Introduction

When the National Collegiate Athletic Association selects teams for the annual
NCAA men's basketball tournament, some teams automatically qualify for the
"dance" ifthey win their regular season conference tournament, but more than half
ofthe sixty-four-team field depend on invitations from a ten-person committee as
signed to evaluate their performances. In 2007 Syracuse University did not make
the cut. The decision, at least for Syracuse alumni such as myself, came as some
thing ofa shock. The Syracuse coach suggested that the head of the selection com
mittee was crazy. After all, Syracuse had won more than twenty games, usually the
basis for an invite to the tournament, and the team was ranked fifth in the Big East
conference, which had six teams invited. These seemingly important and straight
forward measures of performance, however, were not enough. The selection com
mittee gave greater weight to a statistic that showed that Syracuse had played too
many weak teams in their nonconference schedule, although the head of the se
lection committee conceded that "ifyou torture the numbers long enough, you can
get them to confess to anything."
Another sports example: Political scientists Brian Sala, John Scott, and James F.
Spriggs have investigated bias in Olympic figure skating judging between 1948 and
2002. The judges, who represent national sporting bodies, are expected to provide
impartial assessments and can be removed if their judgment comes into question.
Nevertheless, Sala, Scott, and Spriggs found distinct patterns of bias. Perhaps not
surprisingly, judges consistently awarded higher marks to skaters from their own
countries relative to other judges. More interestingly, the pattern of bias suggests
that judgment was shaped by cold war politics. Judges from NATO and Warsaw
Pact nations tended to mark down skaters from countries perceived as enemies.
These biases largely disappeared in the post-cold war era, suggesting something of
the fluidity of political identity.
The final example is less whimsical in substance. An article by Karen DeYoung
in the Washington Post, "Iraq War's Statistics Prove Fleeting," notes that perform
ance data on the Iraq war have been repeatedly invoked when it suits the Bush ad
ministration but dismissed as misleading or irrelevant on other occasions. For
example, the Department of Defense has made a policy of not counting casualties
inflicted by American military except when it wishes to emphasize the number of
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terrorists killed. The report also describes the ways that performance measures,
such as the number of trained Iraqi forces, have changed dramatically depending
on how the data was created and how individuals were categorized-as "currently
operating," "currently training," "on duty," or "on hand."
What do these three examples have to do with rethinking performance manage
ment? Cumulatively, they illustrate a central point of this book, which is that per
formance information is ambiguous and used in ways consistent with the roles of
actors. This insight forms the core ofwhat I refer to as an interactive dialogue model
of performance information use (see chapter 6) and this approach could be fairly
characterized as a social constructivist perspective. This book challenges what appears
to be the almost inherent belief we hold in the objectivity ofnumbers. My arguments
derive from having spent the last decade studying how performance information is
created, selected, interpreted, and used. Consistent with the proverb about the man
with the hammer seeing nails everywhere, once I settled on a social constructivist ap
proach to performance information, I began to see evidence ofit all around me. Each
of the three examples cited were ones I came across in a single workday, coming, re
spectively, from the ESPN website, the lead article in the March 2007 issue of Per
spective on Politics, and my morning perusal of the Washington Post.
While the first half of this book narrates the development of performance infor
mation systems in the U.S. state and federal governments, the second half deals with
the question of how such performance information is used. This book argues that
the creation, selection, interpretation, and presentation ofperformance information
is not an automatic or objective process but is influenced by the roles that actors in
the political process occupy. The three examples illustrate this point in slightly dif
ferent ways. The Syracuse case demonstrates that there are multiple pieces of infor
mation that tell us something about college basketball performance and that
individuals can place more or less weight on this data. In government, there are often
many performance measures that tell different stories about whether a program is
successful; one piece of performance data is chosen over another depending on the
perspective of the user. In this figure skating example, judges are not evaluating dif
ferent pieces of information-they all see the same performance and then must
quantify this performance on the same scale, but they still construct the information
consistent with the roles they have adopted. The Iraq war example shows public of
ficials suggesting how data should be interpreted while repeatedly moving the goal
posts on what data was worth reporting and how it was created.
The examples also reflect the ubiquity of performance information in modern
life, in government, and elsewhere. This book does not suggest dismantling per
formance information systems, or that performance information can never be used
fruitfully, but it does suggest that we can best move forward by understanding the
dynamics of performance information use.

1
An Era of Governance
by Performance Management

T he beginning of the twenty-first century finds us in an era ofgovernance by per
formance management. Frederick Mosher charted the history of government in
the United States via the management characteristics of each era, portraying the
twentieth century as dominated by two phases: government by the efficient (I 906
37) and government by managers (the post-1937 era).! In recent decades, the con
cept of performance has become central to public management reform, reflecting
a fusion between the key values of both management and efficiency, now more
broadly redefined to include effectiveness. 2
In this era, public managers are asked to justify their actions not just in terms
of efficiency but also by the outcomes they produce. They meet performance
reporting mandates, are asked to do more with less, and must explain the per
formance of their programs. The public sector is expected to be able to
demonstrate its value and to constantly seek new ways that foster performance.
The most frequent and widely adopted reforms of the past three decades are tied
to the concept of performance. Reforms that have incorporated pay-for
performance, total quality management, strategic planning, performance meas
urement, benchmarking, contracting out, increased managerial flexibility, and
decentralization have consistently claimed improved performance as their ultimate
goal. The assumption of these reforms is that changes in management systems
could and should be made in a way that enhances performance.
The popularity of performance management is reflected in its semantic fertility.
In earlier times, progressive reformers spoke simply of performance measurement.
Business executives have recommended strategic planning and management-by
objective. State governments have attempted variants ofperformance budgeting for
decades. In addition to these previous monikers, we hear about managing for re
sults, results-based reforms, and entrepreneurial budgeting. The logic common to
each approach is that government agencies should produce performance informa
tion and use this information to inform decision making. There will doubtless be
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additional variations that arise, adding a new luster to a core idea that has, at best,
a mixed record of success.
This book is about the era of governance by performance management. It de
scribes why and how performance management systems are constructed and ex
amines the assumption that performance information is used to improve public
decisions. In doing so, it argues that we need to rethink the purposes and expecta
tions of performance management.
Performance management reform has enjoyed ardent champions who have laid
out a doctrine of how this reform shall save government. But it has also had critics
who insist that it is, as Radin puts it, a "hydra-headed monster" that reemerges every
few years despite a record ofdismal failure. 3 This book seeks to rethink performance
management by acknowledging its weaknesses and its potential. The overarching
theme ofthis book is that performance management has not worked as expected, but
in some cases it has had positive impacts. Knowledge of the environment ofagency
level actors and the nature of performance information dialogue is the key to un
derstanding when performance management can succeed. In practice, performance
management reform in the United States has been a messy affair. The implementa
tion of performance management reforms has not strictly followed the recipe of re
form proponents and has not led to the benefits predicted by reformers. Despite
problematic adoption, we still see benefits from performance management, largely
occurring within agencies rather than among decisions made by political officials.
The book introduces an interactive dialogue model to understand performance in
formation use. This model points to the ambiguity inherent in performance infor
mation. As actors with specific roles and interests communicate with one another,
performance information will be used to serve those interests. The interactive dia
logue model therefore predicts that cross-institutional dialogues will see performance
information used for advocacy purposes. In intra-institutional dialogues, however,
interests and beliefs are more homogenous, and it is more likely that information en
genders learning and problem-solving rather than advocacy and conflict.
The current era of governance by performance management coincides with a
period of antibureaucratic impulses. Proponents of performance management say
that it is important not just because of improved effectiveness but also because it
is necessary for the credibility of public action. Such claims are overstated because
public distrust in government is fed in part by scandals and failures that are often
political in nature, and controls to prevent such failures may run at odds with a per
formance approach that liberates managers. However, in a time of public distrust
of government, the rhetoric of reform becomes more potent, and the language of
results becomes a rare public currency that citizens view as legitimate.
How important are these performance management reforms to the actual man
agement of government? It is only a slight exaggeration to say that we are betting
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the future of governance on the use of performance information. The current era
is also characterized by a willingness to adopt new structural forms ofgovernment
and controls, such as networks or outsourcing, or to simply provide greater free
dom to managers. New structural forms and modes of control raise difficult ques
tions. How do we coordinate? How do we manage? How do we control? How do
we exert accountability? How do we improve? How do we engage citizens? Per
formance information is frequently cited as the answer. We are told that perfor
mance information will allow elected officials and policymakers to set goals. It will
provide the basis for accountability. It will be tied to incentives. It will allow in
novations to be identified and diffused. It will improve the allocation of scarce
public resources. It will allow citizens to give feedback on services. The one con
stant in visions of future government is the availability and smart use of perfor
mance information. If performance information does not prove to be the linchpin
for the future of governance, we will have to return to the basic questions listed
above and find some alternative answers.
Despite the importance of performance information to the future of gover
nance, ";;e have a weak understanding of how and why it is used in practice. Gov
ernments have never been so awash in performance data, mostly because
bureaucrats are required to collect and report it. The wealth of performance data
contrasts with the poverty of the theoretical and empirical justifications for per
formance-reporting requirements. We have poor theories of performance infor
mation use, largely informed by a combination ofcommon sense, some deeply felt
assumptions about how government should operate, and a handful ofsuccess sto
ries. The operating theory of performance management reform appears to hold
that it is an unambiguous benefit to governance, it should be adopted, and it will
foster smarter decisions that lead to better governance. The current theory of per
formance information use might be characterized as "if you build it, they will
come." It assumes that the availability and quality of performance data is not just
a necessary condition for use but also a sufficient one.

i.
:":

A Reform in Search of a Theory? Defining Performance
Management and Performance Budgeting
Given the range ofguises that the performance management idea has appeared in,
it is helpful to start by explaining how performance management and performance
budgeting are defined in this book. I define performance management as a system
that generates performance information through strategic planning and perfor
mance measurement routines and that connects this information to decision venues,
where, ideally, the information influences a range of possible decisions. Figure 1.1

6

Chapter One

An Era of Governance by Perfonnance Management
Based on stakeholder input
and previous performance, government
engages in results-oriented strategic
planning; goals have a clear purpose
and are communicated.

Performance information is
communicated to employees, the
public, and specific decision venues
(including implementing strategic
goals, resource allocation,
policymaking, evaluation, performance
monitoring, performance improvement
efforts, benchmarking, capacity
improvements) .

Figure 1.1

Government engages in
valid and accurate performance
measurement that reflects
progress toward results.
Measures are communicated.

Integrating planning, measurement, and decision venues

Source: Adapted from Ingraham and Moynihan, "Beyond Measurement: Managing for Results
in State Government."

represents a simple model of how a performance management system improves
governmental decision making and performance.
In this model performance information lifts the focus of managers from inputs
and processes to results. Performance management, through its production and
dissemination of high-level performance information, promises governmental ac
tors common goals to pursue and an understanding of how present management
structures could be adjusted to pursue these goals, improving the ability to make
informed decisions about capacity. Performance information is the lifeblood of
the performance management model portrayed in figure 1.1. Performance man
agement systems are designed to take information from the environment, through
consultation with the public, stakeholders, public representatives, and analyses of
the external environment in the strategic planning phase. Because the external en
vironment is so large, public officials need some criterion of relevance to make
sense of it. 4 Performance management systems provide a means by which public
officials engage in coding-interpreting and refining information from the exter
nal environment and internal stakeholders into a series of information categories
such as strategic goals, objectives, performance measures, and targets. After this
coding takes place, performance information can then be presented to decision
makers.5 Performance information also provides a language for communicating
I
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with the external environment, transmitting strategic goals and performance mea
sures via public documentation, speeches, websites, and other means.
Figure 1.1 also points to the linkage between strategic planning and perfor
mance measurement, suggesting that effective performance management implies
the integrated use ofboth. 6 Without the linkage, the potential for goal conflict,
confusion, and inaccurate measurement arises'? Strategic planning without per
formance measurement fails to link goals to actions or identify implementation is
sues, failures that generate a lack of credibility among stakeholders. 8 Performance
measurement without broader strategic guidance fosters measurement without a
sense of overall purpose; a technical exercise undertaken out of habit or adminis
trative compliance, with little practical relevance for decision makers.
What is the purpose of all this activity? One justification for results-based re
form is the accountability to the external environment and elected officials. 9 How
ever, public managers report that the more immediate rationale for results-based
reform is improved internal decision making and improved public performance. 10
High-quality information, and the ability to communicate it to the right decision
making venue in a useful and timely way, are as necessary to these interim objec
tives as to the broader accountability purposes. 11 The communication of
performance information is intended to act primarily as a stimulus to the decision
making process-provoking, informing, and improving the quality ofdecisions. 12
The budget process is perhaps the most visible and important decision venue
where performance information can be used. A strict definition of a performance
budget is "a budget that explicitly links each increment in resources to an increment
in outputs or other results."13 This strict definition suggests an equally simple the
ory ofhow performance budgeting should work. Once politicians decide what level
of performance they want and are willing to pay for, they fund accordingly. Pro
grams that fail to perform will lose support relative to the superior claims ofhigher
performing programs. The budgeting process, in effect, mimics the free market.
Agencies compete for resources and chase incentives to increase performance.
This theory of performance budgeting is beguiling in its simplicity and distant
from reality. Legislators are loath to link the budget decisions so tightly with any
one factor, since it reduces their discretion and would ignore other relevant aspects
of public programs. Paul Posner ofthe Government Accountability Office (GAO)
makes this point:
Performance budgeting is not about a mechanical link between performance
trends and budget decisions. If the program does poorly and it is a high prior
ity, it doesn't necessarily mean you are going to reduce funding. In fact, you
might find cause to increase funding. If the drug abuse deaths go up, you might
need to increase funding. This information needs to inform the agenda, the
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questions you ask. It doesn't necessarily tell you the answers on a budget deci
sion because there are lots of other factors that are involved. 14

If the strict definition of performance budgeting is undesirable and unrealistic,
then what about another definition? In practice, performance budgeting is usually
defined to suggest a loose connection between performance information and re
source allocation without detailing how decision makers should use this informa
tion. An example from Schick: "A performance budget is any budget that represents
information on what agencies have done or expect to do with the money provided
to them."15 Such a definition is little different from the definition of performance
management supplied above, but markedly different from the strict definition of
performance budgeting.

