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Performance measurement, performance management, and a performance-based approaches to accountability have become popular topics in the public management literature, as part of the broad theme of public service reform (Halachmi and Bouckaert, 1996; Mayne and Zapico-Goni, 1997; Morley,  et al. 2001; and Radin, 2006). Governments in many countries have invested significant amounts of money, staff and their reputations in the development and implementation of performance measurement, performance management and performance-based accountability approaches (PMMA). Experience to date in most such governments has been disappointing in terms of PMMA fulfilling the somewhat grandiose promises with which such approaches were usually launched. What is popular in terms of rhetoric and theory has proven difficult to implement successfully in practice, to ensure that performance evidence matters in government decision-making. Good measures and good management procedures leading to strengthened internal and external accountability have proven to be easier to conceive than to integrate meaningfully into the conduct of governments and to change the traditional approaches to accountability found within political systems of all types.


This paper is not an argument against PMMA per se. Rather, it seeks to put PMMA in a wider context to explain why it has not proven to be the panacea which its most ardent proponents have advertised. Reasoning by analogy to commercial firms, advocates of PMMA have argued that it will provide the “bottom line” which is supposedly missing in the public sector. In effect “outcomes” will substitute for profits and returns on investments which are widely accepted as the measures of success for private, for-profit firms. A host of benefits in terms of increased efficiency, effectiveness and greater public confidence in the public sector will supposedly result if some clear focus, appropriate incentives and insistence on performance can be introduced into the procedures and cultures of public organizations.


This paper examines the complications and constraints involved with measuring performance, utilizing the resulting evidence to improve organizations and their programs and strengthening internal managerial and external accountability based upon reporting on results and actions taken. As this paper suggests, many factors account for the fact that PMMA has delivered less than was promised everywhere it has been tried. However, the paper focuses mainly on the “politics” of the process. It argues that PMMA represents a “rational” management approach which cannot operate in a text-book fashion when it is applied in the inherently political context of the public sector in which many other forms of rationality compete for ascendancy in decision-making. 

PMMA may have been oversold, but it is here to stay. The appropriate stance to adopt on PMMA, therefore, is realism about its potential and its problems. For politicians and public servants this involves steering a reflective and practical, middle course between naïve faith in the approach and the cynical use of it for symbolic purposes to convince voters that they are receiving value for money from public organizations and programs.


The paper is comprised of five parts. First, the theory behind PMMA and the forces which have driven its widespread adoption in the public sectors of many countries are discussed. A brief comparison of the approaches adopted in a select number of countries is provided. Second, the aims, benefits and obstacles to applying the seemingly straightforward concepts of PMMA are discussed. Third, the paper examines the so-called utilization problem. A number of academic writers (e.g. Grenier, 1996) and several government reports (e.g. Review of Devolved Decision-Making, 2004) come to the same conclusion that integrating performance evidence into such major processes of government as planning, budgeting, and performance appraisal, etc. has proven to be difficult and disappointing. Careful scholarly, empirical studies of the utilization process are few in number. More common are recent reports from governments who have taken stock of their performance measurement systems and usually reduced their efforts because they were not having the desired impacts. Fourth, one of those impacts was supposed to be enhancing political and bureaucratic accountability to legislatures and the public. PMMA was seen to represent a shift from a procedural to a results-based model of accountability. Based upon the examination of the experience in a select number of countries, the shift is seen to be mainly rhetorical. In practice governments are still held accountable in the old-fashioned way of uncovering wrongdoing, policy blunders or gross mismanagement. The idea of results-based accountability leading to learning and improvement has not lived up to its promise. A final section draws together the related themes explored in the paper and offers some brief advice on future directions for research and practice.

II. The Appealing Theory and Popularity of PMMA


The working theory behind performance measurement, performance management and performance-based accountability is disarmingly simple – perhaps fatally so. It begins with the slogan: “If you cannot measure it, you cannot manage it.” Table I summarizes a series of declaratory statements which flow from this starting point. According to the theory of PMMA, what gets measured within public organizations is what matters to both the political and administrative leaders of those organizations. The performance measures chosen are meant to align with the broad policy goals of government, with the more specific objectives contained within the strategic plans of departments and their programs and with the expectations / targets for performance agreed to within the budgetary process. Continuous monitoring of the economy, efficiency and effectiveness of programs, along with the quality of service delivery, supposedly enables decision-makers to identify poorly performing programs earlier rather than later. Attaching consequences (such as reduced budgets or negative performance appraisals for program managers) to sub-standard performance supposedly provides incentives for improvement. Reporting internally and externally on performance can be the basis for both managerial and political accountability within the governmental system. Insistence on accountability based on results, rather than simply compliance with rules and procedures, puts the focus where it rightly belongs, namely on the actual outputs and outcomes of government spending and activity. This overall approach supposedly ends up placing the interests of citizens first because it enables them to judge whether they are receiving “value” for their scarce tax dollars. 


This working theory of PMMA has a certain logical appeal and the ring of truth to it. It reflects and reinforces the prevailing public mood in most countries that governments have over-promised and undelivered. PMMA was part of the new public management, managerialism and reinventing government reforms which gained prominence and momentum during the 1990s. The popularity of PMMA with governments around the world reflected the shared circumstances they were facing: stressed financial conditions, diminished public trust and confidence, an insistence on more effective programs and improved service quality, the use of other orders of government and third parties to deliver programs and services, the demands for stricter, more meaningful types of accountability and the need for governments to respond more quickly to changing circumstances. The opportunity to take advantage of refinements in analytical techniques and new information technologies were additional driving and enabling forces behind the rise of the performance movement (Thomas 2004). 


While PMMA gained popularity in response to the governance challenges of the late 20th century, the core concepts of the approach were not brand new. They had been part of the “grab bag” of the private management field for decades and had been tried, with generally disappointing results, in the public sector during the 1960s and 1970s. Planning, programming budgeting systems (PPBS), management by objectives, total quality management, and evaluation were approaches borrowed from the business world and applied to government. Writing in the early 1970s Alice Rivlin (1973) endorsed the value of these approaches in words that today sound self-evident: “It therefore seems to me that analysts who want to help improve social service delivery should give high priority to developing and refining measures of performance. Relatively little effort has gone into devising such measures so far, despite their importance and the apparent intellectual challenges of the task” (p. 19). Rivlin went on to caution against viewing performance measurement as an end in itself rather than a means to an end, namely better performance. She warned that effort and achievement should not be confused with one another. 

