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Step 3: Designing Meaningful 
Measures

‘My task, which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the 
 written word, to make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, 
to make you see.’ 

– Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim

I love a sunburnt country, 
A land of sweeping plains, 
Of ragged mountain ranges, 
Of droughts and flooding rains. 
I love her far horizons, 
I love her jewel-sea, 
Her beauty and her terror - 
The wide brown land for me! 

– Dorothea Mackellar, from My Country

Most of us aren’t conscious of the approach we use to find or choose per-
formance measures. Nor are we aware that our words lay the path to the 
most powerful performance measures. Which is why we are also usually 
unhappy with the selection of performance measures we have.

Selecting performance measures is usually treated as a trivial, pesky 
task imposed on us by an annual strategic or business planning work-
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shop. Many of us take the fastest route to finalising a list of performance 
measures in the KPI column of our plans and, more often than not, 
the resulting KPI column contains a list of things that are simply not good 
performance measures, if they are measures at all. (As we’ve discovered 
in previous chapters, many people don’t know what a real performance 
measure is.)

We don’t have to look too far to find examples of meaningless perfor-
mance measures. A quick Internet search for ‘strategic plan’ will return 
plentyof them. (Sadly, most of the strategic plans won’t have any mea-
sures.) When I recently did this Internet search, the first five organisa-
tions’ strategic plans listed had no measures whatsoever. The sixth listing 
was for Rowing Australia, the national governing body for the sport of 
rowing, whose vision is for Australia to be the world’s leading rowing 
nation. 

One of Rowing Australia’s strategic priorities is ‘High Performance’, 
and their objectives under this priority include having the most successful 
international program in world rowing and winning three gold medals at 
the 2012 London Olympic Games. One of the measures for this priority 
was ‘National High Performance Plan in place and national requirements 
adopted’. As you might recognise after reading the first few chapters of 
this book, that’s not a performance measure at all. It’s a milestone in the 
process of pursuing high performance, but it’s not evidence of high perfor-
mance. Either the plan is in place and the requirements are adopted or it’s 
not. Milestones are for program management. They are not performance 
measures. 

Another measure for this priority was ‘100% engagement by states in 
the National High Performance Plan’. What do you suppose they meant 
by ‘engagement’? Is it unanimous acceptance of the plan? Is it everyone’s 
involvement in the creation of the plan? Is it everyone’s enthusiastic im-
plementation of the plan, or pursuit of the plan’s goals? And who specif-
ically in the states ought to be engaged? The vagueness of this measure 
makes it impossible to determine whether Rowing Australia has carefully 
chosen and defined this measure, or whether it’s just an idea they had and 
hoped to flesh out in quantitative detail later.

This next plan in my Internet search results that included perfor-
mance measures was the tenth plan listed: the Queensland Department of 
Premier and Cabinet’s 2009–2013 Strategic Plan. One of their objectives 
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is ‘Supporting the Premier by maximising opportunities for Queensland’, 
and their measure for this objective is ‘Director-General satisfaction with 
the quality of support provided for the Council of Australian Govern-
ments (COAG), Council for the Australian Federation (CAF) and senior 
officer meetings’. Does the Director-General’s satisfaction provide any 
meaningful evidence of maximising opportunities for Queensland? No 
doubt it’s easy to measure—just ask the Director-General how satisfied 
he feels with the quality of support provided. But easy to measure doesn’t 
mean meaningful to measure. 

Another objective from this Department’s 2009–2013 Strategic Plan is 
‘Building a strong arts sector that enriches the lives of all Queenslanders’, 
measured by ‘Level of attendance and participation in subsidised arts sec-
tor events’, ‘Rates of volunteering in arts and culture’, and ‘Income and 
employment opportunities generated by the Cairns Indigenous Art Fair’. 
Perhaps the first two measures are evidence of the strength of the arts 
sector. But if this objective is honestly about all Queenslanders, how could 
the third measure even come close to gauging how well the lives of all 
Queenslanders are being enriched by the arts?

