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Abstract

Recent research in performance measurement has focused on the tension between two uses of
performance information: ‘passive’, to ensure compliance, and ‘purposeful’, to improve
services. This article presents an in-depth study of two public sector organizations in England
and shows that the main tension may actually lie between a combined purposeful and passive
use, and an exclusively passive one. This tension was most pronounced between
organizational levels, where a combined use was dominant among senior managers, and an
exclusively passive one was prevalent among middle managers and frontline staff. This split
was not intentional — instead, it reflected how people interpreted the role of performance
measurement, suggesting that simply promoting greater use of information may not be
sufficient for linking measurement with service improvement. This study extends the
theoretical understanding of the dynamics of performance information use in organizations

and generates implications for using performance measurement to improve service delivery.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the past three decades, governments have made substantial investments to design and
implement performance measurement systems at both national and local levels (Bevan and
Hood 2006; Moynihan and Kroll 2016). The concept of performance has permeated public
sector reforms (Van Dooren ef al. 2010), and the use of measurement systems is becoming
ubiquitous around the world (Johnston and Pongatichat 2008; Arnaboldi et al. 2015; Li

2015).

Recent research has identified the use of performance information as a critical factor in
explaining the effectiveness of performance measurement programmes (Taylor 2011a;
Lavertu and Moynihan 2013). Indeed, the use of performance information has been regarded
as the ultimate test of performance reforms, assuming that public officials will make better

decisions through the regular use of such information (Taylor 2009).

While significant effort has been devoted to explaining the extent and drivers of
performance information use, a number of studies have found that organizations utilize
performance information in different ways (Moynihan ef al. 2011). For example, the
typology of performance information uses adopted in most recent empirical studies (see, e.g.,
Kroll and Vogel 2014; Moynihan and Kroll 2016) identifies several kinds, the two attracting
the most attention being ‘passive’, which refers to employees’ use of performance
information mainly to report and comply, and ‘purposeful’, which indicates the use of

information with the main aim of improving performance (Moynihan 2009).

While these are ideal types and organizations may be expected to use information in
multiple ways, little is known about how different uses are introduced and how they relate to
each other. Several scholars have investigated the antecedents of performance information
use, specifically of a ‘purposeful’ kind, and policy makers have attempted to strengthen the

link between performance information use and service improvement (Kroll and Vogel 2014).



However, there still remains evidence that ‘agencies use performance indicators more for
meeting external reporting requirements than for achieving internal improvements’ (Taylor
2011a, p. 860), suggesting that simply promoting the use of performance information may

not lead to service improvement.

This research sets out to explore the interplay of passive and purposeful uses in
organizations. It examines the uses of performance information in two organizations in
England - a local authority and a fire authority — in a period when performance measurement
was regarded as a key means to improve performance (Bevan and Hood 2006; Déring ef al.
2015). Moreover, senior management devoted substantial efforts to promoting a purposeful
use within both organizations (Moynihan ef al. 2012). More specifically, this research is
guided by the following questions: how do passive and purposeful uses interact? And what
implications does this interaction have for the overall aim of using performance information

to improve services?

This article generates four main findings. First, tensions were identified not between
separate uses (i.e., purposeful vs. passive), but between a combined purposeful and passive
use on one hand, and an exclusively passive use on the other. Second, these tensions were
most pronounced between hierarchical roles. Senior managers tended to use performance
information in a combined way, whereas frontline employees utilized it mainly for reporting
and compliance. Third, the decoupling between combined and exclusively passive use
appeared to be neither strategic nor intentional, but principally the consequence of divergent
interpretations of the goals and purposes of performance measurement. Such diversity in
interpretations contributes to explaining the lack of use of performance information by
frontline staff to achieving service improvement. Finally, the results indicate that differences
in use are distinct and persistent. This suggests that, on its own, an emphasis on performance

measurement and on greater use of information is unlikely to lead to the desired kind of use.



Instead, getting the frontline staff to see beyond the passive use may require efforts to help

them reconsider assumptions and reinterpret the role of performance information.

MEASURING AND MANAGING PERFORMANCE

In principle, a performance measurement system should perform the double function of an
information acquisition and an information representation system (Mari 2007). Therefore,
such a system should provide accurate, complete and trustworthy performance information,
which could support decision-making processes and actions, thus helping organizations

manage and improve their performance (Micheli and Mari 2014).

This rational approach to monitoring and improving government performance has
driven various reforms in Western European countries (see, e.g., Van Dooren et al. 2010;
Arnaboldi et al. 2015), retaining its appeal in specific sectors such as education (Teelken
2015; Destler 2017) and expanding its reach to other regions of the world (Cheung 2011; Li
2015; Ma 2016). However, it has been repeatedly shown that simply introducing and refining
measurement systems does not contribute directly to performance improvement (Taylor
2009; Gerrish 2016). Thus, empirical studies have increasingly questioned the link between
the production and use of performance information. As Moynihan et al. (2011, p. 1149) put it,
‘how do we make the jump from measurement to management? Until data are interpreted and

used, the promise of performance regimes to improve performance will not be met’.

