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 I-1 Introduction 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This guidebook was designed to provide you with the basic information you will need to 

develop performance measures and will aid your efforts in considering and developing 

performance measures that are of value to your agency. 

 
Chapter 1, Measurement Concepts, will help you:  

• understand the types of measures used in Iowa state government; 

• use performance measures as a tool; and 

• avoid misuse of measures.   

Chapter 2, The Overview of the Measurement Process, will help you: 

• become familiar with one process that can be used to develop measures; and 

• gain an understanding of the typical development of systems of measures. 

Chapter 3, Identifying, Locating, and Using Data, you will help you to: 

• identify appropriate data for your measures; 

• locate the data you have identified; and 

• present the data once you have collected it. 

Chapter 4, Communicating Data, explains how to:  

• communicate data effectively; and 

• select audiences and methods for communication. 

Chapter 5, Strategic Planning, explains how to: 

• identify which performance measures are appropriate; and 

• select good measures to include in a strategic plan. 

Chapter 6, Performance Planning, explains how to: 

• which performance measures are appropriate; and 

• select good measures to include in a performance plan. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Measurement Concepts 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This chapter is intended to help you: 
 

• understand the types of measures used in Iowa state government; 
 

• use performance measures as a tool; and 
 

• avoid misuse of measures. 
 

 
This chapter is not intended to help you: 
 

• develop performance measurement systems; or 
 

• analyze performance measures. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Why should we use performance measures?  We use performance measures to make 

better, more informed decisions in managing our agencies.  Measures are a tool used 

by managers as a means to run the agency.  Just as saws, hammers and levels are a 

carpenter’s tools; performance measures are tools in a manager’s toolbox.  

Consequently, performance measures serve as a means to an end, not an end in itself. 

 
When used effectively, measures help provide a powerful means of focus within the 

agency.  When leadership is focused on reaching goals set for the agency, 

measurement is a means to assure the leaders the agency is on course to reach those 

goals.  When leadership checks on the measures, the agency will pay attention to the 

measures.  Consequently, “what gets measured gets done.”  This helps to assure 

accountability in reaching agency or enterprise goals. 

 
Family of Measures 
Any master carpenter can tell you how to properly use a tool.  A carpenter may also 

warn you to avoid misuse of a tool.  The carpenter can also tell you when to use the tool 

to do the job.  Like any tool, a manager can use, misuse, or not use performance 

measures.  This chapter is designed to help you use performance measurement as a 

tool.  You will also be given advice on how to avoid misuse of measures. 

 

There are five specific types of measures that have been identified, defined and will be 

applied throughout Iowa state government.  These types of measures are 

 
(1) Input   (2) Output  (3) Efficiency  (4) Quality  (5) Outcome 

 
The following pages provide a definition, description and examples of each of these five 

types of measures. 
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TYPES OF PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

INPUT Measures 

Input measures are used to monitor 

the amount of resources being used 

to develop, maintain, or deliver a 

product, activity or service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Department of Management 
Definition 

 

Input Measure: the amount of resources 
invested, used or spent for services, 
products, or activities. 

 

 

NOTE:   This type of measure is of particular interest as the state of Iowa 
moves toward results-based budgeting.  Efforts will need to be 
made to better understand the costs associated with activities, 
products and services so that adequate requests for resources 
can be made. 

 

 

Remember: Input measures are used with output 
measures to create efficiency measures. 

 
Examples of input measures:    

- Money spent on equipment 

- Number of employee hours worked 

- Number of vehicles 

- Facility costs 

- Total operating expenditures 

- Rental fees 

- Number of full-time employees 
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OUTPUT Measures 
        
Output measures are used to 

monitor “how much” was produced 

or provided.  They provide a number 

indicating how many items,  

referrals, actions, products, etc. were 

involved.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Department of Management 
Definition 

 

Output Measure: the number of, 
services, products, or activities 
produced or provided. 

 

 

Remember: Output measures are used with input 
measures to create efficiency 
measures. 

 

CAUTION: Output measures are not the same 
as outcome measures! 

 
Examples of output measures:    

- Number of permits issued 

- Number of pavement miles resurfaced 

- Number of people trained 

- Number of water leaks fixed 

- Number of cases managed 

-  Number of arrests made 

-  Number of documents processed 

-  Number of clients served 
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Summary of Input and Output Measures 

Inputs and outputs have sometimes been called “activity” or “process” measures. 

 
Input and output measures typically consist of a single numeric value for a given 

activity.  See the examples below: 

 
- 76 clients served (output) 

- 10,236 documents processed (output) 

- $149,367 of operating expenditures (input) 

- 153 full time employees (input) 

- 257 pavement miles resurfaced (output) 

- 3,791 licenses issued (output) 

- 1,860 hours worked (input) 

- 317 arrests (output) 

- $ 6,852 of equipment costs (input)  
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EFFICIENCY Measures 
              
Efficiency measures are used to 

monitor the relationship between the 

amount produced and the resources 

used.  This means that efficiency 

measures are created by comparing  

input and output, and are often expressed as a fraction or ratio. 

 

The comparison of input to output (resources used / number produced) is often used 

to create unit cost.  Measures generated by this method might look like: 

- Cost per license issued    - Cost per client served 

- Cost per employee taught   - Cost per document 

- Cost per lane-mile paved 

 

The comparison of output to input (number produced / resources used) is often used 

to create measures of productivity.  The input considered for productivity measures is 

often time-related.  Measures generated by this method might look like: 

- Licenses processed per employee-hour 

- Units produced per week 

- Students taught per instructor 

- Cases resolved per agent 

- Calls handled per hour 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Department of Management 
Definition 

 

Efficiency Measure: The unit cost or 
level of productivity associated with 
a given service, product, or activity. 

 

Remember: Creating an efficiency 
measure requires knowing 
both input and output 
information. 

 

CAUTION: Efficiency measures can change because of changes in input 
and/or output.  A review of changes in input and output will help 
understand changes in efficiency measures. 
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QUALITY Measures 
             
Quality measures are used to 

determine if we are meeting the 

expectations of our customers.  

These expectations can take many 

forms, including: timeliness, 

accuracy, meeting regulatory  

requirements, courtesy, and meeting customer needs.  The expectations can be 

identified as a result of internal or external feedback. 

 
The comparison of outputs is often used to create measures of quality.  It may be 

important to identify certain aspects (aspects / total outputs) about the services, 

products or activities produced by an organization that are important to its customers.  

This comparison of specific outputs to total outputs is used to create measures of 

accuracy, timeliness and to determine the extent regulatory requirements are met.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evaluation of customer feedback data is used to build quality measures.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Department of Management 
Definition 

 

Quality Measure: the mathematical 
expression of how well the service, 
product or activity was delivered, 
based on characteristics important to 
the customers. 

 

Examples of this type of quality measure could look like:    
- Busy signal rate (timeliness) 

- Percent of applications requiring rework due to internal errors. (accuracy) 

- Percent of wells meeting minimum water quality requirements. (requirements)  

- Taxpayer error rate on tax returns. (accuracy) 

- Percent of drivers licenses issued within one hour. (timeliness)  

 

 

Examples of this type of quality measure could look like:    
- Percentage of customers that rated service good, very good or excellent. 

- Percentage of clients that rated themselves as successfully rehabilitated. 

(requirements)  
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OUTCOME Measures      
 
Outcome measures are used to 

determine the extent to which a core 

function, goal, activity, product, or 

service has impacted its intended 

audience.  These measures are 

usually built around the specific 

purpose or result the function, goal, 

service, product, or activity is intended to deliver or fulfill.  An outcome measure should 

show us if we are achieving our mission or goals.           

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Department of Management 
Definition 

 

Outcome Measure: the mathematical 
expression of the effect on 
customers, clients, the environment, 
infrastructure that reflect the 
purpose. 

 

NOTE:  Outcome measures may be “indirect” measures of the outcome.  
For example, outcomes tied to improved safety might use “death 
rate,” “accident rate,” “crime rate,” etc. as outcome measures. 

