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This study examines the capacity of U.S. counties to undertake performance measurement. Based on
a national survey of counties with populations over 50,000, the authors address the following ques-
tions: To what extent do counties implement performance measurement? Which capacities must be
present for different levels of implementation and success? What can counties do to increase their
capacity for performance measurement? And, what is the effect of county structure and functions on
the use of performance measurement? This study finds that the success of performance measurement
is greatly affected by counties’ underlying organizational capacities.

In recent years, there has been great interest in uglegts, who are often more informed about municipal than
performance measurement for increasing accountabiigunty affairs. In addition, it provides accountability to
and improving performance (Walters 1998; Holzer 199Bigher governments: counties receive far more funding
Ammons 1996; Greiner 1996; Keehley et al. 1997; Harfram states and the federal government than do cities (U.S.
1995). Despite efforts in many jurisdictions some obse@ensus 1997). Second, counties have historically been re-
ers are lowering their expectations for this managemésrtred to as the “dark continent of American politics” and,
reform. Myriad challenges have been identified, such therefore, have been understudied in public administration
uncertain stakeholder support and inadequate techn{&ilara 1993; Menzel 1996; Streib and Waugh 1991). Since
ability to collect and analyze performance data (Radime 1980s, many counties have increased their abilities,
1998; Theurer 1998)—problems that have plagued preeadership roles, and functions, yet we know very little
ous management reforms (Berman 1998; Carroll 19@out counties in this regard. Performance measurement,
Brown, Hitchcock, and Willard 1994; Berry, Berry, anihcluding the level of technical capacity (for example, the
Foster 1998). This article discusses how successful im@bility to analyze data and monitor goals) reflects on the
mentation of performance measurement requires cargfidfessionalism of managers. Third, counties rely to a far
attention to the management of underlying organizatiomgieater extent than cities on commission forms of govern-
capacities for achievement. ment; therefore, they are useful for studying the impact of

Based on a national survey of U.S. counties with pomeunty structures and the roles of elected officials on se-
lations over 50,000, this study examines the following quesHing necessary support for management reform (Cigler
tions: To what extent do counties have the capacity to impl®95; ICMA 1998; Lewis and Taylor 1994). Support from
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elected officials is often important in innovation, and it isrge jurisdictions to develop measures that are practical,
especially crucial to performance measurement becausesitvell as valid, reliable, and easy to understand (Hatry
is, in part, undertaken to provide elected officials witkt al. 1992; Ammons 1995). Often, these measures are
improved information. based on operations, and data are more readily collected
where information technology is widely used (Stokes and
Monaco 1997; Grizzle 1982). Outcome measures often

Framework require citizen and client surveys, but many jurisdictions

In the past decade, managers have learned a great g&lot have the capacity to gather these data in scientifi-
aboutimplementing management reforms. Slowly, atteflyy valid ways: contracting for such information may
tion has shifted from the specifics of new managemegy costly and untimely. Leithe (1997) also notes the fre-
innovation strategies (what is performance measUgjant apsence of cost-accounting systems, which are nec-
ment?) to strategies for implementing change (what steRgary for identifying unit costs. The literature discuss-
do we need to take?). Today, however, more studyi§ specific technical competencies for performance
needed to better understand the conditions forimplemefkasurement is surprisingly limited, although this aspect
ing change (do we have the conditions that are requifgthentioned in older literature (Pressman and Wildsavsky
for success?) and to manage them (do we know what thﬁ%; Sabatier and Mazmanian 1979).
conditions are?). In this context, the terapacityrefers giakenolder (or political) capacioncerns the nature
to organizations’ ability to achieve their aims (Honad|g; support for performance measurement (Jones and
1980). Ensuring adequate stakeholder support and t%'&Caﬁery 1997; Cope 1997). There is widespread agree-
_nical abilities have become key capacities for implemeRtunt that management reforms require support from top
ing management reforms. , management. Support from elected officials is critical be-