USE OF PERFORMANCE INFORMATION

The use of performance information has been characterized as the ‘big question for the

performance management movement’ (Moynihan and Lavertu 2012, p. 592), and as an



‘intermediate step on the way to better performance’ (Bryson 2012, p. S106). However,
despite increasing investments in the design and implementation of measurement systems,
the use of performance information remains limited. The academic literature has examined
this issue in a number of contexts, including the UK (see, e.g., Bovaird and Gregory 1996;
Bevan and Hood 2006), continental Europe (Speklé and Verbeeten 2014; Arnaboldi ef al.
2015), Australia (Taylor 2011a and 2001b) and the U.S. (Moynihan and Kroll 2016). The
importance of performance information use has led researchers to employ it as the dependent
variable in their studies (see, e.g., Kroll and Moynihan 2015). Consequently, a recent and
steadily growing stream of literature has concentrated on uncovering the factors that could
promote greater use of performance information. For example, Taylor (2011b) found that the
type of measurement system, organizational culture, external environment, and attitudes
towards the impact of performance indicators were significantly related to the use of
performance information for decision-making. Other authors also highlighted that perceived
leadership commitment to results might be positively associated with use as ‘leaders “set the
table” for performance information use via a positive but indirect effect on two mediating

factors, goal clarity and organizational culture’ (Moynihan et al. 2012, p. 143).

At the same time, focusing simply on increasing the use of performance information
may be misleading, as uses may be different. For example, Bovaird and Gregory (1996)
recognized four managerial roles for performance measurement: giving strategic direction,
resource allocation, exercising control, and encouraging learning. Behn’s (2003)
distinguished eight purposes: evaluate, budget, control, motivate, promote, celebrate, learn
and improve. Later, Van Dooren et al. (2010) identified accountability, learning, steering and
controlling as reasons for using performance information. However, it was Moynihan’s

(2009) research that focused specifically on the different uses of performance information.



PURPOSEFUL AND PASSIVE USES

Moynihan (2009) proposed a fundamental distinction between two types of uses: purposeful
(performance information is used to improve efficiency and effectiveness), and passive
(information is utilized to comply with procedural requirements). Despite these being ideal
types, which are likely to co-exist in reality, earlier studies have juxtaposed them, with the
purposeful use being described as the most desirable type, and the passive use being seen

mainly as dysfunctional (Kroll and Vogel 2014).

Seen in light of Moynihan’s (2009) work, performance reforms are arguably intended
to generate a ‘purposeful’ use of information. However, several authors have found that
reforms appear to trigger more ‘passive’ responses (Taylor 2011a; Lavertu and Moynihan
2013). While a passive use may be necessary, its dysfunctional consequence is that large
investments might be directed to ensuring compliance and to improving the quality of
measurement systems, rather than to encouraging greater use of information to support
decisions and actions (Moynihan 2009; Taylor 2011a). These findings prompted research into

the drivers of various uses (e.g., Moynihan and Lavertu 2012).

Yet, little is known as to what happens when a particular use is introduced, how
different types of uses coexist, and how the promoted use interacts with the existing ways of
utilizing performance information. Even though a passive use may not lead to service
improvement directly, providing compliance and assurance, monitoring and controlling are
essential purposes of performance measurement (Behn 2003; Micheli and Neely 2010; Van
Dooren et al. 2010) and cannot be discarded. Moreover, different stakeholders value different
types of information and may use the same data differently. The study presented in this

article aims to advance the understanding of these important dynamics by examining



empirically the interplay of passive and purposeful uses of performance information within

organizations.

RESEARCH DESIGN

This research is qualitative for three main reasons. First, most existing studies of the use of
performance information are quantitative and have investigated the extent of performance
information use, rather than the dynamics between different types of use (e.g., Taylor 2011b;
Moynihan and Lavertu 2012; Kroll and Moynihan 2015). Similarly, scholars have often
focused on one type of performance information use — usually the ‘purposeful’ one
(Moynihan ef al. 2012; Kroll 2015). The lack of prior research and the complexity inherent in
examining multiple types of performance information use thus make a qualitative research

design more suitable (see Edmondson and McManus 2007).

Second, in many quantitative studies various types of performance information use
have loaded onto a single dimension, therefore ‘this approach [has limited] our ability to
understand subtle but potentially important nuances in the ways that managers use data for a
variety of purposes’ (Rabovsky 2014, p. 263). Some authors have used a qualitative
approach, but looked primarily at the use of information either between organizations (e.g.,
Micheli and Neely 2010), or at the individual level (Doring et al. 2015). This has led to calls
for qualitative studies to understand how and why performance information is used within

organizations (Moynihan et al. 2012).

Finally, this research explores the range of experiences of different actors inside an
organization, as well as their different perceptions. Previous studies relied mostly on single
responses from either performance measurement specialists or agency heads. Therefore,

respondents’ familiarity with the measurement system and their use of performance



information was greatly above average and not necessarily reflective of the variety of
perspectives existing in organizations (Moynihan ef al. 2011; Taylor 2011b). A qualitative

design allows this variety of views to be captured and examined.

