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The PerformanceStat leadership strategy
Robert D. Behn
History, examples, and definition of “PerformanceStat”
It is not conceptually complex; but implementing it is challenging. It is not a big expense in the budget; but in the leadership’s time, it is quite costly. A number of public executives have found it to be effective; but in any new organization, it requires adaptation. It can improve performance and produce results; but it does so only if it is implemented with subtlety and persistence—and with a focus on purpose.
This it—the PerformanceStat leadership strategy—comes in many forms. It began in 1994 with CompStat in the New York City Police Department and expanded to police departments across the United States and also in Canada and Australia (Moore, 2003; Moore and Braga, 2003; Mazerolle et al., 2011). It was soon adapted by a number of public agencies in New York: the Human Resources Administration created JobStat (Smith and Grinker, 2005), and the Administration for Children Services developed ChildStat (Helbig, 2010). Then public agencies elsewhere in the U.S. began to use the strategy. For example, Philadelphia and Baltimore each developed their own SchoolStat (Patusky et al., 2007), and the Rhode Island Department of Education established its EdStat.
Meanwhile, it was also being adapted by entire jurisdictions. The city of Baltimore, Maryland created CitiStat (Behn, 2007). Then numerous other municipalities (and a couple of states) created their own adaptations: for example, Atlanta, Georgia, created ATLStat; Washington State designed its GMAP (for Government Management Accountability and Performance); and Rotterdam in the Netherlands designed its own MaasStat (named for its Maas River). Even agencies in the U.S. national government chose to employ the strategy: HUDStat at the Department of Housing and Urban Development, FEMAStat at the Federal Emergency and Management Agency, and FDATrack at the Food and Drug Administration. For all of these adaptions of this leadership strategy, I coined the word “PerformanceStat.”
What, however, is this it—this PerformanceStat? There is, of course, no one “model” that everyone can copy. There exists no “system” that a manager can drop cleanly into an organization, push the start button and walk away, self-satisified that the “system” will automatically produce wonderful results. Each PerformanceStat is different—with those differences depending upon the purposes that the organization’s leadership team seeks to accomplish, the results it wants to produce, and the resources (from money, to personnel, to culture) with which to produce those results. Still, effective PerformanceStats—not the MimicStats that are little more than on-line dashboards or mere show-and-tell presentations—have a lot of its—a lot of moving parts. Here’s the definition:
A jurisdiction or agency is employing a PerformanceStat leadership strategy if, in an effort to achieve specific public purposes, its leadership team persists in holding an ongoing series of regular, frequent, integrated meetings during which the chief executive and/or the principal members of the chief executive’s leadership team plus the director (and the top managers) of different sub-units use current data to analyze specific, previously defined aspects of each unit’s recent performance; to provide feedback on recent progress compared with targets; to follow-up on previous decisions and commitments to produce results; to examine and learn from each unit’s efforts to improve performance; to identify and solve performance-deficit problems; and to set and achieve the next performance targets.
(Behn, 2014)
None of the components of PerformanceStat is original or unprecedented. None is conceptually complex. All have been used by numerous public agencies—many over centuries. The uniqueness of PerformanceStat comes in the implementation—in how the organization’s leadership combines these components plus the diligence, constancy, subtlety, creativity, and tenacity with which they are employed.
Still, there are six aspects of PerformanceStat that distinguish it from other approaches to performance management:
1. It is not budget driven: PerformanceStat is not driven by the annual budget process but by an independent analytic staff who concentrate not on allocating funds but on producing results.
2. It is not purely punitive: PerformanceStat relies on an analytic team that not only evaluates sub-unit performance but also seeks to learn from the successes of positive deviants (Spreitzer and Sonenshein, 2004) to help the sub-units improve performance, and to motivateindividuals and teams to do so.
3. It is not fleeting: PerformanceStat is not a temporary fad but an enduring leadership strategy for the ongoing management of an agency or jurisdiction that continues over years.
4. It is not randomly episodic: PerformanceStat is part of the regular routine and rhythm of the chief executive’s leadership team and their management of their organization.
