years' performance (though time 
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trend information is seldom presented). Less often found in 
performance reports are comparisons with targets set by the service 
program at the beginning of the year (such as sometimes presented in 
pro gram budgets) and comparisons with other similar jurisdictions 
with similar programs. 

Finally, the format in which the data presented to users has been far 
from optimal and sometimes terrible. Reports have often contained too 
much information, with the key findings buried somewhere in that 
information. Sometimes too many data are provided. Sometimes the 
labels for the performance indicators are very unclear so that users 
cannot really understand what the data represent. Too infrequently 
have the voluminous amounts of data collected been highlighted and 
summarized (using even such basic steps as highlighting key findings, 
perhaps by merely circling unexpected outcomes or highlighting them 
in color). And brief summaries that extract the major findings are 
surprisingly seI dom provided. 

These gaps particularly affect higher level officials and legislators. 
For example, legislatures are often criticized for a lack of focus on the 
outcomes of services they fund. Few legislators throughout the world 
regularly ask about past results or the expected future results of the 
programs and services they are asked to fund. However, a substantial 
part of the blame for this falls on the Executive Branch in not providing 
valid indicators (e.g., that information likely to be most relevant on 
the important outcomes of concern to the legislators and their citizen 
constituents) and summaries and highlights of the performance 
information. (See ]ohnson and Talbot's chapter for discussion of 
limited UK Parliament's use of outcome information.) 

Types of potential users 

What information is wanted will, of course, vary at least somewhat by 
the type of user, as weIl as the particular circumstances - such as 
whether a new program is being considered, whether its budget is 
being reviewed, whether problems have arisen that need quick 
attention, and so on. 

A basic taxonomy would likely start with the type and level of 
organization. This includes whether it is a public body or a private non
governmental organization. At the government level differences in the 
performance information needed will, of course, depend on the level 
of government, such as a national!central, state/provincial, of local 
government. 
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Within each such level, there will alm ost certainly be the following 
key user groups: 

a. The Executive Branch. The Executive Branch will typically have at 
least three sub-levels of users, including: 

• high-level public officials, including department/ministry heads 
and their deputies 

• mid-management officials 
• first-line supervisors and non-supervisory employees 

b. Legislature 
c. The public and media 

It is well understood that these different categories of users are likely to 
be interested in varying degrees of detail. Also, within any of these 
categories, people can differ considerably in their interest in data, such 
as that coming from a performance measurement process. 

Surprisingly, however, and probably not often recognized, is that 
the findings for most outcome indicators are likely to be of potential 
interest at all levels and for all these groups. For example, basic out
come indicators, such as crime rates, infant mortality rates, water and 
air quality indicators, school test scores and graduation rates, will be 
of interest and importance at all levels. The time it takes for citizens 
to get a public assistance check from their government is likely to be 
of concern all the way up the line, including to legislators and, of 
course, the media (especially if the response time is excessive). Indeed, 
such mundane indicators as citizen ratings of the courteousness of 
public employees when they respond to citizens requests for assistance 
can become of interest even to national public officials and 
legislators. 

What can differ substantially is the coverage of the indicator. This 
will have considerable effect on the intensity of user interest. For exam
pIe, parents and school officials will be quite interested in school-Ievel 
test scores and dropout rates for their own schools. National education 
officials will tend to focus on nationwide data and not be interested in 
data on individual schools. Nationallegislators will be particularly con
cerned about the collective data relevant to their own constituents. The 
basic outcome indicator is the same, but its coverage differs. Citizens 
will have some interest in national crime rates, but are likely to be 
intensely interested in the crime rates in their own neighborhood and 
community. 
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On the other hand, operating management inevitably will routinely 
need more information on outcomes, details not likely to be of sufficient 
interest to high er level officials to report regularly to them. For example, 
not likely to be normally reported to high er level officials are the names 
of individual businesses that failed safety or environmental inspections, 
nor data on such intermediate outcomes as the percentage of firms that 
agreed to correct the violations. 

High-level OMB-type offices have increasingly been attempting to 
reduce the number of outcomes regularly reported to high-level officials, 
limiting the number of indicators that individual agencies can provide. 
While this may, or may not, be a good approach, it appears in at least 
some instances to discourage agencies from reporting other performance 
data for their own internal purposes. This is a side-effect of the problem, 
discussed later, that the "top-down," prevalent, approach to performance 
measurement has not been accompanied by adequately encouraging 
operating managers to use the performance data for improving their 
services. 