In- many ways, understanding the importance of magse it forecloses back channels, legitimates reforms and
aging stakeholder support and technical ability comes frop,, performance expectations, and helps ensure funding
lessons learned the hard way. Budget reforms such asidagiey efforts. In this regard, some states, such as Minne-
Planning-Programming-Budgeting System and Zero-Basgd,  mandate the use of performance measurement by
Budgeting in the 1960s and 1970s brought such worifiynties, often as part of county budgeting and strategic
concepts as goals into the budget lexicon; but were Crifanning (Walters 1998; Center for Accountability and
cized as technically over-reaching (because of inadequs{gsormance 1998: Tigue and Strachota 199He lack
data collection capabilities) and were inadequately sWsypport, especially from legislatures, is a commonly cited
ported by political officials, who viewed these reforms ag4son for the budget-reform failure (Mikesell 1995; Rubin
a threat to their power (Joyce 1993a; Gianakis and StqQ®@y7). Elected officials are reluctant to give support when
1997; Mikesell 1995). Information from program evalugpey view it as a ploy by bureaucrats to “technicalize” their
tion efforts in the 1970s was judged as being t00 COSparations and thereby avoid legislative scrutiny (Kettl
complex, and untimelyAlthough “second generation”1994) Some authors believe that a major difference be-
evaluation in the 1970s and performance measuremenyjBen previous managerial reforms and recent performance
the early 1980s focused on short-term analysis and gepg&asurement efforts is that the latter has support from leg-
ated easy-to-understand data for decision makers, th%?’&tures (Broom 1995; Kettl 1994; Melkers and
efforts were not always part of ongoing deC|S|on-mak|rq)gi”0ughby 1998). Counties also require support from
processes among stakeholders (Wholey and Hatry 199g)er managers, because it is well known that lower man-
They needed to be institutionalized as part of budgetfars can sabotage reform through foot-dragging and end-
strategic-planning processes. Lack of integration and Uggs inyolving citizen advocates and elected officials
involvement caused underutilization. _ (Gerhart 1995; Romzek 1998). Support from advisory
~ Inthe case of performance measuremeshnical (or poards increases support for management reforms, because
infrastructure) capacityefers to counties’ ability to de-j; increases the legitimacy of the actions of elected and
velop performance goals and measures and to OVercq{ffointed officials.
such conceptual barriers as distinguishing outcomes frofy/nen counties satisfy many of the above conditions,
outputs. A 1997 General Accounting Office study reportgghy can be said to have a high level of capacity for perfor-
difficulty in relating long-term goals to annual performance measurement. This study suggests that high capac-
mance objectives; others have also noted that the relais 5 prerequisite for widespread use of performance
tionship between performance goals and service effgiigasyrement in jurisdictions. Widespread use and institu-
and activities is sometimes unclear and that it changgsajization cannot occur when, for example, lower man-
over time (Joyce 1993b; Mascarenhas 1996; Salzer, Nogoiurs cannot acquire data in a timely manner or when the
et al. 1997; Hakes 1996). In this regard, many auth@igsrt does not have funding support from elected officials.
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However, initial or pilot efforts daotrequire high capac-  Finally, it is unknown whether having a broader range
ity. Indeed, experiential approaches to management refarhfunctions increases the use of performance measure-
often use small-scale efforts on a trial-and-error basisment. Lessons learned about performance measurement
identify areas where capacity is lacking. While these é@f-one function may transfer to another, especially in coun-
forts may have a limited initial impact, top managers oftéies with central reporting systems. Also, counties expend
measure their success by broadened support, providing &latively more on education, welfare, public health, hos-
basis for future improvement. pitals, and correction functions than do cities, which spend
Which factors affect counties’ ability to achieve higmore on police, fire, parks, housing, roads, and utilities.
capacity? It is often hypothesized that management refodstthough it is sometimes held that designing viable out-
are championed by public managers (who increase ttegime measures in areas such as education or social ser-
contribution and visibility in the organization), and theresces is more challenging, we simply do not know whether
fore they are associated with reformed, council-admingeveloping performance measurement or capacity in these
trator forms of government. Paradoxically, unless electieohctions is, in fact, more difficult. The following sec-
officials are given control over important performanceion discusses the use of performance measurement in
measurement decisions (such as deciding which measommties, followed by an analysis of the effect of capac-
should be used), management reform may suffer inadeqigten its use.
legitimacy from these stakeholders. It may be perceived
as an effort to sidestep traditional methods of accounta?_iih dinas
ity. By contrast, commission forms of government involve g
elected officials to a far greater extent in department qp-
erations; therefore, officials are more likely to be involvggow Much Performance Measurement?
in decisions about performance measurement, but they mayhis study finds that 33.6 percent of counties use some
lack the ability to implement performance measuremeffm of performance measurement (see “Methodology”
Thus, the net effect of the form of government on the U&@X), but counties vary in the intensity of their use (Table
of performance measurement is ambiguous: a greater HeAlthough measures of use are somewhat arbitrary, this
sire for performance measurement but inadequate pofitudy defines “high intensity” as using performance mea-
cal capacity in council-administrator counties, vers@§rement in at least 75 percent of functions and, within
greater political capacity but inadequate technical capHtese functions, using workload as well as effectiveness or
ity in commission forms of government. _qufslht_y measures. Based on this measure, 20.1 percent of
Obviously, other factors affect counties’ ability to uskrisdictions which use performance measurement can be
performance measurement. For example, the availabifiid to have “high use,” or 6.8 percent of all U.S. counties.
of resources for testing new ideas matters, because, |fit8is standard of use is relaxed, so that performance mea-
most new efforts, performance measurement requires sGigement is used in 66 percent of all functions and only 80
additional resources. Positive employee and manageR@icent of such functions are required to use a broad range
attitudes also matter, at least as perceived by top managéfgeasures, then this percentage increases to 32.5 per-
who are responsible for implementing performance mé&&nt, or 10.9 percent of all counties. Thus, about 20 per-
surement (Grifel 1994). When managers and employ&€§t-33 percent of counties which use performance mea-
resist change, top managers face additional hurdles of d@afement can be said to have high use, or 7 percent-11
ing with the sources of that resistance. Professionalism rRgycent ofll counties over 50,000.
improve the capacity for performance measurement
cause of heightened concern for accountability and pes
formance. In addition, an important step toward increa&-2ath of use

. . . . ercent of functions that use performance measurement:*
Ing capacity Is maklng an accurate assessment. Some

?Eible 1 County Performance Measurement

Less than 25.0 percent 13.9%
diagnostic strategies might involve asking managers about 25.1-50.0 percent 8.1
their current understanding of performance measurement, 50.1-75.0 percent 105
or assessing the capabilities of existing information te¢h- ~ 72-17100 percent 67.5
nologies to ensure the timely generation of data. Strafg™ o U

