
What works.” It’s a disarm-
ingly simple turn of phrase that
has grown very common in the
past 10-15 years in the
government, nonprofit, and
private sectors as people strive for
greater efficiency in where and
how they use resources.“Is this
working? Does it work? What’s
working – what’s not?” – these
are some of its many variants.

It’s good to be as straightforward as
possible when explaining complex
processes. The simplicity of the words
“what works” is deceptive, however, says
Mark Friedman, Director of the Fiscal
Policy Studies Institute (Sante Fe, Ca.).
Imbedded in the phrase are two inter-
locked but crucially different processes for
determining strategic, organizational, and
program effectiveness. One process
involves using indicators to track
and the other uses performance measures
to track . One can’t do without
the other, but they are not one and the
same.

According to Friedman, understanding
the way these two processes interlock can
help to blow the whole issue of effective-
ness wide open – beyond even some of the
most entrenched and tiresome partisan
divisions – to the enormous benefit of
families, children, and communities.
Confusing the two is perilous.

What follows is a brief introduction to
Friedman’s analysis of this crucial issue in
planning and evaluation.

The difference between tracking results
and tracking performance is by no means
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What WorksReally
Friedman’s research underscores the distinction &
the connection between results & performance By Don McNair

trivial. Consider the example of Mothers
Against Drunk Driving (MADD).

Founded in California in 1980,
MADD has taken a huge variety of
actions over the years to reduce drunk
driving and underage drinking and to
support victims of drunk-driving crimes.
Some of the best known are the
designated-driver program, court
monitoring, victim assistance programs,
and support for federal, state, and local
legislative changes relating to alcohol
consumption, penalties, and victims'
rights and compensation laws.

and of the improvement in living
conditions is truly phenomenal.

MADD can not (and does not) claim
full credit for this dramatic turn of
events. What it can claim credit for is the
way it focusses the energy of citizens on
taking action that makes a demonstrable
change in people’s well-being. MADD’s
programs are some of the means towards
that end; the rest include actual legisla-
tion, car insurance policies, and health
education programs. They all are“inputs.”
The“output” is thousands of lives
unmarked by car accidents - and untold

Like other organizations, MADD
tracks its performance in terms of the
number of these events and programs,
the number of participants and chapters
(over 600 in the United States and 55 in
Canada), and the number of laws passed.

But the focus of MADD’s attention is
not , but – in this case,
the safety of citizens from drunk driving.
Over the period of MADD’s existence,
both the rate and number of alcohol-
related traffic fatalities in the U.S.A. has
declined, from 28,100 in 1980 (55% of
accident fatalities) to 17,419 in 2002
(41% of accident fatalities). As there are
approximately 60 alcohol-related injuries
for every fatality, the scale of the problem

performance results

billions of dollars annually spent on
medical bills, compensation, wrecking,
courts costs, and so on.

In a nutshell, performance measures
show how well agencies and programs are
functioning for particular clients or
constituents, typically in terms of
timeliness, cost-effectiveness, or compli-
ance with standards. Performance
measures concern a service to
social problems, not the in
which a whole population lives. It is
changes in those conditions (i.e., results,

un

response
conditions

A Process within
a Process

Performance measures concern a service response to social
problems, not the conditions in which a whole population lives. It
is changes in those conditions that we are really after – not better
service. To know how well a program or initiative “works,” we
have to track both.
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to questions 3 and 4. We want to find out
which components of the overall strategy,
in concert with the others, contribute to
“turning the curve.” We also want to find
out if each component in itself is well-
designed and -run.

One implication of these two sets of
questions is that you can have a project
that“works” in one sense, but not another.
It is, of course, possible to have a program
that works perfectly according to
Question #4, but contributes nothing to
turning the indicator curve. In fact, it is
possible – even common – for a program
to be successful in its own terms while
living conditions (Question #1) actually
get worse.