5. It involves regular, frequent follow-up: PerformanceStat requires more than meetings and questions, staff and data, a room and technology; it also requires the chief executive’s leadership team and the PerformanceStat staff to follow up on the issues analyzed during each meeting, not only at the next meeting but also immediately after each meeting.
6. It is not uni-directional: PerformanceStat creates mutual responsibility (Behn, 2001: 120–140) with sub-unit directors responsible to the executive for concentrating their sub-unit’s efforts on improving performance, as judged by the executive’s key indicators, and with the executive responsible to each sub-unit for ensuring it has the resources and flexibility necessary to produce the desired results.
Too often, too many public executives launch—with much fanfare—a fancy new initiative to improve performance. Maybe it is some high-tech performance-measurement software purchased from an aggressive vendor. Maybe it is a high-tech but “citizen-friendly,” on-line database. Maybe it is a new—“get tough on the bums”—accountability system.
Improving performance is not, however, simple. Producing results that matter to citizens is not easy. To keep a public organization focused on producing results that matter to citizens, the leadership needs to engage everyone in a variety of initiatives, activities, analyses, and projects—all selected and designed to help achieve their key purposes.
Learning objectives
This chapter will help readers:
· to identify the key features of the PerformanceStat leadership strategy;
· to discern the subtleties of these features and grasp how they work and reinforce each other to produce results;
· to appreciate the role of data and analysis in identifying key performance deficits;
· to understand the necessity of establishing performance targets;
· to comprehend how the strategy can motivate teams and individuals to work not only harder but also smarter;
· to recognize the importance of feedback and follow-up;
· to grasp the need to adapt the strategy to different purposes and different circumstances;
· to implement PerformanceStat leadership in their organizations.
Leading the PerformanceStat way
Performance measures and performance deficits
Every organization has performance deficits (Behn, 2006). These are places along its value chain—from inputs, to activities and processes, to outputs, to outcomes—where there exists a problem that hinders or hurts the organization’s ability to produce improved results. Thus, if this performance deficit can be eliminated or at least mitigated, the organization will be able to improve its performance.
For a company that is manufacturing cars of inferior quality, a performance deficit might be the car’s design or the layout of the production line. It might be the deficiency of a vendor’s ignition system or inferior work on the production line. To improve its performance, the firm needs to identify and eliminate or mitigate its key deficits. In the public sector, however, identifying performance deficits is not such a mechanical process. Some might think the key performance deficits are obvious; others might find that they are much more subtle.
For example, the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) of the United Kingdom seeks to “enable civil aviation to best meet the needs of its users and society in a safe and sustainable manner.” Not very surprising. This mission provides, however, absolutely no basis for measuring, managing, or improving performance.
What performance measure is most useful? Deaths from airplane accidents is the ultimate measure. Any single death is certainly a failure in performance. Still, this measure doesn’t really help CAA executives improve performance. Nor does it help its users evaluate them. After all, in any given year, a very safe aerospace system might have a major accident; conversely, an unsafe system might escape with zero accidents. The very low probabilities of any accident mean that the CAA could have improved and yet this year’s fatalities could go up. Or it might be precisely the reverse.
To manage the CAA, its executives need some other measure—something that focuses attention on a current and significant problem, something that can have a causal impact on fatalities, something the CAA can do something about. For example: near misses. If the CAA can reduce the number of near misses, it will also reduce the probability of deaths. Nevertheless, the relationship between near misses and deaths will always be uncertain. The number of near misses can go down, and deaths can still go up. Still, the CAA could decide that its most significant performance deficit is the number of near misses.
Then, an analysis of last year’s near-miss data might uncover a large number in a particular category. There might be more near misses at specific airports or at a particular time of the day. If the CAA can identify that near misses are significantly above the normal in particular circumstances, it could focus on this as a specific and important performance deficit that it needs to eliminate or mitigate.