. . . . ercent of efforts that include outcome or quality measures, as well as
gies for gaining stakeholder support might involve collabQrorkioad measures:

rating with elected officials in the design of performance Less than 25.0 percent 38.3%
measures, or asking managers about the extent to which ~ 25.1-50.0 percent 13.9
50.1-75.0 percent 14.8

they are_W|II|ng to implement performance measgrement 75.1-100 percent 330
(Desantls and I—eal 1998) These and Other COﬂdItIOl"IS a&ﬁong counties that use performance measurement. On average, counties have
discussed below. 12.6 of the 18 listed functions in Table 2.
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Methodology

A survey was administered in 1998 to county managers regarding performance measurement use in their jurisdictions. The survey was
pretested on a group of 50 county managers and, following minor changes, mailed to 856 counties with populations over 50,000
(identified through Counties USA, 1997). After three waves of mailing, 209 responses were received from counties using performance
measurement. To determine the extent to which we canvassed counties that use performance measurement, a telephone survey was
conducted among a random sample of counties that did not respond. Of the 106 nonresponding counties contacted, only 13 counties
indicated that they use performance measurement in some way. Thus, (856-209)*13/106= 79 counties did not respond to the survey
and use performance measurement. The survey response rate of counties using performance measurement is (209/209+79=) 72.5
percent. It follows that (209+79/856=) 33.6 percent of U.S. counties use performance measurement.

Although the sampling frame is a census, the response set is a sample. Thus, it is appropriate to use statistical tests to determine whether
differences in the sample can be inferred to reflect differences in the population of counties as well.

The telephone survey included some randomly selected survey items. Comparison of these responses with those of the mail survey
respondents does not indicate problems of nonresponse bias. To ensure valid survey data, we also conducted follow-up telephone calls
with respondents who indicated the use of a wide range of measures. Respondents were asked for specific examples and verified their
survey responses. Very few changes were made as a result of the telephone interviews. This study uses a composite measure of perfor-
mance measurement that is based on the breadth and depth of performance-measurement use.

Breadth of performance measurement use: Respondents were asked to identify which of the following18 typical county functions use
performance measurement: police; fire; corrections; transportation; education; parks and recreation; library; economic development;
code enforcement; street maintenance; animals; solid waste; health; welfare; housing; hospitals; financial administration; and personnel
administration. Responses were scaled from O to 1, adjusted for functions that are present. A “1” indicates that all of a jurisdiction’s
functions use some from of performance measurement. A jurisdiction which, for example, has 15 of the above 18 functions, and which
uses performance measurement in 6 of them, has a breadth-of-use score of (6/15)= 0.40.

Depth of performance measurement use: Respondents were asked to identify various types of performance measures, shown in Table 2.
“Depth” is defined as the percentage of performance measurement efforts that include workload as well as effectiveness or quality
measures. The latter measures are associated with outcome-based measures and suggest depth of use. Responses were scaled from O to
1, adjusted for functions that are used in respondent’s jurisdictions. A “1” indicates that all of the respondent’s functions which use
performance measurement have workload, effectiveness, and quality measures. A jurisdiction in which, for example, five of its six
performance measurement efforts include workload as well as effectiveness or quality measures, has a depth-of-use score of 5/6=0.83.

The Cronbach alpha measure of internal reliability of the composite measure is 0.73. This means that the measures of breadth and depth
can be combined into a single, unidimensional measure of performance-measurement use.

Table 2 shows the use of performance measurementlby 250,000 use performance measurement in 69.9 per-
type and by county function. Workload or output measuresnt of their functions, as compared with 84.2 percent of
are most common. With the exception of economic devBinctions in counties with populations greater than
opment, housing, education, and hospitals functions250,000. There is no difference in the breadth or depth of

which are among the least common in counties—these
measures are used in 66 percent to 75 percent of copfftg'e 2 Frequency of Use and Type of Performance
functions. These measures are typically based on data/|f{gAsurement by County Function
are routinely tracked by administrative, regulatory, or op- Type of Performance Measures*
erational processes. Effectiveness or outcome measuregsrEon Responge“fs Workload  Effectiveness Sefvli‘t?e
used in 45 percent-50 percent of functions, and quality rfeupniiil,nng Ou?;ut out&;me auety
measures are commonly used in 35 percent-45 percentonnel 98.1% 70.7%  50.2%  43.4%
functions. Quality measures are used less frequently| @nce 95.7 69.0 50.5 35.0
they require additional efforts such as client or citizen spgorrections 87.6 65.0 43.7 27.3
veys. Among frequent county functions, county correctiorfgrks and recreation 83.7 669 440 440
are least likely to use service quality measures. This fi @Fde enforcement 82.3 50 500407
. L .. reet maintenance 81.3 74.7 52.3 45.3
ing furthers the validity of the survey findings—presumapimas 80.4 65.5 16.4 38.1
ably few jail wardens survey their prisoners’ satisfactionteolice 79.4 68.5 47.6 34.9
but it also reflects a growing trend among county jails |téplid waste 78.5 76.2 49.3 45.1
survey noninmate satisfaction among inmates’ familiegealth - 70.8 68.9 52.7 44.6
Iawyers, bondsmen, and vendors. Economic development 68.9 51.4 46.5 23.6
. . Welfare 66.0 63.0 51.4 36.2
The lowest quintile of users, based on the index of PEI2nsportation 65.1 67.7 441 36.6
formance measurement described in the “Methodologyiprary 60.1 67.7 51.2 46.5
box use performance measurement in only 14.0 perdené 54.1 67.3 45.1 35.4
of their functions, of which 3.6 percent include effectiveHousing 47.4 50.0 39.0 19.0
ness or quality measures. Such counties are define¢Ed&ation 325 353 326 265
“low users” in this study. Counties with populations un! """ _ - 8 40.7 296 241
1Of counties reporting function.
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performance-measurement use among functions thattaatnical abilities. Although only 29.1 percent of respon-
“typical” county functions versus those that are more mdents can conduct valid surveys, these are often contracted
nicipal in nature, nor are there differences by region aut. A strong positive correlation exists between the ability
form of government Finally, various authors have calledo conduct valid surveys and the ability to collect perfor-
for increased professionalism in county government (S@ance measurement data in a timely way (chi-square=12.6,
Streib and Waugh 1991). Attention to ethics includespa .01).
concern for accountability; effectiveness is an importantMost counties that do performance measurement have
measure of professionalism (Streib 1992). Counties tsapport from the county manager (88.9 percent) as well as
make ethics a priority have significantly greater breadtiternal (department heads, managers, and supervisors) and
and depth of performance measurement. However, haxternal stakeholders. Elected officials frequently give their
ing a graduate degree in public administration, whichsapport (71.1 percent), and in some instances advisory
also a measure of professionalism, is not associated viitiards (40.3 percent) and citizen advocates (40.3 percent)
increased use. also support efforts. Table 3 shows teathnical capacity