This research was carried out in England: in order to identify salient contextual
aspects and establish the basis for generalization, it is useful to provide a description of the

empirical setting.

Empirical context

The English context is particularly significant, because the past two decades have seen
central government exert extensive control over the measurement and reporting of the
performance of public sector organizations (Doring et al. 2015; Martin et al. 2016). Ensuring
consistency of performance objectives, targets and indicators — the so-called ‘golden thread’
(Micheli and Neely 2010) — has been a priority for ministries and audit bodies (Audit
Commission 2002), particularly in the 1997-2010 period. Establishing a ‘golden thread’ was
regarded as a key means to deploy national policies, increase reporting flows between
different layers of government, and encourage the use of information to improve services

(HM Treasury 2001; Local Government Association 2012).

Since the late 1990s, growing emphasis was placed on the role of measurement
through the introduction of various initiatives aimed at producing an overall assessment of an
organisation’s performance (Martin ef al. 2016). These included Best Value, Comprehensive
Performance Assessments (CPA), Local Area Agreements (LAAs), and Comprehensive Area
Assessments (CAA). In the second half of 2010 the new government announced that both

LAAs and CAAs would be abolished, and auditing functions would progressively be given to



external organizations and to the National Audit Office. Currently, voluntary peer reviews are

being promoted and orchestrated by the Local Government Association.

Data for this study were collected in 2005-2007, hence in the period when
considerable effort was being put in attempting to improve services through a centralized,
performance measurement-based approach (Hood 2006; Doring et al. 2015). This makes the
chosen context particularly significant as it provides the basis for generalising the findings to
other settings where the measurement process is considered a driving force in service
delivery and where various performance measurement practices are introduced in a mainly
top-down fashion. For example, in England, certain sectors, such as education, continue to
implement national frameworks to measure and manage performance (see, e.g., Teelken
2015). Moreover, the introduction and cascading of performance measurement frameworks
from national to local levels is being adopted by many governments around the world
(Johnston and Pongatichat 2008; Cheung 2011; Li 2015, Ma 2016). Similarly to the situation
in England in the 2000s, in all such contexts the introduction of performance measurement
systems is motivated by the goal of improving the efficiency and quality of services and,
therefore, it is based on the assumption that performance information will be purposefully

used to enhance service delivery (Gerrish 2016).

Data collection and analysis
First phase — identification of themes and selection of research sites

The research was carried out in two phases. The first one focused on the identification of the
main themes related to uses of performance information and the selection of research sites.
To this end, nine exploratory interviews, each lasting approximately one hour, were

conducted with performance managers in nine public sector organizations. Given the



exploratory nature of this phase, opportunistic sampling was utilized to capture sufficient
diversity across the public sector in terms of both range and types of services provided.
Organizations included: a police force, two healthcare trusts, a public museum, a housing
association, a fire service, and three local authorities. The exploratory interviews enabled the
researchers to examine various issues in relation to performance measurement and uses of
performance information. For example, interviewees stressed the importance of reporting to
government departments, but they also agreed that an increasing number of indicators was

being introduced — both nationally and locally — to understand and improve local services.

Furthermore, the exploratory interviews helped select the sites for the in-depth
analysis. In particular, respondents identified the service variety as a key factor to affect the
measurability of performance (Mari 2007), which would in turn determine the extent and
type of performance information use. Service variety refers to the range and complexity of
services, which can vary from well defined and standardized (such as in police forces and fire
authorities) to complex and often tailored to users’ needs (such as in local authorities and
healthcare organisations) (Slack et al. 2016). Moreover, various interviewees mentioned
specific organizations known for their exemplary level of development of performance

management practices, and this also informed the selection of the main research sites.

Second phase — in-depth analysis

The exploratory interviews led to a shortlist of four organizations: a healthcare organization,
a police force, a fire authority, and a local authority. An initial screening showed that the fire
authority and the local authority were the most suitable organizations for this study for four
main reasons. First, they were sufficiently different with respect to service variety, thus

providing the necessary diversity for maximizing learning (Pettigrew 1990).
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Second, these organizations were the most advanced in their performance
measurement practices. Indications provided during the exploratory interviews were
supported by the analysis of the two organizations’ audits and reviews conducted by the
Audit Commission. According to the auditors, a well-structured performance management
framework had been developed and successfully implemented by the fire authority. The local
authority had pro-actively developed its own version of the Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan and
Norton 1992) in the early 2000s to equip itself with a comprehensive measurement system.
This is significant because the quality of measurement systems is an important driver of
performance information use (Taylor 2011b). Also, if organizations adopting more
sophisticated practices were found incapable of using performance information purposefully,
this would raise concerns for all organizations. Third, the auditors had also stated that both
organizations were improving strongly and were demonstrating good performance despite

operating in socially and economically deprived areas.

Finally, both organizations had been praised for organizational and political
leadership, which are significant drivers of performance information use (Moynihan 2009).
The Audit Commission emphasized that the fire authority’s high performance was achieved
through the ‘strongest possible grade for political and professional leadership’ and that the

council’s managerial leadership was at the root of service improvement.