Every organization has multiple performance deficits. Thus, its leadership team needs to choose a few on which to focus. And this choice is a judgment. It reflects the particular performance problems facing the agency, and its leadership’s analysis about which ones to tackle first. The CAA in the United Kingdom and the Federal Aviation Administration in the United States have essentially the same responsibilities. Yet in any given year, the two organizations might have quite different performance deficits. Thus, the leadership teams of the CAA and of the FAA might focus on fixing quite different problems.
By specifying a particular performance deficit that needs to be eliminated or mitigated, the leadership team can focus the entire organization on what it needs to do next to improve performance.
Data and analysis
Of course, the organization cannot identify its performance deficits unless it has data that reveal the problem. If neither the CAA nor the FAA is collecting near-miss data, neither will have any idea how many it has. And it certainly will be unable to conduct any kind of analysis to determine whether near misses are a significant threat and, if so, which category of near misses is potentially the most dangerous.
Actually, the US FAA does have such data. In 1976, it created the Aviation Safety Reporting System, a voluntary and anonymous process that is actually operated by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration to ensure the confidentiality of those who report a near miss to which their own behavior or error might have contributed. Thus, to improve its performance and to reduce the number of near misses (and thus the probability of an accident), the FAA could analyze these data.
Every day, the New York City Police Department (NYPD) gets lots of data—data on its outputs (arrests) and on its outcomes (crimes). Moreover, these data can (when analyzed) reveal specific performance deficits. Moreover, NYPD has a simple, first-order analytic tool for identifying its performance deficits: the dots on a map, with each dot representing a specific crime. The spatial clustering of dots reveals a problem—a hot-spot of crime that needs attention (Braga and Weisburd, 2010). To observe such patterns, no one needs any training in statistics. (Of course, having identified the hot-spot, the police still have to develop a strategy for eliminating or mitigating this deficit—for attacking the particular crimes that the dots represent.)
Most other public agencies, however, are not so lucky. Unlike the police, they don’t collect data simply by going about their regular, daily business. And when they do manage to collect some data—data that might be in some way related to their performance—it often isn’t obvious what kind of analysis will—or even might—reveal some significant performance deficits. For most public agencies, the performance deficits do not jump out of their data.
Thus, a PerformanceStat leadership strategy requires not only data: input data, process data, output data, and/or outcome data. It also requires one or more clever analysts who can sift through the data, identify categories of data that appear (potentially) interesting, parse these data to see what kind of relationships they reveal (between, for example, activities and outputs), and suggest the performance deficits to attack next. Clever analysts—those who not only understand data but also know something about the organization’s operational challenges—might even be able to offer some ideas about the tactics that might be most effective in eliminating or mitigating those deficits.
Performance deficits and performance targets
An operational performance deficit provides the focus that a multitude of performance measures dilutes. It reflects a significant problem that the organization faces. And it drives the organization to do the analytic work necessary to determine the causes of this deficiency plus the operational work necessary to eliminate (or, at least, to reduce) it. But it is not enough. For after the leadership has identified an important performance deficit to attack, it still needs to specify how it will know whether or not it has satisfactorily eliminated or mitigated it.
Thus, to improve performance—and to demonstrate that it is improving—the agency needs some performance targets (Behn, 2003). Such targets not only provide a standard against which to measure success. They also motivate people and, when achieved, provide a sense of accomplishment. When William Bratton was first appointed commissioner of the New York City Police Department in 1994, he set three performance targets: to reduce crime by 10 percent in the first year, by 25 percent over two years, and by 40 percent over three years (Bratton, 1998: 194 and 202). By identifying a consequential performance deficit—plus the target to be achieved in the next year—the leaders of a governmental jurisdiction or public agency provide a basis for both measuring and motivating their own performance.
On how many targets should a leadership team focus? Not too many. Maybe just one or two. And should this target be an outcome—such as Bratton’s target for the reduction in crime? Or should it be an output target? Or should it (could it) be an activity or process target? As usual, there is no right answer. It all depends upon the nature of the performance deficit.