Rethinking Performance Management
To rethink something means to challenge a dominant paradigm or set of assump
tions and to look at it in a new light. Talbot, in reviewing the study of performance
management, writes: ''As with many administrative arguments, for every doctrine
and its justification there are often counter-arguments and it is important to record
these. Perhaps surprisingly the academic critique of the 'performance' movement
has been relatively muted."16 The sheer ubiquity of performance management re
forms calls for a careful challenge to beliefs about performance management.
Some have started to make this challenge. An increasing literature has docu
mented the potential for performance measures to create perverse behavior, in
cluding goal displacement and gaming. I ? This book is the third in a series that
Georgetown University Press has published on performance management. In 2006
Radin published Challenging the Performance Movement, and David Frederickson
and H. George Frederickson published Measuring the Performance ofthe Hollow
State. IS Each book has turned a critical eye on performance management, con
tributing to what Radin calls "a new discussion about performance management
that integrates the issues of complexity."19 Each book has its own perspective.
Radin draws from democratic theory to point to a basic tension between political
values and the values of performance management reforms, most notably the ten
sion between the separation of powers designed into the U.S. political system and
the assumption of a single central actor that characterizes performance manage
ment. Focusing on the federal level, she argues that performance management
techniques fail to incorporate concerns about equity and constitute a top-down
approach that excludes and demeans the professionals we rely on to implement our
public programs. Frederickson and Frederickson have mapped the complexities of
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using performance regimes to govern the hollow state. At a time when more and
more government work is being performed by third parties, federal managers are
increasingly being held accountable to performance standards that are difficult to
exert on third parties.
This book joins the debate on the complexities of performance management,
but it does so in a number ofways that are different. I focus on understanding why
performance management reforms are adopted and how the nature ofadoption af
fects implementation. Radin has argued that performance management reforms
can become a "one-size-fits-all" -approach, failing to reflect differences between
programs. Some functions are simply easier to measure and more suited to the de
mands of performance management. I also argue that performance management
is more likely to succeed in some conditions than in others, focusing on other
agency-level variables such as leadership and resources to explain why.
To a greater extent than other treatments of performance management, I am in
terested in how people interpret and use performance information. The main con
ceptual contribution of the book is to propose an interactive dialogue model of
performance information use. The model examines how performance informa
tion is socially constructed. Talbot points out that a social constructionist per
spective has been largely absent in the literature of performance management. The
social constructionist view could lead to "the conclusion that such approaches
should be rejected out of hand or, more constructively, that this should lead to an
approach to performance based on dialogue. "20 This book pursues the latter ap
proach, consistent with recent literature that has emphasized the role of dialogue
in the policy process. 21 While performance measures suggest the irreducible ob
jectivity of numbers, they are in fact ambiguous: selected, interpreted, and used by
actors in different ways consistent with their institutional interests. This model
suggests that a dialogue about performance across institutional interests will be
more likely to be marked by conflicting interpretations and disagreement than a
dialogue within an institution.
In this book I examine recent performance management reform at the federal
level and the state level. While most analyses of performance management tend to
focus on one level ofgovernment, the similarities between the state and federal lev
els suggest the benefit ofconsidering both when examining how performance man
agement works. Both levels of government have the same basic political
institutions. In addition, both levels of government have embraced performance
management in very similar ways. Every state government has its own version of
the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA), requiring that agency staff
collect and report performance information to a central budget office, usually as
part of the budget process. There is an active and ongoing interchange of reform
ideas between the state and federal levels, and innovation at the federal level in the
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form of the PART program may become the next wave ofreforms at the state level.
The key findings of the book-the reasons performance management is adopted
and used; the ambiguity and subjectivity ofperformance information; and the po
tential for learning-do not depend on factors unique to the state or federal level.
Given the focus of the book on u.s. federal and state governments, the appli
cation of findings to the local level or to other countries should be made carefully.
The adoption of performance management routines has been enthusiastically em
braced by cities and countries around the world. Some of the basic theories pro
posed here-such as why performance management is popular and how
performance information may be used-are not conditioned on any particular
political institutions or tendencies. So why might performance management be
different at the local level? One reason is the shorter distance between political of
ficials, managers, and the actual services delivered. While federal and even state
governments deal with a broad array of services and deliver few services directly,
political leaders and managers at the local level have a much easier time connect
ing performance information to the activities of frontline employees, and their
services are generally more visible to the public. This context makes it more likely
that performance management practices have a greater impact at the local level,
and research from the local level provides some support for this view. 22
When comparing to other countries, differences in political institutions and the
nature of political-bureaucratic relations will create variation in the adoption and
use of performance management routines. One key difference is that the decen
tralized nature of u.S. political institutions limits the ability of any single actor to
establish its own blueprint for a performance management model, define the mean
ing of performance information, or determine how performance information is
used. Another difference is that the deep tradition of politicization of the bureau
cracy in the form of political appointments seems to have discouraged U.S. gov
ernments from dismantling civil service systems to the same degree as other
countries that have pursued performance management (see chapter 3). On the
whole, compared with the benchmark adopters of New Public Management
(NPM) reforms, the u.S. approach to performance management has not been es
pecially loyal to any particular prescriptive theory in adoption or as rigorous in seek
ing to link performance information to decisions in the implementation phase.
The dominant paradigm of performance management, what I refer to as per
formance management doctrine, is explored in chapter 2. Performance management
doctrine is based on the logic that the creation, diffusion, and use of performance
information will foster better decision making in government, leading to dividends
in terms of political and public accountability, efficiency, and budget decisions.
Performance management doctrine also argues that liberating managers from tra
ditional controls complements the creation of performance information.
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Performance management doctrine promises to change the nature of account
ability. For the public, performance information provides a transparent explana
tion of how well the government is doing. For elected officials, performance
information provides a basis to reduce information asymmetry and exert oversight,
while goal-setting routines provide an additional basis to exert policy control. 23
Case findings question the extent to which performance management is really used
for such accountability purposes.
In exchange for holding managers to higher standards of results-based ac
countability, performance doctrine promises to give them greater freedoms to
achieve goals. In short, performance management doctrine calls for both a focus
on results and greater managerial flexibility. The doctrine does not anticipate that
performance information might remain unused or used in ways that run contrary
to an ideal ofobjective decision making. As becomes apparent in later chapters, this
means that many of the predicted benefits of performance management doctrine
do not materialize.
In contrast to the performance management doctrine, a more critical literature
points to problems with performance management and suggests it is destined to fail.
This critical perspective highlights the troubled history of performance manage
ment efforts, especially efforts that sought to reorganize the budget process, such as
planning programming and budget systems in the 1960s and zero-based budgeting
in the 1970s. There are a number of logical reasons for these failures. One basic
problem is the issue of information overload. Wildavsky pointed out that perfor
mance information systems produce mounds of information that no one particu
larly cares about and that collectively is beyond the cognitive abilities of any
individual to process. 24 Another criticism is that politics makes performance infor
mation irrelevant. Strong political preferences make performance information un
necessary. Relative to partisan goals, ideological biases, stakeholder pressure, and
constituent needs, performance data is not especially influential. In addition, per
formance information does not help elected officials by making political decisions
simpler-indeed, it is an additional layer of information to incorporate.
Performance management reforms, frequently borrowed from the private sec
tor or parliamentary systems, have been critiqued as incompatible with the sepa
rated powers of the u.S. political institutions. 25 Such reforms assume that the
executive branch is the critical decision maker in government. Legislators are un
likely to accept any model of performance management that reduces their discre
tionary power over goal setting and resource allocation.
Another criticism made of public management reforms in general is that they
are adopted for symbolic purposes that have little to do with actual performance.
Reforms have isomorphic tendencies and communicate political values but do lit
tle else. 26 This explains the repeated tendency to adopt similar reforms that have

12

Chapter One

An Era of Governance by Performance Management

not contributed much in the pastY An extension of this argument is that because
of the symbolic value of reform, little thought will be given to making implemen
tation of the reform possible. As public managers realize the passing and symbolic
nature of reforms, they respond with compliance and occasionally gaming of per
formance regimes. 28
Overall, this literature makes criticisms that remain valid. Evidence presented
in this book suggests that elected officials are rarely interested in performance in
formation use. Performance management reforms are used as symbolic tools to ex
press frustration with bureaucracy. Legislatures tend to regard performance
initiatives from the executive branch with suspicion, and public employees can be
come cynical about the latest version of performance management.
Despite all these problems, I argue that performance management reforms can
change managerial behavior, and performance information will be used. This more
positive assessment is simply a function of looking for success in different places.
Joyce and Tompkins warn that many of the negative assessments of performance
reforms have come because of a focus on elected officials and on the budgeting
process. 29 Most ofthe benefits ofperformance management reform that I observed
occurred at the agency levels, away from resource allocation decisions.

Table 1.1 Government performance grades for managing for results and
information category

State
Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri

The Outline of the Book
The balance of this chapter provides a summary outline of the chapters that fol
low and gives a sense of how performance management is reconsidered. Chapter
2 explains the claims of performance management doctrine in greater detail. The
success of the performance management doctrine is reflected in its widespread
adoption, which is examined in chapter 3. All state governments and the federal
government in the United States have devoted significant time, energy, and re
sources to adopting performance management systems since the 1990s. In effect,
this has meant that governments have created reporting requirements for agencies
to produce performance information-which includes mission statements, strate
gic goals, performance targets, and actual measurements ofachievement. The Gov
ernment Performance Project (GPP) graded these efforts in 1999 and 2001, and
in 2005 it graded both performance management efforts and aspects of informa
tion technology in a revised category called information. The grades were based on
how consistently state governments met explicit and widely accepted public man
agement criteria. Information was collected via a detailed survey completed by
state government officials, content analysis of public documentation, and inter
views of state officials undertaken by journalists from Governing magazine. For
some aspects of the GPP, quantitative scales were developed based on survey re-
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1999
MFR

2001
MFR

2005

grade

grade

grade

F
C
B
D
C
C
D+
B
B
C+
C
C
C
C
B+
C
B
B
C
B
C
B
B
C

D+
C
C+
C
C
C+
C
B
C+
B
C
C
B
B

C
C
BC+
C
C+
CB
B
BD
C+
C+
C
B
BB

A

A
C+
B+
B+
C+
B
C
B+
B
D+

A

info.

AC+
C+
C+
B+
B+
C+

A-

State
Montana

Neb~aska

Nevada
New Hampshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
South Carolina
South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas
Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

1999
MFR

2001
MFR

2005

grade

grade

grade

C
B
C
D+
B
D+
D+
B
D
C+
D+
B+
B
C
B
D
C
B+
B+
B

C
B
C
D
B
C
C
B
C
B
D
B
B
C
B
D
B

C
C+
BCC
B
C+
C+
C
C+
C
B
B
C+
B
D
C+
B

A
B+
C
C
C

A

info.

B+
B

A-

A
A

AA-

C
C
C+

C+
BC

B-

Source: Government Performance Project
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sponses and content analysis that informed the creation of grades, but the final
grade assessments represented a judgment of both quantitative and qualitative ev
idence by the journalists and academics involved in the project.30 Table 1.1 pro
vides these grades.
The data presented in chapter 3 offers a cross-state snapshot of what state gov
ernments are doing. Evidence from content analysis finds that state governments
have actively established performance information systems by requiring agencies
to create and report on strategic goals and performance measures on a frequent
basis. While all state governments appear to produce some form of performance
information, the detail, nature, and availability of this information vary a good
deal. States have adopted reporting requirements without giving much attention
to the part of performance management doctrine that argues that a new focus on
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performance should be accompanied with a relaxation of the traditional controls
that restrict managerial uses of human and financial resources. In effect, state gov
ernments have adopted performance information systems proposed by perfor
mance management doctrine, but they have neglected the managerial freedom
aspects. These cross-state findings give rise to a number ofquestions: Why are per
formance management reforms so popular? Why are they being adopted in the
manner that they are, focusing on performance information systems but not man
agerial autonomy? How is performance information used?
Answering these questions, or at least beginning to answer these questions, is
crucial to understanding how performance management initiatives work and their
prospects for success. To help rethink performance management, I employ exist
ing theoretical approaches (the policymaking and implementation literatures) not
frequently used in the performance management literature and develop a new the
ory on how performance information is used, a theory that I call the interactive di
alogue model of performance information use.