The above findings can be compared to those of citiasd stakeholder support are significantly associated with
In a recent survey of cities with populations over 25,000¢creased use of performance measurepteded on the
Poister and Streib (1999) find that 38 percent use soat®ve index measure (see “Methodology”). Among the
form of performance measurement, compared with 34 pereasures of technical capacity, the ability to relate outputs
cent found in this survey. As in this study, larger jurisdite program operations most strongly differentiates “high
tions are more likely to use performance measuremargers” from “low users.” Specifically, 97.4 percent of high
Among cities that use performance measurement, 6@sers can relate outputs to program operations, compared
percent use workload or output measures, as measuvidl 53.1 percent of low useté&among counties with high
across 13 typical municipal functions. Based on Tableuae, 79.8 percent report that they can collect data in a timely
such measures are used by 63.5 per-
cent of county functions. The relativeTable 3 County Capacity for Performance Measurement
findings for the use of effectiveness A -

. greement Association

measures are 45.8 percent (cities) and % with uset
45.9 percent (counties), and 39.4 pefechnical Infrastructure
cent (cities) and 36.0 percent (Coun‘ﬂ\llost departments in our jurisdiction ... ”
ties) for quality measures. Thus, Cirtg:an relate outputs to program operations 79.2 .331"

. : . . Can develop outcome measures 74.7 253"
ies and counties are quite similar jn.

. an compare actual results with program goals 74.0 313"
their breadth and depth of perfo [Have a cost-based accounting system 66.7 -.023
mance measuremeht. Have staff capable of analyzing performance data 63.8 221"

Can distinguish between outputs and outcomes 63.1 170"

How Much Capacity? Can collect performance-measurement data in a timely way 61.5 .339™
., . Can assess the validity of performance measures 60.8 217

Table 3 reports counties CapaCItyf )Ean compare performance measures with those of other jurisdictions 59.6 212

performance measurement. Respc @an compare performance measures across departments 58.1 .250"
dents most often agree that they can gdieave adequate information technology for performance measurement 57.5 72
Ve|0p outcome measures (747 perce ']Qa,\n conduct scientifically valid surveys 29.1 .128

relate outputs to program operationgggregate Measure 56.5 .331"

(79 2 percent) and compare results Wit‘ﬁale statistics: alpha=.84, mean=.565, st.dev.=.314

goals (74.0 percent). These statemerﬁ?kgho"t’e’ Nf“PP‘” t ; oo t s6.0 L8
I’eﬂeCt the ablllty tO COnCeptua"y unde - e county Manager's office supports perrormance measuremen . .

Most department heads support the use of performance measurement 75.0 .351™
stand and apply performance MeaSUrBzcied officials support the use of performance measurement 71.1 293"
ment. Somewhat fewer respondeni@ost managers support the use of performance measurement 62.0 212"
have the technical ability to collect andhigher governments demand use of performance measurement 49.3 112
process data: 57.5 percent report thbfpst supervisors support the use of performance measurement 47.6 314"

they have adequate information techn Dii_itizen advocates support the use of performance measurement 40.3 252"
itizen advisory boards support the use of performance measurement 36.8 .203™

ogy for performance measurement, 61 ost employees support the use of performance measurement 36.5 .310™
percent of respondents can collect d 1}@!”6 gate Measure cas a0
ina timely way, and 63.1 percent ha Ecale statistics: alpha=.73, mean=.555, st.dev.=.309

staff capable of analyzing performange-1y significance.

data. Almost half of the respondenf&* significance.

(47.4 percent) lack one or more of thed¥'®: au-c measures shown.