Despite decades of refinement in our understanding and approaches to performance measurement, these warnings still have great relevance. Back in the 1960s and 1970s, PMMA was being used to guide the expansion of the public sector at a time when money was not as tight and public confidence in governments was relatively high. Since the 1980s public skepticism towards the government and resource scarcity are the prevailing conditions. This makes PMMA a potentially threatening activity for both the producers and the beneficiaries public programs who see the activity as a disguised way for governments to cut overgrown bureaucracies down to size and to discard what are seen as ineffective programs.


This brief glance at the past reminds us of the importance of the wider economic, financial, social and political context in explaining which management approaches are adopted, the intentions behind their use and their prospects for success. Despite the investment of significant funds and staff time, the major management reforms of the 1960s and 1970s, like PPBS and systematic evaluation, never completely fulfilled their promise of contributing to more rational policymaking and more effective public management. Even though they left a legacy of knowledge and skills in the public services, the earlier reform approaches lost momentum amidst a sense of disillusionment that they could not work as intended in a public sector context which presented distinctive challenges, particularly the constraints on rational management arising from the political process. Governments continued to experiment with new management and budgetary approaches, often borrowed form the private sector, but it was the arrival of “reinventing government” and “new public management” movements in the late 1980s and early 1990s which brought such techniques to the forefront of the public service reform process. During the past two decades PMMA has become so widespread that it is impossible to know all that is taking place within governments across the world. The availability of the Internet (government websites, on-line reports and electronic journals, etc) helps, but there is the problem of information overload and knowing what credibility to attach to “official” documents given that governments often offer flattering interpretations of their PMMA efforts. Positive, action-oriented labels have usually been used to describe such systems – “Best Value” in the United Kingdom, the Government Performance and Results Act in the U.S.A., Management by Objectives and Results in Norway, the Results Oriented Management Control Initiative in the Netherlands. Some countries and regional governments have sought to combine departmental and program models of PMMA with the publication of broad social indicators which claim to report on how government activities have contributed to economic and social progress. The Government of Canada now publishes more than 90 departmental and agency reports, along with a “state of the nation” report covering over 20 indicators on the economy, environment, health and social conditions. Similar social indicators are used in the Canadian provinces of Alberta (Measuring Up) and in Manitoba (The Performance Report). Earlier the “Oregon Benchmarks” and the “Minnesota Milestones” were leading examples of this approach at the state level in the U.S.A. However, the labels and the focus of PMMA systems can shift, usually when new governments take office, so it is difficult to keep track of what system is in place and how it is working over time.


During the 1990s most governments embraced the mantra “If you cannot measure it, you cannot manage it.” Facing tight money, voter anger and an insistence on stricter accountability they invested significantly in the development of elaborate PMMA systems. There is no denying that real progress has been made in the field. Ingenuity and refinement have made it possible to measure dimensions of performance previously thought to be un-measurable. Demonstrating the linkage between inputs (money, staff, authority, etc), outputs (programs operated and services delivered) and outcomes (impacts in the outside world) continues to pose serious theoretical and analytical challenges, but even on this most difficult analytical challenge progress has been made with techniques like logic models, result chains, intermediate outcomes, adjusted performance measures, data envelopment analysis and Service Effort and Accomplishment Reporting [See appendix A for a glossary of terms]. 

Performance concepts and activities have become institutionalized within governments. Regardless of whether they are genuinely committed to the aims and uses of performance measurement and management, politicians find it difficult to retreat completely from their commitment to regular and meaningful reporting on performance. Public managers have developed their knowledge and skills in the PMMA field and despite budgetary restraint they have found ways to finance the required PMMA systems. Reports from governments offer many examples of where it is claimed that performance measurement, management and reporting have contributed to greater internal managerial accountability and to improved performance of organizations and programs. In terms of external accountability, there is certainly more information available to legislatures and the public upon which judgements on the performances of governments and public services can be based. Principles for better performance reporting have been developed (See Table II), as well as criteria for judging the quality of performance reports (Canada, Office of the Auditor General, 2002).

If this is the good news, there is still a sense of disappointment that, despite the expense and effort involved with the new PMMA systems, they have not fulfilled the aims for which they were developed. Indeed, governments at the national and the regional level in a number of countries have recently taken stock of the cost-effectiveness of their PMMA systems and decided on the basis of discouraging findings to scale back their efforts in the field (Aristiguesta, 1999; Review of Devolved Decision-Making, 2004; Radin, 2006 and Thomas, 2003). Inflated claims made as part of the initial “selling” of the new PMMA approaches are partly to blame for the discouraging news. The technical, institutional and financial obstacles to fulfilling the promises of the new system are also important. However, to the extent that any single set of factors could be described as fundamental to the mixed, but generally disappointing record of PMMA it is the political context in which those systems have been designed and applied.


PMMA has been “sold” by its proponents as a relatively scientific and objective approach to the design and delivery of public programs. To its staunchest advocates it represents a way to take out, or at least reduce, “the politics” of public management by restricting the scope for irrational, narrow self-interested calculations and decisions, whether these actions involve politicians, bureaucrats or both. At the very least, political and administrative leaders will be forced to confront evidence on performance and because such evidence is now often reported publicly they will be required to boast and confess about whether or not they have chosen to act on the latest performance reports. This dynamic will provide an action forcing mechanism leading to improvements and greater accountability for results. Many proponents still believe this will be the long-term impact of PMMA systems.