Whg Are Performance Management Reforms Adopted? Whg Are Theg
Adopted in the Wag that Theg Are?
Using theories from the policymaking literature, chapter 4 argues that the adop
tion of formal performance management reforms is a function of the role of cen
tral agencies in defining the reform and the motivation ofelected officials selecting
the reform. The instrumental costs and benefits of reforms guide elected officials.
The adoption of performance management reforms is due to its symbolic value to
elected officials and professional value to central agency actors.
Performance management is attractive because it communicates to the public that
elected officials share their frustration with inefficient bureaucracies and are holding
them accountable, saving taxpayer money, and fostering better performance. These
symbolic benefits are useful on the campaign trail, especially for challengers who
promise to reform government. Once officials are elected, performance management
reforms are a logical policy option, providing at least the appearance of satisfying
campaign promises. Reforms can also be used to try to convince the public that the
government is being run efficiently and competently, making incumbents deserving
of reelection and the public purse deserving of taxpayer monies. Elected officials
might also perceive potential benefits in terms of policy control by using perfor
mance information as a means ofspecifying goals and holding bureaucrats account
able, but the case evidence offers few examples ofelected officials using performance
management in this way.
Elected officials seek to minimize the costs of performance management doc
trine. In practice, this means that governments have adopted performance-
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reporting requirements for agencies, but they have ignored doctrinal arguments
for reducing traditional managerial controls. Reporting requirements impose few
costs for elected officials. They require little additional funds, and the burden falls
chiefly on the agency bureaucrats who collect and disseminate information. Elim
inating traditional management controls over financial and human resources has
real costs. These traditional controls on bureaucracy are still valued, especially by
the legislature but also by public service unions concerned about the potential loss
of benefits to their members and possible abuses of power. Central agency actors,
who shape public management policy ideas, approve of additional reporting
mechanisms that fit with the budget process, but they are wary ofloosening con
trols they have historically been tasked with enforcing.

How Are Performance Management Reforms Used?
Consistent with previous criticisms of performance reforms, the case evidence sug
gests the symbolic aspects of reform. However, the case evidence also suggests that
such reforms do not stop after adoption and that the symbolic nature of reforms is
not necessarily inconsistent with practical benefits. Even though U.s. governments
adopted reforms in a way inconsistent with performance management doctrine,
agency managers often have found ways to make these reforms generate positive
benefits, although not always in the ways predicted by performance management
doctrine.
Once the adopters of reforms have created an official reporting requirement, it
is up to agency managers to do something with it. Chapter 5 uses implementation
theory to understand what happens next. Agency options range from passive com
pliance with the letter of requirements to active use of performance management
to bring about organizational changes. The use of performance management re
forms at the agency level is a function of the formal reform adopted, agency lead
ership motivation, managerial authority, and resources.
Given the symbolic motivations behind the adoption of reforms, we might ex
pect that agency managers would be cynical about performance management.
There is cynicism, but agency leaders in the state governments I examined saw per
formance management reforms as an opportunity to add value to their organiza
tions in a variety ofways. Some of these benefits were consistent with performance
management doctrine-creating strategic clarity and improving managerial
processes. More frequently, benefits were not those specified by performance man
agement doctrine-such as developing alternative strategic goals that essentially
rewrote policy, shaping the organizational culture, improving internal and external
communication, and fostering leadership development. Leaders pursued these ben
efits trying to not only improve organizational performance, but also to improve the

16

An Era of Governance by Performance Management

Chapter One

capacity ofthe organization. Agency officials, like elected officials, consider the costs
and benefits of reforms, but they are more concerned about the instrumental ben
efits to be leveraged from performance management. In doing so, each leader has
an agenda he or she wishes to pursue, informed and constrained by the organiza
tional environment.
Leaders of the state agencies appeared to be the most important factor in the
implementation of performance management, but their ability to use reforms has
been shaped by their managerial authority. While these leaders gained no addi
tional discretion with performance management reforms, they found ways to use
performance management within existing constraints. Resources are another im
portant factor for implementation. Here, the case evidence points to the necessity
of adequate resources to enable performance management to work. The absence
of resources makes it difficult to provide the personnel to carefully collect, dis
seminate, and consider data. Poorer agencies are also more likely to be reactive
rather than systematically fulfill a plan. Where managers are constantly battling
with unexpected crises that can be cured only by resources rather than strategic
thinking, performance management is little more than a distraction.

How Is Performance Information Used?
Performance management reforms rest on the assumption that once performance
information is made available, it will be widely used and result in better decisions
because it will foster consensus and make decision making more objective. But the
limited evidence of use does not match that model. Instead, it is consistent with
an interactive dialogue model of performance information use.
The interactive dialogue model argues that performance information is not ob
jective and is selected and presented by advocates seeking to persuade others. Per
formance information is presented and considered in written and oral texts
reports, meetings, presentations, memos, appropriations bills, etc. These texts rep
resent the goals oftheir authors and their efforts to use performance information to
bring others to their cause. How individuals perceive performance data will depend
on their individual background and beliefs and the institutional role they fill. Dif
ferent actors can look at the performance information on the same program and dis
agree on what the information means. This dissonance may simply be because they
select different data to talk about, consistent with their interests. It is also because
of the inherent ambiguity of most data, meaning that the same data can hold mul
tiple meanings. Performance information tells us nothing about context and im
plementation, factors that shape how we interpret whether a program is effective.
Performance information does not necessarily result in clearer decisions if the ac
tors involved cannot agree on what it tells them about current performance, chang-

I

" ..

17

ing budgets, or management. As roles motivate the actors involved to understand
performance information differently, the inherent ambiguity in performance in
formation will be exploited.
Chapters 6 through 9 develop the interactive dialogue model and offer examples
in different settings. Chapter 6 lays out the basic logic behind the interactive dia
logue model and points to illustrative examples at the state level. In budget forums,
state agencies tend to select performance data that reflects a narrative they are seek
ing to develop. The narrative generally argues that they are doing well with existing
resources and points to current and future needs. This is a familiar story in the
budget process, but now agency officials can use performance information in a way
consistent with this narrative. There are variations on the standard narrative. Agen
cies strapped for resources are likely to point to the operational problems created by
a lack ofcash. Agencies seeking to prompt policy changes will offer evidence of the
benefits of new programs versus old ones. The various actors involved in the policy
process can be expected to use performance information consistent with their in
terests. Agency actors will contribute to the dialogue in ways that protect agency
preferences and budgets. Central agency officials will seek to assess the persuasive
ness of different claims and emphasize performance data that reflects the interests
ofthe leader ofthe executive branch. Legislative committees will favor information
that helps their oversight ofagencies and is useful in determining budget allocations.
Some ofthe distinctions I draw from the critical perspective derive from the in
teractive dialogue model of performance information use. This perspective sug
gests that actors do not suffer from information overload because they do not try
to process all information but select information that they find useful. At an agency
level, information overload is less of a problem because actors deal with a limited
number of programs. Agency managers select information that they can use to ad
vocate to the external policy environment or to use for internal managemept im
provements. The interactive dialogue perspective acknowledges that political
preferences will dominate decisions, but that does not mean that performance data
is not used. Even among actors with strong preexisting preferences, performance
information can be used to justify choices made and to convince others of those
choices. Advocacy does not fit into the performance management doctrine ideal
of performance information use, but it is still a use.
The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) under George W Bush has
aimed to change the frequency and nature of performance dialogue at the federal
level. Chapter 7 presents recent performance management reform from the per
spective of the OMB. Since the late 1990s federal agencies have faced the same
performance-reporting requirements as state agencies in the form of the Govern
ment Performance and Results Act (GPRA). The Bush administration has argued
that GPRA is a failure, or at best, only the beginning of a coherent performance
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management strategy. To this end, the OMB has required that agencies build their
congressional budget submissions around their annual performance plan. In addi
tion, the OMB has started to assess program performance data using an evaluation
mechanism called the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART), publishing sum
mary assessments of program effectiveness alongside budget recommendations.
The changes pursued by the Bush administration aim to alter the performance
dialogue in a number ofways, explored in chapter 8. The OMB hopes that mem
bers of Congress will become more comfortable in using performance data. Thus
far, many congressional appropriations subcommittees have complained that in
formation on inputs and workload that they consider valuable is being lost in favor
of performance information they have little role in selecting and are not interested
in. The reaction to PART assessments has also been guarded. The interactive dia
logue model points to the role of power in structuring dialogue; the PART expe
rience illustrates the risk of such using power to dominate a dialogue. While the
OMB sees PART as transparent and systematic, others view it as subjective, re
flecting the perspective of the OMB, the White House, and the Republican Party.
However, the PART process has forced a dialogue within the executive branch,
even if agencies have been suspicious of the process. PART provides a third-party
review of programs that offers a simple and clear summary opinion on whether the
program is effective. It increases the level ofdiscussion about program performance
and forces agencies to meet a basic standard of evidence to show that their pro
grams are working. The assessments occur on a regular basis and generate man
agement recommendations that the OMB expects agencies to implement.
PART is also affecting budget discussions. The relationship between PART as
sessment and budget recommendations is not strongly systematic, but thus far it ap
pears to suggest that programs deemed ineffective or unable to demonstrate results
will have lower proposed budgets (which Congress could then choose to ignore).
The relationship between performance information and budget recommendations
is not systematic because of the additional information that must be considered
and because of the ambiguity of performance information itself For many pro
grams political preferences will override the assessments. The nature of the use of
performance information in public budgeting, therefore, does not resemble a ra
tional one-best-way approach to decision making, where performance information
fosters consensus. Rather, it more closely resembles an interactive dialogue, where
different actors seek to persuade the others by using information that supports their
own arguments and by proposing alternate perspectives on the same information.
Even if two actors can agree on what performance means, performance infor
mation does not tell us what to do next. The simplest example is a situation in
which a program performs poorly. One individual may read the information as
suggesting that the program is a failure, a waste of public money, and should be
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eliminated. Another might look at the program and argue that it provides a valu
able public service and would be more successful if given more resources. A third
individual might say that the program needs to be reorganized for better manage
ment before any funding decisions can be made. Each option offers a logical in
terpretation of the same piece of data.
Conflicting interpretations increase when a more diverse group ofactors are in
volved, but varying interpretations can occur even within an institution of ho
mogenous individuals. Despite the best efforts of the OMB, budget examiners
have been found to interpret performance data differently and apply different stan
dards for what constitutes acceptable evidence ofeffectiveness. Chapter 8 presents
the results of an experiment that further illustrates how ambiguity leads to multi
ple interpretations. Graduate students in two public affairs programs served as sub
jects in an experiment where they reanalyzed PART assessments and used logical
warrants to disagree with OMB evaluation and funding decisions. The subjects
were not motivated by a particular institutional role; they arrived at different con
clusions due to the ambiguity of the performance data.
A dialogue about performance can also occur within agencies. Because agency
actors are more homogenous and share a focus on implementation, there is greater
potential for generating agreement on the meaning of performance data and for
building a shared narrative that becomes part of the organizational culture. In this
setting politics is less likely to disrupt the use or splinter the meaning ofperformance
information. Dialogue about performance can also foster learning opportunities,
which are examined in chapter 9. This learning can come in a variety of forms,
whether it is learning to change existing organizational processes for the purposes
ofperformance improvement, learning ways to improve organizational capacity, or
challenging the basic underlying goals of the organization. The prospects for dia
logue to foster learning improve when organizations create learning forums. Learn
ing forums are routines that encourage actors to closely examine information,
consider its significance, and decide how it will affect future action. Learning also
improves when these forums include a variety of perspectives, dialogue is based on
an equal footing among participants, and different types of knowledge are em
ployed. These conditions challenge some basic practices within hierarchies-man
agers are not used to stopping to examine performance information, nor are they
used to setting aside status differences and treating views from different parts of the
organization with equal respect. However, the simple supply of performance data
does not create its own demand for use, and the most critical challenge facing agen
cies is to find ways to encourage managers to examine performance information and
then use their collective knowledge to improve how they run agencies.
Chapter 10 concludes the book by summarizing some lessons that emerge from
rethinking performance management. In doing so, it is hard not to conclude that
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our expectations of performance management are at a turning point. Across state
governments and at the federal level, there exists an unprecedented machinery to
create and disseminate performance information. The creation of this machinery
was based on lofty expectations and unrealistic assumptions about the ease ofchang
ing existing patterns ofdecision making. Governments can offer anecdotal evidence
that they occasionally use performance data, but few are willing to say that it is used
systematically. As the shortcomings of performance management doctrine become
apparent, a reevaluation is necessary. Examined alongside the promises of perfor
mance management doctrine, actual achievement appears relatively modest.
Rethinking performance management means acknowledging this shortfall, as
well as acknowledging that inflated expectations set the reform up for failure. A bet
ter understanding of why these reforms are adopted, and what incentives agency
managers have to implement reform, is a good starting point. A more credible un
derstanding ofhow performance information shapes decision making, as offered by
the interactive dialogue model, is crucial. These theoretical advances suggest the
need for a more modest set ofexpectations about the contribution ofperformance
management reforms to management and budgeting. Using these standards, even
ifperformance data does enter the dialogue that public managers engage in, it must
compete with other factors that influence the decision and will be used according
to the interests and interpretations of the different actors involved in a decision. It
will not make decision making any easier. Since performance information is am
biguous, it will be one additional piece of contested information that enters the
policy process.
This understanding of performance management is a far cry from the model
presented in performance management doctrine, which suggests that performance
information is the key to unlocking government accountability and effectiveness.
But this book also challenges a negative view that suggests performance informa
tion is never used, that it is incidental to decisions, and that the management of
that information is entirely symbolic. Performance information may not dominate
decisions, but it is increasingly present in the dialogue that leads to decisions.
While there is certainly a symbolic aspect in how performance management re
forms are adopted, the implementation of these reforms and the use of perfor
mance information are driven by instrumental concerns.