In re cent years, considerable emphasis has been placed internationally 
on getting citizen involvement and use of performance information. It 
seems that it is assumed that many, probably most, citizens will be very 
interested in such information and use it to press their governments 
into improving services. It seems c1ear that citizens are likely to be 
considerably more interested in information on outcomes than 
information they may have traditionally received, such as counts of 
outputs. As more such information is collected and reported by govern
ments, this seems likely to lead to somewhat more citizen interest and 
possibly use of that information. However, what is not c1ear is the extent 
of citizen interest in such data, except for data that applies to their own 
individual circumstances, such as service outcomes covering their own 
neighborhood or other affinity groups. (See Ho in Chapter 12 for a 
discussion of citizen involvement in performance measurement.) 

A taxonomy of uses 

Not often recognized by public officials is the large variety of uses of 
performance information. Below is one such listing. See de Lancer 
Julnes in Chapter 4 for another, c10sely related approach to c1assifying 
categories of uses. 

(a) Accountability. Upper level officials want evidence as to what the 
services being provided are achieving. This has probably been the major 
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thrust in pushing performance measurement, both in developed and 
developing countries. Countries receiving funding support from the 
multilateral and bilateral funding organizations have been under 
pressure from those funders to provide such information. While 
considerable lip service has been given to using the information to help 
improve services, the emphasis appears to have been on getting 
information to show what has been accomplished. For developed 
countries, the mandate for performance measurement has usually come 
from elected officials in the legislature or executive branch of the 
governments. Few operating departments/ministries appear to have 
taken it upon themselves to introduce performance measurement. 

(b) Budgeting. Performance information can be used in budgeting 
processes for basically three purposes: 

• Development/preparation of the budget 
• ]ustification of the budget proposal 
• To fulfill the requirements of the upper-Ievel officials 

Unfortunately, few documented examples appear to exist of the use 
of budgeting and outcome information for justification and prepara
tion. The exception has been the use of output data (such as the number 
of lane miles/meters of roads constructed or repaired and the number of 
clients served by a program). This has likely occurred because of the 
much closer link between costs and outputs. The production function 
between outcomes and outputs and, thus, between outcomes and costs, 
is usually not well known and therefore not of much use in rationalizing 
budgets. For example, what is the cost to improve customer satisfaction 
with a particular service by ten percentage points? 

(c) Improving services. This category involves a large number of 
sub-uses, each of which is aimed ultimately at improving the service. 
These include the following: 

(c.1) Raising questions/identifying problems. This use has sometimes 
been identified as being the major use of performance data, particularly 
outcome data. Questions can be raised at any level of the government 
about outcome data. Outcomes that are unexpected, whether 
unexpectedly bad or good, can readily become the subject for any 
official, or legislator, to ask "Why did this occur?" The questioning has 
the potential for stimulating attention to finding out why the problem 
occurred and to attempt to make changes to improve future outcomes. 



Epilogue: The Many Faces of Use 233 

Officials may wish to question disappointing outcomes but also where 
the program has done particularly weIl, both to make sure that the 
information is correct and possibly also to see whether what was done 
successfully can be transferred elsewhere or should continue to be 
supported. As]ohnsen points out in Chapter 10, performance indicators 
seldom give answers but function as "tin openers," encouraging 
stakeholders to scrutinize issues more closely. 

(c.2) Identifying training and technical assistance needs. This use 
appears to be rare but provides an opportunity for most government 
services. This use is likely to be most appropriate at the lower levels of a 
government agency. At the lowest level, outcome information could be 
broken out both by individual office and, sametimes, by each individual 
service worker, such as the outcomes of caseworkers in a variety of 
health and human services agencies where the individual employee has 
considerable responsibility for individual clients. This use can potentially 
be appropriate for almost any service - for ex am pie, in identifying 
technical assistance or training needs for individual offices responsible 
for water or air pollution inspections or for employees working on 
eligibility determinations on public assistance applicants. 

(c.3) Motivating employees to improve service quality. A number of 
variations in this approach exist. Same governments at the various 
levels have played with approaches for tying pay to performance. It is 
not clear that monetary approaches are successful and they may even 
be counterproductive in causing dissension from employees who da not 
trust the way awards are made. This appears to have occurred because, 
usually, the final decision on awards is based on the judgment of a 
supervisor. What has seldom been attempted is awards based primarily 
on more objectively predefined outcomes, and where the employees 
involved agree that the process is fair. 