And how can an agency’s managers choose their targets? Again, this decision will depend upon the agency’s “performance deficit”: the significant aspect of its work that it has decided it needs to improve next. A police department can choose an outcome target because its work can produce a change in this outcome in a year (or sometimes even less). But a local department of mental health lacks the capacity to produce a noticeable change in its community’s mental health so quickly. It will have to identify performance deficits earlier in the value chain and focus on them—relying on their understanding of cause-and-effect relationships between activities and outcomes to corroborate the effectiveness of their strategy.
The delegation of responsibility plus management discretion
Who, however, will actually achieve the target? Who will eliminate or mitigate the performance deficit? Who will produce the desired results? It won’t be the leadership team in headquarters. Few police chiefs actually arrest a bad guy. Few directors of mental health departments conduct therapy sessions. The actual results will have to be produced by the organization’s sub-unit managers, its front-line supervisors, and its front-line workers. These are the people who do the organization’s actual work.
Thus, one of the challenges facing the leadership team of any governmental jurisdiction or public agency that seeks to improve performance is clear: how to motivate everyone to achieve their targets? This is never easy, though the creation of a specific target is an important first step. For it gives everyone something specific to aim for. And, when people achieve their target, they gain a sense of accomplishment.
The existence of a significant performance target creates intrinsic motivation (Deci, 1975; Grant, 2007). It gives everyone the opportunity to earn some esteem—the self-esteem and the esteem of others that comes only from accomplishing something significant (Maslow, 1943).
Unfortunately, this intrinsic motivation—this opportunity to earn some esteem—is negated or even eliminated if those achieving the result are mere robots, obsequiously carrying out the precise orders and sycophantically following the detailed procedures set down by their bosses. Minions don’t get much of a sense of accomplishment.
If however, the sub-units are given targets plus the discretion in developing their own strategies for achieving those targets, they can earn a sense of accomplishment. Moreover, excellent sub-unit managers know more about the details of their own performance deficits—the crimes committed in their precinct; the mental and emotional challenges facing those who visit their clinics—and thus should be able to develop more nuanced strategies for dealing with them. Specific targets combined with managerial discretion can provide people with both the opportunity and the motivation to develop and implement intelligent strategies for achieving those targets.
Meetings, follow-up, and feedback
Many of the MimicStats that lack the potential to improve performance are missing the meetings and their essential activity—the opportunity for significant follow-up and real feedback. Some do not hold any meetings at all.
Others do hold meetings, but they are essentially show and tell, in which one of the organization’s managers describes all of the wonderful things that his or her sub-unit is doing. The organization’s leadership team has not prepared for the meeting. They have not conferred beforehand to decide what issues to raise. They have not asked their analysts (that is, if they have any analysts) to provide them with some assessment of the sub-unit’s progress. They might not even have thought about what progress for this sub-unit might mean, because they have not specified what the sub-unit’s purpose is, what results it needs to produce, what its performance deficits are, let alone what its performance targets should be.
Consequently, this organization’s leadership team (if you can call it a “leadership” team) can do little more than sit passively listening to the sub-unit’s presentation, which (of course) consists of a series of anecdotes (sprinkled with a few bits of data) suggesting that the sub-unit is doing a fantastic job. Some members of the organization’s leadership team might be able to ask a penetrating question that exposes a performance deficit or two and pushes the sub-unit to do something before the next meeting. Otherwise, everyone leaves the meeting with the warm and fuzzy feeling that they are all performing quite terrifically.
Still, even such a show-and-tell meeting accomplishes a little. For the sub-unit manager does not want to look like a complete idiot. He or she has to prepare. And that preparation may force the sub-unit manager to, if nothing else, think about the questions that might be asked. Then, having identified potential questions, to do something. Doing something might be nothing more than developing a suitable response for each predictable question. But this manager might—but only might—actually do something so that, when a logical question is asked, he or she can report how the organization has anticipated this issue and actually done something about it.
