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Introduction: Using Public 
Sector Performance 
Information
Steven Van de Walle and Wouter Van Dooren

Use – a neglected issue in performance
measurement research

Martha S. Feldman, a distinguished student of the role of information 
in organizations and in decision making starts her seminal book Order 
without Design by writing about her experiences undertaking fieldwork 
for a research project in the US Department of Energy:

When I explained to the members of this office that I was interested 
in how the policy office produces information and how it was used, 
I was met time and again with the response that the information is 
not used.

(Feldman, 1989: 1)

Does this reflect officials’ cynicism, or does it really mean that informa-
tion is not used in organizations, or should the notion of “use” be 
enriched to reflect its many dimensions and subtleties?

Although the practice of performance measurement is at least a cen-
tury old, we witnessed a remarkable revival with the advent of New 
Public Management (NPM). Performance measurement is at the core of 
this doctrine, which propagated, amongst other things, managerial 
freedom based on output controls (Hood, 1991). In recent decades, per-
formance measurement and NPM have become Siamese twins, both in 
thinking and in practice. There has been a growing disillusionment 
with NPM and this has reflected on performance measurement. The 
question then is: is there a future for performance measurement beyond 
NPM? The contributions in this volume seek the answer to this ques-
tion in a redefinition of how performance information is used.
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2 Performance Information in the Public Sector

In decades of research on performance information in the public 
 sector, it was often assumed that the mere availability of performance 
information would lead to its use by decision makers. While the pro-
duction of performance information has received considerable atten-
tion in the public sector performance measurement and management 
literature, actual use of this information has traditionally not been very 
high on the research agenda. One reason for this neglect is that the use 
of performance information has long been considered as unproblematic 
in the performance measurement cycle. Another reason may be a cynical 
presumption that politicians don’t use performance information; 
 citizens don’t understand it and don’t bother about it; and that public 
managers don’t trust it or don’t take it seriously.

While the link between performance measurement and the use of 
this information in decision making is often assumed, actual use is 
often the weak spot in performance information systems. Much of the 
evidence on whether performance information is actually used in deci-
sion making is still rather anecdotal (de Lancer Julnes and Holzer, 2001), 
and opinion on whether performance measurement actually matters 
for decisions is divided (Askim, 2007a; Ho, 2006; Moynihan and 
Ingraham, 2004; Pollitt, 2006b).

Patterns of performance information use are different at the various 
stages of the decision-making process (Melkers and Willoughby, 2005). 
There are also important sectoral differences, meaning that perform-
ance information is more embedded in some policy sectors than in 
 others (Askim, 2007a; Davies, Nutley and Smith, 2000; Van Dooren, 
2004). Individual organizations have different organizational cultures, 
impacting on the use of performance information (Moynihan, 2005a: 
204), and large differences exist between countries in patterns of use of 
performance information (Pollitt, 2005).

End-users: managers, politicians and citizens

In this volume, we focus on the “end-users” of the information gener-
ated by performance measurement systems: once the information 
exists, how is it then read, analyzed, and used in future decisions or in 
shaping public organizations? How does this information have an influ-
ence on organizational routines, on decisions, on the people in the 
organization, on the politicians steering these organizations, or on the 
citizens using the services of these organizations?

There are different types of end-users. There are managers and other 
public employees who make operational or strategic decisions. There 
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Using Public Sector Performance Information 3

are politicians who decide about budgets, who steer agencies, and who 
have to legitimize their policies. There are citizens who want to see how 
their taxes are being used, and who want to be informed about how the 
public services they use are performing.

Why use performance information?

In the rational decision-making model, the role of performance infor-
mation is rather straightforward: Neat performance information con-
tributes to the attainment of neatly defined organizational goals. The 
rational decision-making model fails to recognize that performance 
information may actually amplify ambiguity rather than reduce it. 
There is at the same time too much information creating overload and 
cognitive problems, and too little information to control all aspects of 
public services. As a result, the same information may lead to entirely 
different outcomes. Use (or indeed non-use) is not a linear process, and 
performance information systems may be more loosely coupled than 
their outward appearance suggests.

Performance measurement and management is in fact a very multi-
faceted phenomenon. Use is therefore also quite diverse. Robert Behn 
(2003) listed eight different purposes of performance measurement 
(evaluate, control, budget, motivate, promote, celebrate, learn, improve), 
and each of these purposes has its own logic and determinants. An 
analysis of whether and how performance information is actually used 
in the public sector has to take the different types of use into account. 
When we analyze how performance information is used to improve 
front-line service delivery, we are in fact studying a phenomenon that 
is fundamentally different from a situation where performance infor-
mation is used for advocacy or accountability purposes. Performance 
information and its use by public organizations, politicians and citizens 
can be studied as an instrument for service improvements. But it can 
also be studied as a symbol in the wider policy process or as a social 
phenomenon reflecting societal change.