Performance Measurement in U.S. Counties: Capacity for Reform 413



way, 67.6 percent have adequate information technologgg their efforts, note the challenges of getting staff in-
for performance measurement, and 79.5 percent have stalffed: “There has been no emphasis on data collection
capable of analyzing performance measurement®dabeefore ... some staff think that it is not their job.” But even
These three items, along with the ability to relate outputsunties with well-established efforts noted problems with
to operations, strongly distinguish counties in this samptata collection and political support. In one such county, it
79.3 percent of counties which have all four capabilitiegas said that “we like to emphasize quality, but we con-
have a high use of performance measurement, whereas @6dd our citizen survey only once each year, and we can-
percent of counties that lack all four capabilities are amomgt go out every month and conduct this survey.” This
the lowest quintile of users. county is also concerned that in the event of an economic
But stakeholder support matters, too. Support frodewnturn, performance measurement would be abandoned
county managers is important, but it does not greatly dify the commission to cut costs. Another large county with
ferentiate high users from low users (85.0 percent versusrge, well-known effort commented that “the main ob-
79.5 percent). Even low users often have the courstgcle is getting everyone on board with the measures.”
manager’s support, which suggests that this is a prereqtiis respondent also noted resistance from the commis-
site for doing performance measurement of any kirglon to use performance measurement as part of setting
Rather, what often differentiates high users from low usddget priorities. Further findings from the interviews are
ers is the support of elected officials (92.9 percent versaported in “Building Capacity: Interviews” box.
46.3 percent), as well as support from department head$he level of capacity quickly drops off among the low-
(90.5 percent versus 48.8 percent) and supervisors (&sBusers: only 9.1 percent of low users have adequate ca-
percent versus 29.3 percent). Elected-official support, fuacity. However, even low users have some capabilities
example, is consistent with the above framework andtligt allow them to implement performance measurement
mentioned by interviewees (below). Although less corat some level. Relative to those respondents who indicated
monly sought, support from citizen advocates, advisdhat they do not use performance measurement, low users
boards, and employees also differentiates high users fram more likely to identify program goals, distinguish out-
low users. Mandates by higher governments do not dputs from outcomes, develop outcome measures, and de-
rectly increase use, but they are significantly associatad performance measures from gdalfat is, low users
with support by elected officials (chi-square=1p.4,.01) have developed conceptual abilities, but they lack the
and county managers (chi-square=@.8&; .01). Support broader technical and political capabilities that character-
by elected officials and department heads, along with ilae high users. However, low users have only 1.5 years’
above four capabilities, is shared by 88.0 percent of @dperience with performance measurement, as compared
counties with high performance measurement use.  to 4.0 years for high users. County capacity in these six
In the sample, 30.6 percent of counties halV®f the areas increases over time (3.7 of six measures for counties
above six capabilities: (1) relating outputs to operationgith efforts that are less than three years old versus 4.7 of
(2) collecting data in a timely manner; the presence of €% measures for more established effdrt®.77,p < .01).
staff capable of analyzing performance data; (4) adequskes suggests that low users broaden their capabilities over
information technology; and support from (5) departmetitne when they become more involved in performance
heads and (6) elected officials. Across all measures of geasurement.
pacity (Table 3), 38.7 percent of counties meet or exceedrinally, there are no differences in capacity based on
the average technical and stakeholder capacity as couritiesmix or type of county functions using performance
which are high userg.hus, about one-third (31percent+measurement, but counties with council-appointed admin-
39 percent) of all counties which currently use performanistrators have higher technical readiness than counties with
measurement can be said to have adequate capacity fazatmmission forms of government, even when controlled
The item that most differentiates high-capacity countiés city size? Making ethics a priority is associated with
from low-capability counties is the presence of staff thiigher stakeholder suppokttR.05,p < .05), perhaps in-
can analyze performance data. spiring trust among elected and appointed officials that top
These findings are supported by the interviews. Om&nagers can be trusted to fulfill their promises. Having a
county administrator who noted the importance of bognaduate degree is not associated with increased capacity
technical and political problems stated that the biggést using performance measurement. This study also finds
challenge is “to get buy-in from the county commission #sat technical and political capacities are higher when these
well as elected department heads [because] these peefiitets are led by a central-budget or finance office. When
have very little experience in this area.... After getting theiuch offices are involved, respondents report, on average,
support, the greatest problem will be being able to analyz@ of the 12 technical capacities shown, compared with
the data.” Some smaller counties, which are just beganly 2.6 among counties that are not led by a budget or
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Building Capacity: Interviews

Many counties using performance measurement report support from elected officials, but a frequent concern is that performance mea-
sures are not much used in allocation decisions in the budget process. Hamilton County, Ohio (population 864,000), is trying to ensure
that elected officials use performance-measurement data and participate in developing performance measures by presenting them in a
way that shows their relationship with key agency goals and priorities. Mecklenburg County, North Carolina (population 580,000),
balances performance-measurement data with citizen responses to provide elected officials with a varied approach to program review.
Other counties, such as Saline, Kansas (population 52,000), which has only recently begun its efforts, are still trying to get elected
officials interested in performance measurement. In this instance, the county administrator has worked hard over several years to explain
the benefits of performance measurement and has also shown a videotape series to elected officials.

In many instances, budget and senior managers have also gone to great lengths to obtain staff buy-in. Managers argue that performance
measurement helps staff demonstrate accomplishment, yet interviewees report that initial performance-measurement efforts are often
viewed as punitive and are not used by managers outside the budget process. To ensure a positive momentum, Fairfax County, Virginia
(population 820,000), is looking at new ways to make its 2,400 indicators more relevant to departments, elected officials and others.
Catawba, North Carolina (population 118,000), is also using performance measurement to stimulate innovation in service delivery,
focusing on increased effectiveness and cost savings. Still, other counties such as Washington County, Minnesota (population 180,000),
are seeking institutionalization by linking the performance measurement of program objectives to the individual performance appraisals
of department heads and other managers.