Another implication is that confusion
between the two sets of questions can
lead to highly inaccurate assessments of a
program’s effectiveness. If an agency’s
director is required to report on the effect
her organization is having on indicators,
it creates the impression that the agency
is accountable for things beyond its
control. Improvements in indicators
require that agencies act in partnership
with other organizations and individuals;

improvements cannot be the responsibil-
ity of a single agency.

Consider, for example, the rate of child
abuse and the percentage of child-abuse
reports that are investigated within 24
hours. The rate of child abuse is one
aspect of an indicator of child health and
safety. The response-time to child abuse
reports is a performance measure. A
director of child welfare can be held
accountable for the agency’s performance
in terms of response time. But turning the
curve in the incidence of child abuse is a
matter for the entire community.

When people fail to distinguish clearly
between accountability for results and
accountability for performance, the
chances of making progress on either
results or performance diminish. Much (if
not most) of the work done currently
under the banner of “tracking results” in
fact concerns agency and program
performance measures, or overlooks this
crucial distinction.

For example, a state announces its
intention to assemble a list of “what
works” and“what does not work.” Program
staff and supporters press to make sure
that their program is on the“what works”
list and presumably deserving of more of a
fixed pot of money. The issue of what is or
is not working becomes wholly discon-
nected from how programs contribute to
improving the well-being of people and
communities.

A second example lies in such throw-
away questions as“Does the educational
system work?” or“Does the welfare system
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as evidenced in indicators) that we are
really after – not better service.

To know how well a program or
initiative“works,” we have to undertake
both processes. The first process only
makes sense within the second. The
following four questions show how the
two interconnect:

Results: What do we want for our
children, families, and communities?
Indicators: How do/will we know if
we have achieved the results we want?
Strategies: What do we think will
achieve the results we want?
Performance Measures: How do we
know that the components of our
strategies are functioning properly?
We track results to get answers to

questions 1, 2, and 3. If you imagine the
indicator as a line on a graph, we are
looking to know what turns that“curve” in
the direction of better conditions, or at
least to reduce or flatten a“curve” of
declining conditions. The in this
case refers to all the components of the
strategy and the whole range of actions
and actors that the strategy involves.

We track performance to get answers

�
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�
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or health care system get results?” They
create the expectation that cut-and-dried
answers are available to very complex
problems.

What we really want to know is
“What works to turn the curve of the
indicator?” whether it is children’s success
in school, or household income security,
or public health. If these curves are not
turning, it is right to look at what is
wrong with our strategies and to try to
strengthen the system and its component
parts. This will lead us to consider which
strategies have a chance to turn the
curves and build on the most promising
components, not to pass judgment on
entire systems.

Distinguishing between results account-
ability and performance accountability is
one important step for getting better
results from our efforts to improve living
conditions. Another involves approaching
performance measurement itself with a
wholly different frame of mind.

Much of the tradition of performance
measurement comes from the industrial
sector, like the time and motion studies
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
They sought to improve industrial
production by reducing the amount of
inputs (raw material) relative to the
amount of outputs (finished product).

The Change-Agent
Perspective

This model does not translate very well
into public or private enterprises that
provide services. It conjures images of
clients, workers, and office equipment as
raw material in a service sausage machine
that churns out served, cured, or fixed
clients. Expenditure is an“input,” and the
mere fact of spending the money becomes a
type of performance measurement.
Unfortunately, many public and private
agencies are still stuck on an industrial
model (one that the corporate sector itself
has long since surpassed, ironically).

What the community and public sectors
need to do is think about their services in
terms of the Change-Agent Model. The
agency or program provides services that
act upon the environment to produce
demonstrable changes in the well-being of
clients, families, or communities. From the
change-agent perspective, the provided
services are not outputs, but . The

are changes in human well-being.
Here’s what can happen when we apply

the change-agent model to the way in
which we categorize, select, and use data in
performance measurement. Essentially,
performance measurement boils done to
two intersecting sets of questions

:
How much and how well did we do?
(matters of quantity and quality,
respectively)
How hard did we try and what effect
did we produce? (matters of input and
output)

inputs
outputs

(see
diagram, above)
�

�

This concept can also be expressed in
terms of a 4-quadrant matrix (above).
Each performance measure falls into one
of the quadrants or categories.