The remainder of this article proceeds from a different assumption. Performance measurement is viewed here as a subjective, value-laden activity. Introducing PMMA into an existing governmental system will have impacts on whether particular policies and programs are judged successful and this will often provoke political controversy. PMMA will have an impact on the types of evidence deemed legitimate to guide decision-making. The processes of PMMA will likely affect the distribution of authority and influence between the political executive and the legislature, the degree of centralization within the administrative branch and the internal dynamics of individual public organizations. In other words, PMMA systems are seldom strictly objective and neutral in their operations and impacts. Subsequent sections of the article identify how “politics” enters into the creation and operation of such systems. By “politics”, I mean the process for recognizing and accommodating completing values and interests in order to define the public interest. 

III. The Components of PMMA

This section of the paper examines the main components of PMMA from the above political perspective. The aims of the contemporary performance movement reflect its birth in the difficult governing circumstances of the past two decades. Often the aims of PMMA were stated in highly positive, almost rhapsodic language. For example, the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard began its case for PMMA with the following statement: “Effective performance leads to better outcomes and stronger democracy” (Kennedy School of Government, 2001). As Table III indicates the aims of PMMA range from broadly political to narrowly managerial concerns. Different purposes will require different types of performance measures. There is not a single set of measures that will serve all the political and managerial aims equally well (Behn, 2003). Individual performance reports and parts therein will speak more meaningfully to some audiences than to others. Since performance measurement, management and reporting systems are costly to create and to maintain, there are practical limits to the number of dimensions of performance than can be measured on an ongoing basis. Multiple measures leading to frequent and voluminous reports can lead to information overload for decision-makers inside government and for legislatures, interest groups, and the public who are seeking to hold governments more accountable. More is said on this point later in this article.


The multiple aims and audiences for performance reports means that the selection of measures and indicators is seldom straightforward. Reflecting their origins in the political process, the goals of most public organizations and their programs are multiple, vague, shifting and even at times conflicting. This adds to the difficulty of selecting measures of success. The assumption behind PMMA is that there is an objective reality “out there” called performance just waiting to be discovered. However, as Paton (2003) notes, performance is not a unitary, stable and objectively real phenomenon which exists independently of the people who formulate, deliver and are affected by the policies, programs and services delivered by government. In other words, defining what constitutes performance is as much an interactive as a conceptual and analytical process. Performance is what the people most directly involved have in mind when they use the term. This does not mean there is no objective phenomenon called performance, only that it is interpreted and observed through the lenses of those involved with its creation and achievement (Paton, pp 5-6). The elusive and subjective quality of performance means there is usually room for disagreement over what qualifies as success.


Most governments produce manuals and/or tests to guide the selection of measures or indicators. Often in practice there is a “one-size-fits-all” quality to the measurement and reporting requirements prescribed by governments, even though the manuals may insist that no one approach fits all organizations and programs. Ideally performance measures / indicators should be relevant, bounded (i.e. not to many), clear, understandable, valid, reliable, timely, comparable, comprehensive and reasonably within the control of the institutions and individuals who are to be held accountable for their achievement (Jackson, 1995). If performance targets are part of a performance management system, they should be feasible in the sense of being achievable through “reasonable” efforts over a “reasonable” period of time. It does not take a genius to recognize that the above criteria of smart performance measurement are not entirely compatible in practice. For example, comprehensiveness may conflict with the call for parsimony (i.e. a limited number of key, high-level measures) and with timeliness (i.e. ensuring that performance evidence does not provide guidance for yesterday’s problems).


Typically the injunction within government manuals on performance measurement is to measure outcomes, rather than just inputs and outputs (see Glossary of Terms for definitions). Outcome measures are supposed to capture the events, activities or changed behaviours that reflect progress towards policy and program goals. However, policies and programs vary significantly in the extent to which usable knowledge exists about how to produce the desired outcomes (Radin, 2006, pp 42-44). With the exception of operational and routine activities, for most public organizations and programs it is impossible to measure directly and unambiguously what they are intended to achieve. The analytical difficulty of separating program effects from other factors operating within the environment of the program has bedeviled the performance measurement process from the beginning. New and refined analytical techniques have lessened somewhat this so-called “attribution problem”. However, attribution will become an even greater challenge as governments are “joined up” with one another and with third parties to achieve more holistic, integrated approaches to policy making, program development and service delivery. In summary, measuring “outcomes” will continue to be the “Holy Grail” of performance measurement. 


Two pragmatic responses to the attribution issue are to recommend that public organizations develop “logic models” and related “causal chains” of how programs are intended to function. Such devices are intended to specify plausible relationships among program resources (money, staff, authority, partnerships), activities, outputs, intermediate outcomes and longer-term outcomes. Many jurisdictions now employ the concept of intermediate or interim outcomes which measure the early changes in conditions or behaviour in the program field. Intermediate outcomes can help to establish a theoretical causal chain describing how the program is intended to work and can provide initial feedback on how well it is working. In combination with logic models, intermediate outcomes can help public organizations and their program managers to tell the “performance story”, including hopefully how the surrounding context has affected the results achieved.


There are a number of frameworks for assessing whether organizations and programs are performing well. Probably the most common framework involves the so-called three Es: economy (Are resources acquired at least cost?), efficiency (Are inputs combined to produce the most outputs?) and effectiveness (Are the objectives being met without undue unintended consequences?). The Government of Canada has added the dimensions of relevance (Does the program address a real need and is it consistent with current priorities?) and cost-effective (Are there alternative design and delivery approaches?) to its framework for performance measurement. 

In recognition of the complexity of public sector environments today (having to deal with uncertainty, interdependence and controversy over the future role of governments), additional or even alternative criteria for well performing programs have been proposed based on the notion of public services as “learning organizations”. The idea of using performance measures to support anticipation and planning leads to the “3D” framework: diagnosis (the ability to identify new problems or the redefinition of existing problems), design (the ability to formulate new solutions and adopt new strategies and structures) and development (the ability to actually implement changes and to learn from experience). Whether PMMA in practice is mainly about accountability for the past than about learning for the future is discussed later in this paper.


The terms “performance measurement” and “performance management” are often used synonymously. This is understandable because the activities are closely related. However, it is useful to distinguish the two processes. Put simply, performance management is about using performance information effectively for a number of purposes. As part of the process of performance management, the evidence contained in performance reports can be used for purposes of planning, budgeting, staff appraisals and accountability, both internally and externally. Only a brief commentary on each of these connections can be provided in the space available here.


