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Performance Measurement and Outcome Evaluation in Government: 
The Government Performance and Results Act of 1993
The Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 requires that every federal department and agency will, by September 30, 1997, develop five-year strategic plans linked to measurable outcomes. This linkage will be done via a series of annual performance plans, which will be required government wide beginning with fiscal year 1999. This whole movement has a very clear reason: taxpayers want to know the results obtained by the federal programs and donors want to know if the social, health and training programs they support have, in fact, the desired effect on the population. This paper offers a review of what outcome-based evaluation is and how it is linked to the GPRA. Recommendations for the design of performance measurement systems under the GPRA and common pitfalls agencies face in their implementation are discussed. 

Performance measurement has been the object of increasing interest since the late 1980s. The need for systematic performance measurement in governmental organizations is well documented in the literature (ASPA, 1992; Behn, 1992; Brown & Pyers, 1988; Wholey & Hatry, 1992). Development of performance indicators has been stressed within the reinventing government movement, especially in the application of total quality management to the public sector (Carr and Littman, 1990; Gore, 1993; Osborne and Gaebler, 1992). The federal government increasingly emphasizes measurement-of- performance data at the program level (GAO, 1992, 1993). This whole movement has a very clear reason: taxpayers want to know the results obtained by the federal programs and donors want to know if the social, health and training programs they support have, in fact, the desired effect on the population. 

Much of the current federal interest on the "managing for results" philosophy is originated on the implementation of the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 often called "the Results Act" (NPR 1997). The Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) and related results- oriented initiatives promote goal-setting, performance measurement, and public reporting and accountability (Mihm 1995-96). This new approach moves agency managers' focus away from simply measuring inputs, activities and outputs to measuring outcomes. Measuring outcomes becomes a difficult challenge, since it requires shifts in the way federal agencies are led and managed, and in employee incentives (Whittaker 1995). 

Endorsed by Vice President Gore's National Performance Review (NPR), the 1993 act has assumed a central role in the reinventing government process (Kravchuk and Schack 1996). The GPRA is designed to provide managers with the tools they need to engage in the new dialogue and improve their programs' effectiveness and customer satisfaction. Perhaps the single most important way that managers can use the tools in GPRA and related initiatives is to foster agreement among customers and stakeholders on the goals the federal program should strive to achieve and to help set agencies' priorities. Once organizations begin to focus on outcomes, they frequently will see that the way they had been doing business needs to be fundamentally altered (Mihm 1995-1996). 

Clearly, using performance- measurement information as a basis for driving improvement efforts in an integrated fashion is implicit in the GPRA. The provisions of the GPRA emphasize on "improving service delivery.. [through the provision of] information about program results and service quality" and on "improving congressional decision-making by providing more objective information on achieving statutory objectives and on the relative effectiveness and efficiency of Federal programs and spending" (GPRA, 1993; 2]a][6]). 

2. The Government Performance and Results Act Requirements

The GPRA calls for a vigorous implementation of performance measurement across federal agencies by 1999 (Kravchuk and Schack 1996). By law, federal agencies must measure their programs by results or outcomes, not intentions or processes (NPR 1997). A copy of the actual legislation can be found at The Results Act Homepage. 

Purpose

One important purpose of GPRA is to improve Americans' confidence in the federal government. No longer will the primary measure in many organizations be whether or not the agency spent its budget by the end of the fiscal year. By focusing on program results, the law requires federal organizations to analyze how their dollars are being spent and how their personnel are being used. 

The focus on results is accompanied by a new rigor in the important areas of service quality and customer satisfaction. The law includes requirements for federal agencies to consult with Congress and to solicit and consider the views and suggestions of those entities potentially affected by or interested in their strategic plans. Other purposes set forth in the law include improving federal program effectiveness and public accountability, improving congressional decision-making and improving the internal management of the federal government (Whittaker 1995) 

Major Requirements

The 1993 act requires that every federal department and agency will, by September 30, 1997, develop five-year strategic plans linked to measurable outcomes. This linkage will be done via a series of annual performance plans, which will be required government wide beginning with fiscal year 1999. The performance plans must cover each program activity set forth in the agency budget, with specific performance indicators, and "objective, quantifiable, and measurable" goals. In the development of measures, the emphasis is to be placed on program outputs and outcomes (Kravchuk and Schack 1996). Virtually all agencies and organizations in the federal government with more than a $20 million budget are required to comply with GPRA (Whittaker 1995). Beginning no later than March 31, 2000, and filed by March 31 of each succeeding year, annual program performance reports are required, setting forth clearly the performance indicators, goals, and actual performance for at least the three preceding years. 