In most counties, agencies are responsible for their own data collection. Some departments are concerned that reporting and collection
requirements require considerable staff time. Hamilton County’s budget office is now conducting focus groups with each department to
identify and address their problems with performance measurement. A frequent complaint is that measures are not part of budgeting and
other information technology systems. There also are ongoing conceptual problems about designing meaningful measures. Even counties
with established efforts, such as Mecklenburg County, are still working on developing satisfactory outcome measures for such areas as
general administration. Virginia Beach County, Virginia (population 393,000), and Washington County have designated a staff person
in the budget office to streamline and help departments in their data collection and reporting. In Orange County, Florida (population
677,000), recent efforts have caused some departments to allocate a staff person whose primary responsibility is performance measure-
ment. By working together, these employees solve many performance-measurement issues for their departments.

finance office. According to interviews, the budget officeory boards (52.6 percent versus 15.6 pergeqt,01).
often lends expertise in identifying performance measui@se aggregate measure of assessing stakeholder support
and supports the development of information technologypositively associated with stakeholder capacity. Coun-

for performance measurement. ties with high use of performance measurement use, on
_ ' average, half of the strategies shown (7.5 of 15), compared
A Strategy for Increasing Capacity with only 1.9 strategies used by counties with low use. In

Counties greatly vary in the areas in which they laskort, successful counties ask arothd.
capacity, and self-assessment is the essential first step téverall, then, the chain of causality is clear: counties
ward increasing capacity (Van Wart 1995). Table 4 show#h high levels of performance measurement have higher
strategies that managers might undertake to assess thp@iical and technical capacities, and counties that have
pacity of their counties. Of respondents, 61.5 percent &skse capacities undertake a multitude of assessment strat-
managers about their ability to develop performance megies. On average, cities with high technical capabilities
sures, and doing so is associated with increased techracalfar more likely to ask managers about their understand-
capacity (that is, the aggregate construct shown in Talblg of performance measurement and ability to develop
3). Managers who assess their county’s information gathem. They are also more likely to examine budget re-
ering and analysis capabilities have higher levels of teslources for performance measurente@bunties with high
nical capacity. However, only half the respondents do $glitical capacity for performance measurement are more
and very few (9.6 percent) use any diagnostic checklisiikely to ask lower managers whether they are willing to
assess their capability for performance measurement. Abgyplement performance measurement, and they are also
half of the managers assess whether they have adequake likely to develop strategies to obtain the support of
resources for performance measurement. This is asselgcted officials. Some of these differences are especially
ated with increased capacity. Table 4 shows that the aggtgking: for example, 57.6 percent of counties with high
gate measure of assessing technical feasibility is signifplitical capacity ask lower managers whether they are
cantly associated with increased capacity. willing to implement performance measurement, whereas

One way to determine the level of stakeholder supportly 17.5 percent of counties with low capacity do so.
is to ask them for it: 85.4 percent of managers in high-usgHowever, the efficacy of these managerial strategies is
counties ask elected officials for their support, in contraftected by the context in which they operate. In this re-
to only 33.3 percent of managers in low-use countigsird, the form of government does matter, albeit indirectly.
Managers in counties with high use of performance médected officials in council-administrator governments are
surement are also more likely to ask support from adsignificantly less likely to participate in the design of per-
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Table 4 Strategies for Assessing Capacity mismanagement before undertaking new ini-
Use Association | tiatives (a measure of lacking professional
(%)  with capacity’| norms and practices), they report significantly

Technical Feasibility fewer efforts to assess counties’ political ca-
Asking managers about their ability to develop performance pacity for performance measurement Making
measures 61.5 .399" . o . . .
Asking managers about their understanding of performance ethics a pI’IOI’Ity IS DOt aSSOC_'ated Wlth us_lng
measurement 57.0 389" assessment strategies regarding technical infra-
Assessing information-gathering capabilities 48.0 .363" structuret3
Examining budget resources for performance measurement 455 .240°
Assessing information data-analysis capabilities 44.4 521" Does Capacity Affect Satisfaction with
Asking a consultant to assess ability to conduct performance p Yy
measurement 21.1 157 Performance Measurement?
Assessing the ability of managers to conduct scientific surveys Table 5 shows the outcomes of performance
of clients 11.2 .099

Use a diagnostic checklist to assess capabilities for measurement in counties. Overall, almost half

performance measurement 9.6 199" of the respondents agree or strongly agree that
Aggregate Measure 33.8 -344” performance measurement increases awareness
Scale statistics: alpha=.79, mean=.338, st.dev.=.280 of the need for accountability (48.0 percent)
Stakeholder Support B , _ and the ability to determine service efficiency,
O%g‘,'?;?g;ﬁg’g?;&;‘f,?;ﬁﬁ?d officials for implementing 59 402" effectiveness, and timeliness (40.0 percent—
Asking managers to identify a pilot project for performance 43.0 percent). About one-third agree that ac-
measlirement - 48.7 3117 countability and commitment to excellence
Asﬁr;%ea;?:rﬂcge‘#gﬁ‘;ﬁc‘g?ﬁégi[l:re‘?’ef]‘{e willing to w5 apa have actually increased (35.6 percent and 31.5
Asking lower managers whether they are willing to percent’ respeCtiver)- About one-quarter be-
implement performance measurement 35.9 410" lieve that performance measurement has im-
Sef(f';‘sgesﬁ(fr?grrr;ggg‘e advisory boards for effarts 451 306" proved group decision making (26.6 percent),
Proposing a pilot effort assess commitment 34.5 .251" and some agree thatit has helped them to elimi-
Negotiating rewards and expectations with managers nate services (16-1 percent). Further analysis
regarding performance measurement 23.5 233" shows that counties that use performance mea-
Aggregate Measure 36.9 431"

surement experience greater benefits by using

Scale statistics: alpha=.73, mean=.369, st.dev.=.295 . .
P it more: for example, 63.4 percent of counties