Data Collection
Assessing the era of governance by performance management requires in-depth
analysis of how the political and managerial processes relevant to performance
management work and interact and are strengthened if done on a comparative
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Table 1.2 Data Sources
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Data source

Use in chapter

Government Performance Project 2000 cross-state surveys of performance
management, financial management, and human resource systems.

2,3

Cross-state content analysis of state strategic plans, state performance reports,
budget documents, and agency strategic plans and performance reports.

3

Case study analysis ofAlabama, Vermont, and Virginia, based on document
and interview analysis. Interviews of state budget officials and Department
of Corrections senior and line managers. All interviews transcribed. Interview
4, 5, 6, 9
transcripts and state documents coded using qualitative software.
Case study of the development and application of the Program Assessment
Rating Tool at the federal level. Based on document analysis and interviews
of officials in the Office of Management and Budget and the Government
Accountability Office.

7, 8, 9

Content analysis of legislative discussion of performance at the federal level.

7

Experiment with graduate students in public affairs to examine the ambiguity
of performance information.
8

basis. It is therefore worth briefly discussing the data collected for this book. The
book rests on a multimethod effort to understand the creation and use of per
formance management reforms. Data was collected using close-ended and open
ended surveys, interviews, experiments, and content analysis. These methods and
their applications in the book are highlighted in table 1.2.
The data collected was designed to help answer the questions central to the
book: Did the adoption of performance management reform in state government
actually follow the recommendations ofperformance management doctrine? What
are the motivations behind performance management adoption? How and why are
performance management reforms actually implemented at the agency level? How
do public actors use performance information? Table 1.2 summarizes each data
source and where it is used in the book.
To understand whether actual performance management adoption followed
the recommendations ofperformance management doctrine, I drew data from the
first two rounds of the Government Performance Project undertaken at the
Maxwell School at Syracuse University. State governments provided in-depth de
scriptions of performance management systems and their uses, and GPP staff ex
amined public documentation to verify these claims. In particular, the GPP
undertook content analysis ofstrategic plans, budgets, and performance reports to
assess the range of performance information available and created measures of
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state-by-state managerial autonomy based on survey responses. This information
is reported in chapter 3.
The cross-state picture shows how performance management reforms were
adopted, and this information naturally leads to the questions of why they were
adopted in the way that they were and how they were implemented. I sought to
answer these questions using in-depth case studies ofperformance management ef
forts in three states (Alabama, Virginia, and Vermont) and from current efforts at
the federal level. Seeking to maximize theoretical replication and avoid the ten
dency of best-practice research to generalize from high performers, states were se
lected for study according to their fit with high (Virginia), medium (Vermont),
and low (Alabama) categories ofexperience and competence in performance man
agement. 31 The selection was consistent with the GPP grades that each state has
received for its performance management activities.
The state government evidence on adoption is featured in chapter 4. State gov
ernment evidence on performance management implementation is featured in
chapters 5 and 9. To examine implementation, I controlled for function by focus
ing on the corrections system in all three states, a large but understudied function
in public management. 32 Corrections incorporates a wide range ofservices-incar
ceration, education, creating behavioral change, custodial care, the production of
goods and services-and is therefore representative of different agency types. 33 I
visited each state to undertake in-depth interviews ofthe key participants in the per
formance management process: (a) operational managers in correctional institu
tions, (b) senior managers at the Department of Corrections (DOC), and (c)
managers in the state management and budget office. This sampling technique is
useful in discovering variation in the views of members of different parts of the
same organization. 34 In addition, to gain the views of political and career officials,
my interview pool included a mix of appointees and career staff at both the
statewide and agency level. I developed a key informant in each pool ofinterviewees
and used a snowball method ofsampling the additional interviewees, some ofwhom
were interviewed multiple times. Interviews were semistructured, based on a stan
dard interview protocol and probes (see appendix A for the interview protocol).35
In addition to the cross-state data and the three state case studies, I also exam
ined the status of performance management at the federal level, focusing on the
Bush administration initiative to evaluate the performance of all federal programs
and to make agency budget submissions more performance oriented. These ef
forts provide a fascinating case study ofthe creation ofa performance management
reform, illustrating the difficulties involved when a budget office seeks to develop
a performance-focused budget process and a centralized mechanism to assess
agency performance. I studied these changes by interviewing federal officials, par
ticularly those in the OMB who were involved in creating and implementing these
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reforms and legislative actors overseeing the reform. 36 The discussion of the adop
tion and early experience of these reforms is examined in chapters 7 and 8.
The final key question I pursued is how people interpret and use performance
information. To examine this question I relied on a variety of approaches. I had
asked my state and federal interviewees how and when they used information, and
I looked for examples of use. I also wanted to understand how legislators used per
formance information in public decision venues. I therefore undertook a content
analysis of congressional discussion of performance in appropriations bills and
hearings. This data is presented in chapter 7. Much of the evidence on the use of
performance information pointed to the influence of institutional perspectives. I
wanted to understand ifactors would still disagree about performance information
even without institutional affiliation. Using graduate students from two public af
fairs programs, I undertook an experiment to examine the degree ofambiguity as
sociated with performance information. This data is presented in chapter 8.
As with any empirical evidence, generalizations should be made with caution.
The state research focused primarily on corrections, and it is also important to
note that each state has its own particular history and culture that affect governance
outcomes. I describe such basic state differences in appendix B.

Conclusion
This book offers some new perspectives on performance management. While not
claiming to be a complete account, it challenges existing thinking and points to
ways to gain a more complete understanding of whether performance manage
ment has been worthwhile.
Performance management is not (and cannot possibly become) the solution to
governmental problems that its advocates promise, but it has benefits that offer
clues to how a more effective version of performance management might work. If
decades ofresults-based reform have not lived up to expectations, this is partly be
cause the expectations were unrealistically high: Elected officials and senior bu
reaucrats would have to change how they make decisions, citizens would have to
become avid consumers of performance data, and public managers would have to
run public organizations differently. These changes require a different system of
governance, not just management changes.
This book focuses primarily on public managers because these are the most likely
users of performance information and the best hope for the performance manage
ment movement. In most respects, public managers are not driven by performance
data in the ways predicted by performance management doctrine, but managers will
occasionally use results-based reforms to add value to their organizations. The
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following chapters identify the logic behind this limited use of performance man
agement as a basis for rethinking how results-based reforms might be implemented
in the future, focusing in particular on how performance information changes the
dialogue of governance.
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solutions to the perceived weaknesses of traditional public organizations. This doc
trine also offers a prescriptive theory of cause and effect for how public organiza
tions should be run, resulting in a series of policy options that demand
implementation. Traditional public organizations are portrayed as inefficient and
ineffective, focused on maximizing inputs and rendering compliance. Existing man
agement systems are to blame for the undesirable state of public organizations. The
doctrine promises a more efficient, effective, results-driven public sector.
The credibility of doctrinal claims relies on the credibility of the warrants that
underlie these claims. 6 The doctrine of performance management draws from a
number of schools of thought, most notably New Public Management (NPM),
but also strategic management and management accounting and control. Per
formance management doctrine is also closely intertwined with political rhetoric
on the state of government and the underlying assumption that the public sector
can be made more efficient and effective.
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Performance Management as Doctrine

What does performance management actually mean, and what does it hope to
achieve? This chapter examines the basic claims made in performance manage
ment doctrine. These claims serve as a theoretical standard against which evidence
on the actual implementation of performance management and alternative theo
ries can be compared. The key claim that applies to government organizations is
that two mutually dependent reforms should be adopted: Managers should be
given more flexibility in human resources and budgeting matters but held ac
countable by quantitative performance standards.
One of the defining tensions of the intellectual development of public adminis
tration is between the field as a social science and as a professional activity under
taken in a highly politicized environment. Frequently, decisions on running public
organizations are made on the basis of what Hood and Jackson have described as
"administrative arguments" or "doctrines."l Such doctrines are ideally suited to pol
icy choices in a political context. Doctrines are a theoretical explanation ofcause and
effect, often presented as factual and widely applicable. Doctrines are designed to
prompt actions consistent with this explanation. Proponents of public administra
tion based on social science have exposed such doctrines as contradictory.2 Yet this
style of argumentation persists, and the history of public administration is replete
with examples of management doctrines, often of a very similar nature. 3 As these
doctrinal arguments find supporters, they become movements that seek to reform
government. This persistence is due, in part, to the demand-driven nature of pub
lic sector reform. Practitioners and elected officials constantly seek suggestions on
improving public organizations, and they rarely differentiate between knowledge
derived from social science and plausible argument. 4
Performance management closely fits the categorization of management doc
trine, employing many of the rhetorical tools of administrative argument. s Per
formance management doctrine gives a sense of symmetry by offering generic
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The Doctrine of Performance Management
Some basic assumptions are associated with the doctrine of performance manage
ment:

) , 1," :
1'1,

• Government is inefficient.
• Government can transform itself to become more efficient.
• The poor performance of government is of major consequence in terms of
fiscal health and public trust in government.
• Government can and should make more rational decisions.
• Performance information will improve decisions and can be used to foster
accountability.
Explicitly or implicitly these assumptions underlie every speech a politician
gives calling for results-oriented government and every proposal that reformers de
sign to the same end. Setting aside the question of whether such broad assump
tions are accurate for all, or even most public agencies, these assumptions are
entrenched and widely accepted by those who seek to reform government. For in
stance, let us look at the Findings and Purposes section (see box 2.1) of the federal
Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) , which enjoyed bipartisan sup
POrt and became the model of performance management for state governments.
Like many ofour attitudes about governments, the assumptions reflected in the
text of GPRA are tenaciously held, though uninformed by a systematic assessment
of evidence. They operate at the level of faith or belie£ rather than knowledge or
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Box 2.1 Government Performance and Results Act, section 2
(~)

Findings. -The Congress finds that 
(J) waste and inefficiency in Federal programs undermine the confidence of the Amer
ican people in the Governmcut and reduces
Federal Government's ability (0
address adcqU2(cly viral public needs;
(2) Fedcca.l managers an: seriously disadvamaged in their drofa (0 improve program
efficiency and efFea.ivenc:ss. because of insufficient articulation of program goals
and inadequale information on program performance; and
(3) congressional policymaking, spending decisions and program oversight are seri
ously handicapped by insuffidcm ancntion [0 program performance and resulu.
(b) Purposes. - The purposes of dW Act arc: [0 
(I) improve the con6dence of the American people in the capability of the Federal
Govemmem, by ~ematicaJ..ly holding Federal agencies accountable for achieving
program results;
(2) initiate program performance .dOrm with a series of pilot projecu in seaing pro
gram goals, measuring program performance against those goals, and reporting
publicly on their progress;
(3) improve Federal program effectiveness and public accountability by promoting a
new focus on resultS, service quality, and customer satis&ctioo;
(4) hdp mfer.d managers improYe service delivery, by requiring that they plan for
meeting program objectives and by providing them wilb information about pro
gram resultS and service qualiry;
(5) improve congressional dccisionmaking by providing mo~ objeccivc infonnation
on achieving Statutory objecrives, and on the relative effectiveness and efficiency of
Pcdcral programs and spending; and
(6) improve inrcrnal management of the Federal GovemmenL

me

Suura: CongmsUmal ReaJrd

understanding. This makes them all the more powerful since they are difficult to
refute on the basis ofevidence. The reformist ethic that emerges from these beliefs
is almost immune to evidence that reform efforts consistently fail, therefore en
couraging round after round of performance management reforms. ?
That such assumptions have the status of belief does not mean they are discon
nected from ideas or theories. Scholarship and practitioner claims on performance
management make a series of claims that allow us to better understand the per
formance management doctrine. These claims offer a simplified narrative about
the problems associated with traditional public organizations, the remedies
needed, and what these remedies will bring about. Depending on the source do
mains of these claims, there is some variation between the doctrine presented but
not a great deal. We will examine these claims in turn.

Claims about Traditional Public Manaoement Organizations
The doctrinal claims about traditional public organizations might be summarized
as follows. Traditional public management systems provide only certain types of
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information that act to discourage efficiency. Managers have weak incentives to
focus on performance, and they lack the basic goals and data that would focus
their attention there. Instead, managers are provided with a list of inputs-bud
geted appropriations-that they are obliged to spend on. Financial controls are
centered on controlling these inputs, ensuring that money is spent for the purpose
for which it is allocated. Managers lack the discretion to reallocate the money they
have been allocated, even ifit could mean more effective and efficient achievement
ofgoals. Personnel controls reinforce financial controls, restricting the ability of the
manager to make decisions about human resources.
Public managers are essentially inwardly focused, concerned with rule compli
ance rather than goal compliance and short-term issues. 8 Koteen links this nonfo
cus on results to the rigidity ofexisting public management systems: "Government
and other nonprofit processes too often focus on observing proper and uniform
procedure rather than achieving results ... the focus is on input, not output."9
In any case there are no personal or organizational incentives to deviate from ex
isting controls toward more efficient performance. Instead, disincentives exist. Sav
ings made because of efficient budget execution will not be retained by the agency,
but reappropriated to the entire government. In making budget proposals, agency
administrators are likely to seek more than they need to cover costs and then spend
down what money remains before the end of the budget cycle to avoid losing un
spent appropriations and receiving lower allocations in the future. The definition
of accountability underpinning these control systems is legal compliance, probity,
and error avoidance, not goal achievement, technical efficiency, or program effec
tiveness. lo Informal systems, reflected in organizational cultural artifacts oflanguage
and symbols, reinforce these values. II In short, the public sector seeks management
expertise but curbs the use ofdiscretion through both formal management controls
and the informal culture that develops around those controls.