 

 

Examples of outcome measures:    
- Highway death rate 

- Crime recidivism rate 

- Percent of persons able to read and write after attending a remedial  
education course 

- Percent of entities in compliance with requirements 

- Percent of clients rehabilitated 

- Percent of cases resolved 
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Summary of Efficiency, Quality and Outcome Measures 

• Efficiency, quality and outcome measures consist of two or more variables. 
 

• Efficiency, quality and outcome measures show a relationship or make a 
comparison.  It is typical for these measures to be expressed as proportions, 
percentages, rates or ratios. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An outcome measure can express a result.  It can be compared to actual outputs or to 

set targets.  It can be compared to past trends or measures.  An outcome could be 

compared to agency data with corresponding data from another agency.  

 

A proportion is a pair of numeric values where the numerator must be 
contained within the denominator.  A proportion will identify the relative 
importance of an aspect in the population.  An example would be the 
number of driving while intoxicated arrests as a proportion of all traffic 
stops.  In a given period of time there are 80 traffic stops with 12 
arrests for driving while intoxicated.  The measure is 12/80 = 0.15.    
 
 

A percentage is a proportion multiplied by 100.  When measuring a 
percentage, the numerator is contained in the denominator.  An 
example would be where there are 100 clients and 69 are female.  The 
measure is 69/100 x 100 = 69%. 
 
 

A rate is commonly used to specify the frequency of a phenomenon in 
a specified group or population.  When calculating a rate, the 
numerator is also included in the denominator.  An example would be 
the number of calculation errors made on tax returns.  In a given period 
there are 45,000 tax returns filed with 6,300 calculation errors.  The 
error rate measure would be 6,300/45,000 = 0.14.  When expressed as 
a percentage the error rate measure would be 6,300/45,000 X 100 = 
14%. 
 
 

A ratio is a comparison of two values.  In a ratio, the numerator is not 
included with the denominator.  Ratios are used to compare a 
characteristic of a population with the portion of the population with the 
characteristic.  An example would be to compare the number of right-
handed players to the number of left-handed players on a baseball 
team.  The team has 60 players.  45 players are right handed and 15 
players are left-handed.  The ratio of right-handed players to left-
handed players is 45 to 15.  Taken to the lowest common denominator, 
the ratio is 3 to 1.   
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WHAT IS A FAMILY OF PERFORMANCE MEASURES? 

It is quite common to use a group of measures to gauge the organization’s efforts in 

providing services, generating products, or conducting activities.  When evaluating core 

functions, it is normal to have a number of input and output measures.  It is also normal 

to develop a set of efficiency, quality and outcome measures for each of your core 

functions.  If you were to develop an inventory of your measures, and classify them by 

the five types of measures, you should find you have a family of measures.   

 
Taken together, a family of measures should help the organization understand what is 

happening in regards to its services, products, and activities.  These performance 

measures help the organization measure its processes.  This set of measures can help 

the organization gauge its efficiency, determine progress in reaching desired results, 

and determines how well it is meeting the needs of its customers. 

 
Has your organization inventoried its performance measures?  Does your agency have 

all five types of measures represented for each of your core functions?  If not, there may 

be some opportunities to improve your use of measurement tools.  

 
 
MEASURE SELECTION 

This guide contains a large variety of terms and phrases associated with measurement 

and the Accountable Government Act.  The one clear message is that measurement will 

play a critical role in monitoring agency progress and performance.  Even with the 

support provided by this guide and the guides created for the various components of the 

Accountable Government Act, the question most often asked is, “What kind of measure 

should I use?”   

 
Ultimately, the selection of a measure depends on too many factors to offer the “perfect 

formula” for selecting measures.  The following general guidelines are offered to assist 

in the selection of the types of measures that should be used.   
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Levels of State Government 

Measurement is important at all levels of government.  From the individual work 

activities of employees to efforts at the statewide enterprise level, information is needed 

to monitor and improve the function of government. 

 
At the very top, efforts are constantly underway to shape and monitor the direction and  

policies that guide state government’s 

efforts to determine and meet the needs 

of Iowans.  Measures used to track 

progress in these broad policy areas are 

called indicators.  These policy areas 

are most likely associated with  

Governor- or legislature-initiated efforts.  State agencies may contribute information for 

monitoring these policy areas, but according to this definition, measures developed for 

use by individual state agencies should not be called indicators.   

 
Agencies are responsible for developing and reporting on aspects of both their strategic 

and performance plans.  The results-based nature of monitoring the goals associated 

with these plans aligns with the use of outcome measures.  The guides developed for 

each type of planning provide specifics on reporting requirements. 

 
To provide the information needed to both support the monitoring and reporting of 

planning efforts and deliver input to decision making in the day-to-day operations of 

state government, agencies rely on performance measures.  Discussed else where in 

this guide, these measures (input, output, efficiency, quality, and outcome) are used to 

provide feedback on the services, products, activities, processes and programs an 

agency must engage in. 

 
The figure on the next page shows the types of measures often associated with various 

levels of state government. 

 

 

 
Department of Management 

Definition 
 
 

Indicator: a measure that quantifies 
the achievement of a result at the 
enterprise level.  
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   Reporting Focus         Types of Measures 
 
 

Statewide Policy Areas Indicators 

 

    
Strategic Plans Outcomes 
Performance Plans Quality & Efficiency 
    

 
 
Day-to-Day Quality & Efficiency 
  Operations Inputs & Outputs   
 

 
 
 
 
Measuring Work Performance 

At the lower levels of government, there is a very real need to have useful information 

for making decisions.  The work flow is often thought to involve three components: 

resources, work, and products.   

 
The results-based focus present in government today provides for the addition of the 

desired purpose or outcome addressed by the work.  The figure below aligns this new 

“model” of work with the types of measures usually associated with each component. 
 

 
Work Flow 
Component 

 
 

 
 

Type(s) of    Input    Efficiency   Output   Outcome 
Measure          & Quality 

 

Enterprise 
Level 

Agency 
Level 

Sub-Agency 
Level 

 

Resources Work 
Processes 

Product / 
Output 

 

Outcome 
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As stated earlier, there is no “magic wand” that allows for the picking of the perfect 

measure.  The ability to develop good performance measures is something that 

improves with knowledge and experience. 

 
 
QUALITY OF PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

Evaluating the quality of performance measures is an important step in the process.  As 

can be seen from the various types of measures available for use, it may be possible to 

generate many more measures than are necessary for an intended use.  Being able to 

identify which measures to use from a larger group of potential measures can help 

focus measurement efforts. 

 
One approach to weeding out undesirable measures is to create a set of rules or criteria 

to use.  Based on the situation, criteria can be selected to evaluate the appropriateness 

of a set of measures.  For the most part, criteria fall into two categories: technical and 

functional. 

 

Technical Criteria 

Validity:  Does the measure accurately measure what it is supposed to?   

Reliability: Does the measure produce consistently accurate data? 

Validity and reliability are extremely important issues to maintain public credibility with 

the state’s performance measurement system.  You need to ensure that the measures 

selected actually measure what they are intended to measure, do so in a manner that 

produces the same measurement year after year, and produces the measurement 

accurately.   

 

An example of invalid measure would be measuring the graduation rate of a local high 

school as the percentage of seniors who attend the graduation ceremony rather than 

the percentage of seniors who received their high school diploma. 
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To be reliable, systems should produce controlled and verifiable data.  For example, 

multiple persons could conduct a telephone survey and code open-ended responses in 

the same manner and use standard criteria to ensure similar responses are coded 

exactly the same way.   

 

Development of a data dictionary (See Chapter 3 for the requirements of a data 

dictionary) will greatly assist agencies in ensuring validity and reliability by documenting 

exactly how the measure is defined and how it is calculated.  If another person or 

agency cannot reproduce the same measure and measure values using your data 

dictionary, the measure may not be valid or reliable.  When performance audits are 

performed, the agency performing the audit will test whether your measures are indeed 

valid and reliable. 