Non-monetary awards, however, may have considerably more 
potential in the public sector. They may have motivating power with
out accompanying dissension. Askim notes in Chapter 8 that "we just 
know that most subordinates will behave as they should simply because 
of the possibility that their performance is being evaluated by leaders." 
Not widely used are recognition awards for public employees who have 
been members of teams, groups or offices that have produced especially 
good outcomes. Such awards are inexpensive and can be given to many 
employees, perhaps for either high levels of performance or for 
considerable improvement from past performance. Such awards can be 
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used by governments to celebrate successes, helping to balance the 
often negative viewpoint of citizens about the public sector. 

(cA) "How Are We Doing?" sessions. In this approach a higher level 
official holds regular meetings with his or her staff, perhaps after each 
performance report has been received, to go over the report's findings. At 
the meeting, the successes and the failures are identified, reasons for 
these are explored, and perhaps initial plans made for improvements 
(this approach can also be considered a form of motivational approach). 

A major form of this approach has begun to sprout in the United 
States in wh at has been called the "Stat" movement. It began in the 
New York City Police Department, spread to many other agencies in 
New York City's government and then to the city of Baltimore in the 
form of its "CitiStat" program. A number of other local and, recently, 
state governments such as Washington and Maryland have begun to 
adopt variations. In this approach, a department head, mayor, gover
nor or other key officials meet regularly with individual agencies to go 
over aseries of statistics on that agency's performance. Most applica
tions thus far have included not only outcome information but also 
output and process information, such as staff absentee rates. (The ini
tial efforts in New York City focused primarily on outcome informa
tion such as crime rates. However, same other governments have 
tended to focus more on internal processes.) This approach appears to 
be quite attractive to many in upper management and appears likely to 
spread widely, certainly in the United States. 

(c.S) Performance contracting. One of the first real uses of outcome 
information in the United States has been its introduction into con
tracts with private for-profit businesses. This approach has also been 
applied to nonprofit organizations. The first such applications included 
providing bonuses and penalties to the contractors for completing 
road construction on schedule - whether ahead of, or behind, schedule. 
A key element is to make sure that the contractor has a significant 
amount of influence over the outcome indicators included in the con
tract. Such agreements have been used in solid waste collection, 
employment training programs (in which the contractor or grantee 
are paid at least in part based on success in getting unemployed per
sons into employment), and success in finding adaptive parents for 
children. Such contracts are probably possible in most government 
services. However, the contract clauses need to be worked out very 
carefully and provision needs to be made for obtaining accurate 
outcome data. 
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(c.6) Showing the distributional/equity affects of services. Outcome 
data broken out by categories of citizens, as discussed earlier, will 
indicate whether some subgroups of citizens have not been achieving 
the same outcomes as others. Such information can be used to affect 
allocations of public resources. 

(c. 7) Providinginformation forin-depth evaluations of a service. Some 
governments periodicaIly undertake in-depth evaluations of selected 
services, particularly those for which problems have been raised. Such 
evaluations often can use existing performance data from the perform
ance measurement process as a major source of data. Similarly, examina
tion of performance data can indicate if a service or pro gram needs a more 
in-depth evaluation. 

(c.8) Learning/problem solving. Aside from immediately being used 
to improve services, the exploration of performance data can provide 
programs with insights into what is working and what is not working. 
Moynihan believes that agencies can engage in "goal based learning." 
While initially the outcome data might not be used to help support budg
eting or operations, the information can be used to help agency person
nel figure out what works weIl and not so weIl - so it can make future 
improvements. 

If the outcomes of a similar service provided by different jurisdictions 
can be compared, that information can be used to help identify "best 
(successful) practices." This generally requires an outside organization 
to examine the outcome data and identify what it is that the successful 
jurisdictions are doing to achieve the higher levels of performance -
and then disseminate that information to other jurisdictions. 

A largely untouched procedure in the public sector is the use of random 
assignment experimental designs to improve operational procedures. 
This academic term may be frightening to public employees. However, 
sometimes the procedure can be used in a relatively simple way to try out 
different ways of delivering a service. For example, an employment train
ing program might experiment with different media or different amounts 
of time for major training elements. Such procedures are feasible if cus
tomers can be randomly assigned to either the existing procedure or the 
new procedure - such as by flipping a coin - and if no ethical problems 
arise bynot providing aIl customers with the same procedure. Subsequently 
the outcomes would be compared for each of the two procedures to iden
tify if one of the approaches had superior outcomes to the other. 