Claims about Changes Required: Building Performance
Information Systems
Given the critiques ofthe traditional management systems, what does performance
management doctrine tell us about changing these systems? Moving from an ad
ministrative culture of compliance, error avoidance, and presumed inefficiency to
a more efficient and effective public service requires multiple changes to existing
formal systems. The first is to create a performance information system. The cre
ation of performance information is not a new innovation, with performance
measurement in U.S. public management at least a century 01d. 12 From this per
spective, what makes performance management conceptually distinct from sim
ple performance measurement is the effort to link measurement with strategic
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planning into a single connected system, illustrated in figure 1.1. Administrative
goals should be specified through some sort of formal strategic planning. Short
term strategic goals are intended to be consistent with longer-term strategic plans
for the organization. These short-term goals form the basis of a performance con
tract agreement between elected officials and senior administrators. Goals are de
fined in measurable terms, with ex-post performance compared with ex-ante
targets. Administrators face responsibility for achieving performance goals and are
rewarded accordingly. Applying strategic planning will direct attention to results,
the external environment, and the needs of stakeholders. Resource allocation will
become more strategic and made on a longer-time planning horizon. Strategic
goals provide standards for excellence and a basis for control and evaluation.
Figure 1.1 represents a simple model of how a performance management sys
tem improves governmental decision making and performance. Evidence from
American state governments suggests wide acceptance (if not always actual imple
mentation) of this model. In reporting to the Government Performance Project,
states repeatedly emphasized strategic planning and performance measurement as
related activities intended to feed into multiple decision venues and improved
quality ofdecisions. Virginia, for example, described its Performance Management
System as "comprised of four, linked processes: strategic planning, performance
measurement, program evaluation, and performance budgeting ... these processes
are designed to work together to manage the performance of state government."
Florida explained its Performance Accountability System as the "framework to en
sure the critical link is maintained between the strategic plan, budget, and per
formance measures." Louisiana's management processes move from "planning to
budgeting to implementation to evaluation (or accountability), back to planning
and so on. All processes are linked; each builds upon the one that precedes it and
contributes to the one that follows. No matter where you enter the circle, you will
eventually move through all the processes." Texas described its system as "an inte
grated comprehensive system of statewide and agency strategic planning, per
formance measurement, performance-based budgeting, and performance
reporting, assessment, evaluation and auditing."
States with more limited experience in performance management do not seem
any less in pursuit of the model illustrated in figure 1.1, simply less far along the
road to implementing it. For example, Alabama described its system in ways sim
ilar to other states. Its Strategic Plan and Performance Measurement System "con
nects the strategic goals to specific actions and performance measures by the
agencies" and "communicates strategic objectives clearly, links objectives to an
nual budgets, provides a common methodology and framework for all agency per
formance efforts." The state of Washington illustrates the desire to link
performance data with decision venues: "What we are trying to achieve in Wash-
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ington is a system whereby all types of decisions are routinely informed by per
formance and planning information, in addition to traditional factors, such as
competing priorities, organizational capacity, financial reality, and stakeholder and
public opinion."

Claims about Changes Required: Managerial Authority
Ifthe first recommendation ofperformance management doctrine is to build a per
formance information system, the second is to encourage its use through expand
ing the zone of managerial authority. This second aspect of the performance
management doctrine is frequently absent from older treatments of performance
management, such as calls for performance budgeting in the 1949 Hoover Com
mission, more technical treatments of how to foster performance management, or
private sector treatments of performance management that assume private sector
levels of managerial discretion. 13 But this claim is present in more recent treat
ments of public management, particularly the NPM.14 The essential underlying
logic of this claim is that the constraints imposed by traditional public organiza
tions have limited the ability of managers to make positive changes. Even if they
;.. have perfect information about their operations and have a strong desire to bring
about performance improvement, their ability to reorganize human and fiscal re
sources is limited by traditional managerial controls. Should such controls on in
puts be relaxed in favor of controls on outputs, managers will be more likely to
perform better.
Financial management and human resource systems in the NPM benchmark
countries-the United Kingdom, New Zealand, and Australia-were significantly
decentralized to achieve this increase in managerial authority. IS In line with the
contractual approach, administrative motivation was based on clear responsibility
and linking achievement ofgoals to monetary incentives and job security. This tac
tic required the elimination of centralized civil service rules regarding tenure, pro
motion, and pay. Managers were given similar employer authority as private sector
counterparts. Appropriations, the price tag for the services agreed upon in the per
formance contract, were aggregated. The main limitation on management use of
resources was therefore the size of the appropriation, not specific line items. Man
agers were also allowed to maintain unspent funds to eliminate the incentive for
, end-of-year spending.
Schick's summary ofNPM ideas illustrates the central focus of reform ideas on
performance improvement, which is assumed to occur when
• managers have clear goals, with results measured against these goals.
• managers are given flexibility in using resources.

32

Chapter Two
• operational authority is devolved from central agencies and agency HQ ro
operating levels and units.
• government decisions and controls focus on outputs and outcomes rather
than on inputs and procedures.
• managers are held accountable for the use of resources and the results
produced. 16

Schick's characterization of NPM ideas is interactive, illustrating how NPM
ideas depend on one another to work and are not simply a menu of independent
prescriptions. Flexibility and operational authority are increased in return for an
accountability based on results.
These NPM arguments are inherent to performance management doctrine. Per
formance management doctrine views managerial authority and the existence ofper
formance information that provides a focus on results as the two key variables that
shape management systems. The different configurations of these two variables are
illustrated in figure 2.1. Performance management doctrine interprets the history of
public management as a gradual and logical transition from prebureaucratic spoils
systems (box 1) to bureaucratic systems (box 2) to performance-oriented systems
(box 3). Box 4 represents a constrained performance system, where managers have
limited authority but are expected to produce results. Chapter 3 will argue that this
configuration is closest to the reality that public managers in the United States face.
For the moment, however, we will focus on the other boxes in figure 2.1, since they
represent the logic of performance management doctrine.
Prebureaucratic systems are represented in box 1 of figure 2.1. In this configu
ration, the combination of high levels of managerial authority with lack of a focus
on results creates the potential for public officials to usurp the power of public or
ganizations for noneffective goals such as maintaining political power; rewarding
political supporters, friends, and relatives, or personal enrichment. The spoils sys
tem in U.S. government exemplified such characteristics. The spoils system was re
sponded to by the introduction of rules that limited how public officials could use
their human and financial resources. By limiting managerial authority, govern
ments created traditional bureaucracies, as represented by box 2 of figure 2.1.
According to performance management doctrine, two shortcomings of the bu
reaucratic model are that managers still lack a focus on effectiveness and lack the
authority to improve service provision. Therefore, performance management doc
trine argues that the next stage is to replace controls over inputs or process with
managerial authority while developing performance information systems that can
be used to hold managers accountable for results. This performance management
ideal-type is represented by box 3 of figure 2.1. In such a system, the part of the
organization with primary responsibility for a goal is identified. 17 This identifica
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Low focus on results

High focus on results

High
managerial
authority

Box 1: Prebureaucratic systems
Focus on goals other than
performance or rule probity
{political spoils, personal
enrichment}.

Box 3: Performance management
I
ideal-type
Managers have clear goals and authority
to achieve goals. This should lead to
program effectiveness, higher technical
efficiency, and results-based
accountability.

Low
managerial
authority

Box 2: Bureaucratic systems
High focus on inputs and little
incentive or authority to increase
technical efficiency.

Box 4: Constrainedperformance
system
Demand for results, but managers lack
authority to engineer change, limiting
performance improvement and resultsbased accountability.

'

I

I

I

Figure 2.1 How managerial authority and focus on results create different
management systems
,
~

tion helps match incentives to authority and program knowledge to responsibil
ity. Diagnostic control systems capable ofmeasuring results and ensuring goal con
gruence between different levels ofgoals become critical. These systems leave it up
to employees to figure out how to juggle inputs and processes to achieve the out
puts the system requires. 18 Thompson argues that the major difference between the
private sector benchmark organizations promoted by the NPM and public organ
izations is the nature of the control system. 19 Control systems ofsuccessful private
organizations are primarily built to facilitate the achievement of results. Avoid
ance of error or malfeasance is ofsecondary consideration. The opposite is true in
the public sector. A comparison of budgets is illustrative:
Operational budgets in the federal government are highly detailed spending or
resources-acquisition plans that must be scrupulously executed just as they were
approved. In contrast, operating budgets in benchmark organizations are re
markably sparing ofdetail, often consisting of not more than a handful ofquan
titative performance standards. This difference reflects the efforts made by the
benchmark organizations to delegate authority and responsibility down into the
organization. Delegation of authority means giving departmental managers the
maximum feasible authority needed to make their units productive or, in the al
ternative, subjecting them to a minimum of constraints. 20
The goal for benchmark organizations is to make operational budgeting into a
form ofresponsibility budgeting, where a manager is responsible for achieving a cer
tain performance standard or standards. In contrast, public budgeting emphasizes
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the use of inputs rather than the achievement of results: In other words, operating
managers have no authority to acquire or use assets. But without authority, they can
not properly be held responsible for the performance of the administrative units
they nominally head. 21

is reflected in the calls for employee flexibility, more decentralized decision making,
and less reliance on formal rules. The benefits claimed of this increased authority
will be improved performance as employees make better-informed decisions and
reengineer existing management processes.

,"

NPM ideas were sometimes repackaged by U.S. public management writers,
most commonly as "reinvention" or as reforms to the budgeting process but with
the same recommendations for performance management. For instance, Osborne
and Gaebler's widely read manifesto for government reform, Reinventing Govern
ment, employs NPM principles:
• Steering Rather Than Rowing: This claim suggests that the public actors
who set goals (elected officials or those who work most closely with them,
political appointees, or central agency actors) should not be the ones
implementing these goals. Critical to this claim is the assumption that
government priorities should and can be set in terms of strategic goals,
with measures of those goals sufficiently clear that they can be used to
manage other actors implementing goals. This assumption is also clear in
other reinvention prescriptions such as the call to inject competition into
service delivery, even within quasi-market settings where public
organizations are competing with the private sector or each other.
• Transforming Rule-Driven Organizations: Osborne and Gaebler see public
organizations as traditionally focused on compliance with rules and on the
amount of resources they receive. They call for organizations and
employees to be guided by organizational mission and goals rather than
rules or budgets, requiring an increase in managerial flexibility and
discretion to align mission with actions, elimination of rules that prevent
alignment of mission and behavior, and the use of mission and strategic
goals to motivate employees rather than rule compliance.
• Funding Outcomes, Not Inputs: To encourage a focus on the goals of an
organization, budgeting and other systems of monetary reward, including
payor bonuses, should be linked to performance.
• From Hierarchy to Participation and Teamwork: Traditional bureaucracies
are too hierarchical, removing decision-making power from those with a
close knowledge of management problems and processes. Decision making
needs to be decentralized in a way that provides substantially more
discretion in the hands of managers. 22
Clearly, the above principles call for strategic planning and performance meas
urement, which act as a means by which to set organizational goals, as well as mo
tivate, judge, and reward performance. The need for increased managerial authority
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If governments adopt the recommended reforms of performance management
doctrine, what benefits are they promised? Performance management doctrine
claims a variety of positive benefits, including improved resource allocation, im
proved responsiveness of bureaucrats to elected officials, enhanced accountability
to the public, and improved efficiency.23 This section describes those claims, which
are summarized in table 2.1. Chapters 3 and 5 return to these claims to see how
well they have been achieved in practice.
Allocative efficiency is "the capacity of government to distribute resources on the
basis of the effectiveness of public programs in meeting strategic objectives."24 It es
sentially refers to the pursuit of better decisions in allocating resources and therefore
applies particularly to budgeteers and elected officials. Performance management
doctrine proposes to increase allocative efficiency by providing a process whereby in
formation on goals is generated through strategic planning and levels ofperformance
through performance measurement. Greater knowledge about the performance of
programs and process allows more informed allocation decisions. Budgeteers and
elected officials, less concerned with tracking how money is spent, have more time
to focus on providing allocations according to strategic goals, observing whether
these goals are achieved, and holding managers accountable for results. 25
Performance management doctrine claims it can facilitate a new approach to ac
countability in the public sector, one based on the achievement of measurable re
sults. The prospect of result-based accountability is one of the most frequently
mentioned positive benefits of performance management, but it is often left un
explored. There are two main ways to consider how performance management
might change accountability. External accountability ofthe government to the pub
lic changes accountability because the public now has greater information available
on the level ofperformance ofthe government the people fund. Performance man
agement also provides the opportunity for the public to influence public goals
through citizen participation in strategic planning or assessment of services.
The second type of accountability is internal accountability of bureaucrats to
elected officials. Without performance information, bureaucrats can exploit their
information advantage over elected officials in a number of ways, including lack
of responsiveness, work shirking, and budget maximization. Performance infor
mation systems allow elected officials to specify the goals they wish to achieve and
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Table 2.1

The doctrinal benefits claimed by performance management

Benefit claimed

How benefit will occur

Allocative efficiency

• Budgeteers will incorporate performance information in making
better budget decisions, reflected by greater allocative efficiency in
the distribution of resources.

Accountability of
government to the
public

• Performance information available for use.
• Public better informed about performance of public institutions.
• Potential for public involvement in setting goals and evaluating
performance.

Accountability of
bureaucrats to elected
officials

• The policy goals of elected officials are translated into lower level
goals that direct the actions of agency-level employees.
• Performance information makes the performance of programs
become transparent.
• When bureaucrats are given control over goals, the introduction
of performance information allows elected officials to hold them
responsible for performance.