 
Functional Criteria 

Comparable: Is the measure defined, collected and calculated in such a way that it  
can be compared to similar measures used by others?  

Cost Effective:  Do the benefits of collecting the data outweigh the cost of collecting 
it? 

Importance: Does the measure provide valuable information and/or focus on  
 significant areas of interest or concern?   

 
Timeliness: Can performance information be made available to users before losing 
  its value in assessing accountability and/or for decision-making?   

Understandable: Is the measure easy to comprehend and use? 

 

This set of criteria is offered as a minimum set to use in evaluating potential measures.  

Additional criteria (availability, usefulness, etc.) may be added based on the effort, role 

and conditions the measures must support. 

 

PITFALLS OF PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

This section covers some of the pitfalls encountered in using performance measures.  

Reading and reviewing this section may help you to avoid making some common 

mistakes in gathering data and generating performance measurements. 
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Beware of using a global measure as a measure for your services, products, or 
activities.   
 
What is a global measure?  A global measure is a measure that is used to gauge 

efficiency or outcomes in a large population or a whole population.  An example of a 

global measure would be a national or state employment rate.  Another example is the 

percentage of people at or below poverty level in the United States.   

 
An administrator of a job development program will probably track state and national 

employment rates.  However, the administrator should not use the national or state 

employment or unemployment rates as a measurement or gauge of the job 

development services the organization provides.  A job development program could be 

successful in placing a high percentage of its graduates.  If the national unemployment 

rate is increasing does that mean the jobs program is not successful?  If a jobs program 

has a low placement rate, and the unemployment rate is going down, does that mean 

the program is effective and successful?  If the job development program has a very 

minor impact on the state employment rate, then the state employment rate should not 

be a key measure of the services provided.   

 

Beware of using goals or strategies as measures.    

Organizations that are not experienced in developing measures can make the mistake 

of using goals or strategies in the place of measures.  It is important to be able to 

determine what a measure is and know what a measure is not.  The following example 

may help to clarify this. 
 

Goal: We will provide timely responses to our customers 
 

Strategy Measure 
Increase the number of letters 
answered timely. 

Percentage of letters answered within 2 
days 

Reduction in the number of customer 
who receive a busy signal when they 
call 

Busy signal rate 
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One of the goals for this agency is to provide timely responses to customers.  Managers 

or staff members developing measures for the first time may be tempted to define a 

measure for this goal as: reduction in the number of busy-signal calls.  This practice 

blends performance measurement with the setting of targets by which to gauge 

progress. 

 
It may be important to reduce the number of busy signals given to customers.  The 

desire to accomplish this would result in a strategy or action steps to assure a higher 

rate of calls are answered without busy signals.  A measure for this strategy would be 

the number of busy signals given.  Another measure could be the busy signal rate for all 

calls received in a month.  A third measure could be the amount of the reduction of busy 

signals.  Which one applies?  

 
The fact an organization wants to increase or reduce activity points to the need for 

some kind of action needed to reach the goal.  This does not necessarily state exactly 

what the actual measure will be.  Beware of using terms like increase, decrease, raise 

or reduce to describe performance measures.  A measurement is implied but the actual 

measure may not be clear.  

 

Additional examples are provided below: 
 

Goal / Strategy Measure 
All projects are completed within 
budgeted costs. 

Percent of projects completed with 
expenditures at or below projections. 

Reduce the time necessary to resolve 
customer complaints 

Average complaint resolution time. 

Increase the number of streets that 
are rated in acceptable condition 

Percentage of streets rated as being in 
acceptable condition. 

Cost reduction in program Total program cost 
Increase the number of immunizations Percent of the population immunized  
Decrease the number of Iowans living 
at or below poverty level 

Percent of Iowans living at or below 
poverty level. 

Reduce the number of students in 
Iowa schools that drop out of school. 

Dropout rate 

Decrease the number of Iowa vehicle 
crashes 

Iowa crash rate per thousand  

Increase the number of clients 
rehabilitated 

Percent of clients that rate themselves as 
rehabilitated 

 



 
 Iowa Department of Management Performance Measures Guidebook 

 

Chapter 1 1-17 Measurement Concepts 

 
Beware of using process measures to describe or assess results.  

Let us presume we have a goal of preventing the spread of an infectious disease 

through a state sponsored immunization program.  Let us then say that in the last year 

900,000 Iowans were immunized for this particular disease.  The 900,000 

immunizations are an output measure.  Is that a good result?  Maybe, but maybe not.  If 

there are 2.9 million people living in Iowa are all these people protected from the 

disease?  Are some citizens at high risk for contracting the disease?  The fact that 

900,000 people were immunized may indicate there may have been some success in 

conducting the immunization effort.  This immunization number needs to be compared 

to other data and other factors to determine if the immunization program has been 

successful in preventing the spread of the disease.  If the number of new cases 

occurring in the past year was 10, the effort might be deemed to be successful.  If the 

number of new cases was 90,000, then the effort to prevent the spread of the disease 

was not successful. 

 

Beware of using an expedient measurement.  

Sometimes an organization may gather data for performance measurement and 

discover the data being gathered are limited or insufficient to assess the impact of 

services provided.  It may be easy to just use the existing data and avoid the additional 

time and expense of procuring and tabulating additional data.  This can lead to 

unsatisfactory consequences.  The following examples show how this can happen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example #1 – Agency X is responsible for maintaining or improving highway safety 
along a certain stretch of roadway.  There are 21vehicle crashes at a given section 
of highway during a given year.  No effort is made to determine the severity of the 
crashes.  Other sections of roads have more crashes; so more efforts are made to 
correct the problems at those other locations.  If the effort were made to measure the 
number of personal injury accidents as a portion the total crashes on each section of 
highway, would that impact on where the agency directs its resources?  Using our 
example, suppose we find that of the 21 crashes on the section of highway, 20 were 
personal injury accidents and there were 5 fatalities.  Would that change how the 
agency used its resources in regards to that portion of highway?  It might, if none of 
the other highway sections serviced by the agency had more than 12 personal injury 
accidents during the same period. 
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Beware of measuring the wrong thing       

This may seem obvious, but sometimes it is not.  Very often measuring the wrong thing 

can happen when we are not clear on our mission or goals.  For example, should an 

agency’s goal be to close cases?  Or, should the goal be to achieve a certain level of 

cases with successful rehabilitation?  The focus of the goal changes the focus for 

measuring the outcome.  An agency may have a high rate of closing cases, but not 

achieve a high level of rehabilitation.  What good does it do to measure the rate of case 

closures if there is little effort to impact rehabilitation? 

 
If rehabilitation is not crucial in closing cases, then measuring rehabilitation is not crucial 

for the organization.  If rehabilitation is the focus of the organization’s efforts, then 

measuring case closure rates may not be the most appropriate outcome measure.  An 

outcome measure that shows the percent of successful rehabilitation cases may be 

more appropriate. 

Example #2 – Agency Z is responsible for processing thousands of records each 
quarter.  In two quarters of each year the agency is overwhelmed with high volumes 
of records submitted.  Agency Z measures the incoming volume each day.  The 
agency measures the current backlog of records waiting to be processed each day.  
It also measures the number of records completed each day.   No other measures 
are in place.  If Agency Z’s stakeholders and customers don’t seem to care how long 
it takes to process records, then these measures are probably adequate.  If Agency 
Z’s customers are highly dissatisfied, then it will help the agency to build additional 
measures into its family of measures.  Other key measures may help Agency Z 
determine what problems exist in their processing or service delivery.  It may also 
help the agency make more informed decisions as to solving the problems. In the 
short term, it may be easier for Agency Z to try to rely on the existing measures.  
However, in the long term, expedient measurement may not help to find long-term 
solutions. 