Many jurisdictions now insist that performance measurement be directly linked to strategic planning for public organizations and/or program plans. Ideally strategic planning helps organizations to clarify their mandates and goals, to scan their environments for future threats and opportunities, to identify strategic issues and alternative ways to deal with them and to develop a set of outcome measures / indicators to track their progress. Perhaps the leading example of an attempt to link comprehensive planning to performance measurement is the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) passed by the Congress of the U.S.A. in 1993. Hailed as a landmark event in the history of administrative reform, the GPRA required:

· agencies to submit five-year strategic plans with measurable goals and performance targets;

· plans were to be updated every three years;

· annual performance reports were to be submitted to Congress;

· reports were to show three-year comparative data for indicators of performance.

The Act made it clear that performance plans and performance reports were to be concise and comprehensible. They were to be the main source of internal accountability within departments, and to the Office of Management and Budget, and of external accountability to Congress.


How has the GPRA fared in practice after more than ten years of experience? Not surprisingly with such a major initiative there are different assessments. While the record is mixed, most informed commentators conclude that overall it has been disappointing. Among the implementation problems which have been documented are the following:

· performance plans for many agencies did not identify measurable outcomes for their programs;

· even those measures which existed were not precise enough to use in management and budgeting;

· reliance upon third parties (e.g. states, commercial firms and non-profits) to deliver programs made it difficult to obtain accurate and comparable data.

· agency results were affected by outside events and isolating program from non-program impacts was exceedingly difficult.

There are technical, institutional and financial causes of this disappointing record. However, two leading academic scholars point to a more fundamental explanation. Beryl Radin (2006, 2000) argues that the GPRA did not fit easily within the institutional structures, functions and political realities of the U.S. governmental system. The elaborate checks and balances and diffusion of power inherent in that system did not fit with the unified direction and control presumed in the GPRA and with the generic approach it required. Similarly, Nancy Roberts has written that: “the synoptic model of strategic planning that GPRA champions is a poor fit for many bureaus to the extent that they confront value and stakeholder conflicts, manage crosscutting programs and experience a high degree of change and instability in their task and general environments” (Roberts, 2000, 309). Moreover, the performance plans and reports which were meant to foster more constructive debates in Congress about how to deliver better programs with fewer resources instead “became part of an ideological struggle” between Democrats and Republicans (Milakovitch, 2006, p. 465). The issue of how legislatures contribute to or detract from the pursuit of performance accountability receives more attention in a later section of this paper.


Consistent with the wish of most politicians to put their own stamp on administrative reform, in 2002 President George W. Bush introduced a new performance review system to operate alongside of GPRA. The new approach is called the Performance Assessment Rating Tool (PART). It differs from GPRA in that it is only an executive initiative, does not cover all programs in a given year and focuses on performance mainly in terms of financial efficiency (Radin, 2006, pp. 123-125). In President Bush’s view, the reform approach of the Clinton administration failed to attach significant consequences to underperformance. Therefore, PART would rank programs by a colour code – red for failing, yellow for progress, and green for success – based upon a scoring system. Initial rankings of programs were harsh, with only six percent of the programs judged to be effective. After reviewing the governmental reports and the academic commentaries, Milakovich writes that: “While the scorecards can be viewed as a ‘work in progress’ and an over-simplified tool that may ignore important details, it also serves the key purpose of getting agency and focus on improvement by motivating administrators to improve and subjecting them to pressure from peers and constituent groups” (Milakovich, op. cit. p. 469). The importance of symbolism – sending messages to the public that programs and organizations will be required to become well performing – is a crucial aspect of the “politics” of performance management and performance accountability.


All of the advocates of PMMA favour incorporating performance information into the formulation of budgets. Indeed, “performance-based budgeting” has become the dominant reform idea in the budget field today. As a result many different systems go under this name. In a general sense, “performance-based budgeting” involves the idea of basing the budget of a department and/or its programs on its past and/or anticipated future levels of performance. The practical issue is how this is to be done within the compressed, politically driven processes of budgeting and what incentives, both positive and negative, will be created by the insistence that performance evidence should drive budgetary decision-making. It is more than a coincidence that PMMA initiatives in most governments have been launched and controlled by central budgetary agencies (whether these are called the Office of Management and Budget in the U.S.A., the Treasury Board Secretariat in Canada, the Department of Finance in Australia or another title in other countries). However, the relative merits of a relatively centralized, unilateral, uniform and forced approach versus a decentralized, unilateral, uniform and forced approach versus a decentralized, consultative, flexible and more gradual approach, are still being debated.


There is a problematic aspect to linking performance results directly and immediately to budgetary decision-making. Doing this will make performance reviews more threatening, particularly during a period of budgetary restraint and downsizing. If “the centre” demands performance reports, they will of course be provided, but often in a desultory, cautious and less than balanced manner. Negative views on performance will be volunteered reluctantly, if at all. The potential for perverse incentives in terms of discouraging disclosure and candid discussions of problems and challenges facing programs was identified in a 2004 report from HM Treasury in the UK (Devolving decision-making: delivering better public services: refining targets and performance management, March, 2004; Hood, 2006). According to the report, a proliferation of reporting requirements had led to “gamesmanship” of “fudging” the numbers, to selective reporting and to a widening of disparities among service providers in various fields because funding was directed to the “star” performers. The report endorsed the concept of “earned autonomy”, which involved fewer centrally imposed targets and controls on front-line program managers. Rather than simply penalizing underperforming organizations in health, education, social services and other fields, the report called for investment in the capacity of such organizations and a transparent balancing of rewards and sanctions. A substantial reduction occurred in the number of targets and reporting categories used under the Performance Service Agreement used in the U.K. to guide the exercise of devolved decision-making by local authorities.