The performance reports would: 

· review successful performance, 

· describe unsuccessful performance, 

· detail any remedial action that may be required, and 

· recommend any necessary changes to performance goals for subsequent fiscal years. 

According to Whittaker (1995), the main requirements of GPRA include the following: 

Strategic Plans. Agencies are to develop strategic plans by Sept. 30, 1997, to take effect in fiscal 1999. The Office of Management and Budget, OMB, has decreed that the plans should cover six years. The plans must be updated at least every three years. Stakeholders and customers must be contacted for their input during agencies' work on their strategic plans. 

Performance Plans and Reports. Agencies are to develop yearly performance plans based on their strategic plans, and set performance goals beginning in fiscal year 1999. Starting in March 2000, agencies are to write annual performance reports, comparing actual performance compared to goals established in the annual performance plans. 

Pilot Projects. Agencies are to participate in pilot projects in three areas. One set of pilots is testing annual performance plans and performance reports. More than 50 federal organizations participated in fiscal 1994 and more than 70 participated in fiscal 1995. Additional agencies are scheduled to begin participating in fiscal 1996. 

All these self- improvement efforts are achieved through a step-by-step program being developed by GAO with lessons from the Department of Defense, DOD and other agencies running GPRA pilot programs. Like all 12-step programs, it requires unflinching self-assessment, rigorous honesty and hard work. 

3. The Outcome Dimension of the GPRA 

Contrary to evaluation trends of the past, during the 1990's, new performance expectations require that evaluation systems provide a clear and "holistic" picture of the effect, quality and cost of the services provided. Today, it is more important than ever to evaluate programs based on reliable and significant decision-making parameters. Officials need to evaluate and compare performance to decide which programs will survive and which will be eliminated. Thus, performance evaluation practices have acquired strategic importance for this sector (Borja 1996). 

The important notion that the ultimate objective of governmental or non-governmental service agencies is not to produce a unit of output (e.g. number of services provided, number of participants to a training program, number of clients served, etc.), but to induce an outcome and/or a change on their clients' lives, have made this measurement even more difficult. Because of that, agencies and other public and private institutions rendering all types of services are launching initiatives to create evaluation systems to measure performance and to benchmark their services. I argue that agencies need to have on hands a type of program evaluation that is continuous, internal to the organization and that provides decision makers with up-to-date information on program performance. Not all agencies are capable of hiring research experts to evaluate their programs and not all interventions last enough time to make controlled experiments. So, it is highly beneficial to design an evaluation system that controls all elements of organizational performance and that is part of the day to day operations of the organization. In this way, all programs will undergo a periodic evaluation and revision against benchmarks and goals and objectives. The Government Performance and Results Act is designed to allow agencies to do that with outcome-based evaluation at the center of the performance-measurement system, continuously collecting data from their customers. 

Outcome-based evaluation is a type of program evaluation that uses valued and objective person-referenced outcomes to analyze a program's effectiveness, impact, or benefit-cost (Schalock, 1995). Person-referenced means that the service outcome must be referenced by the client receiving the service, not by the agency or other third parties. Outcomes must be measured directly on the clients and must be valued by the clients. Outcome-based evaluation encompasses the central question of what education and social programs ought to achieve for persons receiving them: valued, person-referenced outcomes. 

Schalock also presents five criteria that outcome-based evaluation need to meet: 

· outcome is valued by the client, 

· the approach is multidimensional, 

· data (indicators) are objective and measurable 

· outcome is connected logically to the program, and 

· outcome may be evaluated longitudinally. 

Outcome evaluation in government 

Decision makers in the federal government will be analytically inclined to better the causal forces that shape outcomes. As the environmental context shifts and changes, new pertinent information is to be incorporated into the decision process (Kravchuck and Schack 1996). 