(c.9) Aiding performance partnerships. Outcome data can be used 
as a glue for establishing performance partnerships. These partnerships 
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are collaborations in which different government agencies (and 
perhaps non-government organizations) work together to attack a 
large-scale problem that crosses agency lines. The public partners 
might be at the same level of government or at different levels. 

In such partnerships, the partners would agree on the activities and 
key outcome indicators, set targets for each indicator, and subsequently 
report on progress being made against the targets. The indicators would 
basically represent a pyramid of intermediate and end outcome indica
tors. Each partner's responsibility relating to each indicator would need 
to be identified. For example, if the issue is juvenile delinquency, each 
participating local government would be responsible for tracking the 
amount and severity of juvenile delinquency within its own jurisdiction. 
The juvenile delinquency data might be tracked by a criminal justice 
agency. Educational and social service agencies have also considerable 
responsibility, such as by working with churches and parents to reduce 
school absenteeism and dropout rates. Each school district would be 
responsible for tracking and improving its performance on these indica
tors. However, as Denhardt and Aristigueta document in Chapter 7, 
these collaborations can be quite difficult to implement successfully. 

(c.1O) Marketing/advocacy. Moynihan believes this is a first use of 
performance information by agency staff. In the United States, nonprofit 
agencies have been encouraged by their sponsors, both government 
agencies and private charitable foundations, to justify their request by 
presenting outcome information. Nonprofit organizations as well as 
public organizations can more proactively seek funds based on their 
outcomes. Even agencies that find they have not been able to produce the 
outcomes they had hoped for might use that data to help justify their 
need for funding - in order to improve their services. 

(c.lI) Communicating with citizens. Citizens are likely to have 
considerable interest in outcome information, especially outcomes that 
relate to their own personal situation, such as their own community, 
age group, gender, and so on. For example, public officials might use 
the outcome information as a basis for "State of the Government" 
reports to their citizens or in meetings with citizens on specific issues 
to help justify past decisions or new proposed plans. 

Limitations of performance measurement 
information 

Unfortunately, key important limitations of performance information 
have not been sufficiently articulated nor learned by many users. This, 
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among other things, has led to excessive expectations for performance 
information, leading at the extreme to throwing out the baby with the 
wash water and giving up on performance measurement and its use. 
The following is a list of such limitations: 

1. Performance data do not tell WHY performance has been good or 
bad or what should be done to improve services. However, a well
constructed performance measurement system can help shed light on 
the why and what should be done. For example, disaggregating out
come data can help pinpoint the cause of the problem, such as possibly 
showing that the problem primarily has occurred for a particular demo
graphic group. When customer surveys are used, it is good practice to 
ask respondents to identify reasons for any poor ratings they gave and 
to provide improvement suggestions. 

To obtain a fuller perspective of problem causes, in-depth studies are 
needed. Performance measurement is intended to be a regular activity 
that involves reporting on selected key outcome performance indica
tors. More in depth information on causes might be obtained by setting 
up a special task force to examine the problem or by undertaking an 
in-depth pro gram evaluation. 

2. For particular issues that arise during the year, public officials will 
likely need information on more indicators than those included in their 
ongoing performance measurement process, which inevitably needs to 
focus on a limited set of indicators being reported. These should be 
"key" indicators, but for any service, many other service characteristics 
are likely to be important. At the lower levels of the operating agency 
each of these indicators might be tracked, but the typical performance 
measurement system will seldom cover enough of them to provide a 
full, complete perspective on a particular issue. Thus, during ad hoc 
program reviews, other outcome information (as well as other 
information) willlikely be needed. 

3. Finally, performance measurement is about the past. It provides 
data about the past. But, most public decisions are ab out the future. 
This includes budget, pro gram and policy choices. The performance 
data provide a major source of information for decision makers as to 
what should be done ab out the future. Data on past performance are 
used to extrapolate future performance. And they provide the baseline 
data from which progress can be assessed. However, projecting into the 
future is fraught with obstacles and difficulties. Even worse, if an agency 
wants to consider options that are considerably different than the 
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current ones, past data may be of limited use for projecting the 
performance of the new options. 