1 Shown are associations with, respectively, technical and stakeholder capacity (see Table 3).

*19 significance. with high performance-measurement use agree
*59% percent significance. or strongly agree that it has helped them to
Note: Tau-c measures shown. clarify program goals and objectives, as com-

pared to only 17.7 percent of counties which

formance measures than those in other forms of govetiave a low uset £4.34,p < .01). High-use counties also
ment (28.9 percent versus 52.6 percprt,.01). Further, agree more strongly that it has helped them increase their
elected officials who participate less in the design of peemmitment to excellence (53.7 percent versus 14.7 per-
formance measures are also less likely to support theemnt,t =3.78,p <.01). Although, on average, respondents
Indeed, participation by elected officials is negatively aagree that performance measurement has positive out-
sociated with council-administrator forms of governmegbmes, 49.8 percent of respondents disagree to varying de-
(tau-c =—0.25) < .01), yet positively associated with comgrees with one or more of the above stateménts.
mission (tau-c = 0.14 < .05) and elected executive gov- Technical infrastructure and stakeholder support in-
ernments (tau-c = 0.13,<.05). The significance of thesecreases satisfaction with outconfbsthp < .01, see Table
findings is robust, even when controlling for the size @f). Counties with support from elected officials and lower
counties or the level of performance-measurement?usganagers, adequate management-information systems for
Participation by elected officials is positively associatggrformance measurement, and the ability to conduct valid
with increased technical and political capacity (beth surveys report significantly higher levels of satisfaction
.01), and many respondents told us that support frevith outcomes, even when controlling for the extent that
elected officials for performance measurement greathey use performance measurement (05). Many tech-
helped these efforts. nical capacities are also associated with examining re-

Professionalism is also of interest: making ethics a higburces for performance measurement. Additional analy-
priority in organizations is positively associated with gaigis shows that counties which meet the criterion of adequate
ing the support and participation of elected officials. Byapacity for high use (see above) agree or strongly agree
contrast, when county officials feel that they must deal wifith 55.7 percent of the statements shown in Table 5, as
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Table 5 Outcomes of Performance Measurement

Program Outcomes Agreement
Increased awareness about the need for accountability 48.0%
Increased ability to determine service efficiency 45.0
Increased ability to determine service effectiveness 43.0
Increased ability to determine service timeliness 40.0
Established performance target levels for programs/services ~ 40.0
Clarified agency or program goals and objectives 37.2
Improved accountability of program performance 35.6
Ability to achieve improvements despite resource constraints ~ 32.5
Increased commitment to excellence 31.5
Improving group decision-making capabilities 26.6
Determined long-term budget needs 23.6
Eliminated services that are no longer needed 16.1
Improve timeliness of management decisions 15.5
Aggregate Measure 33.5

Scale statistics: alpha=.83, mean=.335 st.dev.=.324
Note: Shown are the percent who agree or strongly agree based on the following
scale:
1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3= disagree somewhat; 4=don’t know; 5= agree
somewhat; 6=agree; 7=strongly agree.
Tau-c measures shown.

tive employee attitudes £ —.53,p < .01). Although tech-
nical capacity is not significantly associated with the level
of performance measurement when, for example, control-
ling for stakeholder capacity, it is significantly associated
with subsequent satisfactign€.01). Finally, although the
form of government is insignificant in both models, the
preceding analysis shows that it is associated with gener-
ating stakeholder support for performance measurement.

Conclusion

This study finds that about one-third of counties use
performance measurement and that about one-fifth of these
have a high level of use. Among those that use performance
measurement, about one-third (31 percent-39 percent) have
an adequate level of capacity, although the level of capac-
ity decreases sharply among low users (9 percent). Capac-
ity requires that jurisdictions are able (1) to relate outputs
to operations; (2) to collect timely data; have (3) staff ca-
pable of analyzing performance data; (4) adequate infor-

compared to 28.5 percent among counties which lack stR@fHOn technology; and support from (5) department heads
capacity p < .01). Satisfaction steadily declines amon@d (6) elected officials. Support from elected officials is
counties with both low use of performance measuremigis forthcoming in council-administrator counties, as these

and low levels of capacity (7.7 percent).

officials participate less often in the development of per-

The model further shows that negative employee afgrmance measures. The results show that the absence of

tudes are a barrier to performance measurement. Sucthgs

se conditions does not forestall initial application, but

titudes, however, are not associated with outcomes, Shl*@_t they threaten widespread use. This research also finds

gesting that this effect can be overcome once efforts

that widespread use of performance measurement increases

underway. Models which include making ethics a prioriAtisfaction with its impacts. -

show that this variable is not significantly associated with ASS€SSing counties’ capacity for performance measure-
either the level or outcome of performance measuremdRENt is @ useful diagnostic strategy to identify areas of
but this variable is associated with fewer instances of neg§fgianizational deficiency. Many managers are accus-