Data collection

Triangulation was obtained through semi-structured interviews, analysis of written texts, and
observations, as the first author spent several days on each site. This strengthened the validity
of the research and enriched the understanding of the phenomena under investigation

(Eisenhardt 1989). In both organizations, respondents were selected to obtain a plurality of

11



viewpoints and therefore spanned multiple levels of hierarchy (see Table 1). In particular,

there was an equal split in job roles between the respondents at both sites. At the fire

authority, interviews lasted approximately 1.5 hours each and were carried out with: Chief

Executive; Deputy Chief Executive; Head of Planning and Performance; Performance and

Quality Manager; and two Performance Analysts. Given the clearly defined nature of their

services, these interviews were sufficient to understand the organization’s main performance

measurement practices. At the local authority, where services were more varied and the set of

performance indicators larger, 16 interviews of one hour on average were carried out with

key informants at corporate level (Deputy Chief Executives), at service level (Heads of

Service) and in more junior roles (Policy Officers, Assistant Managers and Performance

Analysts).

TABLE 1 Empirical Phases of the Research

Empirical Purpose Organizations Main data sources
phases studied
Refining the
focus; . . Nine unstructured interviews of
Exploratory . D Nine public sector . .
. . identifying .. approximately 1 hour with
interviews . organizations
appropriate case performance managers
organizations
Six semi-structured interviews and
Fire authority two pilot interviews of the
Providing approximate duration of 1.5 hours.
In-depth primary data for Relevant performance documents.
case studies answering the
research 16 semi-structured interviews and one
questions Local authority pilot interview of the approximate

duration of 1 hour.

Relevant performance documents.

The development of the interview protocol was informed by the literature and the first

phase of the research. The protocol was piloted with the Head of Planning and Performance
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and a Principal Service Analyst at the fire authority, and with a Performance Analyst at the
local authority. Initially, grand tour questions (McCracken 1988) were asked to enable
informants to speak about their experiences and practices using their own terms. Next,
questions were posed about the structure of the performance measurement systems and main
reporting flows. Finally, aspects related to use of performance information were examined.
To complement the interview data, multiple documents were collected - nine from the fire
authority and 11 from the local authority. These include: annual reports, service scorecards,
reports for auditors and regulators, strategic plans and risk management plans. Relevant

information was also downloaded from the organizations’ and their auditors’ websites.

Data analysis

The first author analysed the data through a structured coding procedure supported by the
QSR NVivo software. The results obtained were then reviewed and critiqued by the second
author and conclusions were drawn using both literature-based concepts and ones emerging
from the data. The analysis started from the description of data gathered through the
identification of relevant quotes in the interviews and documents, proceeded to the iterative
process of the composition and decomposition of codes, and then moved on to a more
interpretative phase. Through thematic analysis (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006) it was
possible to identify, code, and categorize consistent patterns in the data. Finally, the first
author examined in detail all existing performance indicators in both organizations with two
performance analysts, and validated what was mentioned in the interviews against what was

indicated in the documents.

The data analysis was conducted following the process proposed by Gioia et al.

(2013) (see Figure 1). Specifically, through the first-order analysis many codes were
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identified and labelled using informant-centric terms. For example, some interviewees
referred to auditors as ‘their masters’ and these passages were coded as ‘master-slave
relationship with auditors’. Second-order categories were obtained utilizing researcher-
centric concepts. For example, ‘master-slave relationships with auditors’ were regarded as
instances of ‘compliance and reporting’. Finally, aggregate theoretical dimensions were
defined in order to best explain what was found in relation to uses of performance
information (Gioia et al. 2013). In this case, ‘compliance and reporting’ was considered an
example of ‘passive use of performance information.” Tables 2 and 3 illustrate this process in

more detail. Results of the coding process are examined in the following section.

FIGURE 1 Coding Structure
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TABLE 2 Passive and Purposeful Uses of Performance Information

Second-order

First-order

Representative quotes

codes codes
Compliance and  Reporting to Performance information ‘is also used to report progress of
reporting stakeholders performance to the stakeholders, like the corporate
management team, the [Board] members, [the regulators] or
the department for communities and local government.’
(Head of Revenues and Benefits, Local authority)
Performance Performance reports ‘are published on a monthly basis and
information to that’s to assist [area commanders] in their management,
enable the ultimately for [national] performance indicators. It’s just
reporting supporting evidence’ (Performance analyst, Fire authority)
process

Master-slave
relationship with
auditors

‘We know that [the auditors] are our masters, if you want.
We just try and achieve what they set us’ (Performance and
Quality Manager, Fire authority)

Measure fixation

Focus on
externally
developed
targets and
indicators

Targets are

What are your most important indicators? ‘“We’ve got four
[national] performance indicators and the most important one
is the amount of rent that we collect ... but also across the
council everyone’s got a target that within the next two years
they are in the top quartile nationally’ (Middle manager,
Housing, Local authority)