Related to the budgeting connection is the issue of the best linkages between performance measurement and the appraisal of program managers. Again, this is too large a topic to be fully explored here. The available evidence suggests, however, that linking evidence on performance directly to performance appraisals and performance pay as the textbook models of PMMA suggest is in practice problematic. The claim is made that performance-based pay can be used to motivate employees, to recognize and to celebrate accomplishments, to promote commitment, loyalty and pride among public employees, to support learning on the individual and organizational level by providing incentives for improvement, and to gain support from others outside of the organization, such as central budgetary authorities and political leaders. On the other hand, the available literature indicates that compensation systems do not operate in isolation from other features of the organizational context which may have more powerful impacts on the behaviour of public employees (Perry, et al. 2006). For example, a system which supposedly rewards prudent risk-taking may operate in a wider political context which insists on mistake-free administration and emphasizes blaming more than learning when something goes wrong. Other complications involved with using performance pay to improve performance arise from the following facts: most people think they are doing a satisfactory job; when people are told they are doing poorly, their performance usually drops; most people see performance appraisals as inherently subjective; most government performance rewards plans limit the number of people who can be rewarded and the size of the bonuses; these limits mean that the majority of employees will be denied financial recognition and this will cause resentment and, finally, the performance of most organizations and programs depends upon teamwork and / or collaboration with other organizations but collective models of compensation are not often used. A further complicating fact is that compensation systems are often the product of collective bargaining processes and public sector unions have been wary of “productivity” models of pay for their members.

IV. The Utilization Problem

Writing in the mid-nineties, John Grenier (1996) described utilization as the “Achilles heel” of most PMMA systems. The ultimate worth of any such system is the use to which evidence is put. Providing relevant, reliable and valid evidence to the right people at the right time is the ideal. Governments like to boast that their performance management systems are working as intended, but ironically they seldom provide evidence to support this claim. Outside commentators have difficulty evaluating how well such systems are working because confidentiality surrounds the key processes internal to government. There are simply not very many careful, empirical studies of the actual use of performance evidence to guide such key managerial processes as planning, budgeting, performance appraisal and the insistence on accountability for results inside governments. 

The fact that performance measurement serves multiple purposes and audiences means it is difficult to determine what utilization means in practice and whether it has occurred. Does utilization consist of the direct and immediate use of performance evidence to guide decision-making on different levels? Or, at the other end of a continuum, does utilization consist of the general enlightenment supposedly achieved by the preparation and publication of reports? Can we say that utilization has been successful if we cannot demonstrate the desired impacts on employee motivation and effort? If performance reports are not used for external accountability purposes, is this a failure of utilization? There are not simple answers to these questions. This latter issue is taken up in the later section on accountability. 

Grenier (1996) identified four broad categories of complications which account for the apparently disappointing record of utilization of performance information. The four categories were: technical, institutional, financial and political. Since these sets of obstacles have been referred to elsewhere in this paper, each will be discussed only briefly here.


The technical obstacles include the following challenges:

· performance is subjective and value-laden so it means different things to different people;

· we do not always understand the production process of linking inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes to achieve a desired result;

· program outcomes can be difficult to measure;

· there are problems of consistency and comparability of performance measures, both over time and across organizations;

· performance measures are usually backward looking and do not tell us what the future holds;

· most performance measures represent “dumb data” in the sense that they do not speak for themselves or they say different things to different people;

· lack of agreement about what constitutes “success” means that measures will always be debatable.

Progress has been made in terms of measuring dimensions of performance previously thought to be unmeasurable. However, in most circumstances measures and performance reports will continue to provide more questions than unequivocal answers to the major issues associated with the operation of public organizations and their programs.


The financial obstacles to performance measurement and management are relatively straightforward. Information is not free and staff time is a scarce resource. To produce valid and continuous performance data and to subject it to analysis for purposes of decision-making is expensive. Rather than grant them additional resources, most governments have asked departments and managers to absorb the costs of their PMMA systems within their existing operating budgets. The pragmatic response of managers has been to focus on a select number of indicators and draw on administrative data collected on a routine basis rather than generate new data. Cost considerations may also lead to episodic reporting because time-series data is expensive to maintain. All of these considerations put pressures on managers to justify diverting scarce programming dollars to data generation and analysis. There is some evidence that recent reductions in the levels of performance measurement activity in jurisdictions considered leaders in the field is based on a cost-effectiveness analysis. In other words, PMMA systems were seen as “not paying their own way,” either in the form of programs terminated, improvements made or efficiencies gained. This issue is discussed later in the paper.


There are a range of institutional factors which can present obstacles to the implementation of successful PMMA systems. There must be reasonable clarity on the mandate and aims of the organization and its programs. A causal model of how programs are intended to produce results in the “outside world” must exist. Staff must have the necessary conceptual and analytical knowledge and skills to conduct performance measurement and to integrate findings into the management processes of planning, budgeting, monitoring, appraisal and evaluation. There must be leadership support at all levels. Both the formal and informal incentive systems must support performance management. Overall the culture of the organization must support the constructive use of performance information to achieve learning and improvement in programs. Achieving a supportive culture in which the ideas and practices of performance management are deeply entrenched is the most difficult and most important institutional challenge to be met.


Politics on several levels can greatly affect the implementation and utilization of PMMA systems. The textbook model has seen performance measurement and performance management as activities which function to enlighten and to improve the pursuit of organizational and program goals. By providing objective facts and analysis, decision-makers are able to make better informed choices about the impacts of existing programs and ways to improve their operation. However, as suggested at the outset of this paper, performance management takes place in a political context. Politics in several forms intrudes into the PMMA process. There is the politics of competing political parties, which is often reinforced by tensions between the executive and legislative branches of government. Within the bureaucracy there is politics between central control agencies and line departments, as well as competition among line departments. Scarcity in the budget process adds to internal bureaucratic competition for financial and staff resources. Even within individual public organizations there are political issues involving the sometimes competing values and interests of different divisions. Finally, there are so-called “office politics” involving the interpersonal dealings among individuals and groups.