 
 

CAUTION: Beware of relying solely on backlog measurement to analyze 
processing problems.  Backlog measures are like measuring the 
height above flood stage during a flood.  It is a reactive 
measurement.  Very often there is very little that can be done to 
make the flood waters go down or the backlog.  If an agency is 
being proactive about solving processing problems, other 
measures are needed to analyze their problems. 
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Beware of using measures to predispose the outcome               

It is an intentional effort to have the data predisposed to produce a desired result.  The 

desired result may be much different than the result would be if reliable measurement 

had taken place.  This approach and the resulting skewed measures can impact future 

agency decisions and policy making for many years.  It can result in poorly informed 

decision making and a less than optimum use of resources in an organization.    

 

Beware of using the wrong data sources 

There is a separate chapter in this guide that presents information on data sources.  It 

discusses the difference between primary sources and secondary sources.  If you are 

not familiar with these terms, please take the time to read the chapter on data sources. 

Using the correct sources to gather information can be a critical part of your 

measurement and analysis efforts.  If you use an inappropriate data source, your 

measurement and analysis efforts could be inaccurate or skewed.  You might not be 

measuring what you think you are measuring. 

 
A simple rule to follow is to always try to use a primary source for gathering data.  If that 

is not possible then use data from a secondary source.   

 

SETTING TARGETS FOR PERFORMANCE MEASURES 
 

Using performance measures to manage, evaluate, plan or develop policies usually 

includes an assumption about desired performance.  In other words, we look at the 

measure’s value as needing to increase, decrease or stay the same.  We set “targets” 

by which to gauge the relative success of our strategies, processes, activities, etc. 

 

Setting targets is not an exact science.  It is based upon logic, past performance, and 

an assessment of available resources.  In order to set meaningful targets, it is 

necessary to have a baseline value for your measure.  If the measure you are using is 
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new, and you have not calculated values in the past, then you will not be able to set a 

target.  This is called “establishing a baseline.” 

 

Once you have a current picture of your performance, you will be in a position to 

establish a target for the performance period.  Targets may be set for any measurement 

period, such as quarterly, semi-annually, or annually.  The Accountable Government Act 

requires annual targets be set in the agencies’ performance plans.  However, for 

management purposes, you may want to set incremental targets during the year in 

order to identify early any performance problems or successes. 

 

Targets should be balanced between attainable and challenging.  Targets that are set 

too low will not challenge the agency or staff to look for improvements.  Targets that are 

set too high can result in poor morale and inappropriate conclusions about program 

effectiveness.  Targets may also be set at a “maintenance” level; if performance is 

judged to be at an optimal level given the current set of circumstances, then maintaining 

that value is acceptable.  Be careful of the trap of projecting target values of 100% or 

0%.  For example, infant mortality will never be 0, nor will childhood immunization rates 

likely reach 100%.  

 

It may be necessary to reduce or increase a target from one year to the next.  If 

resources are reduced or significant program changes occur, you may not be able to 

achieve the same level of performance.  If resources significantly increase, a 

maintenance target would not be appropriate and should be raised.  This is realistic and 

an integral part of using performance measures and targets to manage and evaluate. 

 

Department of Management Definition 
A target is the desired level of attainment of the identified performance measure. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Overview of the Measurement Process 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This chapter is intended to help you: 
 

• become familiar with one process that can be used to develop 
measures; and 

 
• gain an understanding of the typical development of systems of 

measures. 
 

 
This chapter is not intended to help you: 
 

• create “perfect” performance measures; or 
 

• build the “perfect” measurement system. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This chapter outlines a general process for the development of performance measures 

as well as outlines the typical development of systems of measures. 

 

DEVELOPING PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

As is evident in a review of materials 

on how to develop performance 

measures, there is a general process 

for developing measures that may be 

modified for a specific instance (e.g., 

strategic plans, process improvement, 

etc.).  This section of the chapter 

outlines the series of general steps 

associated with the development of 

performance measures.  There are  

separate chapters in this guide that cover measurement issues on the various 

components of the Accountable Government Act (e.g., strategic plans, performance, 

plans, performance reports). 

 

STEPS IN DEVELOPING PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

STEP 1 - Review types of measures 

Different categories or types of measures have been identified for use with Iowa state 

government.  Each type of measure offers a different perspective, thus familiarization 

with the various types of measures will make the development of appropriate measures 

easier.  A review of Chapter 1 of this guide will outline the types of measures available 

for use as well as provide examples of each. 

 

 

Steps in Developing 
Performance Measures 
 

• Review types of measures 
 

• Understand the purpose 
 

• Generate potential measures 
 

• Evaluate and select measures 
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STEP 2 - Understand the purpose  

This step involves gaining a better understanding of the reason for generating 

performance measures.  Discussion should address: what is it be measured, why it is 

being measured, and how the information collected will be used.  The answers to these 

questions will vary greatly depending on which component of the Accountable 

Government Act for which you are generating measures.  The goal in this step is to 

develop a solid understanding of what is to be measured so the next step can be 

accomplished successfully. 

 
 
STEP 3 - Generate potential measures 

In this step, the work turns to matching the types of measures with the intended 

purpose, or reason, for developing the measures.  The discussion surrounding the 

generation of potential measures should be structured to create a wide range of useful 

measures.  To do this, the discussion should touch on all of the identified needs, 

interests, and purposes identified in step 2, as well as cover the various types of 

measures that are available (e.g., input, output, efficiency, quality, and outcome). 

 
Often, after a performance measure is 

created, data collected, and results 

reported, the question is asked, “Now 

what do I do with it?”  To avoid this, it is 

important that a use for each measure 

be identified.  This will greatly assist in 

the fine-tuning of the measures to match 

the specific information need.   

 

There are generally three possible uses for a performance measure: to create a 

baseline; to monitor progress toward a target; or to compare to an established 

benchmark.   

 

 

Potential Uses for  
Performance Measures 
 

• To create a baseline 
 

• To monitor progress  
 

• To compare to a benchmark 
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Baseline – Monitoring Performance.  At first, many performance measures are used 

to identify a beginning level or trend.  This measure is examined over time to 

compare performance.  Reviewers look to determine how much the value of the 

performance measure changes over time.  This use of a performance measure is 

often referred to as establishing a baseline. 

 
Target – Monitoring Progress.  After time, or because of an established need, some 

performance measures are tracked and compared to a specific goal or value.  This 

value can be set internally or externally.  This use of a performance measure to 

compare against a specific value is usually referred to as comparison to a target. 

 
Benchmarking – Comparing to the Best.  The third accepted use of a performance 

measure is an off-shoot of comparison to a target.  The use of a performance 

measure to compare current performance against the best performance of 

comparable organizations is usually referred to as benchmarking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 4 - Evaluate and select measures 

Evaluating the quality of performance measures is an important step in the process.  As 

can be seen from the various types of measures available for use, it may be possible to 

generate many more measures than are necessary for any intended use.  Being able to 

identify which measures to use from a larger group of potential measures can help 

focus measurement efforts. 

 
One approach to ensure desirable measures have been created is to establish a set of 

rules or criteria to guide you in the selection of measures.  Based on the situation, 

 

NOTE:  It should be noted that the use for a measure could change with 
time.  For example, a measure originally used to determine a 
baseline could be used to monitor progress toward a specific goal 
or target after a value for the baseline has been established. 

 



 
 Iowa Department of Management Performance Measures Guidebook 

 

Chapter 2 2-5 Overview of the Measurement Process 

criteria can be selected to evaluate the appropriateness of a set of measures.  For the 

most part, criteria fall into two categories: technical and functional. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This set of criteria is offered as a minimum set to use in evaluating potential measures.  

Additional criteria (availability, usefulness, etc.) may be added based on the effort, role 

and conditions the measures must support. 

 
KEEPING THINGS ORGANIZED 

The information generated for measures created in this process should be recorded and 

maintained.  The data dictionary mentioned in Chapter 3 of this guide provides an 

example of how information concerning measures can be organized and maintained. 

 

Criteria for Evaluating Performance Measures 

Technical Criteria 

Validity:  Does the measure really measure what it is supposed to? 

