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Discussion summary

Current key issues in public administration as reported in a recent IPAC survey of Deputy Ministers across the country include: 

· Improved accountability and transparency, and 

· Performance and results management, measurement and reporting.

Can performance measurement really help us achieve accountability and ensure public needs are addressed? This TRG forum explored the opportunities and challenges, in a provocative and informative “fireside chat”.  
The panel was composed of professionals deeply involved with accountability, performance measurement and performance management:
· Jim McCarter, Auditor General of Ontario, responsible for ensuring that the accountability systems are working in ministries and agencies operating with public money; 

· Mark MacDonald, who has worked with IPAC and public agencies across the continent in developing workable performance management systems; 

· Brian Marson, who designed the federal government’s Service Improvement Policy and co-founded the Institute for Citizen Centred Service;
· Professor Paul Thomas acted as moderator. He is a frequent contributor to committees and commissions at all three orders of government and to IPAC on the topics of governance, performance management and the culture of accountability in the public sector.

Introductory remarks:

Paul Thomas

Around the world people are now reviewing whether performance measures have been worth the cost.  The feeling is that we must not get stuck on this one element of governance.  We have to get it right, and move on.  

Why is it so popular? It seems easy, but really is difficult.  Why isn't utilization better? 

Under the new federal Accountability Act, more people are now monitoring performance than doing the work! To compound the problems, there is talk of something called the “MAD” - that is, the multiple accountabilities syndrome (avoiding accountability).  

Jim McCarter 
Even supporters have to be skeptical sometimes.  In Ontario we had management by results theories in the 1980's, implying that the whole public service should be managed by results.  That notion died out in the late 80's. Ontario is now trying to get more focus, by reducing the number of targets. The new LHINs (Local Health Integration Networks) for example will be governed by performance measures.  Ministries are asked to put their measures on their web sites.  

The Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants has guidelines on appropriate use of performance measurements.  We now have a critical mass of effort.  

Among the challenges is information overload.  Another challenge is that government tends to report only good news.  This evolution implies it's better to keep performance management simple rather than attempting to be comprehensive.

It is far from clear that in a bureaucracy setting targets can make a difference.  Example - in Canada all the provinces got together on health measures.  The resulting feedback is we're not going to do it anymore - because nobody has read the results or used them.  They did it right - but it didn't go anywhere! 

Mark McDonald 
I am an "outsider" looking in; helping public managers with performance management. 

I see three major classes of measures:
1.  Politically determined measures.  These are not illegitimate, but they're more related to communications than performance.  This is "measurement for politics" 

2.  The next type is measures that are input based, with only a bit of output.  These are interesting, but of limited use for learning and improvement. 

3.  Information on services - detailed information.
Brian Marson 
At the federal level we've taken a pragmatic approach. We've learned you really need to measure and benchmark the "right" things; and that measurement really helps when you need to prove and communicate results. 

In 1997 we were measuring operations and outputs; but these were of little interest to citizens.  We didn't measure citizen or client satisfaction.  But we do that now.  Canada is the only country to do that. We can now learn from long series of performance measurements, and we can compare services.  An interesting discovery is that Canadian public services have the highest rated service satisfaction level in the world.  

It's important to focus on the drivers of service satisfaction.  We are now also measuring employee engagement/satisfaction to discover what drives good results.  

It's important to note that measurement is not the goal.  The broader goal is better results for clients / Canadians.  What can be learned is how to get better outcomes - better results for Canadians.  

Fire side chat
Question: Are targets a good idea? 

Brian - Yes there is a role for standards and targets.  There was a lot of debate about this at the federal level in 1999 and 2000.  But Deputy Ministers decided on setting a 10% improvement target to be met by 2005. They set the target, and then they achieved it. By setting a target - people move from measurement to achievement.  Setting targets helped to move yardsticks. 

Jim - there is a downside to targets.  For example, ambulance response times were set at a target of four minutes.  Deputy Ministers however said that setting the benchmark make them accountable, and they resisted being accountable for ambulance response times.  There is a push back on targets.  