Public organizations and their programs are political creations. Their origins lie in the political process and attached to them are the reputations of their sponsors, both elected politicians and appointed public servants. Reflecting the requirement to gain political support for their creation, the goals of most public organizations and programs tend to be vague, multiple and shifting, making it difficult to measure their accomplishment. Expressing goals in terms of precise, measurable targets may be risky in terms of re-election prospects. Public servants may also favour more nebulous goals. This leaves them more discretion to expand the parameters of the program and to demonstrate success since more outputs and outcomes can be related back to the broad goal categories. Public servants may be more interested in the long-term survival of their organizations and programs than in the short-term demonstration of achievement. Performance evidence seldom explains unequivocally why results occurred or did not occur. Moreover, different audiences for performance reports may interpret results differently and may not agree on what constitutes success. Within government performance reports have to compete with other considerations and other types of information which carry more weight in political decision-making. More jurisdictions are presenting performance reports to their legislatures and posting them online. When performance reports flow into the wider political arena, the focus of debates and media publicity is likely to be on the deficiencies of performance, not on the positive results. Since most members of the public derive their impressions of government performance from the media they are likely to conclude that many programs do not work as intended. The above political complications are not “problems” for which there is a managerial solution, rather they are enduring “conditions” of political life and governing that are unchanging in any fundamental way. This brings us to the issue of performance and accountability.

IV. Performance and Accountability


As part of the reinventing government and new public management movements of the 1990s there was a strong call for less reliance on a process model of accountability and an insistence on accountability for results. Indeed, accountability has become a buzzword in the public sector today and in the process has lost precision of meaning. Elsewhere I have argued for the adoption of more precise, restricted definition of accountability in order to distinguish it as a fundamental value of democratic government from closely related values such as responsibility, responsiveness, answerability and transparency. In my opinion the term accountability should be restricted to describe an authoritative relationship between a principal and an agent which is supported by an interactive process. Five key components comprise a formal, performance accountability relationship:

· the delegation or negation of responsibilities, ideally based upon agreed expectations and standards;

· the provision of authority, resources and a reasonably supportive environment to allow for the fulfillment of responsibilities;

· the obligation of the accountable party to answer for the performance of responsibilities based upon the provision of comprehensive, valid and balanced information on performance;

· the obligation of the authorizing party to monitor performance and to take (or require to be taken) corrective action when performance problems or shortcomings are identified;

· the bestowal of rewards and penalties based on performance, which can include non-monetary rewards such as publicity and other forms of recognition for superior performance (Thomas, 2007).


Three brief comments must be made on this definition of accountability. First, merely gathering information about, reporting on and answering questions related to performance does not come up to the level of full accountability. Transparency with respect to performance is a means to achieve accountability, but not the real thing. Meaningful performance accountability has to involve consequences. However, those consequences should not be seen in only negative terms, there needs to be positive incentives to encourage and to recognize learning and improvement by organizations and individuals. Second, for accountability to be fairly enforced requires that the responsible organizations and persons be given the capacity to deliver results through a combination of authority, resources, a reasonable degree of control over events and, in general, a supportive environment to fulfill the anticipated expectations. Third, accountability failures can occur, not only because organizations and individuals fail to perform, but also because the authorizing parties (organizations and individuals) lack the commitment and/or capacity to initially set clear directions and expectations and subsequently to provide careful scrutiny on performance and to ensure that problems are fixed.


Earlier sections of this paper have discussed internal accountability based upon the provision of information related to performance. Another aim of the performance measurement and reporting systems adopted in many countries during the 1990s was to enhance the political accountability of the political leadership and the administrative accountability of the bureaucracy to legislatures consisting of the elected representatives of the public. Constitutional arrangements, political system characteristics and the political and administrative traditions of different countries are more the broad factors that will affect how political and administrative accountability to citizens is achieved or not achieved. It is useful to highlight briefly the fundamental differences between cabinet-parliamentary systems and presidential-congressional systems in this regard.


Within cabinet-parliamentary systems like Canada political accountability is based on the principles of collective and individual ministerial responsibility which are meant to ensure that only elected ministers take the credit or blame for performance successes, problems and failures. Under this model, the public service is an instrument available to the political executive and it is accountable to ministers for delivering policies, programs and services in an efficient and effective manner. In other words, the cabinet-parliamentary model presumes that the bureaucracy may be required to answer questions before Parliament and its committees, but public service leaders are accountable only to the Prime Minister and individual ministers who decide on what rewards and punishments, if any, will be attached to performance. The fact that Parliaments can vote non-confidence to remove government and that ministers serving in Parliament are required to answer questions about departmental performance means that Members of Parliament from the governing party are not encouraged to investigate performance problems which could prove damaging to the reputation of the government. 

There are fundamental differences between these arrangements and those found in presidential-congressional systems (like the U.S.A.). In such systems the constitutional principles of separation of powers and checks and balance mean that the President and his appointed cabinet members are not in the legislature. The legislature – at least the U.S. Congress – has important prerogatives and significant influence with regard to formulating legislation, authorizing spending and providing scrutiny of bureaucratic performance, especially through powerful oversight committees in the legislature. “Divided government” in which the Presidency and the Congress are controlled by different parties adds to the institutional rivalry and tension which is inherent in the design of presidential-congressional government. The dynamics of the U.S.A. political system in particular makes it difficult to pinpoint political accountability in the way that is unavoidable in the cabinet-parliamentary system in which the Prime Minister and Cabinet of elected ministers serving in Parliament are clearly in charge. Under the U.S. model, the bureaucracy has divided loyalties. It looks to the President for policy and budgetary direction, but it recognizes that Congress has significant influence over legislation, spending and perceptions of its performance record. While senior public servants in both systems spend time appearing before legislative committees, in the U.S.A. there is a much stronger sense that they are appearing on their own behalf to answer questions about the prudent use of public money and the effective management of public programs. Moreover, congressional committees have sufficient influence to attach rewards and punishments to over and under achievement by organizations and programs.