Technical efficiency

• Performance information provides transparency of productivity,
making shirking more difficult and facilitating a top-down
pressure to perform.
• Decision makers have greater knowledge about the performance
of programs and processes. Such single-loop learning informs
decisions about process reengineering.
• As managers are granted increased authority, they can employ
their functional knowledge with single-loop learning for a greater
number of process reengineering and performance improvement
opportunities.

makes transparent the success or failure of public organizations over time. Elected
officials gain an improved ability to direct public services, ascertain bureaucratic
performance, and make decisions as a result.
Internal accountability may simply mean the availability of performance infor
mation, enabling elected officials to keep a performance scorecard and fostering
oversight accountability. Another type of internal accountability is the ability of
elected officials to direct, through setting of strategic goals, the policies and activ
ities ofbureaucrats or exert policy control. Performance information facilitates the
achievement of this benefit by creating a goal-setting process that is transparent
and can be controlled by senior officials. Policy control essentially assumes a top
down relationship between elected officials and appointees and bureaucrats. The
justification for such a top-down relationship is based on the normative dimension
ofdemocratic control and is particularly present in economic theories ofpublic or
ganizations, which emphasize elected officials reasserting control over bureaucrats
by focusing on performance goals rather than inputs.
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Results-based internal accountability can be taken a step further, to imply an
swerability for performance. Responsibility accountability means holding agencies
or individual managers responsible for achievement. If responsibility accountabil
ity is dependent on having requisite authority, it logically requires matching levels
of authority over resources with responsibility.
Improved technical efficiency targets the actions of managers. By offering a set of
ex-ante objectives, managers will have clear direction as to what they are trying to
achieve. Performance information provides transparency of productivity, making
shirking more difficult and facilitating a top-down pressure to perform. Managers,
stifled by traditional management controls, can improve productivity once they are
gi~;en greater authority in managing assets and employees. By reducing input-based
controls in favor ofa focus on results, managers will have the flexibility, combined
with their expertise and judgment, to spend the money more effectively than can
be mandated by central budgeteers or the legislature. Greater managerial knowl
edge about the performance of programs and processes allows informed manage
ment decisions. Decisions that exploit knowledge and improve productivity
through reengineering are more likely to occur where managers have authority to
undertake change. Increasing managerial authority is, therefore, linked to greater
use of performance information to improve productivity.
Performance management doctrine calls for removing existing disincentives
and creating positive incentives for improved technical efficiency. Allowing carry
overs of unspent money gives agencies an incentive to be more efficient with re
sources. 26 Some performance management systems use explicit rewards tied to the
achievement of specific goals, but such experimentation has primarily occurred
among contracting relationships, and pay-for-performance systems have had a
mixed record within traditional government bureaucracies. 27

Conclusion
This chapter has summarized the claims of performance management doctrine.
This doctrine promises that by following its prescriptions, public organizations can
reorganize themselves to move from an inefficient past to a results-driven future.
The following chapters examine just how realistic this vision is.
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The Partial Adoption of Performance
Management Reforms in State Government

This chapter reviews current knowledge on performance management imple
mentation at the state government level. 1 From one perspective it looks optimistic.
A number of surveys show that state governments have been busy creating per
formance management systems. State governments have mandated that agencies
create and disseminate performance reporting requirements, but they have not
provided the type of personnel and budgeting flexibility that performance man
agement doctrine suggests is needed. Therefore, we see only a partial adoption of
. performance management doctrine. In addition, there is little evidence that this
information is being used among decision makers in the governor's office or in the
legislature. I illustrate this point with case evidence from my research on the use of
performance management in Vermont, Virginia, and Alabama.

The Rise of Performance Information Systems
· At the federal level agencies have been producing strategic plans in accordance
· with GPRA since 1997, performance goals since 1999, and performance results
since 2000. At the state level, the 1990s saw a period of adoption of similar types
, of performance reporting requirements. Surveys have found a high level of adop
:.tion of performance information systems that create strategic goals and perfor
· mance data, based on measurements of formal requirements for performance
. reporting or surveys ofbudgeteers or administrators. 2 By the late 1990s, thirty-one
'. states had legislative requirements creating performance information systems, and
· Sixteen states had similar administrative requirements. By 2004, the level ofadop
tion grew to include all states. Thirty-three states had a performance management
Statute on the books (listed in table 3.1), and the remaining seventeen states had
. an administrative requirement.
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Performance Management

This evidence presented in this book falls between two traditional perspectives
on performance management. The first view is that performance management is
an unambiguously good idea with clear benefits. The second is that it has little real
impact, engendering little other than compliance as bureaucrats wait for the next
wave ofreforms. The current approach to performance management in the United
States is problematic but fostering some benefits. Efforts to create governmentwide
~ performance information systems certainly have not lived up to the standards of
~advocates and have done little to change how senior public officials make decisions.
the other hand, agency managers have found ways to make these reforms work
some cases. Ultimately, while there is promise in the future ofperformance man
~agement, its potential will best be achieved if governments rethink what it means,
realistic expectations rather than hyperbole, and focus on the agency-level fac
that induce performance success rather than governmentwide systems.
Another theme to emerge from the previous chapters is the multiple ways in
politics interacts with performance management. There is a politics of per
~rormance management adoption, and chapter 4 detailed the importance ofsymbolin making reforms valuable. Chapter 7 illustrated how a reform idea, in this case
, can become perceived as a partisan cause, weakening the potential for bipar
support that is essential to continuity and influence. There is a politics of im
Wlementing reforms, important because it empowers some actors, often at the
r:xpense of others. In chapter 5 we saw how agency leaders pursued performance
I management reform to the extent that it helped their organizational agenda. In chap
ters 7 and 8 we saw how the OMB created a new type of performance management
that gave it considerable new influence in terms of defining the meaning of
rmance. There are the politics ofpolitical institutions. At both the state and fed
levels legislatures largely declined to use performance information produced by
the executive branch, preferring instead to rely on their own judgment, even when
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they were of the same party as the executive branch. There is a politics of program
advocacy. Agency staff use performance information to promote arguments in their
political environment on the worth of their efforts, most successfully in the case of
the Vermont DOC in chapter 9. More fundamentally, there is a basic politics ofper
formance information use. The interactive dialogue model has proposed that the
creation, presentation, and use of performance data in the public sphere will reflect
the values of those involved, be they partisan, organizational, institutional, ideolog
ical, or other.
Throughout this book I have applied a variety of theoretical perspectives, most
notably the interactive dialogue model, to actual cases. Based on these findings, an
empirical literature on public sector performance, and previous research on per
formance management, I offer a list of ten ways in which scholars and practitioners
might rethink how we approach performance management. It is worth noting that
these insights arise from the study of performance management primarily from the
federal and state levels, and should be applied only to those levels of government.

Performance Information Systems Are Not Performance
Management
Everyone is doing performance management. Just ask them. There is not a state in
the union that does not claim to be using performance management, performance
budgeting, or both. But what they mean by performance management is different
from what one might expect. As evidence of their performance management ini-
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tiatives, government officials point to documents. Within those documents are
lists of requirements, either from the legislature or the central budget office, that
agencies produce performance data. These requirements beget more documents:
strategic plans, performance plans, performance reports, and performance bud
gets. And these documents are also cited as evidence that performance manage
ment is taking place.
What do these documents amount to? They provide some measure of trans
parency, which is laudable. They suggest that elected officials are excited about the
prospect ofresults-based reform, while telling us little about their motivations. They
also tell us little about management. We can try to plan for better management, but
management is ultimately about action rather than documents. We can have formal
controls to induce compliance among managers, but such controls do not work ter
ribly well for performance management. The requirements foster compliance in the
supply of information, but they cannot force the use of that information.
The use of information cannot be rendered by rules, since it is an action that
requires some measure of innovation. Flesh-and-blood managers are the essential
ingredient in developing creative solutions to foster process change and perfor
mance improvement. Such creative innovation is difficult to observe or at least
more difficult than legislative or executive requirements.
We can say with some certainty that an extended period of creating perform
ance reporting requirements has given rise to performance information systems
and mounds of data. The cross-state evidence presented in chapter 3 provided ev
idence that all states are in the business of producing performance information. We
.have weak and usually anecdotal evidence that the information is being used. The
weakest evidence of use comes from the elected officials who asked for the infor
.m ation. In none of the three states studied, or at the federal level, do we see evi
dence that elected officials are frequent or systematic users of performance
· information. Their responses are sometimes characterized by indifference-Al
abama stopped printing performance information in its budget because it was not
worth the bother-and sometimes by hostility-some federal appropriations sub
· committees have told the OMB to reduce the emphasis on performance informa
tion provided in budget submissions. Performance information systems are
essentially badges for performance management, but not the real thing. We know
· that useful performance information is a precondition for effective performance
management, but it is not clear if the current format of performance information
systems is in any way predictive of use.
If an agency reports performance information, and nobody uses it, should any
one care? Well, only those who expect that the performance ofgovernment is weak
and can be improved-most of our citizens and elected officials-and those who
are affected by results-based reforms, which encompasses all our public managers.
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The Symbolic Motivations for Adopting Performance
Management Do Not eNecessarily) Spell Doom
Performance management is a classic good government reform. Once the cause
finds a champion in the central budget office, the Governor's Office, or the legis
lature, its prospects for passage are good. It is hard to be against requirements that
promise to make the government more transparent and performance oriented.
Support for government reform tends to be a "mile wide and an inch deep."1 There
are not strong political gains to be made with good government reforms, but it does
have symbolic value for elected officials who are perceived as battling government
waste. With formal requirements, elected officials can point to winning a battle for
results-based management, declare victory in the war on government inefficiency,
and go home (at least until the war is revisited once a suitable period has elapsed).
As long as the reform does not appear to benefit one party over the other and is tai
lored to avoid offending key constituencies such as public service unions (which
care more about employee protections than reporting requirements), it should suc
ceed. The political benefits ofperformance management were apparent in the state
governments studied. Virginia has taken a great deal of pride in being viewed as
one of the best managed states in the country. In Alabama, a governor thought
incorrectly-that performance management might help to convince citizens that
government could be trusted with their money.
If we resign ourselves to the glum fact that performance management reforms
do not arise out of pure intentions, does this mean that the design of these reforms
guarantees failure? It is tempting to think so. Performance management require
ments create a large reporting burden without consideration of use, and the his
tory of performance management reform is replete with failure. It is natural for
cynical reactions generated by the motivations for adoption to shape our evalua
tion of the potential success of the reform. However, while it is possible to design
smarter reforms (see the fifth point on box 10.1), the interest of the political class
in performance management is, on balance, a good thing for managers in govern
ment who care about such things.
Performance management reforms give motivated managers a license, even ifit
is largely a rhetorical one, to pursue organizational change and actual performance
improvement. Agency managers can blame the burden of reporting requirements
on political actors or the central budget office. The external imposition of these re
quirements can be used to overcome reactionary internal resistance to change.
What matters is how managers use these requirements to build internal change.
For example, chapter 9 discusses how the DOC in Virginia used a basic require
ment for strategic planning to bring staff together, develop benchmarking teams,
consider future leadership needs, reshape the organizational culture, and improve

Rethinking Performance Management

193

communication. Such benefits do not automatically accrue from these require
ments. A similar reform in Alabama led to the production of performance infor
mation and little else. Performance reporting requirements do not, therefore, spell
doom for actual performance management. In some cases they can be helpful, but
much depends on leadership and other organizational factors.

Performance Information Is Not Objective
The interactive dialogue model advanced in this book argues that performance in
formation is not objective and has characteristics of ambiguity. Chapter 8 pro
vided an illustration of this point based on an experiment where graduate students
in public affairs programs assessed 0 MB PART analyses, and sometimes offered
contradictory, though logical assessments. Different actors can take the same piece
of performance information and interpret its meaning differently, depending on
their individual personality, their understanding of the context of programs, and
their institutional affiliation. It is through such actors that performance informa
tion is selected, measured, and presented to the world.
We should put aside notions that performance data is neutral, scientific, or de
finitive, but assume instead that it represents the interests of an advocate seeking
to persuade. Such a realization prompts us to ask probing questions rather than ac
cept performance information at face value: Who collected the information? How
was it measured? What alternative measures exist? What is the context of per
formance? To some extent this already happens, reflected by both the requirements
in some states that agencies provide detailed records of how performance data is
created and by the norm in most states that data can be audited by a third party.
It is also likely to happen when actors from different institutions engage in a dia
logue and question the interpretations of the other.
Even with the role of auditors, the basic problem for the principal agent remains
in performance information creation and diffusion. Agents have an advantage in
terms of creating and diffusing the information that reflects their preferences, and
they are in the best position to offer credible explanation 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." Performance data was selected at the agency level in the
three states studied, and the Vermont DOC was particularly adept at using per
formance information to present a narrative to support its policy preferences.
It is not surprising that legislators in many states report skepticism of perfor
mance data produced by agencies. They assume that it reflects the interests of the
executive branch rather than what they consider to be a "true" rendering of
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performance. At the federal level, for similar reasons, Congress and many agency
staffhave resisted the use ofPART information and a stronger performance budget
format because of a suspicion that these tools reflect the interests of the OMB and
the White House and because of a preference for traditional forms of information
Congress is used to. Congress has also shown a tendency, in appropriations bills,
to try to exert its own preferences in performance measurement by asking agencies
to collect certain types of information on specific programs.
.The interactive dialogue model suggests that performance information is not
likely to easily solve policy disagreements, especially those that revolve around val
ues. Having performance data about a policy problem often simply adds to the
realm ofinformation that different sides can shape for different purposes. In some
instances, the performance information may clearly demonstrate that one side is
correct. Even when this occurs, we can expect the defeated to reject the perfor
mance measures as invalid or inappropriate.