Reliability: Does the measure produce consistently accurate data? 

 
Functional Criteria 

Comparable: Is the measure defined, collected and calculated in such a 

way that it can be compared to similar measures used by others?  

Cost Effective:  Do the benefits of collecting the data outweigh the cost 

of collecting it? 

Importance: Does the measure provide valuable information and/or 

focus on significant areas of interest or concern?   

Timeliness: Can performance information be made available to users 

before it loses its value in assessing accountability and/or 

decision-making?   

Understandable: Is the measure easy to understand? 
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PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT SYSTEMS 

When looked at as a whole, 

efforts to generate performance 

measures will lead to a collection 

of multiple measures.  The 

creation of a framework in which 

these measures are identified, 

collected, analyzed and acted on 

can take a great deal of effort.  

The following is offered as a 

series of steps that can be used 

to develop and maintain a  

performance measurement system.   

 
 
STEPS IN DEVELOPING A PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT SYSTEM 

STEP 1 - Organize the Measurement Effort 

This step of the process involves pulling together the support and resources necessary 

to be successful in developing, implementing, monitoring and reporting on a measures 

system.  This can include: 

• determining the scope of work involved; 

• acquiring the necessary support from management and employees; and/or 

• identifying individuals responsible for development and oversight. 

 
STEP 2 - Identify the Purpose 

This step lays the groundwork for future decisions made in the development, 

maintenance, and improvement of performance measures and systems.  The purpose 

will vary from situation to situation, and may be very clear in some instances and require 

some thought-provoking work in others.   

 

STEPS IN DEVELOPING A 
PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT SYSTEM 
 

• Organize the measurement effort 
 

• Identify the purpose 
 

• Select performance measures 
 

• Identify data sources 
 

• Collect data 
 

• Analyze and report 
 

• Review 
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Potential reasons for a performance measures system include: 

• laws and regulations impacting priorities; 

• policies and procedures set forth by an agency; 

• expectations of external and internal customers; 

• information needed by decision-makers; and/or 

• reporting requirements. 

 
 
STEP 3 - Select Performance Measures 

The third step involves the selection of performance measures that provide needed 

information.  A process for developing performance measures is offered earlier in this 

chapter. 

 
When the selection process is complete, an effort must be made to organize the efforts 

to collect, analyze and report information.  The organization of these efforts must 

include the identification of an individual or group with these responsibilities.  This 

“tracking” information should be kept for every measure.  The data dictionary discussed 

later in this guide is an example of a tool designed to perform this role. 

 
 
STEP 4 - Identify Data Sources 

This step involves identifying the sources for the data and information used in the 

selected performance measures.  A later chapter in this guide discusses types of data 

sources and some of the issues surrounding their use.  To identify data sources, focus 

on questions like: 

• What data/information meets our needs? 

• Does this information already exist? 

• If so, where?  If not, where or how could we get it? 
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STEP 5 - Collect Data 

The fifth step of the process involves all aspects of collecting necessary data and 

information.  Discussions in this step can include addressing questions such as: 

• Who will collect the data? 

• What is the best way to collect the data? 

• Can efforts to collect “new” data be blended into current collection methods? 

• What support, technology or staff, is available? 

• What resources will be needed to collect all of the necessary data? 

• How frequently will data need to be collected? 

 
 
STEP 6 - Analyze and Report 

This step involves the analysis and reporting of data and information collected.  Analysis 

should focus on what is needed to make the collected information useful for decision-

making and on the quality of the data collected.  The results of this analysis must then 

be reported to those expecting it.  Discussions in this step may focus on questions like: 

• What analysis is needed? 

• How often does the information need to be reported? 

• What format is most useful? 

• What support is available to conduct the analysis? 

• How do we distribute the reports?   

• What format should be used? 

 
STEP 7 - Review 

Individual measures and measurement systems need to be reviewed on a regular basis.  

This should include an examination of the accuracy and usefulness of the measures.  A 

review of measures may result in modification of existing measures, elimination of 

existing measures, or the creation of new measures.  This is to be expected.  The 

process of performance measurement is an on-going effort of fine-tuning and 

adjustment!  
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With time, the focus of attention will shift from measurement development and 

modification to performance analysis and improvement.  Regular review will bring a 

higher level of comfort in the measures.  The process involved will also be better 

understood.  As time goes on, performance measures will provide ever-improving 

information about the implementation and impact of actions taken by state agencies.     
 
 
Monitoring a System of Performance Measures 

Having invested innumerable hours working to develop measures, collection 

procedures, reports, etc. it is important that a periodic review of a system of 

performance measures be done to ensure it is still providing useful information.  Given 

the number of Accountable Government components requiring measurement, the areas 

of interest to agencies that may require monitoring, and the wide array of measures 

available, it is easy to see how a system of measures can quickly get out of control. 

 
Keeping a system of measures focused and useful will maintain the value such a 

system delivers.  The following descriptors outline the desirable aspects of a 

measurement system: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Desirable Aspects of a Measurement System 

Balanced.  A set or family of measures is used to meet diverse needs and 
  provides a complete assessment of performance. 

Credible.  The information produced is accurate and relevant. 

Important.  Information concentrates on significant matters that provide 
  information of value to the agency, decision-makers, or the public. 

Integrated.   Measures are incorporated into planning, budgeting, and  
management systems. 

Outcome-Oriented.  Information is focused on the results achieved. 

Timely.  Information is available before it loses its capacity to be of value in  
assessing accountability and in making informed decisions. 

Understandable.  Information produced is easy to figure out and use. 
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FACTORS THAT CAN IMPACT SUCCESS 

There are many factors that can impact the development of performance measures and 

the systems designed to organize their collection and use.  Several factors to consider 

as you work through the process are listed below.   

 

Measurement costs time and money.  Make certain your measures are useful.  Get rid 

of measures you don’t need.  This includes removing so called, “nice to know 

measures.” If your resources are limited, make certain your key measurements get 

done first.  Don’t waste time on measures that just satisfy your curiosity.   

 

Constraints can hinder data gathering.  You may identify a good measure and then 

determine you don’t have the data needed to do the measuring.  This can force you to 

make a critical decision about your use of resources.  If the measure is very important, 

can you put the resources together to gather and store the data?  If so, put the measure 

into use and gather data for future measurement.   

 
If you cannot spare the resources, look for indirect measures or indicators that may help 

you gauge your efforts.  As noted in the Handbook of Practical Program Evaluation, “It 

is better to be roughly right than precisely ignorant.”     

 
In some instances, it may prudent to wait and develop a new measure when the 

resources can be made available.   

 
It may be that there are no indirect indicators available and no resources to implement a 

new measure.  So be it.  However, make certain your stakeholders know why you 

cannot do the measurement. 

 

Beware of perverse incentives and unintended consequences.  It is possible to 

encourage human behavior that may be contrary to our mission or stated goals.  This 

can happen when you have vague goals where results and expectations are not clear.  

This can also happen when employees or staff are evaluated on, or focused on, the 

wrong measures. 
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Where necessary, develop a new system or revise an existing system for collecting new 

data.  Usually, when new measures are implemented, changes in data collection and 

data storage can occur.  It may be necessary to collect and store new data that was 

previously unavailable.  It may be necessary to extract additional information from 

existing data sources.  Provision for additional data storage capacity may be required.  

New data extraction tools may be needed.  One or all of these possibilities may occur.  

All of these possibilities require the use of time and resources to build the capacity to 

conduct the measurement.  Make certain you plan for the time and resources needed to 

do the measurement.     

    

Make certain the personnel in the organization that are accountable for a goal are 

responsible for doing the measurement, or, have the ability to get the measurement 

information.  While the prior statement may seem obvious, you need to make certain it 

actually occurs.  A unit within an organization can avoid accountability if the staff does 

not measure the efforts or results for the activities or services performed.  An 

organization can fail to meet the needs of its customers if it does not find effective 

methods to obtain and measure customer feedback. 

