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For ten years, I was a good soldier; fervently supporting the identification of “outputs” and “outcomes”
 to help state agencies establish linked sets of performance information. As executive director of the Oregon Progress Board, I was particularly aware of the difficulty in finding good performance measures that agencies could use to show their linkages to Oregon’s high-level “Benchmarks”. In recent years, I’ve worked with other governments in Oregon and Australia to create similar frameworks.

As an early-adopter, Oregon jumped on the output/outcome language bandwagon early. We were true believers. Over and over I’ve described for agency planners and administrators the differences between outputs and intermediate outcomes and high- level outcomes - circling back, time and time again, to help people get the terminology straight. Many times people just didn’t get it. 

Why? Because the terminology does not operate from a fixed position and the words are not mutually exclusive. They do not provide practitioners with an easy-to-apply set of terms that, at the end of the day, paint a clear performance picture.

By fixed position, I mean the words take on different meanings depending upon where one sits in the administration hierarchy. This is especially true of the stratified outcome terminology – initial, intermediate and long term. An agency head’s intermediate outcome can easily be a division manager’s high-level outcome. For instance, the manager of the road safety unit of a transportation department might have as one of her high-level outcomes the ratio of crashes on department-improved highways to the overall state accident rate on all like highways. For the transportation department director this would be one of many interim outcomes that add up to a higher high-level outcome – overall vehicle fatality rate. 

Happily, I’m not alone in this dilemma. Even the godfather of this terminology, the Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) has trouble differentiating between different stratifications of the current measurement typology. According to GASB, an “output” can be the “quantity of a service provided that may include a quality component” while a “cost-outcome” can be a “resource used per unit of outcome or result.” In its recent Request for Response guidance document, GASB cites “number of lane miles repaired to a certain minimum satisfactory condition” as an output and cost per lane-mile of road maintained in good or better condition as a “cost-outcome.” The only difference between the output and the outcome in this example is the output is “certain minimum satisfactory condition” and the outcome is 

“good or better condition.” If the minimum satisfactory condition is good, they are exactly the same. Yet one is classified as an output and the other an outcome.

On page 13 of the Request for Response, GASB describes “percentage of the state’s population that is uninsured” as an outcome and “number of uninsured residents in the state” as an output. For all intents and purposes, they are the same measure. Divide the output –number of uninsured – by the state’s population and you get the outcome – percentage of the state’s population that is uninsured. From a practical point of view, this is not a helpful differentiation.
In 2008 I finally gave up on the output/outcome terminology. It just had too many gaps and inconsistencies. In grappling to find a different terminology, I wanted a typology that provided a functional definition. I wanted words that immediately told the user where the measure fell in a performance management hierarchy. Since I work almost exclusively with governments that base their results on community-focused planning, I wanted words and concepts that were understandable both inside and outside government.
I now use the following set of terms with my clients: 

1. Operating Measures – Measures the amount, frequency or efficiency of products or services. (Examples – number of permits processed, road construction cost per mile, number of trainings conducted.)

2. Strategy Measures – Measures the execution and/or effect of strategies that have been employed to address an issue. (Examples – Percent of planned bikeways completed, BTUs saved through energy conservation initiative, wetland restorations functioning properly.) 

3. Condition Measures – Measures the status of community-level issues for which planning targets do or will exist. (Examples – poverty rate, tons of greenhouse gas emitted, population per square mile in urban centers, percent of young people who are obese.)

4. Perception Measures – Measures stakeholders’ views regarding the quality of a condition or intervention. (Examples – percent of clients rating service as good or better, percent of citizens who rate their proximity to parks as good or better.)

5. Context Measures – Measures aspects of the community that are important to understand for which planning targets will not exist. (Examples – population size, jurisdiction area, population race/ethnicity.)

A performance measure can be any of the above measures, except context, used to assess plan or organizational performance. In my experience, most agencies use only operating measures to judge performance. A suite of measures drawn from three categories – operating, strategy and perception – is the best approach. 

Condition measures are also quite useful in some circumstances. Large, powerful agencies, like a state transportation department, might choose to take on a community level indicator, like the statewide fatality rate cited earlier, as a measure of its performance. Small agencies usually lack the “grunt” to take on a condition measure by themselves.
Community-wide planning processes that include multiple partners are also appropriate venues for using condition measures to judge performance. They are ideal for creating a shared outcome that multiple partners can focus on simultaneously. For example, a widely used indicator of teen well-being is the teen pregnancy rate, but no single agency can influence occurrences of teen pregnancy enough to be responsible for changes that occur. A group of agencies and community partners, however, can take on the issue together and hold themselves collectively responsible for their performance using teen pregnancy as their yardstick of performance.

This typology can be quite challenging for some managers since it requires them to articulate the strategies they are employing to carry out their mission. Many agency managers do not think in strategic terms. I believe that goals and strategy statements are prerequisites for establishing performance measures. Unfortunately many performance management frameworks imply that performance measure selection occurs independently of strategic planning. Nothing could be further from the truth.

A functional typology is especially useful to government agencies providing a direct service. The agency’s operations people don’t really care if a particular measure is an output or cost-outcome. They need to know if their systems are functioning properly and on budget. On the other hand, that same agency’s planners need to focus on the strategic aspects of the shop. Are strategies being implemented and are they working? The department’s managers also need to know what’s going on outside the agency as measured by condition, perception and context indicators. 
Each measurement type exists in a different temporal context. Operating measures may be needed on a daily or even hourly basis. Strategy measures are needed less frequently, perhaps bi-yearly. Condition and perception measures are needed yearly or every other year. 

Without clearly articulated “owners” of measures within an organization, performance measure usefulness is greatly diminished. While ownership does not mean sole responsibility, it does mean every measure has a clear connection to some specific unit within an agency. This typology makes owner identification easy. Operating divisions “own” operating measures. The planning unit “owns” strategy measures. Management “owns” perception and, when appropriate, condition measures. And, of course, the entire organization is responsible for understanding and acting on the information transmitted by these measures.

Performance measurement operates on the thinnest of assumptions regarding cause and effect relationships between what governments do and how society functions. At best, we can identify actions that are strongly correlated with good things happening in some strata of life. Using terminology that differentiates between: 1) the things we do that we basically control, like grants awarded or workshops led; 2) the strategies we deploy, like energy use avoided through weatherization; 3) the actual conditions of life, like overall community energy consumption; and 4) the views of our citizens and customer would be a major step forward in creating a measurement system that allows for better understanding of those elusive cause and effect relationships.
� Inputs are not considered in this piece since they are not performance measures.
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