From this perspective, take note,
“number of clients served” is not an
output, but an input: it is an action that
should lead to a change in client or social
conditions. The latter change is what
constitutes the output we are after. If
“100 clients served” is the input, to
continue our example, then“50 of them
got jobs” is the output.

Two other implications of this 4-
quadrant categorization are diversity and
priority in performance measurement. It
is not enough to count effort; we must
also measure effect. We should, in fact,
be far more interested in quality than in
quantity.

An all-too-common difficulty among
current performance measurement
systems is that they tend to ask how
many clients were served, how many
applications were processed, etc., and
little else. In other words, they provide a
great deal of information on quantity of
input (Quadrant #4), but very little on
quality or output (the other three
quadrants).

But performance measurement
should focus on the quality column
measures and, in particular, on the
quality of output measures. The
numbering of the quadrants reflects that
relative importance. Quadrant 1 is the
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Diagram & table, copyright © FPSI 1996

Performance Measures

4. How Much Service Did We

Deliver? How much effort did we

put into service delivery? How hard

did we try?

3. How Much Did We Produce? How

many clients or customers showed

an improvement in well-being?

How much do we have to show for

our service?

2. How Well Did We Deliver Service?

How well did we treat our customers?

Was service courteous, timely,

accessible, consistent, etc.?

1. How Good Were Our Products?

What percentage of our clients or

customers showed improvement?

What do we have to show for our

service in terms of output quality?

Quantity

Input

Output

Quality
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most important, and Quadrant 4 is the
least. (Significantly, our level of control
over what is occurring goes in the
opposite direction, with Quadrant 1
involving factors over which we have the
most control, to Quadrant 4, where we
have the least.) From a Change-Agent
perspective, we must not only reconsider
our definition of input and output, we
must move from a preoccupation with
Quadrant 4-type questions to those that
fall into quadrants 1 and 2.

A more accurate reading of the effective-
ness of public and nongovernmental
initiatives therefore requires effort at two
levels. We need to get a better handle on
the functioning of the organizations,
programs, and projects themselves by
means of a new outlook on their inputs
and outputs. This outlook will re-orient
them to effecting change in the lives of
members, clients, and constituents;
moreover, it will emphasize the quality

Freedom from Agenda

of the services extended, over above
quantity. At a second level we have to
both distinguish this performance
measurement from, yet integrate it with
the measurement of results gained by an
array of initiatives.

This understanding of results and
performance, their integration, and
respective priority, has no hidden agenda.
It is about being honest with ourselves,
about“what works” – about trying the
things that we think can make a
difference. It is not liberal or conserva-
tive. It is not about any particular
ideology or program.

We all bring with us convictions
about what we think will work, and what
can and should be done. Nothing about
this perspective will predetermine which
strategies will emerge or whether they
will or will not work. All it represents is a
framework within which such a debate
can take place. The content of the debate
is not dictated by the framework itself.

Hopefully, those who prevail will help
craft strategies that make the lives of
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children and families demonstrably better,
and will have the wisdom and skill to see
their strategies implemented and
sustained.

MARK FRIEDMAN is Director of the Fiscal Policy

Studies Institute. Since 1996 FPSI has been

assisting communities, cities, counties, states

and nations working to measurably improve the

well-being of their citizens.

This article derives from the following papers

by Mark Friedman, both of which are available

on-line:

“A Strategy Map for Results-based Budgeting:

Moving from Theory to Practice.”

, September 1996. 17 November 2003

<http://www.financeproject.org/map.html>.

“A Guide to Developing and Using Performance

Measures in Results-based Budgeting.”

, May 1997. 17 November 2003

<http://www.financeproject.org/measures.html>.

For more detail on these concepts, we strongly

recommend

, which is

available at www.resultsaccountability.com, the

website of the Fiscal Policy Studies Institute.
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