 

Be certain you can perform the measurement in a timely manner.  Performance 

measures are helpful to decision-makers at all levels.  To make an informed decision, 

 

Example  – Agency X is has a goal to rehabilitate the clients that are referred 
to the agency.  However, the agency is paid based on the number of cases 
closed in a stated period of time. The staff for Agency X is evaluated based 
on the number of cases closed in a given period of time.  In this scenario, it 
is very likely the agency and staff will be focused on closing cases and less 
concerned with rehabilitating clients.  If the agency is not held accountable 
for rehabilitating clients, it may spend less than adequate time and effort 
trying to successfully rehabilitate the people they are supposed to serve.  
The incentives for the agency and its staff can be actually counter 
productive to the intent of the goal. 
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the information is needed in a timely fashion, not after the decision is made.  If the 

activities or processes of an organization are cyclical in nature, it helps to be able to 

measure one cycle before the next cycle begins.   

 
As noted in the beginning of Chapter 2, we use performance measures to make better 

or more informed decisions in managing our organizations.  Information and knowledge 

gained from timely measurements helps managers make informed decisions.   

 

Pay attention to reporting needs.  Format and report measurement information so the 

recipient can understand what is being reported. 

 
Don’t report extra or unnecessary data.  Make it easy for the recipient to find the 

information they need.  Don’t make them sift through volumes of data to find the 

information they need. 

 
When possible, use easy to interpret charts or graphs.  To borrow a phrase, “A picture 

is worth a thousand words.”  You need the recipient to quickly comprehend the 

information you are presenting. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

Identifying, Locating, and Using Data 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This chapter is not intended to help you: 
 

• design complex methods to generate original data; or 
 
• perform sophisticated statistical analysis of your data. 

 

This chapter is intended to help you: 
 

• identify appropriate data for your measures; 
 

• locate the data you have identified; and 
 

• present the data once you have collected it. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The implementation of a performance measurement system requires the use of data to 

assess agency performance.  This chapter introduces the issues of identifying data 

appropriate to your measures and of locating the data you have identified. 

 

First Things First:  A Few Words of Caution 

Eventually you will need to establish the availability of data to implement the use of the 

performance measures you have formulated.  However, it is generally wise not to start 

with the data when constructing a performance measurement system.  The temptation 

to choose inappropriate measures because data to fit them are readily available (and 

therefore inexpensive) can be very strong and should be resisted. 

Do not to presume that the most readily 

available data is what is needed to shed 

light on an agency’s work.  Existing data 

may be useful and may also be incomplete 

for your measurement requirements. 

 
Break Down the Logical Structure of Your Measure 
When a performance measure is complete and well formulated, identifying the data 

needed to implement the measure should be straightforward.  If it remains a mystery as 

to what data are needed, it is likely that the measures should be revisited and recast in 

a clearer form.   

 
One issue that frequently arises at this 

point is the adoption of assumptions or 

jargon that may be common to a 

particular discipline, but may not be 

generally understood. 

 

Hint 
 
Fit your measures to your goals 
and your data to your 
measures, NOT the other way 
around. 

Hint 
 
If identification of the data needed for a 
particular measure does not follow easily 
from an examination of the logical 
structure of the measure, the definition 
of the measure may need to be revisited. 
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A common practice in some disciplines is to phrase measures in terms of a rate of 

occurrence, but without specifying the basis (denominator) of the rate.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are similar terms in many fields that describe units of the service, product, or 

activity represented by a measure that appear clear to persons accustomed to the 

jargon of a particular discipline, but may be interpreted in a variety of ways by a wider 

audience.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consider how much additional information is assumed by someone familiar with the 

common usage of the term within the criminal justice system, and how confusing this 

might end up being for someone without that familiarity.   

 
So, what does this have to do with identifying and locating the necessary data?  The 

point is that clarity of the measure’s elements is a prelude to reliable identification of 

needed data. 

 
Every performance measure will include at least one element, while many measures, 

especially outcome, efficiency, and quality measures, will usually include two elements.  

When there are two elements, one of them (generally the numerator) will be related to a 

goal in a substantive way.  These data are often, although by no means always, 

 

Example:  Rates of reported crimes are traditionally, although not always, 
expressed in terms of the number of reported offenses per 100,000 
population.  One might surmise from this that the “rate of traffic 
fatalities” is the number of deaths per 100,000 people in the 
population.  WRONG!  Traffic fatality rates and related measures are 
generally (but again, not always) expressed in terms of the number of 
occurrences per 100 million vehicle miles traveled.   

 

 

Example: The “violent crime rate” may be used as an outcome measure 
in the criminal justice arena.  But what does “violent crime rate” mean 
specifically?  To those in the criminal justice system and familiar with 
common usage of the term, it means “the total number of reported 
murders, rapes, robberies, and aggravated assaults” in an area 
during a particular calendar year per 100,000 population within that 
same area.   
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collected directly by the agency developing the measure.  The second element (often 

the denominator) is likely to be descriptive of the population, universe, base, or 

environment in which the behavior or results occur. 

 

Once the elements of a measure have been analyzed to determine what data are 

needed to implement the measure, these questions follow logically: 

• Do the data currently exist? 

• Where are the data located? 

• Are the data available to us? 

 
Much of the data we need for performance measurement in state government are 

actually quite readily available to us, if we know where to look. 

 

LOCATING AND EVALUATING EXISTING DATA SOURCES 

Basic Demographic Data 

For many of those measures with 

multiple elements, one of the elements 

is some sort of basic demographic data 

about the residents of Iowa or a subset 

of them. A primary and official source for 

demographic information of all sorts is 

the United States Census Bureau.   

 
And there is a resource to help sort out the vast array of data available from the Census 

Bureau:  the State Data Center of Iowa, a unit of the Department of Administrative 

Services, State Library of Iowa, focuses on delivering Iowa census information and is 

available to Iowans to assist with identifying and obtaining census data.   

For those who are more familiar with 

census data, or start with a clear 

idea of what census data is needed,  

it may be appropriate to go directly to 

Resource 
 

State Data Center of Iowa 
State Library of Iowa 

1-800-248-4483  
https://www.iowadatacenter.org/ 

 
 

Resource 
 

Census Bureau Web site: 
https://www.census.gov/ 

https://www.iowadatacenter.org/
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 the Census Bureau’s Web site.  The Census Bureau site is a source for data 

comparable to the Iowa data you may be using for other states and the nation as a 

whole.  But, if you are at all unsure of what census data you need or how to find it (or 

whether what you seek is actually census data), do not hesitate to seek expert advice 

from the State Data Center. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Subject Matter Specific Data 

There is no “one size fits all” or cookie cutter approach to finding data needed for 

performance measurement that will fit data from various disciplines.  There are some 

procedures that may prove generally useful, however.   

 

Always be willing to “ask the experts.”  The 

“expert” may be someone familiar with data 

working in the area from which the 

information you need might come.  In some 

arenas, there are units of state government 

whose labels identify them as likely  

resources (e.g., Criminal and Juvenile Justice Planning Division, the Iowa Center for 

Health Statistics), in others there may be individuals who are able to help.  In more 

basic terms, the Information Services unit of the State Library of Iowa is a good starting 

point for access to information.  Members of the reference staff in that unit are often 

able either to locate needed information or to point the way to an expert who can help.  

Colleges and universities may also sometimes have resources for finding expert help in 

locating existing, relevant, usable data. 

 

Hint 
 

Never be afraid to ask for expert help in 
finding the data you need.  Reference 
librarians are often a useful (and vastly 
underutilized) resource. 

 

REMEMBER:  The distinction between “censuses” (data 
collections from whole populations) and “sample surveys” 
(representative samples of a population), is not at issue here.  
In fact, the largest producer of survey data in the federal 
government is the Census Bureau. 
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Sometimes the data you need are available from a more than one source.  Given 

a choice, primary sources are preferable to secondary sources.  That is, if 

possible, you will want to obtain your data from the original source.   