‘Our objective is to achieve the (national) target’ (Middle

objectives manager, Housing, Local authority).
Being successful ‘is meeting those [national] targets and it’s
getting the [highest score] at the end of the year’ (Group
manager of rents and benefits, Local authority)
Managing Understanding ~ Performance measurement is: “how well do you know and
performance performance understand your customers? How are you responding to
them? How do you know whether your service is good value
for money or not?’ (Corporate Director of Customer
Services, Local authority)
Allocating ‘We measure performance to ensure that the resources that
resources we’ve got are being used to achieve what the authority
effectively sees as key priorities.” (Deputy CEO, Fire
authority)
Decision- Quantitative and To make decisions, ‘we’ve built up quantitative performance
making qualitative measures of course determined and driven largely by the
information government’s performance indicator, but also qualitative

observational bank of evidence around performance. The two
taken together are fundamental.” (Corporate Director of
Children’s Services, Local authority)
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Focus on
selected
indicators

‘When you have 400 indicators it’s tough to do that, when
you’ve got a core basket of a dozen or 20, you can do it. We
only really focus on the top 20 in the department at any one
time for real management action.” (Corporate Director of
Customer Services, Local authority)

Improving
performance

Providing and
receiving
feedback

Aligning
measurement to
objectives

Performance
information to
drive
improvement

“The [auditors’] approach was to take a more holistic view of
the performance of the organization, identify the relative
relevance of each indicator and then being prepared to listen
to our explanations.” (Deputy CEOQ, Fire authority)

Our performance ‘has improved dramatically and I think the
work we’ve done about those PIs within the Balanced
Scorecard ... contributes to that overall success of the
organization’ (Head of Leisure, Arts and Culture, Local
authority)

Performance measurement ‘is the key driver for improvement
... Without the performance indicators ... the pressure from
those indicators, we would never have noticed there was
another way of doing it and therefore the performance
indicators had a direct impact on practice’ (Director of
Children’s Services, Local authority).

TABLE 3 Combined Passive and Purposeful Uses of Performance Information

Second-order

First-order

Representative quotes

codes codes
Complying and  External ‘The culture within local government is now about
managing reporting and performance, you know where you fit in that league table,
performance internal what’s your rating, but there is a lot in terms of reputation,
resources attracting a good workforce ... raising aspirations in the

Importance of
both externally-
and internally-
developed
indicators

community ... it’s all about having a good, well performing
organization.” (Balanced Scorecard Project Manager, Local
authority)

‘We have been focusing mostly on the [national KPIs] that
are critical ... because of the reward grants and just the status
that goes with achieving stretch targets ... But some of the Pls
that we have that are not critical [nationally] are also very
useful. (Corporate Director of Customer Services, Local
authority)
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Complying and  External ‘The main reason for [measuring performance] is to make
improving reporting and sure that the children that I work with turn out to be well
performance performance adjusted individuals and have a decent life. That’s the
improvement primary thing. The other thing of course is that local
government is funded through public funds, public money ...
so there’s something about making sure that we spend our
money well’ (Head of Children's Safeguarding and Rights,
Local authority)
Use of the same  ‘It’s not that we just produce figures for [the auditors], we’re
information for  actually having to use those figures to work from, the end
reporting and result is obviously we hope to improve our performance and
performance meet our targets ... [performance information] is not just
improvement used for them, it’s a working tool’ (Assistant Manager, Local
purposes authority)
Introduction of ~ ‘For ... home fire safety checks [indicator] there was a
'stretch targets' conscious decision by this organization because, whilst there
in relation to is a national target of 20% reduction, we decided that we
national could do better than that, and in fact we set in our
indicators performance plan a target of 33% reduction.” (Deputy CEO,
Fire authority)
FINDINGS

Despite differences between the two chosen organizations, a large number of similarities

emerged from the analysis. Firstly, the perception of various aspects of performance

information use, such as the links between performance measurement and improvement in

both organizations, was very similar. Importantly, the observed patterns in the use of

performance information were also the same. Such similarity of findings has two effects:

firstly, it enhances the generalizability of the results across different organizations operating

within a comparable performance regime; secondly, it allows the findings to be treated as a

single dataset, as little is to be gained from comparing the two sites more formally. Therefore,

the findings are presented according to the main themes identified during data analysis.
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Passive or Purposeful Uses

In both organizations the interviewees expressed different views about uses of performance
information. Although the questions explicitly avoided referring to specific uses, the analysis
clearly identified two main types — passive and purposeful — in line with Moynihan’s (2009)
classification. As shown in Table 2, a passive use was mainly related to compliance and
reporting as well as to the emphasis on the measurement process, which could lead to
‘measure fixation’, i.e., placing emphasis on performance indicators rather than on the
underlying objectives (Smith 1995). Specifically, interviewees highlighted the central role of
various stakeholders — principally auditors and central government — in performance
measurement and reporting. Several respondents related the measurement process almost
exclusively to externally developed targets and indicators, and conflated performance targets,
often set nationally, with strategic organizational objectives, regardless of whether achieving

these objectives would result in securing additional resources for the organization.