Constitutional and political system difference create different opportunities and incentives for legislatures to take performance seriously. However, the actual record of use of performance evidence by legislatures to hold political and administrative leaders accountable for the design and delivery of programs and services is disappointing. Rhetorically in legislative debates and in response to surveys on intended uses of performance reports, legislators declare strong support for the development of more robust and comprehensive performance-based accountability approaches (see James C. McDavid and Laura R.L. Hawthorn, 2006, Chapter 10). Available studies of a number of countries, however, reveal that legislatures have not made extensive or very meaningful use of the growing volume and increasingly refined performance evidence placed before them by the executive. In the space available here, only a brief snapshot picture in a select number of countries can be provided.


In Australia the scrutiny function of its Parliament is performed mainly by the committees of the elected Senate in which there is normally not a government majority. Reviews of performance occur mainly in connection with the approval of the government’s spending estimates and the publication of the Public Accounts and the Auditor General’s Annual Report on past spending. The Committees of the Senate mirror the portfolios of government and each Fall and Spring they devote two weeks of intensive hearings to an examination of the performance-based reports. The absence of government control over the committees and the development of a less partisan more constructive culture within most committees has meant that serious attention is given to performance shortcomings. At the very least ministers and senior public servants are obliged to answer for performance and, by insisting on government response to their reports, Senate Committees have in fact exercised real influence over the thinking and activities of the executive (Halligan, et at., 2007, Chapter 5; Thomas, 2007, Forthcoming). Among cabinet-parliamentary systems, the Australian Parliament, especially its Senate, has been most effective in taking up the challenge of performance-based accountability.


Canada’s Parliament has not done nearly as good a job. Since 1995 the government has required departments and agencies to develop plans and measures of performance to be presented to Parliament in the Spring when estimates of future spending are reviewed and approved. In the Fall performance reports are made available to Parliament. They are meant to focus on measures of performance in relation to the commitments made in the estimates. There are now plans and reports tabled for over 90 departments and agencies. Both sets of documents are referred to the appropriate subject-matter committees of the elected House of Commons and to the appointed upper house called the Senate. A study of two years of the estimates review by the fourteen standing committees of the Commons found only two references made by Members of Parliament to the performance plans and reports (Chenier, et al., 2005). Only one of the standing committees of the Senate (the National Finance Committee) regularly examines performance plans in conjunction with review of the estimates, but at best it can cover two or three departments annually. The explanations for this relatively weak scrutiny effort are many, including the enormous volume of information, the relevance, clarity and comparability of the reports and the limited time available to examine them. However, a more fundamental explanation is the partisan way that Canadian parliamentarians approach the task of performance review. Even though the reviews take place in committees and attract little media coverage, opposition MPs seek to damage the reputations of ministers by focusing on policy blunders and mismanagement and MPs from the government side, who are normally the majority on the committees, seek to control the proceedings to prevent damage to the government’s reputation (Thomas, 2002).


Turning to presidential-congressional systems, mention has already been made of the fact that the U.S. Congress passed the GPRA in 1993 and it has significant influence on how President Bush’s PART initiative has been implemented. The institutional conflicts between the legislative and executive branches have dragged these supposed management tools into the swamp of negative, partisan battles. There has been difficulty in reconciling in the congressional process of performance review under the executive-driven aims of PART with the legislative-driven aims of GPRA. The fragmentation of responsibilities within Congress, especially its elaborate structure of specialized committees and sub-committees and the differentiation between authorizing and appropriation committees, has meant a lack of focus and coherence to its scrutiny efforts. The parochial concerns of Congressmen to obtain benefits for their districts and states means that, despite the attempt by GPRA to focus on outputs and outcomes, there remains a strong focus on specific expenditure items and where public money is spent (Radin, 2006, Chapter 6).


Studies of other countries report similar findings on the difficulties their legislatures are having in adapting to the new managerial approaches of performance-based accountability. The administrative cultures of performance and learning which have been promoted as part of various public service reform initiatives appear to clash with the political cultures of the legislatures. Legislators do not approach performance issues with a completely open mind and strong commitment to the aim of constructive advice and improvement. As partisan politicians operating in a competitive arena, they tend to be more interested in “vindicators” that justify their party’s positions than they are in valid and reliable “indicators” of performance. Moreover, legislatures tend to be problem-orientated, short-range and shifting in their approach to the scrutiny function. In contrast, the new PMMA systems are meant to be more systematic and comparative, longer-range and objective in their review of government performance. Legislative scrutiny tends to focus more on the detection of problems than on their prevention which lends the whole process a backward looking orientation. Providing comprehensive and continuous scrutiny of government performance is an impossible task, no matter how independent, well organized and adequately staffed legislatures become. The randomness of legislative scrutiny (i.e. the unpredictability of the topics which legislators and committees will investigate) is probably a strength, rather than a weakness as seen by many “rational” reformers, because it keeps the political and administrative leaders within government off guard. So long as legislatures mostly resemble permanent election campaigns where the emphasis is on blaming and defending governments will insist on error-free administration of policies and programs. This is an unrealistic expectation and contradicts the notions of innovation, prudent risk-management and organizational learning which are central to the thinking about how to improve the performance of the public sector.

V. Conclusions and Future Directions

PMMA is here to stay. The language of performance has been incorporated into the structures, process, cultures and public expectations of governments. Performance measurement and performance management will remain more popular, more logical and easier in theory than they are in practice. As this paper has demonstrated, PMMA appears to be a rational, objective approach, but in practice it is an inherently subjective and interactive process involving “politics” on a number of levels. Performance measurement and performance management are part “science” and part art. The rhetoric involved with their adoption suggests they are about applying scientific management principles, conceptualizing performance, conducting sophisticated analysis and applying unequivocal evidence to solve problems. In practice, they are actually more about seeking a consensus on what should be measured, how and with what consequences. Performance reports will continue to raise more questions for debate than to provide clear answers about what needs to be done. Applying the performance management approach will require more recognition of the different tasks assigned to public organizations and the fact that some programs are more amenable to measurement and management than others.