At an effective PerformanceStat meeting, however, the members of the leadership team will probe. They have met with this sub-unit before. Indeed, they have met on a regular basis many times before. Maybe just two weeks ago; in Baltimore City Council, every department has its own bi-weekly CitiStat meeting. Maybe it was three months ago; in the U.S., the Government Performance and Modernization Act (United States Congress, 2011) requires every department to hold “quarterly priority performance reviews.” If the members of the organization’s leadership team have been diligent in using these meetings to scrutinize performance deficits and to drive significantly improved results, they will remember (regardless of how frequently these meetings are held) the questions asked and the answers given. They will know what they want to ask at the next meeting; they will know of whom to ask it; and they will know what answers are acceptable and which are not. Moreover, just in case they forget some detail, they have an analytical staff to remind them.
Thus, one of the things that distinguishes a serious, results-producing PerformanceStat leadership strategy from mere MimicStat is the essential follow-up. Indeed, the absence of follow-up is one of the “big errors” that many make (Behn, 2008). For the meetings and their follow-up provide an important impetus to create the continual performance improvement: “What’s the performance deficit?” “What are you doing about it?” “What improved results do you anticipate will result?” “When do you expect to be finished doing that?” “I look forward to your progress report at the next meeting.”
Then, at the next meeting this discussion will continue. If the sub-unit has not made the promised progress, the question moves to who must do what: Does the sub-unit need to change its approach? Does the leadership team need to provide a missing but critical resource (money, talent, flexibility, training, guidance)? What is the revised timetable for the anticipated improvements? Or, if the sub-unit has indeed produced the promised progress, the question will shift to the next performance deficit that needs to be addressed.
All the while, the leadership team is providing useful feedback. The PerformanceStat analysts are scrutinizing the data for progress and problems, and calling both to the attention of the leadership team. Thus, at the meetings (and in between too), the leadership team is able to publicly recognize the accomplishments of those who have proven successful, thus confirming that significant successes are possible and valued. The leadership team can also offer advice, assistance, and encouragement for those who are striving and making progress, but have yet to achieve their targets.
At the same time, if an organization’s leadership team is serious about improving performance, it cannot tolerate sub-unit managers who resist either actively or passively. Indifferent, incompetent, or insubordinate behavior by sub-unit managers automatically undermines the morale and the motivation of everyone else. Fortunately, PerformanceStat has a built-in opportunity both for dramatizing that such behavior is unacceptable and for reproving the recalcitrant and punishing the saboteurs: Simply ask follow-up questions, and more follow-up questions, and then even more follow-up questions.
These are quasi-public meetings. Citizens, legislators, and journalists may not be in the room, but subordinates and peers are. Thus, when probing questions are asked, the managers who respond with detailed explanations of what they have done and coherent descriptions of what they plan to do next will earn attention and praise. Conversely, the inability to provide adequate answers is, itself, embarrassing. By regularly questioning sub-unit managers about their lack of analytical insight, operational effectiveness, or strategic coherence, the leadership team can ensure that everyone in the organization understands that dedicated and competent work is valued and that indifference, ineffectiveness, incompetence, and insubordination are unacceptable.
Developing organizational competence
PerformanceStat is often described as being all about accountability. As all public employees know, this means: “When they do something good, nothing happens. But when they screw up, all hell can break loose” (Behn, 2001: 3). But if the middle managers, front-line supervisors, and front-line workers lack the operational capacity to produce the desired results, no amount of accountability will improve performance. “Accountability cannot coerce competence” (Behn, 2010).
Yes, for the slackers, some traditional accountability may be necessary (if only to convince the conscientious that their efforts are appreciated). Still, when an organization’s leadership team seeks to ratchet up performance, it needs to be sure that those who are most directly responsible for producing the desired improvements have the required resources, necessary operational capacity, and essential organizational competence. This means that the PerformanceStat meetings are often a negotiation: What does a sub-unit need in order to achieve a higher level of results? What results could a sub-unit achieve with a higher level of resources, capacity, or competence?
Does the organization need new equipment? Does it need new training for its front-line workers? Does it need the flexibility to redesign tasks and modify work-unit assignments?