A purposeful use was more concerned with the wider performance management
process as well as with information being utilized to support decisions and improve services.
In particular, many interviewees emphasized the role of performance information in enabling
staff to understand performance at organizational and individual levels, allocate resources,
and trigger process improvement. While attention was paid to the type of information being
collected and utilized (quantitative and qualitative), the kind of indicators used (strategic or
operational), and the linkages between indicators and objectives, such remarks were always
related to the effects of performance measurement, rather than to the measurement process

per se.

Differences between passive and purposeful were also reflected in the internal
documents. For example, at the Local Authority the main aim of the organization’s strategy

and measurement system was “to give all those partners involved, especially local
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communities, a clear sense of purpose” (Strategic Plan), whereas performance measurement
documents focused on data quality and reporting, without mentioning the links between the
use of data and service improvement. For example, the Introduction to the Children’s
Services Performance Dataset Monitoring Tool stated: “it is essential that every effort is
made to ensure that the information contained within this document is an accurate and
reflective picture of the performance of Children’s Social Services. We want to ensure that

the good work being done at the front-line of the service is reflected within.”

Combined Passive and Purposeful Uses

Quotes reported in Table 3 confirm and extend what was found in previous studies in relation
to passive and purposeful categories. Importantly, however, further analysis of the data shows
that these are not two separate, mutually exclusive elements. In fact, respondents who
emphasized the purposeful use of performance information also noted the importance of
reporting to external stakeholders. In particular, twelve interviewees explicitly articulated the
link between external reporting and securing resources, especially funding and more skilled
employees, pointing out the complementarity of externally and internally developed
indicators. For example, in a passage reported in Table 3, the Balanced Scorecard Project
Manager at the local authority clearly legitimizes and highlights a passive use (‘you know
where you fit in that league table, what’s your rating”), but complements it with remarks on a
more active and purposeful use, referring to employee recruitment and organizational

performance.

Compliance was also related to performance improvement, for example when
externally requested information could be utilized to enhance service delivery, and when

external targets could serve to define internal ‘stretch targets’, as exemplified in the passage
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by the fire authority’s Deputy CEO in Table 3. Furthermore, auditors appeared to play an
active role in fostering a positive connection between passive and purposeful uses of

information. For example:

[The auditors’ current] view is very much that [performance measurement] is a process to
achieve improvement, so we want to identify the areas where you need to develop to improve
... rather than just come in and just look at the performance and say: ‘this isn’t very good
therefore you must be doing things wrong’. They helped us not just to identify the areas for
development, but they also assisted us and continue to assist us to develop and improve to

achieve more effective services. (Deputy CEO, Fire authority)

Interplay of Performance Information Uses

The interviewees’ responses clearly showed that different understandings and uses of
performance information coexisted in both organizations. However, for ten respondents,
performance information was considered useful only as long as it allowed them to produce
reports that would stand up to external scrutiny (see Table 4). As a consequence, accuracy
and timeliness were the key criteria to assess the quality of performance information, and its
use was predominantly passive. For the other interviewees, performance information was
important for both providing evidence and asking and addressing questions about
performance improvement. Therefore, the contraposition was not between passive and
purposeful uses as suggested in earlier studies, but between a mere passive use for some

people and a combination of passive and purposeful for others.
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TABLE 4 Differences in uses between hierarchical levels

Predominantly Combined passive

passive use and purposeful
uses
Local authority 1 7
Senior Managers
Fire authority 1 2
Middle Managers Local authority 5 3
and frontline
staff Fire authority 3 -

Approximately half of the respondents believed that performance information should indeed
be collected and reported, but mainly as a means to support service improvement rather than
an end in itself; as the Director of Children Services at the local authority stated: ‘It’s not just

a number crunching capacity, it’s an intelligence.’

On the contrary, others articulated a clearly passive use and appeared to believe that
they were adding value through compliance and reporting. For example, while discussing
recent changes to the local authority’s measurement system, a performance analyst in social

services stated:

Now that we monitor on a weekly basis, [social workers] know they’ve got to record [visits to
children] or they’re going to have somebody jumping up and down and asking them why, just to
record the fact that they’ve done it. So, the whole culture has helped us to increase our recording

practices.

Interestingly, differences in use appeared to be most pronounced between
organizational levels. As shown in Table 4, a combined passive and purposeful use was

prevalent on senior management level. This is perhaps not surprising, considering the
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positive assessments both organizations received from the auditors, particularly in relation to
the role of leadership. On the other hand, at middle management level and below, a passive
use of performance information was dominant, with its emphasis on specific indicators, the

technical aspects of measurement, the achievement of targets, and external orientation.

Crucially, the more junior staff’s focus on the passive use did not appear to be driven
by an intention to avoid the priorities set by senior management. On the contrary, they
believed that a passive use was precisely what senior managers were attempting to promote.
As the quotes in Table 2 illustrate, these respondents genuinely considered the provision of
robust information to external bodies as the ultimate purpose of performance measurement
and therefore understood improvement as enhancement of the accuracy and timeliness of
their reports. Surprisingly, this was despite the fact that much of this information was directly
related to their tasks and operations and, therefore, could be used locally to improve service

delivery.