For example, reported crime data for Iowa are collected and published by the Iowa 

Department of Public Safety.  Some of these data are republished by Census Services 

of Iowa State University.  If you need reported crime data, you probably will want to  

obtain it from printed or online 

publications from the Department of 

Public Safety.  Note that the 

reference to original sources 

describes the organization that 

produces the data, not the data itself.   

For most purposes in the performance measurement arena, published data from the 

original source are appropriate; it will be unusual that you will need to work directly with 

the original raw data. 

 

KEY CONCEPT – Practical Data Collection and Use 

Data collection for performance measurement purposes is very practically oriented.  

There are two key questions that must be answered affirmatively for us to be able to say 

that our data collection efforts have succeeded: 

• Did the data we collected realistically reflect the performance measures we have 

created? 

• Are we collecting the data in a consistent, reliable, and timely fashion? 

 
DATA NOT FOUND 
You will want to determine as certainly as possible whether or not the data you need 

already exist.  And often they will.  However, it is entirely possible that you will find that 

one or more data elements of a measure are not readily available to you.  In this case, a 

strategy and procedure for producing the needed data will be needed.  

Hint 
 
When obtaining data for performance 
measurement, go to the original source if 
possible, rather than a secondary source 
that has republished (and possibly 
reworked) the original data. 
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 Developing such a procedure is beyond the scope of this discussion, for several 

reasons:  

1) the approach is likely to vary considerably from one subject matter to another; 

2) the approach is likely to be strongly affected by potential costs of data collection; 

and 

3) this is a point at which, if you are not yourself an expert on data, you will need 

one. 

 

DATA DICTIONARY 

Clear and consistent definitions of the data elements and consistent application of those 

definitions is essential to the successful implementation of a performance measurement 

scheme.  A tool for ensuring consistency over time is a data dictionary that contains 

meta data (or data about data).  The Data Dictionary identifies each data element of a 

performance measurement framework, its source, and how frequently and when it is 

updated.  The following box contains a sample data dictionary for one measure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
PERFORMANCE MEASURES DICTIONARY 

 
 Agency Responsible: Iowa Department of Public Safety 
 Measure: Rate of domestic abuse incidents reported to Iowa Law 

enforcement agencies (Goal 1 result) 
 Frequency: annual (reported by calendar year) 
 Numerator definition: # of domestic abuse incidents reported to Iowa 

law enforcement agencies 
 Numerator source: Iowa Incident-Based Uniform Crime Reporting 

System 
 Numerator agency: Iowa Department of Public Safety 
 Numerator subunit: (Division, bureau, or other agency subunit) 

Administrative Services Division, Program Services Bureau 
 Denominator definition: estimated total population of Iowa  
 Denominator source: U.S. Census Bureau population estimates 
 Denominator agency: Iowa Department of Education 
 Denominator subunit: (Division, bureau, or other agency subunit) State 

Library of Iowa, Iowa Census Data Center 
 Constant: 100,000 
 Comment: (Any additional explanatory information about the measure). 
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The point of a data dictionary is not the collection of information for its own sake.  It is to 

facilitate the consistent replication of the data collection procedure for particular data 

over time. 

 

DATA COLLECTION PLAN 

Once you have identified the elements of data needed for your performance measures, 

you will need a data collection plan or protocol, identifying sources and individual 

responsibility for gathering the data at appropriate intervals.  Reporting of results for 

performance plans and reports occurs annually,  

but other reporting schemes may result 

in different intervals- monthly, quarterly 

etc.  Successful implementation of a 

performance measurement framework 

requires the reliable and timely 

collection of data.  The data collection 

plan should be clear regarding 

responsibility for collection of each 

identified data element. 

 

 

Hint 
 

The data collection plan should be 
specific regarding who is responsible 
for updating needed data and when. 
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DATA USE 
While there are times when performance measurement data should be subjected to 

rigorous statistical analysis, much of the use and presentation of performance data is 

appropriately fairly straightforward, even simple.  The key word is comparison:  

comparison of how we are doing 

now to how we were doing in the 

past, comparison of how Iowa is 

doing compared to other states 

and the national as a whole, 

comparisons among 

geographical subunits and 

demographic subgroups within 

Iowa, and comparison of how we 

are doing compared to an 

established performance target.   

 

It is the importance of comparison that leads to the conclusion that many of our key 

measures should be stated in compound terms, specifically in terms of rates, 

percentages, and ratios.  This is why so many of our measures consist of more than 

one data element, and it is also the basis for the emphasis on consistency of 

measurement. 

 
 
 

 

 

CAUTION 
 

Even in situations where the 
interpretation of the data appears 
straightforward, care should be taken 
to ensure that the limitations of the 
data are accounted for.  Over 
interpretation is a hazard; you want to 
be sure that the changes or trend you 
are interpreting represent something 
more than random variation or 
measurement error.  If you are not 
comfortable with these concepts, 
consult an expert. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

STRATEGIC PLANNING 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This chapter is not intended to help you create a strategic plan. 

 
This chapter is intended to help you: 
 

• identify which performance measures are appropriate; and 
 

• select good measures to include in a strategic plan. 
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INTRODUCTION 

With the passage of the Accountable Government Act (AGA) in 2002, Chapter 8E.207 

of the Iowa Code requires each agency to develop a strategic plan.  Strategic planning 

makes it possible to align agency goals and strategies with customer needs and helps 

target scarce resources more effectively by clarifying desired results.  Refer to the 

Guide for State Agency Strategic Planning for assistance in the development of an 

agency strategic plan. 

 
Strategic Plan Measures 

Strategic plans require agencies to develop performance measures.  After an agency 

defines its core functions and goals through its strategic planning process, and identifies 

strategies to achieve these goals, outcome measures are developed to determine how 

well an agency is progressing.   

 

STRATEGIC PLAN MEASURE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

Step 1 - Identify the outcome measure(s) for each goal. 

A useful consideration for agencies in identifying outcomes for goals is to define what 

“success” is.  How will an agency tell Iowans it was successful in accomplishing the 

goal? 

 
Step 2 - Define performance targets for each measure. 

Setting targets and/or thresholds is where your success is quantified (see Chapter 1, 

pp. 1-20 – 1-22 for how to set a target).  The targets or thresholds of acceptable 

performance establish how you will determine whether your agency has met 

expectations in producing results for Iowans.  In some instances, the target may be 

determined for an agency by state or federal laws and regulations. 
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Step 3 - Check against criteria. 

Compare your proposed measures against the criteria for good measures identified 

Chapter 1 of this guide.   

• Are the measures you propose reliable, valid, feasible, useful and timely?   

• Is each measure directly tied to the core function or key activity, product and  
service?   

• Can the measure be accurately reproduced on a monthly, quarterly or annual 
 basis?   

• Is it cost effective to collect the data needed to generate the measure? 

 

Each measure should be checked against each criterion.  If you cannot answer 

affirmatively to these questions, you will need to discard or revise that measure. 

 
Step 4 - Track performance data. 

Now performance measures have been identified for inclusion in the strategic plan, you 

can proceed with developing your methods of receiving and tracking the data using the 

methods that are described in Chapter 3 of this guide.   

 
STRATEGIC PLAN MEASUREMENT CONCEPTS 

Key Concept –  Direct Connection to the Goal 
When identifying measures for goals, remember to try to choose measures that directly 

relate to the goal.   

 
Key Concept – Number of Performance Measures 

Concentrate on the meaningful few that will tell your customers and stakeholders how 

well you are performing.   
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Key Concept – Reporting of Information  

Remember progress in implementing strategic plans and the actual performance for 

identified performance measures and targets will be reported to the Governor’s Office 

and the Department of Management through agency strategic dashboards, and the 

public in the annual performance report and/or dashboards.  Try to select measures that 

can be understood by the public. 

 

Key Concept – Avoid the “ratcheting up” effect. 