Table 6 Regression Analysis

Dependent variables Level of Satisfaction with
use outcomes
Independent Variables
Constant 0.26 (0.10) -0.31 (0.10)"
Technical capacity (Table 3) 0.15 (0.10) 0.44 (0.120)"
Stakeholder capacity (Table 3) 0.34 (0.10)" 0.42 (0.09)"
Resources for generating and
testing new ideas 0.00 (0.05) 0.00 (0.43)
“Employees just act busy” -0.33 (0.07)" 0.02 (0.07)
County size (population) 0.04 (0.02) 0.03 (0.02)™
Level of use n.a. n.a. 0.19 (0.08)
Form of government* 0.04 (0.05) -0.04 (0.04)
Northeast -0.07 (0.08) -0.04 (0.07)
South -0.07 (0.06) -0.07 (0.06)
West -0.07 (0.07) -0.09 (0.73)
R2-Adjusted .292 418
N= 155 147

* Council-appointed administrator government =1; Other =0.
** 1% significant.
* 5% significant.

*** 10% significant. Shown are the regression coefficients, and, in parentheses, the
standard errors.

omed to experiential learning, in which initial efforts are
tried and then give way to larger ones as experience grows
and obstacles are identified and overcome. Initial small-
scale efforts help identify and address capacity shortfalls.
Such an approach is decidedly rational in a world in which
counties vary greatly in their abilities and deficiencies.
The nature of many management reforms, including per-
formance measurement, increasingly requires much
groundwork before they can be successfully and fully
implemented. Whether the challenge is inadequate tech-
nical abilities to collect data or the reluctance of elected
officials to come on board, confronting such challenges
will require time and effort. Considerable foresight is now
available to help managers identify these challenges.
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Notes

1. Program evaluation also required a degree of trust betwe@n Respectively, the percentages for high and low users are:
elected and appointed officials, which some observers felt support from citizen advocates (56.1 percent versus 20.0
was lacking. According to Wildvasky (1972), evaluation percent), advisory boards (45.2 percent versus 17.5 percent)
could reveal shortcomings of managers, as well as the im- and employees (57.1 percent versus 19.5 percent). All dif-
practicality of elected officials’ goals. These problems ferences are significant at the 1 percent level.
loomed large in his mind: “I started out thinking that it wasg. The respective percentages compared to nonusers of these
bad for organizations not to evaluate, and | ended up won- four items are 94.1 percent versus 73.7 percent, 64.3 per-
dering why they ever do it.” cent versus 43.8 percent, 68.7 percent versus 46.1 percent

2. Likewise, Congress, through the Government Performance and 73.3 percent versus 57.1 percent. All differences are
and Results Act of 1993, requires all federal agencies to significant.
submit annual performance data from 1999. A majority 06, The difference in scale means is significant at the 5 percent
states have legislation requiring performance-based infor- |evel: 35.9 percent versus 19.2 perceén2(06). No other
mation from state agencies. differences by structure of government are significant.

3. However, as discussed further, the form of government ip. The positive impact of using assessment strategies on the
directly affects the level of performance measurement by |evel of capacity is robust, even when controlling for some
its effect on the capacity for performance measurement.  conditions that may affect it; for example, the effect of per-

4. On average, counties report having used performance mea-vasive cynical or apathetic employee attitudes might deter
surement for 4.2 years. Counties which have used perfor- the use of assessment strategies because of anticipated dif-
mance measurement for more than 10 years use more effec-ficulties in getting staff to use performance measurement.
tiveness or quality measures: 62.1 percent of such counties Indeed, the presence of apathetic staff attitudes negatively
report using effectiveness or quality measures in their func- affects the use of assessment strategies as well as the level
tions, as compared with 46.4 percent of counties which use of capacity p < .01). Cynical attitudes by elected officials
it for a shorter time. Counties have increased the number of also decrease their support for performance measurement
performance measurement efforts over time. The data also (p < .05). While such attitudes make the task of implement-
suggest a growing trend of using central-budget or finance ing management reforms more challenging for public man-
offices to spur initial uses of performance measurement: 30.7 agers, they do not affect the positive relationship between
percent more counties report that they are led by the cen- the use of assessment strategies and the level of capacity.
tral-budget or finance office in efforts that are less than three. Specifically, cities with high technical capacity undertake
years old. Also, counties which have used performance 4.0 of the technical assessment strategies shown in Table 4,
measurement for less than three years use it in 82 percent ofas compared to 2.1 strategies among counties low technical
their functions when led by the budget or finance office, as capacities. Counties with high political capacities undertake
compared to 57 percent of functions when led by other of- 5.2 of the political assessment strategies, compared to 2.9
fices or agencies. strategies among counties with low political capacity. Both

5. Although one might conjecture that all counties which are differences are statistically significant.
unable to apply performance measurement in this mann@r The negative effect of the council-administrator form of
should be low users, such counties sometimes use perfor- government on the use of performance measurement is, in
mance measurement to compare program results with goals, |large measure, offset by the propensity of larger counties to
which does not require this capability. use more performance measurement.

6. It might be expected that all “*high use” counties would hayg, Having a graduate degree is also not associated with under-
these three capabilities, but in practice many counties make taking assessment strategies.
do with some manual data collection and the use of outsigde Interestingly,

- . i the involvement of central-budget or finance
statistical assistance for analysis.

offices is unrelated to outcome satisfaction. Satisfaction with
performance measurement increases over time, too, even
when the number of efforts used is controlled for.
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