Mark - there's nothing wrong with targets.  The challenge is in picking the "right" targets.  Deputy Ministers should not accept a target if it is not reasonable and right or isn't related to the performance of the organization. 

Question: Isn’t performance always relative?

Jim - Auditors General won't attest to quality of service targets.  What they audit instead is cost-effectiveness, and whether the level of service is appropriate for the level of investment.  

And we do need to know what performance measures mean with respect to plans. We also need to know which measures are appropriate.  

It's easier to set the targets for service than it is for policy.  
Targets should not be just a performance measurement tool - but also a research tool.  Experience with targets should help to discover better ways to measure performance and set targets.  This won't happen if you don't do the research by using targets 

Mark - here are three guidelines for performance measurement reporting, and setting targets: 

1. Never measure for politics or political outcomes 

2. Do some measurement for management and management outcomes 

3. Do most of measurement for service - where there is a reasonable possibility of choice for the beneficiary.
Question: there is a trend in Canada, Australia and the United Kingdom for what is called "horizontality" or “whole of government" or "joined up government".  Where are we in measuring performance on these ambitions and what are the resulting implications of multiple responsibilities for performance?  

Paul - Can't have a measure were no one is accountable.  It could be concluded that these efforts create "systems problems" where no one becomes accountable.  

Brian - It's better to start with the citizen perspective rather than a manager perspective or accountability perspective.  These really are different perspectives. 

Mark - if you have complex problems and complex systems - can you ever measure performance fairly? Is it fair to gain ground on one target by sacrificing another target?  There really does seem to be a systems problem. 

Question: Are performance measurements used more for punitive purposes than constructive purposes?  Public servants get skeptical about this.  

Jim - There are lots of performance contracts being created - and the important consequence is that what is in the contract will get attention and will get done. One should be careful and decide what is really important before setting targets.  The negative implication is the things that are not mentioned in the performance contract will not get done. 

Sometimes bad performance attracts more money rather than less money. 
In Ontario, at the Deputy level, results drive performance pay.
Audience: public administration at the federal level is so cluttered by rules and regulations that costs spiral out of control.  How can we get a focus on the costs? Maybe the costs outweigh the benefits!
Brian - Arthur Kroeger warned of the risk of "over control", which is what's happening.  You have to get a balance of control and constructive change - in ways that don't impair services or systems. 

Audience: how do we measure and manage policy effectiveness? 

A case in point would be student achievement levels - which amount to macro level and policy targets.  It is not clear that what government does has influenced outcomes in this area.  We don't really know the impact of the measure, and therefore it's not very useful as a "performance measure". 

Another example in the United Kingdom was where hospital waiting time targets were set and waiting times were reduced.  But that's not a real measure of, a real driver for, client satisfaction.  There are many other things that will have more clear and direct bearing on client satisfactions.  With most hospital users, getting waiting times down from 18 months to 12 months does not register as an improvement.  You have to engage the citizen in order to pick the right measures.  
Another useful analogy can be provided: how do you set targets for weather forecasting?  Sometimes you can't set a performance target - where the outcomes are neither manage nor controllable.  If you can't control the achievement of the target - do not set a target! 

Another example of an inverse relationship between performance and consequences are forest fires.  The experience is that the more forest fires there are - the more money is directed to that activity. 

Audience: can you measure effectiveness of Central Agencies? 

In Ontario audits, we are finding that paperwork in education is taking away from results.  Teachers are not able to spend more time in class - because they must spend more time with paper work. Bureaucracy can be a performance inhibitor.  

There is a tension - of measuring for the sake of measuring - or measuring for improving results.  It is imperative to ask - do the measures help in improving systems and services. 
How do you measure citizen satisfaction with policy? 

Panel summary and conclusions: 

Don't stop making the effort to measure and improve performance!
To make performance measurement work better - link the targets through management systems.
Focus on the service value chain: can we get the same results with fewer resources, or can we get better results with same resources. 

Performance should be measured with respect to the impact on the "guy on the street", the citizen; that is, measure the improvement in satisfaction with the results. 
-   Murray Lister