Triantis and Borja (1996), established a seven-step process for developing outcome-based objectives and their respective indicators for a social services agency. The identification of measurable outcomes is a difficult process for most agencies that almost exclusively track outputs, costs and other resources (inputs), but not results. These authors began the development of outcomes by linking program's goals to the agency's mission, therefore, linking outcomes to the agency's strategic plan. These first steps compare to the development of a performance measurement system under GPRA that requires the revision of strategic plans to include outcome measures. The process established by Triantis and Borja walks agencies through a process of identification of client needs, inputs (resources), value-adding activities (processes) and outputs (products or services). The next step is to differentiate outcomes resulting from the provision of services (outputs). Outcomes are then classified in short-term, intermediate and long term. Finally, measurable indicators and data collection tools are identified for each outcome and an outcome-based objective accompanied by a performance target is developed. Ideally, this outcome-based objective will be incorporated later into the program's strategic plan. 

4. Designing a Performance Measurement System

The imperative need of designing a performance measurement system that will successfully incorporate input, process and output considerations plus customer satisfaction and adequate reporting of results (outcomes) is evident from the discussion above. The difficulties implementing outcome-based evaluation to assess program results make it necessary to elaborate in some recommendations for designing and implementing such system. 

Kravchuk and Schack (1996) present ten general design principles for effective performance measurement systems. The following is a summary of these authors' design principles: 

· Formulate a Clear, Coherent Mission, Strategy, and Objectives. Performance measurement must begin with a clear understanding of the policy objectives of a program, or multiprogram system. GPRA places strategic planning at center stage. The mission and strategy provide the focal point for development of the measurement approach. The objectives, flowing from the strategy, provide the basis for development of specific measures and standards for the interpretation of results. 

· Develop an Explicit Measurement Strategy. Using the formal program mission, strategy, and objectives as a foundation, the measurement strategy provides the blueprint for the design and development of the measurement system, including: the categories of measures called for (input, output, outcome, etc.); the specific measures within each category (key performance indicators); data definitions; data collection, storage, access, and reporting formats; and specification of the technological environment (the use of computerized systems to storage and analyze data). 

· Involve Key Users and Customers in the Design and Development Phase. To acquaint key decision makers and other interested parties with the power and limitations of the measurement system. Mere consultation is not sufficient. 

· Rationalize the Programmatic Structure as a Prelude to Measurement. Meaningful measurement requires a rational program structure. Designers of the measurement system should take account of the crucial relationship between program structure and meaningful measurement. 

· Develop Multiple Sets of Measures for Multiple Users, as Necessary. The search for a single array of measures for all needs should be abandoned, especially where there are divergent needs and interests among key users of performance information. 

· Consider the Customer(s)of Programs and Systems Throughout the Process. Consistent with President Clinton's Executive Order 12862 (11 September 1993), the needs, desires, and satisfaction of customers should be considered at each stage of the organizational learning process, including: (1) the formulation of goals and objectives, (2) the development of measures, and (3) the evaluation of these measures for organizational learning and quality improvement. 

· Provide Each User with Sufficient Detail for a Clear Picture of Performance. Real systemic change is the primary concern of top decision makers, as is the flexibility of the measurement system itself. To meet the needs of operating managers, some minimal level of detail will be required in order to draw meaningful inferences about performance. 

· Periodically Review and Revise the Measurement System. Some degree of flexibility must be engineered into the design of the performance measurement channel, in order to enable effective and rapid adaptation to change. Revisions should be considered whenever the programmatic foundation shifts because of program or policy evolution, the mission or strategy is explicitly changed, or new objectives are adopted. 

· Take Account of Upstream, Downstream, and Lateral Complexities. The consequences of actions and interactions with other measured activities and outcomes should be clearly distinguishable in the reported performance information. 

· Avoid Excessive Aggregation of Information. Few programmatic systems will be sufficiently well contained, coherent, and internally consistent for the meaningful aggregation and summarization of overall results. 

Indicators

The adequate selection of indicators is undoubtedly a crucial step in the development of a successful performance measurement system. This section will explore the issues around selection of GPRA indicators. 