Senior managers seemed aware that closing the gap between a combined passive and
purposeful use of information on one hand and a persistent commitment to the passive use on
the other required painstaking work on changing the way people understood and made sense

of performance measurement. For example, the Deputy CEO of the fire authority stated:

We’ve been working very hard over the last four years to break down [the perception of
performance measurement as a punitive arrangement], but people’s perceptions quite often lags
behind what’s actually occurring, so I think it might take some time for them to realise that

things have actually changed.
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Thus, strengthening the internal ‘golden thread” (Micheli and Neely 2010) and creating
a more complete understanding of the use of performance information throughout the
organization required time and effort. Communication was regarded as fundamental. As a
middle manager in the local authority stated: ‘internally it does take quite a long time for that
continuity, that message about what you’re trying to achieve to work its way to all levels of
the organization’. A proactive and collaborative role of the CEO was seen as necessary to

spread the combined understanding of performance information use:

I think [the new CEO] has changed the regime, we’ve got different people, we’ve got a much
more collaborative approach ... [the previous CEO] was monitoring our failures, if you like,
and marking our homework, and today we’re working together, I think there’s no question

about that. (Corporate Director of Customer Services, Local authority)

Reducing the gap between a complex view of performance information and a simpler
one required continuous work on changing deep-seated perceptions about the roles of

performance measurement on the part of the organizations and their leaders.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This research examines the complexity inherent in one of the most crucial aspects of
performance measurement and management — the use of performance information. In
particular, it investigates the interplay between two types of performance information use —
passive and purposeful. The former regards performance measurement as a means to ensure
monitoring, control and reporting (Hood 2006), the latter to improve efficiency and

effectiveness (Moynihan 2009).
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This study makes four important contributions to both theory and practice. First,
although the literature identifies the ideal types of performance information use and
acknowledges that these can coexist in an organization, different types of use are often
treated in a discrete and contrasting way. For example, Taylor (2009) clearly separated the
use of performance information for external reporting from that for internal decision making;
Kroll and Vogel (2014) hypothesized the externally driven and internally oriented uses of
performance information as distinct and influenced by different sets of factors. This study,
instead, suggests that it may be equally, if not more important to understand and examine the
difference between a combined (passive and purposeful) use of performance information

employed by some people and an exclusively passive use persistently adhered to by others.

Second, the split between organizational levels in the way individuals used
performance information is noteworthy for various reasons. First of all, both organizations
were recognized as advanced in the implementation of performance management and
therefore all employees could be expected to use performance information purposefully, at
least to some extent. Yet, this was not the case, as the data revealed a consistent gap between
senior management using performance information both purposefully and passively and
frontline staff focusing on the passive use. The lack of the purposeful use of performance
information at the frontline is particularly problematic, given the proximity of staff to service
delivery and to using this information to enhance services. If the intent of performance
management reforms is to improve government performance (Moynihan ef al. 2011), this

should be regarded as a primary area of concern.

Third, this research extends the theoretical understanding of the dynamics of
performance information use and points out possible issues with the broader theoretical
assumptions underlying existing work. As a theory building study, this research makes a step

towards progressing the conversation about the use of performance information beyond
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typologies (Moynihan 2009) or lists of antecedents and instead provides insight into the
dynamics between specific types of use. For example, the split between different uses of
performance information has been theorized as evidence of decoupling (Modell 2003), where
organizations separate performance indicators for external reporting from indicators related
to service improvement (Taylor 2009). The inductive design of this study, however,
introduces additional nuance into this theorizing, showing that such decoupling may in fact
not be deliberate: those focusing mainly on conforming to procedural requirements saw
compliance as the principal goal of performance measurement and believed that senior
management’s efforts to increase performance information use were aimed at improving
reporting, rather than at supporting internal decision-making and, ultimately, enhancing
services. This suggests that decoupling in the uses of performance information should not
necessarily be treated as a strategic response aimed at actively separating diverging interests
(Greenwood et al. 2011) or ‘building gaps between (...) formal structures and actual work
activities’ (Meyer and Rowan 1977, p. 341). Instead, the co-existence of the combined use
and the exclusively passive one can be seen as manifestation of divergent sensemaking
(Maitlis and Christianson, 2014), where individuals interpret and explain the goals and

purposes of performance management differently.

Moreover, this view of the dynamics of decoupling has important implications for
understanding the drivers of performance information use. For example, while leadership was
identified as an important factor by interviewees (see also Moynihan ef al. 2012), the sheer
force of the leaders’ commitment to implementing performance management was not
sufficient to promote a purposeful use, especially at the frontline. A deeper understanding of
the reasons for different views regarding the role of performance information seems to be a
required complement to the leaders’ drive. The findings thus suggest that the view of

leadership in this context may need to go beyond a simple commitment to performance

25



management (Kroll and Moynihan 2015) or an encouragement to observe the rules and
procedures set by the government (Tummers and Knies 2016). As the passive use by some
individuals may be caused by the way they make sense of the purposes of performance
management, leaders may need to address the sensemaking processes directly (Maitlis and
Christianson 2014). In particular, they may first have to encourage staff to question their
existing perceptions of performance measurement and the corresponding use of performance
information, and to re-examine their course of action. Subsequently, leaders would need to
propose alternative explanations and new practices to help individuals understand the broader
application of performance management and recognize opportunities for a purposeful use of

information.