The Key Challenge for Performance Management
Is Fostering Performance Information Use
Governments have shown a capacity to construct performance information sys
tems, but the key challenge is ensuring that this information is used by decision
makers. The use of performance information means that decision makers consis
tently take it into account and that the language of performance becomes part of
the dialogue of decisions, characterized by a fluency in describing inputs and
processes in relation to outputs and outcomes. The clearest evidence of this comes
from the three states studied. All three states had performance information sys
tems. But tangible evidence of performance information use could be found only
in the Virginia DOC and Vermont DOC. The Alabama DOC had the costs of a
performance information system but none of the benefits because the information
produced was not being used.
Performance information use remains the basic challenge for performance man
agement because it is the most difficult and important aspect of it. It requires indi
viduals to change their behavior and decision styles by widening the scope of
information they consider. This is difficult because decision patterns are usually
deeply entrenched in both individuals and institutions. In budgeting, there is a tra
ditional tendency not to consider performance (at least in quantitative terms) and to
rely on heuristics such as incrementalism and political priorities to make budget de
cisions. Among managers, the repetitive nature of public funding and lack of com
petition creates incentive for little other than following the status quo ofoperations.
Both traditional stances must be changed if performance information is to be used.
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This book has portrayed performance information use as an interactive dia
logue between interested actors. The actors might not always agree, but the possi
bility of learning exists. The nature of the dialogue can mirror the basic attributes
of a pluralistic system, allowing those who care about an issue a chance to offer
their perspectives. As the dialogue contains a greater variety of conflicting inter
ests, this increases the ambiguity and subjectivity of performance information and
reduces the prospects of consensus. If there are fewer interests, or little disagree
ment between interests, this increases the potential for agreement about what per
formance information means.
Within agencies there should be a relatively low potential for conflict about
performance information because of the shared background and goals of the or
ganizational members. Dialogue is perhaps most valuable at this juncture, since it
forces members to think about performance data they might otherwise ignore, ex
change ideas about what it means, learn new ideas about how to improve per
formance, and develop a coherent organizational strategy. There is, therefore, a
relatively high prospect for goal-based learning within agencies, as shown by the
examples in chapter 9. Vermont used learning forums to develop an alternative
philosophy of corrections, which gradually reshaped the operations of the correc
tions department. In Virginia, the department used learning forums to examine
basic concerns that had real, though not immediate, consequences for the DOC:
agency leadership, training, communication, and an employee-based culture.
These issues were not of interest to actors outside the Virginia DOC, and within
the department, the agency was able to build consensus on what to do.
What encourages the use of performance information? Surveys of public offi
cials suggest the importance of available resources, the existence of an external de
mand for information and performance among citizens and interest groups, and a
commitment to performance among political and agency leaders.2 Managers can
also increase the chances oflearning (a) by encouraging a culture that values learn
ing and (b) by establishing routines where performance information and other
data are regularly considered. Learning forums work best when
•
•
•
•

they are not confrontational,
they include a wide array of perspectives from within the organization,
there is a sense of collegiality among the participants, and
they employ a range of different types of information, both quantitative
and qualitative.

Organizations are not accustomed to slowing down to take time to consider
what performance data means, and they may have trouble structuring many of the
characteristics of learning forums.
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Change Our Expectations about How Performance
Management Succeeds
Our expectation for performance management reforms should be that perfor
mance information is consistently used in decisions, not that performance infor
mation produces a consistent type ofdecision. Careful proponents of performance
budgeting argue that performance data is only one type of information that is rel
evant to decision makers and that the relationship between performance informa
tion and results should not be mechanical. Decision makers can use a variety of
rationales for treating performance information, but they may not use these ratio
nales consistently. This creates a perception that performance information is not
being used in a systematic way, which risks offending a sense of fair play: "Why is
my program cut for poor performance when a program with a similar record re
ceived more money?" Such decisions will be deemed political (in a pejorative
sense), and if the use of performance data consistently favors one party over an
other, or attacks particular types of programs, it will lose credibility.
Such decisions should be political. We expect our elected representatives and ex
perts in government to exercise discretion and judgment. The ambiguity of per
formance information calls for dialogue and engagement, not for demanding that
performance information be the only factor in shaping decisions and that it shape
decisions in a consistent way. A mechanical link between performance and deci
sions means that all programs would work like an entitlement with a performance
contract. Once a program maintained performance targets, it would continue to
receive funding regardless ofwhether it had fulfilled its purpose or matched the po
litical preferences of our elected officials.
In management we also need to change our expectation ofhow performance in
formation matters. The standard use of performance information is as a spur and
benchmark to prompt innovation in processes, resulting in an increase in some
measurable aspect of technical efficiency. However, performance information can
be used for a variety of other purposes that improve organizational capacity and
ultimately should make a difference to performance, although the causal link is not
clear. The case studies of Virginia DOC and Vermont DOC illustrate this point.
If we judged simply by the doctrinal expectations of performance management,
neither case would have looked terribly impressive. However, performance man
agement helped the Vermont DOC to create an alternative philosophy of correc
tions and improve external communication, and it helped the Virginia DOC
consider leadership planning, improve internal communication, place a newem
phasis on training, and change the nature of the organizational culture. For each
of these examples, managers considered the changes to be beneficial to the organ-
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ization and the programs provided, although it would have been difficult to come
up with a metric that verified improvements had taken place.
In judging whether performance management makes a difference, we should look
for some of these unexpected benefits, relying on the perspective of managers. For
researchers, this poses a challenge, requiring carefully constructed case studies that
trace the causal effect of performance management, take into account context fac
tors, and rely on the testimony of multiple actors to develop a coherent narrative.

Use of Performance Information Occurs
Mainly at the Agency Level
The state case studies in this book showed evidence of performance information
being used at the agency level in Vermont and Virginia, and oflittle use anywhere
else. There is a basic logic for why agency-level actors are more likely than others
to use performance information. Central budget officials and legislators, even if
they specialize in particular functions, usually have a relatively broad degree of
oversight, with less time and expertise to consider what the performance informa
tion means, develop a narrative around the information, and identify next steps as
a result of the data. Agency actors are more specialized and more homogenous,
making them more likely to focus on relevant performance information and en
gage in learning.
Agency actors also have a great deal more at stake. They are in the business of
delivering programs, either directly or through third parties. Using performance
information for external communication may help (even ifonly at the margins) to
protect programs from criticism and maintain resources. Using performance in
formation to improve performance and organizational capacity strengthens agency
programs and helps agency leaders to bring about changes consistent with their vi
sion of the organization. The organizational environment shapes the motivation
of agency leaders. In resource-poor Alabama, the leadership focused on limiting
the costs of performance reporting requirements that they felt offered little real
chance of improving efficiency or a better resource base. In Vermont and Virginia,
agencies used similar requirements to foster change, driven by a leadership agenda
that was informed by organizational and environmental constraints.
With the PART process, budget examiners from the OMB assess agency per
formance data and develop management recommendations. This appears to be an
exception to the logic that agency-level actors are the natural users of performance
information, but closer inspection suggests that the experience is not inconsistent.
Many have remarked on the enormous workload this task entails for the OMB, in
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part because it is essentially the type of detailed management assessment we expect
that agency managers themselves should be doing. Agency staff are wary of OMB
budget examiners making judgments about their programs and offering budget rec
ommendations. OMB staff speak of the desirability of agencies becoming incul
cated with the values of PART. The OMB would turn the work of PART over to
agencies if it believed the underlying values of the tool would be maintained. The
OMB sees PART as primarily a management activity that is being undertaken by a
central agency because agencies have failed to fully exploit performance data under
GPRA. In short, PART is an exception to the rule that agency staff are the natural
users of performance information and are recognized as such by all involved.

Build Agency-Centered Systems of Performance Management
The benefits of performance management achieved in all three states were con
centrated at the agency level, were partly unexpected, and came about when per
formance management was greeted as an organizational tool rather than a
compliance burden. Agency managers can better identify the potential positive
uses of performance management for their organizations, and the agency is the
most appropriate venue to create learning forums for management purposes.
Agency actors consider the costs and benefits of a reform as they consider how to
use it. An agency-centered approach to performance management would seek to
expand agency benefits, without creating time-consuming statewide performance
management systems with little additional marginal utility. An agency-based ap
proach implies voluntary strategic planning and performance measurement at the
agency level, allowing managers to discover the main benefits of performance man
agement for their own organization, but with guidance and encouragement pro
vided by central management agencies.
Central agencies are currently attempting to ensure the compliance of agencies
to performance information requirements, as well as collect and ensure the valid
ity of vast amounts of information from agencies, with little evidence of positive
use. An alternative role for central agencies is to support agency-driven changes to
the internal management systems of individual agencies, offering advice, dissem
inating learning, and providing some form ofaccreditation to motivate agency im
plementation or reforms such as performance management.
An agency-centered approach calls for tearing down much of the architecture
associated with performance management reforms on the grounds that it lacks ad
equate instrumental benefits. The agency-centered model suggested is less osten
tatious in form, more modest in expectation. Instead of assuming a fundamental
shift in governing and the achievement of highly ambitious claims, it seeks simply
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to provide more information about how government is run, assuming that active
agency managers will make better use of this tool than elected officials and central
agencies. More concretely, an agency-centered approach would include the fol
lowing components:
• Reduce emphasis on statewide performance information systems; create
performance information for statewide decision making on an "as needs"
basis rather than creating books of information that go unread.
• Redefine the role of central agencies so that they no longer seek
compliance with reporting mandates, but instead they would develop
standards for what a desirable agency performance management system
would look like; encourage agencies to adopt these standards; and tailor
them to their own situation.
• Encourage the creation of learning forums at the agency level.
• Ask agency leaders to envision what the potential benefits of performance
management will be and give agencies control over how information is
used.
• Offer positive incentives for performance management, recognizing and
distributing success stories; provide formal recognition of high-quality
agency performance management systems.
• Use elected officials and senior appointees to lend encouragement, public
support, and administrative resources to performance management. A
critical resource for every agency would be the creation of a new position
focused on promoting the use of performance information, rather than
appointing an existing budget person to police performance reporting.
The ultimate goal of such changes is to transfer to agencies the positive possi
bilities of performance management but avoid the negative pathologies that
emerge from creating a sense of compliance. These reforms clearly require a great
deal of trust in agencies, the antithesis of the distrust in bureaucracy that has fu
eled many ofthe underlying schools ofthought behind performance management.
It also requires the careful selection of energetic professionals who can define and
implement an agency vision.
The greater modesty in expectation reduces, but does not eliminate, the po
tential political visibility and appeal of performance management as a policy op
tion. However, the benefit of this approach is that it accepts that elected officials
are unlikely to fundamentally reform traditional managerial controls. It also seeks
to improve the ratio of time and energy spent implementing performance man
agement to its positive benefits by reducing time and energy poured into report
ing activities that do not generate any clear benefits. This means that fewer agencies

200

Chapter Ten

would attempt strategic planning and performance measurement, but those that
did would be more likely to use it. If an agency-centered approach were in place
in Alabama, it is unlikely the DOC would have bothered to try to build a per
formance management system. The only real loss here would have been the time
and effort lost to hiring consultants and creating and reporting the performance
data. The Vermont and Virginia DOC would have been likely to pursue perfor
mance management in much the same way that they did.
An agency-centered approach is also consistent with the lessons we have learned
from implementation theory, which leads to what Elmore has referred to as a "back
ward mapping" approach. 3 The logic ofbackward mapping is to entrust agency-level
officials to figure out the best way to implement change management and design a
reform around their insights. It is the opposite ofthe forward-mapping approach cur
rently in place, where policymakers are designing reforms with little reference to the
groups that are most affected. An agency-centered approach is also consistent with'
the insights ofthe interactive dialogue model, which proposes that dialogue routines
across institutional settings will struggle to develop solutions while learning forums
within agencies will foster performance information use.

Performance Management Gives Agencies a Tool
to Engage in Policy Change
In some instances, agencies engaged in learning may come to the conclusion that
the basic goals and underlying policies of an agency are flawed. Evidence of such
double-loop learning can be found in Vermont, where over the course of two
decades the DOC used strategic planning and performance measurement as a ve
hicle to develop a new philosophy of corrections, with new policies and new goals.
In the private sector, such ambitious learning would be an unambiguous positive
as long as it contributed to the bottom line, an example of companies engaged in
the art ofcreative destruction. In the public sector, we are much more circumspect
about the idea ofdouble-loop learning on the part of agency staff, even when such
staff can present measures to show that alternative policies are better. In a repre
sentative democracy, explicit policy change is presumed to be left to elected offi
cials. Reforms such as performance management have never been proposed on the
grounds that they will strengthen the policymaking power of bureaucracies. Ifany
thing, the opposite is true: Performance management doctrine has promised per
formance information as a way to control bureaucracies.
It is, therefore, an uncomfortable truth that performance management gives
agencies a tool to engage in policy innovation. There are reasons to welcome this
truth. First, legislators are less likely to use performance information than agency
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staff, and so the best hope for evidence-based development of policy within gov
ernment lies with agency staff. The restorative justice philosophy in Vermont was
a response to a failed rehabilitative approach and a nascent punitive approach, nei
ther 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 DOC. Second, concerns about the loss ofdemocratic control
are overstated. Agencies depend on governments for funding tied to specific pro
grams, and they cannot choose to ignore the legislature's instructions. To compre
hensively change programs and implement new goals, they need legislative
support. To gain this support they need to convince the legislature of the virtues
of new ideas. While the budget process can be faulted for its failure to rigorously
examine old programs, new areas of spending receive a great deal of attention. In
Vermont, agency staff had to develop basic elements of their new philosophy, and
some evidence ofsuperior performance, before they could convince the legislature
to support restorative justice programs. In doing so, they also built a constituency
of supporters, through surveys, meetings, and ultimately coproduction of correc
tions outcomes. It is fair to say that the two decades that saw the evolution of
restorative justice in Vermont saw a measure of greater legislative and public de
bate about justice than would have been the case if the agency had simply em
barked on a more punitive course. While performance management fostered
double-loop learning, and gave the Vermont DOC the material to advocate its
case, it did not usurp decision-making authority from elected officials.