When setting performance targets, remember that continually increasing performance 

targets is not always feasible or desirable.  It is okay to set a target that maintains a 

current good level of performance that is at or above national standards rather than 

increase the performance target to a level that is unattainable, either because of logical 

constraints or limited resources.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Performance Planning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This chapter is intended to help you: 
 

• identify which performance measures are appropriate; and 
 

• select good measures to include in a performance plan. 
 

 
This chapter is not intended to help you create a performance 
plan. 
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INTRODUCTION 

With the passage of the Accountable Government Act (AGA) in 2002, Chapter 8E.207 

of the Iowa Code requires each agency to develop a performance plan.  Performance 

plans assist agencies to achieve the goals identified in the strategic plans, including the 

development of performance targets using their performance measures.  The 

performance plan is to guide an agency’s day-to-day operations and track progress in 

the achievement of goals.  Refer to the Agency Performance Plan Guide for assistance 

in the development of an agency performance plan. 

 
Performance Plan Measures 

Performance plans require agencies to develop performance measures at two levels.  

After an agency defines its core functions through its strategic planning process, 

outcome measures are developed to determine how well an agency is serving Iowans in 

each core function.  In addition, performance measures are developed for key activities, 

products and services under each core function.  At the activity, product and service 

level, the full family of measures (input, output, outcome, efficiency, and quality) could 

be appropriate.   

 

At the core function level and the activity, product and service level, performance 

targets are defined for each performance measure identified in the performance plan. 

 

PERFORMANCE PLAN MEASURE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

Step 1 - Identify the outcome measure(s) for each core function. 

A useful tool to assist agencies in identifying outcomes for core functions is to define 

what “success” is.  How will an agency tell Iowans it was successful in accomplishing 

the core function? 

Example: Iowa Workforce Development has defined six core functions.  One core 

function is Workforce Development Services.  The desired result is to enhance Iowans' 

employment and income and for Iowa employers to receive skilled workers.  An 
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outcome measure for this core function is the percentage of successful matches of 

workers and employers in assisted exchanges.  The measure is not the number of 

persons who listed their résumé at IWD or the number of businesses that listed job 

orders.  The outcome is the percentage of persons who received jobs as a result of 

being matched with a job order listed by a business through IWD.   

 
Step 2 - Define performance targets for each core function measure. 

Setting targets and/or thresholds is where your success is quantified (see Chapter 1, for 

how to set a target).  The targets or thresholds of acceptable performance establish how 

you will determine whether your agency has met expectations in producing results for 

Iowans.  In many instances, the target may be determined for an agency by state or 

federal laws and regulations. 

 
Step 3 -  Identify performance measures for the key activities, products, and  

services for each core function. 

Performance measures for key activities, products and services that contribute to the 

achievement of a core function may not necessarily be outcome measures.  Instead, 

they can include the whole family of measures (input, output, outcome, efficiency, and 

quality). 

Example – Again, using the IWD core function of Workforce Development Services, a 

key service is Wagner-Peyser employment services.  A key performance measure for 

employment services is business market penetration.  Business market penetration is 

calculated by dividing the number of individual businesses that place job orders with 

IWD divided by the total number of businesses in Iowa.   

 

Step 4 - Define performance targets for each key activity, product or service  
performance measure. 

Setting targets and/or thresholds is where your success definitions are fully 

operationalized.  The targets or thresholds of acceptable performance establish how 

you will determine whether your expectations or goals are achieved.  
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Step 5 - Check against criteria. 

Compare your proposed measures against the criteria for good measures identified 

Chapter 1 of this guide.   

• Are the measures you propose reliable, valid, feasible, useful and timely?   

• Is each measure directly tied to the core function or key activity, product and  
service?   

• Can the measure be accurately reproduced on a monthly, quarterly or annual 
 basis?   

• Is it cost effective to collect the data needed to generate the measure? 

 

Each measure should be checked against each criterion.  If you cannot answer 

affirmatively to these questions, you will need to discard or revise that measure. 

 
Step 6 - Track performance data. 

Now that performance measures have been identified for inclusion in the performance 

plan, you can proceed with developing your methods of receiving and tracking the data 

using the methods that are described in Chapter 3 of this guide.   

 
PERFORMANCE PLAN MEASUREMENT CONCEPTS 

Key Concept –  Direct Connection to Core Function or Key Activity, Product or 
Service 

When identifying measures for the core function level or activity, product and service 

level, remember to choose measures that directly relate the core function, activity, 

product or service.   

 
Key Concept – Number of Performance Measures 

Depending on the size of the agency, the number of performance measures for each 

core function and performance measures for each key activity, product and service for 

each core function area could generate a very lengthy list of performance measures.  

Instead of identifying every possible measure that may be needed for management 
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purposes, concentrate on the meaningful few that will tell your customers and 

stakeholders how well you are performing.   

 

Key Concept – Reporting of Information  

Remember progress in achieving the actual performance for identified performance 

measures and targets will be reported to the governor, legislature, the Department of 

Management, and public in the annual performance report, through dashboards and 

elsewhere.  Make sure you select measures that provide a balanced view of your 

agency’s operations.  Also, make sure you select measures that can be explained to 

non-governmental personnel in plain English. 

 

Key Concept – Avoid the “ratcheting up” effect. 

When setting performance targets, remember that continually increasing performance 

targets are not always feasible or desirable.  It is okay to set a target that maintains a 

current good level of performance that is at or above national standards rather than 

increase the performance target to a level that is unattainable, either because of logical 

constraints or resources are not available.  
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PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT 
VOCABULARY 

 
 
Benchmark: An accepted best practice. 
 
Benchmarking: The comparison of actual performance achieved against an accepted 

best practice. 
 
Comparable: Data are defined and calculated in ways that allow for comparison across 

units, states, national or international data. 
 
Core Function: A group of services, products and activities designed to achieve a 

common purpose that contributes to the mission. 
 
Cost Effective: The value of the data is sufficiently high to justify the cost of production. 
 
Demand: The estimated level of need for a service, product, or activity. 
 
Efficiency Measure: The unit cost or level of productivity associated with a given 

service, product, or activity. 
 
Enterprise: The executive branch of state government. 
 
Goal: Broad measurable statements of intent that set future direction and require 

coordinated action. 
 
Important: Concentrates on significant matters that provide information of value. 
 
Indicator: A measure that quantifies the achievement of a result at the enterprise level. 
 
Input Measure: The amount of resources invested, used or spent for services, products 

or activities. 
 
Mission Statement: The broad comprehensive statement of an organization’s purpose. 
 
Outcome Measure: The mathematical expression of the effect on customers, clients, 

the environment, or infrastructure that reflect the purpose. 
 
Output Measure: The number of services, products, or activities produced or provided. 
 
Performance Measure: A number or mathematical expression that documents input, 

output, efficiency, quality or outcome. 
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Performance Plan: An action plan based on an agency strategic plan which utilizes 
performance measures, data sources, and performance targets to achieve the 
agency’s goals. 

 
Quality Measure: The mathematical expression of how well the service, product or 

activity was delivered, based on characteristics important to the customers. 
 
Reliable: The definitions, data used, and methods of calculation used are consistent. 
 
Result: The effect desired for Iowans, expressed as broad statements. 
 
Results-Based Budgeting: A system driven by goals and performance, to provide 

information that compares budgeting, planning and outputs/results. 
 
Strategic Plan: A long range (usually 3-5 years) statement of direction for an 

organization, which identifies vision, mission, core functions, goals, strategies, 
and measures which will show progress made in achieving goals. 

 
Target: The desired level of attainment of the identified performance measure. 
 
Timely: Performance information is available to users before it loses its capacity to be 

of value in assessing accountability and in making decisions. 
 
Understandable: Data are easy to comprehend and use. 
 
Valid: Data measures what it is supposed to measure. 
 
Vision Statement:  An inspiring, challenging and meaningful statement that describes 

the future of the organization as seen through the eyes of the customers, 
stakeholders, employees, and Iowans. 
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