More broadly, this research calls into question the “behavioural assumption”, which
underlies much of the theory and practice of performance measurement and which
presupposes that measurement systems directly influence behaviours (Hall 2008; Micheli and
Mari 2014). Past and current reforms share this assumption and regard the purposeful use of
performance information as a fundamental enabler of positive behaviours. This research
shows that the “behavioural assumption” warrants further investigation, as a passive use of
performance information may invalidate it, even when there is an explicit effort by senior

management to link measurement with improvement.

Fourth, the results of this study also extend recommendations proposed in earlier
research. For example, Kroll (2015, p. 212) argues that ‘to improve information use, it seems
to be promising to convince managers of the advantages of performance management and to
form a critical mass of promoters.” While this research does not dispute this statement, great
attention should be paid to which use — or uses — should be promoted, on which level, and for

what reasons.
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Moreover, being aware of the tension between combined and passive uses makes it
easier to direct initiatives aimed at increasing the purposeful use. Differences in use may be
expected — indeed, it would be naive to assume that a CEO and a social worker would use the
same piece of information in identical ways. Equally, some information may be relevant at
one level, but not at another. Requiring a purposeful use of the same data at every level is
therefore unrealistic. Instead, creating sufficient awareness of how information is used by
different parties may become an important goal. For example, the same piece of information
may be used ‘purposefully’ but in different ways, as a senior manager could use information
related to a project’s performance to launch a new project, whereas a middle manager may
use the same information to change the allocation of resources within the existing project.
Alternatively, the senior manager may use this information ‘passively’ by simply reporting to
central government, whereas the middle manager could utilize it purposefully. What matters,
therefore, is not the complete alignment of uses, but a clear view about what role information

is expected to play in each instance.

In terms of implications for practice, this study suggests that, at the organizational
level, senior managers aiming to promote a purposeful use may first need to identify how
information is currently being utilized, and then engage with individuals who mainly use
information passively. This should not result in entirely dismissing the passive use, but rather
in exposing staff to alternative uses and educating them about the benefits of utilizing
performance information to trigger service improvement. Similarly, if reforms intend to
promote a purposeful use of information (Local Government Association 2012),
consideration should be given to how national frameworks are going to be interpreted by
local actors at different organizational levels. This extends Taylor’s (2011a) observation that
external forces are considerably less significant in driving the use of performance information

for internal decision-making. Our study suggests that it may indeed be more important to
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understand how different internal stakeholder groups will utilize specific indicators. While
some performance information may be intended mainly for external reporting — on basic
expenditure and headcount, for example — other information may be collected with the
explicit aim of triggering improvement, e.g., for national benchmarking schemes on citizens’
satisfaction with local services. Therefore, not only may it be difficult to clearly separate two
ideal types in an empirical setting and generally promote the purposeful use, but focusing
exclusively on the purposeful use may actually be inappropriate. Moreover, auditors should
try to understand not only whether performance measurement practices are established in an

organization, but also how these relate to service improvement.

This study has limitations that could inform future research. The procedure used for
selecting the research sites and the similarity of findings across two organizations chosen for
their diversity suggest that the findings could be extended to a range of public sector
organizations. However, only two organisations were considered and the context of this
research is characterized by a prescriptive national performance framework intended to
monitor and improve the performance of local organizations. Therefore, the findings are
generalizable to similar contexts and may not apply equally in different environments. In
England, the general performance management regime has evolved and become less
centralized and normative, but the findings continue to be relevant to specific sectors, such as

education.

Quantitative research could test the concurrent existence of different uses within
organizations, and investigate differences between hierarchical levels, although these would
require surveying multiple respondents from the same organization. Qualitative studies could
examine the contraposition between a combined and a merely passive use in different

performance regimes. Also, a longitudinal approach could bring further insights, for example
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in relation to changing roles of audit bodies and to the introduction of alternative approaches

to performance measurement at the national level.

This study has documented the differences in the way performance information was
used across different hierarchical levels. People’s perceptions, however, are also affected by
their functional background (Moon 2017), and future work may explore the effect of
functional bias on the use of performance information. Moreover, this article focused mainly
on the internal stakeholders’ uses of routine performance information. Future studies could
explicitly investigate the use of non-routine performance information and apply multiple
constituency theory (Campbell and Lambright 2016) to examine the differences in the
perception and use of performance information between external stakeholders, such as central
government agencies, regulators, funders, and citizens. Finally, future research could
consider whether the way performance information is used depends on whether the
performance is above or below the target (Nielsen 2014) and examine the effects of

performance information on service improvement.
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