Bob
Behn’s

Copyright © 2016 by Robert D. Behn

Performance Leadership Report

An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,
and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On the need, when selecting performance measures, to recognize that

“W hat were they thinking?”
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Different Measures Create Different Incentives
One reason to m easure performance is to evaluate the effectiveness
of organizations and of people. But
this is not the only purpose. In fact, I
think that there are multiple answers
to the question: “W hy measure performance?” And one of these purposes is
to motivate organizations and people.
It might not seem that these two
purposes are in conflict. After all, we
want to motivate people to accom plish
what we want to evaluate. Still, any
effort to m easure perform ance ought
to come with a big, flashing warning
sign: A m easure that works well for
one purpose, might not work so well
for other purposes.
Consider the challenge of both
motivating and evaluating the performance of school districts, schools,
and even individual teachers: If we
create a m easure for evaluative purposes, will this sim ultaneously accomplish our m otivational purposes?
Maybe. Maybe not.
To evaluate students’ learning (and
thus to evaluate teachers’ teaching),
we usually create a test that covers
what we want students to learn.
W e cannot, however, require students to spend too much tim e taking
tests. Thus, no test can cover everything we want students to learn. So
we have to focus a test on the m ost
important ideas, concepts, and skills.
Thus, the test creates incentives for
students to focus on these essentials.
This test also creates incentives for
teachers to focus on these essentials.
Because they are hum an, they will
teach to the test. (Surprise?)
W hat about the school principals
and the school superintendents? Do
they teach to the test? That depends
upon what they think is their “test.”
In the U.S., many superintendents
and principals get their score on their
annual test published in the local
newspaper— som e num ber between
zero and 100. Their professional and
personal score is the percentage of
the students in their district or school
that passed the annual test.

Very sim ple. Very straightforward.
Very visible. Very little am biguity.
W hat, however, is the m otivational
im pact of this perform ance m easure
on the principals and superintendents? That m ay depend upon the
nature of the school or district. Consider, for exam ple, two situations.
If you are the principal or superintendent in a district with parents who
have never graduated from high
school and who are struggling econom ically, you face a significant challenge. You know that, this year (like
last year and next year) you won’t
have a 95% pass rate. You m ight be
lucky to get a 70% pass rate.
For you, what is success? No one
will be surprised at your score. No
one will say it is totally your fault.
And whether your score went up by a
few percentage points (or down by a
few), you won’t get too m uch credit or
too m uch blam e. Sm all annual
changes are just part of the noise.

W e cannot expect every public
agency to produce perfect perform ance every year. But we should
expect every agency to m ake
progress every year. So rather
than create absolute m easures of
success, each agency needs to
create m easures of progress.

So, how should we evaluate— and
m otivate— these public executives?
First: I would establish a definition
of success that is clearly not perfection. For exam ple: The “standard”
could be a 95% “pass” rate.
Second: Each school and district
would have a target of closing the gap
between its last year’s score and the
95% standard. For exam ple: Close the
gap by 10% .
No school system can jum p to the
top of the performance m ountain in
one year. So let’s not create unrealistic expectations. Instead, let’s give
superintendents,
principles, and

teachers som ething “doable” to accomplish. Let’s ask them to focus on
ratcheting up performance to the next
level.
For exam ple, if a district had a
pass rate last year of 75% , its target
for this year would be 77% . If a school
had a pass rate last year of 55% , its
target this year would be 59% . Just
close the gap by 10% .
This m eans that the definition of
success is m aking steady progress
towards the standard. Instantaneous
success is impossible. So let’s not
m ake it even the im plicit standard.
Instead, this definition of success
gives superintendents, principals, and
teachers an incentive to develop a
long-term strategy for getting their
schools up to the standard.
In wealthier towns, principals and
superintendents face a different situation. The im plicit comparison is with
other sim ilarly wealthy towns. And if
neighboring school districts have a
97% pass rate, no self-respecting
principal or superintendent can afford
to be at “only” 95% .
Thus, they shift resources from
band, art, and other such “frills,” and
focus these freed-up resources on
getting the last few students into the
“pass” category. Of course, the law of
dim inishing m arginal returns means
that getting these last few students to
pass has som e big opportunity costs
for the other students. No wonder
their parents com plain.
So rather than using performance
measures that create counter-productive com petition, accept that not every
student will pass the exam every year,
and thus accept that a perfectly reasonable passing rate is 95% . d
Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Governm ent, chairs the executiveeducation program “Driving Governm ent Performance: Leadership Strategies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

To be sure you get next m onth’s issue, subscribe yourself at: http://thebehnreport.hks.harvard.edu. It’s free!
For the inside secrets about Driving Governm ent Perform ance, go to:

http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport.