Definitions of use

When policy makers say they “don’t use” performance information, 
what does this, then, actually mean? Does it mean they generally do 
not sit down with a 200-page performance report and a cup of coffee? 
This is quite likely. Henry Mintzberg, when studying managers, showed 
that managers did not generally get their information from reading 
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4 Performance Information in the Public Sector

reports, but by talking to other people (Mintzberg, 1975). Likewise, the 
conclusion of the (all in all, scarce) research on how politicians use per-
formance information, appears to be that performance reports are nei-
ther read nor valued (Pollitt, 2006b; ter Bogt, 2004).

Such an approach to “use” would be very narrow. Policy makers can-
not possibly mean that performance information has no effect whatso-
ever on their decisions, or on their way of looking at organizations. The 
use of performance information is probably less formalized than the 
existence of performance reports or league tables suggests. Decision 
makers engage in a “problemistic search” and seek out supplementing 
sources of information, rather than just relying on one predefined set of 
information (Cyert and March, 1963).

Carol Weiss’s research on how program evaluation outcomes influence 
policy provides us with alternative ways of looking at use (see, e.g., Weiss, 
1979; Webber, 1991). One alternative way is the symbolic use of perform-
ance information, where the information is used for persuasive or 
 legitimation purposes. Another – more difficult to study – use of informa-
tion is conceptual use, whereby information supports general enlighten-
ment. Rather than being used in a straightforward and direct way, 
performance information permeates or “creeps” into the organization’s 
mindset (Weiss, 1980). Such an approach does more justice to the incom-
plete and ambiguous character of much performance information.

A performance information community

We have seen the development of a performance information commu-
nity in the public sector and even a performance indicator industry 
(Hood, 1991: 9). This community consists of officials and other actors 
who are experienced users of performance information. They know how 
to interpret performance information, they know the strengths and 
weaknesses of performance information, they know how to data-mine 
the information and how to present it in an accessible and/or convincing 
format. They are the performance information wizards who know the 
magic words for talking about organizational performance and improve-
ment. Talking about organizational performance using indicators signals 
competence. Yet, there is a possibility of parts of this performance infor-
mation community becoming isolated from the organizational reality 
that is being measured. As a result, performance information becomes a 
production stream in the organization in its own right.

A measurement culture is not necessarily a performance culture. Yet, 
it is undeniable that the performance information mindset has changed 
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Using Public Sector Performance Information 5

the way of working in the public sector. Performance information has 
permeated the public sector, and organizations have developed routines 
to deal with this information. There are of course instances where per-
formance information is used in a conspicuous way in decision making. 
Performance information is then used for its legitimating or communi-
cative value. Even more attention goes to the abuse and misuse of per-
formance information. But we cannot reduce study of the use of 
performance information to a study of dysfunctions. Performance 
information has been around for too long to make this credible, and we 
have seen too many well-intentioned innovations to simply discard 
performance information.

Research implications

The study of the use of public performance information, to which this 
book seeks to contribute, needs to move beyond the study of decision-
making processes. Rare are the cases where a single discrete decision 
can be traced back to a well-defined set of performance indicators. Both 
the decision-making process and performance information are much 
too incoherent for this (March, 1987). Performance information is more 
than the generally agreed-upon colorful graphs and tables in annual 
reports, and organizational decisions are generally not made by a uni-
tary decision maker at a precise point of time (Majone, 1989: 15).

The aim of this book is to demonstrate how to move beyond the tech-
nicalities of performance measurement and performance information. 
Studying performance information use is in essence a sociological study. 
It combines a focus on organizational structures for collecting, dissem-
inating, evaluating, and using performance information, with an ana-
lysis of the cultural changes related to the increased use of performance 
information. The use of performance information reflects more than a 
mere change in the technicalities of public sector decision making. It is 
indicative of the continuing emergence of a performance information 
mindset that has influenced officials, politicians, and citizens alike.

Overview of the book

This book grew out of a series of meetings of the Study Group on 
Performance in the Public Sector (formerly Study Group on Productivity 
and Quality in the Public Sector – www.publicsectorperformance.eu) of 
the European Group of Public Administration (EGPA). The Study Group 
had meetings during the annual EGPA conferences in Ljubljana (2004), 
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6 Performance Information in the Public Sector

Bern (2005), Milan (2006), and Madrid (2007) with calls for papers on 
“performance measurement and public management reform,” “the con-
tingencies of performance measurement systems,” “utilization and 
non-utilization of public sector performance information,” and “meas-
uring and comparing the performance of public sectors and public 
institutions.” In addition, a joint ASPA-EGPA Transatlantic Dialogue 
was held in Leuven in June 2006, attracting over 100 international aca-
demics discussing how to improve the performance of the public sector, 
and how to know that we are improving. All this resulted in series of 
high-quality papers.

This book is not just a collection of conference papers. During the 
past couple of years, the Study Group has also created an informal net-
work of academics studying “performance in the public sector.” The 
chapters in this volume each take a different approach to the phenom-
enon of performance information use. The book is divided into two 
main parts. The chapters in Part I look at the use of performance infor-
mation within public sector organizations and by public managers. The 
chapters in Part II look at the use of performance information at the 
intersection of these organizations with politics and society. As such, 
the book presents a progressive set of chapters introducing readers to a 
widening set of issues and approaches to the use of performance infor-
mation in the public sector.