In terms of the measurement dimension, the challenge is to devise a methodology for the combination of system-wide performance information into a meaningful summary measure, or statistic. Because more than one dimension will be analyzed (Inputs, outputs, outcomes, and customer satisfaction), what is needed is an aggregation formula. It turns out that this may not be achievable for highly complex systems. The literature seems to divide into two distinct approaches (von Winterfeldt and Edwards, 1986). The first is to identify a single statistic that directly measures the impact of the system, in terms of the system's overall mission or strategy. Kravchuck and Schack (1996) call this approach the Single Impact Indicator Approach. An example is the use of recidivism rates to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the criminal justice system. The second approach is to apply some method for the aggregation of individual program measures into a single system-wide indicator. This approach is called the Aggregate Program Measures Approach. Examples of this approach are encountered in organizations that utilize indexes for performance, such as an "index of customer satisfaction that aggregates different dimensions into a sole number for comparison purposes (benchmarking). 

The second approach entails the more complex task of developing an Index of Effectiveness for the entire system from existing individual program measures. The appeal of this method is that it purports to make more extensive use of the available performance information on the various programs. Most of these aggregate measurement techniques rely upon the weighting of various indicators according to their presumed relative importance. Kravchuck and Schack present the numerous difficulties of these methodologies. First, the ranking of measures in terms of their importance in the overall system invites as much controversy as would ranking the programs themselves-if rankings are forced they may be artificial, in the sense that they do not represent the sentiments of those doing the ranking. Second, ranking involves enormous amounts of subjectivity that may compromise the perceived legitimacy of the measures. Third, aggregating efficiency, effectiveness, input, process, output, and outcome measures involves the combination of incommensurate dimensions of program performance. Fourth, there are serious problems in applying linear aggregating functions to (potentially nonlinear) complex systems. Finally, this approach does little to relax the rigidities inherent in what they call, the cybernetic feedback channel or the use of computerized information systems to report and analyze performance data. 

5. GPRA: Benefits, Problems and Recommendations for Implementation

The implementation of GPRA is not easy. The following section outlines the benefits involved and presents the major challenges and recommendations as seen by several authors. 

Benefits

The benefits of GPRA, if successfully and rationally implemented, are many. The major benefit of this type of measurement and reporting comes from the pressure agencies will feel to be more effective and efficient. For the first time agencies will be held accountable of the results of their programs. This will apply not only to the federal government but to all private and nonprofit service providers that are under contract with the federal government. This is important because nonprofit service providers have traditionally focused primarily on volumes and tend to eschew effectiveness measures. Under GPRA, the federal government generally quite distant from service delivery, will collect outcome information. Nonetheless, States must capture information on both volumes and outcomes (Kravchuck and Schack 1996). 

Problems

As stated before, to establish the basis for a unique performance-measurement system for the federal government, agencies will track the outcomes obtained by government programs, while tracking inputs, outputs and customer satisfaction at the same time. This is a task that imposes many challenges. 

Table II summarizes the problems identified by several authors. I have classified these findings in the following categories: organizational, administrative, measurement system and policy problems. Organizational problems are those that agencies are facing due to the structural form of their organization. Administrative problems are all those problems related to agencies' management and staff plus other administrative issues. Measurement system-related problems are all those issues related to the structure and implementation of the performance measurement system itself. Finally, planning and policy problems include those problems created by agency and Government policies that are incompatible with the GPRA principles, and problems derived from agencies strategic plans.

Recommendations

The use of performance measurement systems for management and control inevitably involves adaptation to changing circumstances through selective attention to feedback information. This necessary adaptation to change requires agencies to be ready to adapt to a different culture. The following guidelines and examples supplement the already outlined recommendations above to face these changes: 

· Empowerment of managers and staff is a cultural change that can happen only if senior leaders are active in agencies and Congress. 

· Agencies should take very seriously the recommendation of involving customers and clients into the definition of goals and objectives. 

· Besides the inclusion of customers in the strategic planning process, agencies also must scope out external forces likely to affect their success. 

· To avoid overwhelming staff and managers with collecting hundreds of indicators, sometimes meaningless, stick to the vital few measures. These vital few are those indicators that the next organizational level needs to have confidence a program is well run and to make decisions about it. 

· Ultimately, a system of performance measures does no good if it does not inform decision makers. Worse, it can do great harm if it misrepresents, misleads, or introduces perverse behavioral incentives (Kravchuck & Schack 1996). 

· The issue of benchmarking results against other similar agencies or within agencies' national system is documented by Laurent (1996). 
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