The above limitations are substantial and need to be recognized. It also 
needs to be recognized that the performance information has consider
able potential usefulness for purposes such as discussed above. 
Nevertheless, if the performance information is not or is only barely 
used for any of these purposes, a government will need to revamp its 
performance measurement process if not drop it. At present, many, 
probably most, public officials and managers have limited experience 
in using performance information. 

Crystal-ball gazing: the future of performance 
measurement and its use 

The major shift that appears to be emerging is to transform performance 
measurement into performance management (see also Bouckaert and 
Halligan in Chapter 5). Indeed, it is the use of the performance informa
tion that is the key element in transforming performance measurement 
into performance management. More and more scholars and opera
tional public officials are putting more stress on performance manage
ment. Performance measurement is a key element of performance 
management - it is essential to it. 

A key indicator of this in the United States is the increasing attention 
to the "Stat" movement (discussed earlier) by both upper level public 
officials and operating managers. The phrase "Stat" ("statistics") may 
frighten off some officials. Some governments are likely to switch ter
minology to make the terminology more congenial with public officials 
(such as in the State of Washington's new "Government Management 
Accountable and Performance" process). These "How Are We Doing?" 
sessions are characterized by regular meetings between upper level 
public officials with lower level staff to examine the latest performance 
information on individual public services and to determine if, and 
what, actions are needed. This approach appears to be quite promising 
and to be a natural way to use performance information. It is likely that 
some governments in other countries will in the future adapt some 
variation of the approach. 

Improved information technology will increase the attractiveness of 
outcome information. We can expect much greater use of charts and 
maps and color in performance reports, increasing the information's 
appeal to, and use by, public officials and the public. Even more 
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important, the technology is making it much easier to disaggregate data 
by key characteristics of customers or of the workload, such as in road 
maintenance and environmental protection programs. For example, 
water quality and air quality data are likely to be mapped in terms of 
various pollutant levels for particular locations and particular parts of 
water bodies. 

Questions remain about the validity of the outcome information. 
Outputs and outcomes are still often confused and jumbled taget her. 
Key outcome information is not collected. However, in recent years this 
problem appears to be lessening. A major gap, however, is the consider
able resistance to following up outcomes after customer program com
pletion, such as to assess whether the client is in good condition six or 
12 months after completing the program. For many services, particularly 
health and human service programs, such follow-ups seem essential for 
assessing whether outcomes have been successful. Currently such assess
ments primarily are done only if an ad hoc program evaluation is done. 
Such studies occur tao infrequently to be useful for ongoing perform
ance management. Technology should help in the future to make it 
easier to reach clients (such as when most citizens have ready access to 
the internet) so that agencies will become more comfortable in gathering 
such essential information. 

Most of the analytical focus so far has been on examining past per
formance. Much more attention, if not areal shift, is needed on how 
such historieal data can be used to help make future decisions. The 
major example that this author knows about occurs in the use of 
simulation models, such as their use of past relationships to project into 
the future who and how many citizens would be affected by proposed 
changes to public assistance program eligibility rules. 

Very much needed is exploration into the relationships among costs, 
outputs and outcomes. The amount of money needed to increase 
outcomes will likely always be subject to considerable uncertainty. 
However, more attention to these relationships by both individual gov
ernments and across governments is needed, for instance for budgeting 
and strategie planning. The search for such information has not yet 
emerged significantly as far as this author can see. 

In order to build fully on these various applications and uses of per
formance information, public officials at all levels will need more 
exposure to examples of how others have used performance informa
tion. Case studies are needed of examples of uses to improve serviees 
that have been made by public agencies. Studies are needed that iden
tify the factors leading to use or non-use. The temptation in case studies 
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will be merely to document initial implementation of changes without 
also seeking information on whether the implementation was sustained 
and, most importantly, whether the changes actually led to improved 
outcomes. Such investigations will be achallenge, but are badly needed 
for use in training and educating public officials. 

Final comment 

It seems to be just common sense that public officials and other public 
managers need performance information, especially on outcomes, to 
properly manage public services. It is hard to believe that performance 
measurement will not continue far into the future. Many variations will 
undoubtedly OCCUf, but it seems highly likely that service outcomes will 
continue to be measured in same form or another and be increasingly 
used for accountability, budgeting and improving public services. 
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