The book starts with a chapter by Wouter Van Dooren, who looks at 
continuity and change in twentieth-century performance movements. 
He shows that the concepts used by eight distinct performance move-
ments have been remarkably stable, and that there has been a political 
dimension to each of these movements. The major evolution, he argues, 
has been the intensification of use in all corners of the public sector. 
That is the reason why recent movements seem to have had a more pro-
found impact on public administration than ever before.

Performance information, says Donald Moynihan in Chapter 2, is 
not comprehensive or objective, but always incomplete and ambiguous. 
The use and interpretation of performance information therefore 
emerges from an interactive dialogue between actors in public organ-
izations. Drawing from the literature of organizational learning, he 
investigates the potential for performance information to foster goal-
based learning in the public sector.

Performance steering is often presented as a tightly integrated sys-
tem, whereby performance information triggers decisions. In Chapter 3, 
Per Lægreid, Paul Roness and Kristin Rubecksen use the Norwegian 
Management-By-Objectives-and-Results performance management 
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Using Public Sector Performance Information 7

system to show how performance information and performance steer-
ing interact in practice. They find a fragmented system where organ-
izational objectives, performance indicators, performance reporting, 
and performance steering are, in fact, loosely coupled.

The reason why some would argue that performance information 
does not matter to decisions is that they insist on a very narrow defin-
ition of information use. Patria de Lancer Julnes explains in Chapter 4 
why, when studying the use of performance information, we should 
move beyond traditional conceptions of use as an instrumental process 
and refocus our attention on how information informs a dialogue.

In Chapter 5, Geert Bouckaert and John Halligan take a macro-level 
approach and compare the implementation of performance manage-
ment frameworks in the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, 
and Canada. Using four ideal types of managing performance, their 
comparison reveals that practice often falls short of aspirations, and 
that countries have followed different pathways and implementation 
styles.

Dysfunctions of performance information systems are often the result 
of undue attention to performance measurement and reporting, rather 
than to performance management. Zoe Radnor, Chapter 6, synthesizes 
the debate about organizational gaming in the public sector and presents 
us with a gaming typology. Knowledge about the types of gaming 
behavior may help us to improve performance management systems, 
and may be a first step towards a more normative discussion.

Kathryn Denhardt and Maria Aristigueta in Chapter 7 discuss the 
problem of accountability when using performance information in a 
collaborative public management context. Partnerships and collabor-
ation between agencies and programs blur clear lines of accountability, 
and therefore change the nature and purpose of performance measure-
ment. With its focus on social indicators and the pressures created by 
the publication of such indicators, this chapter immediately provides 
the link to the second part of the book – the use of performance infor-
mation by politicians and citizens who are outside the administrative 
system.

Jostein Askim analyses the role of performance information in polit-
ical decision making. Pessimists in the debate have argued that polit-
icians do not actually use traditional performance information. Just as 
some of the other authors in this volume, Askim demonstrates in 
Chapter 8 that we need to broaden our scope of research and also look 
at other types of information use, and at the different factors influenc-
ing politicians’ use of information.
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8 Performance Information in the Public Sector

In Chapter 9, Carole Johnson and Colin Talbot look at the political 
use of performance information, with a focus on Parliamentary scru-
tiny committees involved in scrutinizing government activity in the 
United Kingdom. They find wide variety across the committees, com-
bined with a strong undercurrent of a lack of change in traditional 
forms of scrutiny.

Åge Johnsen in Chapter 10 analyses the use of performance informa-
tion in making public policy, and presents a case of education policy in 
Norway. Using a life cycle of performance management practices, he 
stresses that we need to look at the politics and interests behind the use 
or non-use of information. Political considerations explain why avoid-
ing low performance may be a more powerful incentive than achieving 
a high level of service.

In Chapter 11, Dennis de Kool uses policy monitors in Dutch urban 
policy to explain why we need to take political and cultural factors into 
account when explaining the dynamics of such monitors. Performance 
information is used for different purposes. Knowledge about and recog-
nition of the interests of all actors may greatly improve the effectiveness 
and legitimacy of monitoring instruments.

The last two chapters extend the analysis to citizens and society. 
Alfred Ho, in Chapter 12, highlights the importance of involving citi-
zens in designing and using performance information. Approaching 
performance measurement systems as technical issues and implement-
ing them top-down ignores the fact that performance is not a neutral 
concept. Involving citizens improves accountability because it gives 
them the right and opportunity to define what counts as performance 
and what doesn’t.

Through a focus on rating and ranking systems, Steven Van de Walle 
and Alasdair Roberts demonstrate in Chapter 13 how performance 
information may create an illusion of rationality, order and control. The 
move towards ranking services’ performance is based on a number of 
behavioral assumptions. Rather than viewing this change as a technical 
innovation, we should see it as indicative of wider changes in society 
and as an attempt to deal with uncertainty.

In an epilogue, Harry Hatry reflects on the future of performance 
information in the public sector, and the central role of “use” in the 
changing performance measurement landscape. Using the material pre-
sented in this book, he develops a taxonomy of use and suggests how 
the findings may be used to further public management research and 
public management practice.
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