Performance Management Is Less Important to Performance
Than Many Other Organizational Factors
Performance management is based on the premise that the creation of performance
information will improve the nature ofdecisions, which in turn will lead to improved
performance. The simple plausibility ofthe theory explains its appeal. However, the
empirical evidence is not terribly convincing. Much of the research on performance
management focuses on best-practice research, in other words, finding an agency or
government that is doing something that appears new or successful and reporting
that innovation. It is understandable that practitioners want to know what new ideas
are out there, but best-practice research is by its very nature not reflective ofthe norm
and does not tell us ifthe same practices will succeed or fail elsewhere. Other research
applies survey techniques, but mostly to track the degree ofadoption ofperformance
management reform, and it cannot verify if this adoption is in fact fostering per
formance. Other case-based work, such as the research presented in this book,
tries to make this connection by developing plausible links between reforms and
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Box 10.2

Characteristics more imporwu than performance management

• Auronomy
• Agency dientde and stakeholders
• Political comex[
• Nature of function

• Worker belic&
• Organit.arional culture

• Resources

• StruCtUIC

• Leadership
• Stabiliry

performance and investigating if these links were achieved. This is useful for theory
development and adds a level of pragmatic detail missing from other studies, but as
with any case research, generalizability is difficult.
There is a developing empirical literature in public management that seeks to
explain performance of different agencies, programs, or policies, primarily by an..:
alyzing quantitative datasets, but also through careful case study research. In recent
years, this research has been on display in journals, collected volumes, sympo
siums, and a number of review articles. From these studies emerges a set of recur
ring factors that are more frequently associated with performance than with
performance management reforms.
Autonomy matters for performance in two related ways. First, agencies with
more autonomy tend to perform better. 4 Agencies that empower workers and de
centralize controls also appear to perform better. 5 The logic for both agency and
individual employee autonomy is similar. Those who are actually undertaking the
task have the expertise to succeed, whereas external or higher-level oversight tends
to create constraints based on goals that are not related to the organization's pri
mary task. 6 Autonomy also allows an agency to besrdefine its tasks and infuse a
sense of mission among employees.?
Agency clientele affects the actual difficulties posed in making programs a suc
cess because of sociodemographic background, location, willingness to receive
services, or other factors. 8 Clients also shape the perception of the value of the
agency and its programs. Clients who are seen as social, responsible, and deserv
ing enjoy greater political support. 9 Clients may enjoy political influence simply
because of the political capacity created by size, organization, and resources. In
general, clients with strong political support can help agencies gain autonomy and
resources necessary to do their job. 10 There are two exceptions to this rule. Agen
cies with different sets of clients with conflicting goals are likely to lose goal clar
ity, while agencies with dominant clients are hostile to the goals of the agencies, as
is the case with most regulatory agencies, may be provided with limited resources
and autonomy. 11
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Factors such as autonomy and clientele point us more broadly to the concept
ofpoliticalcontext. Agencies with higher levels ofpolitical support tend to be higher
performers, at least in part because political support translates into resources and
autonomy. 12 Rainey and Steinbauer argue that high performers "will have oversight
authorities that are supportive, delegative, and attentive to agency mission ac
complishment. "13
The nature ofthe function that agencies face makes some public jobs easier than
others. For example, accurately mailing Social Security checks is easier than trying
to rehabilitate prisoners. More contentious missions are more difficult to imple
ment. 14 If the actions of employees and the results they produce are clearly ob
servable and clearly related, agencies are more likely to be able to establish standard
operating procedures that ensure efficient production. 15 Certain functions also fos
ter task design that provides intrinsic and extrinsic rewards to employees, thereby
motivating higher performance. 16
The availability of resources is generally associated with higher performance, al
though this relationship sometimes varies. In some instances, such as education, it
is unclear that more resources foster performance. I? This tends to be true in situa
tions where resources are quickly added, and managers have little sense of how to
use them to improve performance. More resources should in almost all cases in
crease the outputs of an agency, but an influx may not improve efficiency. How
ever, lack of sufficient resources dooms programs to an inability to provide basic
services, as illustrated by the Alabama case. Boyne suggests that the benefits of fi
nancial resources are indirect and useful only to the extent that they purchase "real
resources" that contribute to performance. 18 Real resources are the actual resources
used in providing a service, and for most public services this means people who
work at the frontline. The availability of staff, and their quality, have been con
nected to organizational performance. 19
The beliefi of those who work for public agencies are also related to perfor
mance. High levels of professionalism and a strong sense of mission, task, and pub
lic service motivation are associated with higher performance. 2o Schick notes that
the fundamental difference between the public sector in developed and develop
ing countries is the sense of public service and integrity, which in turn shapes the
ability ofpublic organizations to undertake reform. 21 More broadly, organizational
culture can act as both a barrier and an enabler to performance. Organizations with
culture that is based around the mission and that encourage adaptability, risk tak
ing, and entrepreneurship will support performance. 22 Cultures characterized by
efficacy, meaningful/engaging work, teamwork, and concern for the public inter
est are also associated with higher performance. 23
It is frequently asserted that effective leadership matters to performance.24 How
ever, like the concept of culture, leadership can matter in different ways. Leaders
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can exert a top-down pressure to perform, holding lower-level actors responsible
for fostering effectiveness. 25 New leaders can bring about change by encouraging
the adoption ofinnovation. 26 Effective leadership fosters stability, commitment to
mission, effective goal setting, and an ability to manage political stakeholdersY
Organizations that enjoy a basic measure of stability are expected to perform bet
ter relative to those that see frequent disruption in areas such as the flow of fi
nances, employee continuity, oversight, goals, and reporting requirements. Meier
and O'Toole have built a model oforganizational effectiveness around the concept
of stability, placing a priority on managerial actions that ensure continuity.28
The structure of an agency has been taken to mean a variety of things, including
ownership, source of funding, degree of autonomy, rules, and constraints as well as
the actual design that appears on an organizational chart. Although the understand
ing of structure varies, it is always used to indicate something that is critical to how
the organization operates and how it performs. 29 For instance, O'Toole has urged
that understanding how networks deliver services poses a major structural concern
for the organizations that direct, or are members of, these networks. 30 Ownership of
service provisions (public or private) and the degree ofmarket competition have been
found to affect performance, although the empirical evidence is mixedY
All the factors listed in box 10.2 are better established predictors oforganizational
performance than performance management reforms, enjoying stronger empirical
support derived from qualitative and, increasingly, quantitative research. But volume
of political support for a reform is not necessarily based on the credibility of under
lying evidence. Performance management and its many variants continue to be the
reform that managers hear about the most, and it is the reform most likely to be
adopted by elected officials. Why performance management and not these other fac
tors listed in box lO.2? Chapter 4 helped to answer this question by pointing to the
symbolic appeal and limited costs of performance management. Arguments for
agency autonomy are frequent, but they mean a loss of certain types of controls by
elected officials and central agencies, a loss that chapter 3 demonstrates they have not
reconciled themselves to. The other factors are difficult to legislate (culture, leader
ship, worker beliefs, the nature of clients and stakeholders) involve significant costs
(resources) or go against the grain oflegislative behavior (stability, reducing conflict
between stakeholders, agency autonomy).
Collectively, the factors listed in box lO.2 have little symbolic appeal, are more
difficult to explain than the concept ofperformance management, and do not sug
gest the same frustration with perceived bureaucratic failure as does the language
of performance management. The one exception is structure, which, like per
formance management, is a formal requirement that elected officials can pass in
an effort to increase effectiveness. While structure is important to how agencies
operate, simple structural realignment ofbureaus-such as the creation ofthe De-
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partment of Homeland Security-may have little effect on performance, and it is
tempting to see structural changes as an effort to foster policy control or demon
strate a symbolic effort to deal with a problem. 32

Performance Management Depends on Other Organizational
Factors to Succeed
Does the empirical literature ofperformance hold any room for performance man
agement? Although not frequently tested, some aspects of performance manage
ment or related behaviors do appear to be positively and significantly related to
performance. For instance, firefighters who perceive that they do effective per
formance assessments are more likely to be effective. 33 Based on a survey of federal
employees, Brewer finds that performance management practices are associated
with higher perceptions of performance.34 Clearly defined mission and goals help
performance. 35 One the other hand, Wolf finds that agencies with measured indi
cators of performance have historically been associated with poorer performance,
a surprising finding that he explains by pointing to the tendency of organizations
to measure goals not related to performance. 36
However, one of the key points made by this book is that performance man
agement does not succeed by itself; it is dependent on organizational factors. The
organizational factors listed in box 10.2 are important to performance in their own
right, but they are also important in shaping performance management reforms.
Performance management doctrine makes a number ofimplicit assumptions about
the possibility of organizational change, but the ability to successfully bring about
performance-driven change will be tied to existing organizational factors.
One of the key interactions is between autonomy and performance management
reform. As noted in chapter 2, performance management doctrine includes an as
sumption that managers will have autonomy to make use of performance data, al
though legislatures are generally reluctant to provide greater autonomy. There should
also be consistency between goals and measures and the structure.of responsibility.
Otherwise, strategies remain detached from the functional organization of activities
and finances. 37 Performance management can help foster clearly defined missions
and goals, but goal clarity is more likely to occur in agencies without competing de
mands from stakeholders and complex functions. 38 Creating a mission-based culture
helps performance, but changing a culture is much more difficult than producing
performance information, and it depends upon how embedded the existing cultural
norms are and whether they run contrary to performance. For example, Jennings and
Haist hypothesize that performance measures that are consistent with the organiza
tional culture are more likely to improve performance. 39
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More broadly, political context matters for reform. Chapter 4 identified the po
litical motivations ofelected officials to support reforms and how this shaped the na
ture of the reforms adopted. Political context also matters for the use of reform.
Chapter 9 examined how the Vermont DOC used performance management to
pursue specific policy goals. The results ofthe experiment reported in chapter 8 iden
tified how the political context ofan organization (in this case a relatively liberal and
a conservative policy school) shaped the interpretation ofperformance information.
This finding is consistent with research on the use ofperformance information in so
cial services, which shows that more conservative regions react to the same perfor
mance information in different ways than their more liberal neighbors. 40
The ability to find valid measurements ofmajor activities depends on the func
tion of the organization, as well as on pressure from stakeholders to measure what
they consider to be importantY Chapter 5 examined the dependence of perfor
mance management efforts on both leadership and resources, which include
human resources and the technological ability to collect and distribute reliable in
formation in a timely manner. The actions and goals of DOC leaders in Virginia
and Vermont were the key determinant how performance management was used
there. A survey of state actors provides support for this finding, showing that per
formance information is likely to be used to direct agency activities ifit is perceived
that agency leaders view performance management as important. The same sur
vey also found that senior executive branch decision makers are more likely to use
performance information if they believe that the governor perceives performance
management to be importantY
Organizational stability helps performance management for the same reason it
contributes to performance: Managers are better able to implement and gradually
improve operational tasks if they are not constantly changed, and creating feasible
plans is most likely if the past provides a reliable basis upon which to extrapolate. 43
When managers deal with high levels of unpredictability, ad-hoc reactions rather
than careful planning shape their operations. This was plainly demonstrated in the
Alabama case, where managers were too busy coping with a constant sense of cri
sis created by chronic resource inadequacy to be able to operate proactively.
A key point of this book has been that performance management can help the
public sector, but its potential for success is uncertain and dependent on numer
ous other factors. This realization should prompt a more realistic set of expecta
tions about the difficulties involved and more modest expectations for success.

Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter is not to suggest that performance management does
not and cannot work. Although much ofthe book has been critical ofperformance
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management, it has sought to offer evidence of where and how performance in
formation might be profitably used. The purpose of the chapter, therefore, is to set
realistic expectations. Performance management doctrine often appears to float
away from reality, inflated by its value as a political symbol, the beguiling simplic
ity of theoretical models that exclude most of the realities of management in gov
ernment, and best-practice stories related with breathless conviction. This is a pity.
Government managers will recognize such hyperbole when they see it, especially
if they have seen it multiple times, and many may decide to passively comply with
the letter of the reforms while ignoring the spirit. Academics can evaluate the re
forms and find-no surprise-the same failings they have found for decades. The
political champions for performance management quietly move on to something
else or lose office to see another would-be reformer make similar promises. The re
form is ultimately deemed a failure by insiders and outsiders.
How much better, then, if performance management were based on more real
istic expectations, with a clearer map of the difficulties and opportunities in im
plementation? As a symbol of reform, it would be less potent. As a practical tool
for management improvement, it would carry greater credibility. And it would be
more likely to succeed, in part because we would have defined success into the
realm of the achievable.
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