Government oversold PMMA. Often they overbuilt their system of PMMA. However, the cult of measurement for the sake of measurement appears to be subsiding. Jurisdictions once considered to be leaders in the field have recognized the cost and perverse incentives created by their PMMA systems. This is true of New Zealand (Lonti and Gregory, 2005), the United Kingdom (Review of Developed Decision-Making, 2004) and the five leading states in the United States (Arestiguesta, 1999). There is a more realistic acceptance today that context and professional judgment – those aspects of managerial roles which cannot be reduced to scientific principles and numbers – are crucially important to performance. In the future, less emphasis will be placed on gathering, analyzing, reporting data and more emphasis will be placed on letting managers tell their “performance story”. As people with the most intimate knowledge of the context in which effective performance is being sought, managers know what factors- both within and beyond their control - influence outcomes. Successful communication about performance both inside and outside of government has not received sufficient attention in academic studies and government reports.

The non-use of performance evidence to guide such key management processes as planning, budgeting and performance appraisal has technical, financial, institutional and political causes. The greatest obstacles to more successful PMMA are human and cultural, not technical and analytical. Developing a culture of performance within public organizations is a slow, problematic process. More attention must be paid to the role of incentives for public managers to deliver comprehensive and balanced performance reports. Trust in reporting relationships must be promoted, otherwise public managers will fear automatic negative consequences arising from an honest discussions of performance challenges.

The administrative and political cultures of government overlap and intersect. The political cultures of legislatures are predominantly adversarial, negative and theatrical, leading ministers to insist on error-free management and causing public servants to be risk averse. Publishing results on an annual basis can lead to surprises and embarrassments for governments who react defensively. The end result of this dynamic is that little or no learning and improvement occurs as a result of the existing processes of external political accountability. Moreover, the tendency of legislative investigations to focus on abuse and mistakes, and the related tendency of the media to amplify and sensationalize, contribute to a public perception that within governments nothing much works as intended.

In a period when the public is disillusioned with their governments, achieving a more positive culture of performance-based accountability will be difficult. The predominant approach to accountability today is linear, individualistic, blame-oriented and punitive. In addition to preventing learning and improvement, this approach does fit with the growing attempts to achieve more holistic and integrated approaches to policy-making and delivery. In the flatter, joined up world of the future in which governments collaborate across departments with other orders of government and with third parties in the private sector, there will be a need to develop more horizontal, collective, learning and remedial approaches to accountability (Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2002). This shift in accountability will require new theories, new structures and processes, supportive leadership and, above all, cultural change. 


The basic ideas behind PMMA are sound and appealing. No one can deny that governments need to clarify their performance goals and expectations, put more emphasis on management for results, look for ways to improve performance and encourage more meaningful and constructive debates over accountability. However, over-simplifying the arguments for and overstating the benefits of PMMA creates fertile ground for even more skepticism and disillusionment. A more limited selective approach to PMMA which recognizes the diversity of the public sector and the needs of different audiences will be required for the future.
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Appendix A

Results-Based Management and Accountability Lexicon

Accountability – The obligation to demonstrate and take responsibility for the means used and the results achieved with authority and resources and in light of agreed expectations, as well as the duty to monitor performance.

Attribution – The extent to which a reasonable causal connection can be made between a specific outcome and the activities and outputs of a policy or program.

Economy – Obtaining the right program inputs at the lowest possible cost, taking into account quality considerations.

Effectiveness – The extent to which a reasonable causal connection can be made between a specific outcome and the activities and outputs of a policy or program.

Inputs – The financial, staff and other resources used by organizations, policies and programs to produce outcomes and to accomplish outcomes.

Logic model – A depiction of the logical relationship between activities, inputs, outputs and outcomes. 

Outcomes – An external consequence attributed, in part, to an organization, policy or program. Three types of outcomes are: immediate, intermediate and final.

Outputs – Direct products and sources deriving from the activities of an organization, policy or program.

Performance measure – A qualitative or quantitative means of measuring an output or outcome with the intention of monitoring the progress of an organization, policy or program.

Performance management – A comprehensive, cyclical approach to management that integrates strategy, resources, processes, people, measurement and reporting in order to set direction, improve decision-making and drive change.

Target – A measurable performance level that an organization, policy or program plans to achieve within a specified time period.

Sources: Canada, Government of Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat. Downloaded from http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/rma/lex-lex_e.asp on January 1, 2007 and James C. McDavid and Laura R.L. Hawthorn, Performance Evaluation and Performance Management: An Introduction to Practice. Thousand Oakes, Ca.: Sage, 2006. 435-452.

Table 1

Common Declaratory Statements About Performance Management

· If you cannot measure it, you cannot understand it.

· If you cannot understand it, you cannot control it;

· If you cannot control, you cannot improve it;

· If you do not measure, you cannot tell success from failure;

· If you cannot recognize failure, you will probably repeat mistakes;

· If you do not compare results achieved to resources consumed, you will not know whether you are obtaining value for money;

· If staff know that measurement counts and that performance appraisals will be tied to results, they will strive to improve;

· If you cannot demonstrate results, you will probably have difficulty communicating with key stakeholders and gaining their trust and confidence.

Table II

Nine Principles of Better Performance Reporting

1.  Focus on the few critical aspects of performance.

2.  Look forward as well as back.

3.  Explain key risk considerations.

4.  Explain key capacity considerations.

5.  Explain other factors critical to performance.

6.  Integrate financial and non-financial information.

7.  Provide comparative information.

8.  Present credible information, fairly interpreted.

9.  Disclose the basis for reporting.

Source:  Canadian Comprehensive Auditing Foundation, Reporting Principles: Taking Public Performance Reporting to a New Level, Ottawa, 2002.

Table III

The Aims of Performance Measurement
· to help clarify organizational goals, directions and expectations

· to help organizations learn how to accomplish goals more effectively

· to communicate the priorities of the organization

· to support strategic/business line planning by linking broad statements of direction to specific operational outputs and outcomes

· to support budgetary planning and resource allocation processes

· to monitor the operation of programs and to make continuous improvements

· to motivate public servants and to restore pride within the public service that it is making a positive contribution

· to enable citizens to make better informed decisions in the use of public programs

· to restore public confidence that they are receiving value for money in public spending

· to assess whether the organization is achieving its goals

· to strengthen internal administrative and external political accountability
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