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Background

Over the last few years performance measurement, and its many similar manifestations such as activity based costing and benchmarking, has been on every local government’s agenda, although often under “things to do when we have time.” Local governments in the Kansas City metro area were no exception. When the city of Lenexa, Kansas decided it was time to move forward on this issue they felt it would be helpful to have company on the journey and they invited other cities and counties in the metro area to join them.

However, not everyone was ready to jump on the bandwagon. Therefore, they asked the Managers’ Roundtable, an organization of city and county managers, along with the Mid-America Regional Council, the region’s council of governments, to take this subject up. Thus ensued a yearlong review and discussion about what the project would entail, what it would cost, what were the benefits of participating, and what were the pitfalls. This review started out with a presentation from some of the principals involved in the North Carolina Local Government Performance Measurement Project. This was attended by 100 local officials and got discussions off to a rousing start. However, many governments were still skeptical. 

The Managers’ Roundtable then put together a smaller committee to develop recommendations. This committee recommended a pilot project (pilot seems less threatening and time consuming) and recommended that the pilot focus on two service areas in public works. These recommendations were followed with a meeting of managers, finance staff, and public works staff to discuss how they should proceed. This meeting turned out to be pivotal because it was discovered that a number of public works operations were in some stage of trying to figure out how to effectively use performance measures and they were very interested in working together to better understand this seemingly easy-to-understand, but hard-to-do tool. 

The other important decision taken at the meeting was to authorize the working committee to move forward to recruit participants and select a consultant. The committee asked that a consultant help the participants do three things:

· Determine service areas, measures, and tools for collecting the data

· Help analyze the data and write a final report both on the results of the data collection and the process itself

· Provide training to the participants in how to effectively develop and use performance measurements

The consultant selected was The Abrahams Group, a partnership of Mark Abrahams and Sheila Shockey. The pilot project eventually recruited eleven participants:
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The Process

Representatives of the eleven public works departments first met, in January 2000, with the consultant to determine which services would be the focus. A preliminary survey had been done to narrow down the choices. Criteria included selecting services that were provided by all cities and services that public works staff was already gathering information on. The eventual choices included a service provided in a very consistent manner across the metro area, street sweeping; and a service with considerable variability in how it was provided, hot asphalt repair.

Considerable time was spent with public works officials and the consultant to discuss in detail how these services were provided, what kinds of measures would be meaningful, and what data cities were able to collect. For each service the following indicators were developed:

· Workload Indicators – measures of the amount of work to be done

· Input Indicators – measures of dollars and other inputs, such as materials and man-hours, into the service

· Output Indicators – measures of the results that derive directly from providing the service

· Efficiency Indicators – measures of output produced by a given input

· Effectiveness Indicators – measures of the quality of the outcomes

· Outcome Indicators – measures of the extent which expectations for accomplishments were met

Once several measures were developed for each type of indicator there was a considerable discussion on how the data should be collected. The discussion about what data was to be collected and how it was to be collected went on throughout the project. The consultant developed a data collection template for each service. A principal objective was that first and foremost, although this was a collaborative project, the project and the data collected had to be useful for the individual participating cities. Also it was decided not to collect indirect costs for the pilot because it was felt this would greatly add to the complexity of data collection without a commensurate gain in useful information. 

Before data collection began a daylong workshop was held for participants. The morning was for those responsible for data collection. The afternoon was an overview of performance measurement practices for senior management. 

Data collection started with July 2000 information and ended with September 2001 information. Throughout the project the public works staff, consultants, and MARC met to discuss data collection and results. These discussions were invaluable in helping to assure as much consistency as possible in the collection of data across local governments. Considerable time was spent in collecting and cleaning the data, and discussing the information with the individual cities.

Key Issues

· Commitment—It takes a considerable commitment on the part of not only management, but especially those responsible for collecting the data. Every effort needs to be made to include everyone involved and to make sure they have adequate training. The project, and the significant effort that must go into it, has to be seen as useful to the individual participants.

· Apples—A collaborative project must deal with the issue of comparing apples to apples. Is everyone collecting the same data in the same way? This is an on-going process.

· Using the Data—How will the data be used and by whom? 

· Making the Data Public—There will be questions about how the data should be made public. There will be concerns that the data, if released out of context, will be misused or understood.
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