Does it have the latitude to reassign front-line supervisors who may have attained their positions through seniority but lack the skills to lead and motivate their units? Does it need to send its middle managers off for some appropriate executive education? Results-producing sub-units may have already acquired these prerequisites for their current level of performance. Nevertheless, even for them to ratchet up results to the next level, they are likely to need something more, be it resources, capacity, or competence.
When a leadership team puts pressure on sub-units to improve performance, it needs to ensure that these sub-units actually have what is necessary to produce the desired results.
Adaptation is necessary!
The New York City Police Department is unique. No other police department on the planet is precisely like it. Indeed, today’s NYPD is not identical to the NYPD of 1994 when it created CompStat. Thus, the CompStat strategy that NYPD employs today is different in a variety of ways, large and small, from the original. It has to be. Similarly, every other police department’s CompStat is different too. Yes, all of them have data and analysis. All have meetings, follow-up, and feedback. Yet exactly how they employ these essential components of the strategy depends on their unique aspects of their situations. All have the purpose of reducing crime. Yet, their performance deficits are different because the nature of their crimes—the patterns of their crimes; the circumstances of their crimes—are different.
Similarly, every CitiStat is different. Baltimore’s CitiStat today is different from the original 2000 version; indeed, it is now on CitiStat 3.0 (Behn, 2012). Although Somerville based its version of PerformanceStat on Baltimore’s CitiStat, SomerStat is different. It has to be. Baltimore has a population of 600,000 and, for example, in 2010 had 223 murders; Somerville has a population of 75,000, with zero murders in 2010. The problems these cities face are different, the results their mayors seek to produce are different. And thus their versions of PerformanceStat also have to be different.
Certainly, the most visible features of all PerformanceStats are similar: the meetings, the data (sometimes on maps), the performance deficits and performance targets; the meetings with follow-up and feedback, some kinds of questions (whether rigorously probing or permissively indulgent). Nevertheless, the purposes that each organization’s leadership team is attempting to achieve are different. They have to be; their organizations are different. And thus how they employ their PerformanceStat strategy to achieve these purposes—to eliminate or mitigate their performance deficits and to produce the results they desire—will be different.
Indeed, if you have seen one PerformanceStat, you have seen one PerformanceStat.
The individual components of the PerformanceStat leadership strategy are quite ordinary. All have been discussed in a multitude of public administration textbooks. Their implementation, however, requires a subtle appreciation of how these components can work in this particular organization to have an impact on people and on their efforts to achieve specific results. Then the leadership team has to experiment with how to make these components work within their own circumstances. Moreover, they have to figure out how to combine those individual components into a coherent strategy.
It is not MimicStat. MimicStat doesn’t work.
Questions for review and discussion
1. In creating a PerformanceStat for a governmental jurisdiction (e.g. a state or a local authority), what are the key decisions that the leadership team must make?
2. In creating a PerformanceStat for a public agency (e.g. a national passport agency or a local unemployment advisory service), what are the key decisions that the leadership team must make?
3. What are the differences between a JurisdictionStat and an AgencyStat? What are the comparative advantages and disadvantages of each?
Reader exercises
1. Identify an important performance deficit for a governmental jurisdiction in which you live. Specify a performance target that, if achieved, would eliminate or significantly mitigate this performance deficit.
2. Identify an important performance deficit for a public agency whose services you use. Specify a performance target that, if achieved, would eliminate or significantly mitigate this performance deficit.
Class exercises (in small groups)
1. For a governmental jurisdiction or public agency with which you are familiar, develop a list of potential performance targets (including how demanding you will make them). For each target, specify its advantages and disadvantages.
2. Design a PerformanceStat leadership strategy for a governmental jurisdiction or public agency with which you are familiar. Determine the key decisions that you must make—including key performance targets—and then specify them as explicitly as you can.
Further reading
Robert D. Behn (2014), The PerformanceStat Potential: A Leadership Strategy for Producing Results. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.
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