The next strategic plan I found with measures (the 11th title that Goo-
gle returned) was the 2009 Strategic Plan for the University of Western 
Australia’s Human Resources (HR) department. Their plan consisted of 
11 goals and 26 objectives organised around six Strategic Directions21. It 
also included 58 performance indicators with between zero and six for 
each objective. That is a lot of performance measures. But when we take 
a closer look, it’s easy to see how that happened. For the HR department’s 
objective ‘To provide appropriate leadership development opportunities’, 
they chose four performance indicators:

 Increased participation rates.

 Positive participant satisfaction surveys.

 Positive changes in leadership behaviours and cultural indicators 
as measured through the WLS and other tools.

21.  The ‘Strategic Directions’ described in the plan seemed to serve the same purpose as 
critical success factors, describing high-level priorities or themes around which goals 
and objectives would be developed.
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 Increase in the proportion of staff indicating on the Working Life 
Survey their satisfaction with the quality of local management.

They’ve done a very good job at focusing their performance indica-
tors on the results they want from that objective, which is likely to be that 
managers throughout the university are better leaders. But their objec-
tive is worded in an action-oriented rather than results-oriented way. By 
writing this objective using action-oriented rather than results-oriented 
language, they have listed a range of performance measures that relate to 
the leadership development process. Although the last two performance 
indicators are evidence of the outcome of that process (i.e. that managers 
become better leaders) the first two are simply evidence of participation in 
the leadership opportunities, which are drivers of the outcome. 

If the HR department had a Results Map (PuMP Blueprint Step 2), it 
might look like Figure 8.

In this HR department’s Results Map, we might see a blue result 
reading ‘managers throughout the university are better leaders’. Then, at 
the orange level in the Results Map, we might see two results that have a 
cause–effect link to the blue result: ‘managers readily participate in lead-
ership opportunities’ and ‘managers find the leadership opportunities 
valuable’. These two orange results are measured by the first two perfor-
mance indicators for the HR department’s first objective. When outcome 
and driver measures are included in a strategic plan, the result is a lot 
of performance measures. Driver performance measures actually belong 
to teams or business units because these measures assess the results of 
work at that level in the organisation’s structure. When this isn’t clear peo-
ple can get confused about how to cascade a strategy, and attempt to de-
velop even more detailed objectives and performance measures for their 
own team or business unit. And these measures are often trivial counts of 
workloads or project milestones.

It’s also worth pointing out that the first three performance indicators 
lack specificity. We’d probably assume that ‘Increased participation rates’ 
would be measured by the percentage of managers throughout the uni-
versity who participated in available leadership development opportuni-
ties. We might also assume that ‘Positive participant satisfaction surveys’ 
would be measured by participants’ average overall satisfaction rating of 
their experience in a leadership opportunity. But the performance indica-
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tor of ‘Positive changes in leadership behaviours and cultural indicators 
as measured through the WLS and other tools’ alludes to some measures 
about behaviour and culture without specifying them. It’s problematic 
when performance measures are not clearly detailed in a plan because am-
biguity delays their reporting, and time is wasted deciding exactly which 
measures will be used when the plan has failed to make that obvious. 

Listing 13 in my Google search was the Strategic Plan for the NATO 
Consultation, Command and Control Agency (NC3A). This plan used a 
Balanced Scorecard approach, and had a total of 25 performance mea-
sures for 16 objectives. Their first objective was ‘Be relied upon as a trust-
ed Alliance Partner’, and their performance measure for this was ‘NC3A 
contributions to NATO’s success’. What do you suppose they meant by 
‘contributions’? This is not a measure at all because we can’t tell exactly 
what is being counted or quantified as evidence of the degree NC3A are 
being relied upon or trusted. About three-quarters of the ‘performance 
measures’ in this plan are similarly vague statements that don’t make 
clear the evidence or quantification of the objectives. For example, for the 
objective of ‘Deliver coherence to NATO C4ISR’, a performance measure 
was ‘Alliance and Nation’s coherence’. For the objective of ‘Develop and 

figure 8. An excerpt of a possible Results Map for 
the HR Department
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grow relationships with external stakeholders’, the performance measure 
was ‘Key Stakeholder Relationships’. For the objective of ‘Implement top 
performing CATs [as teams]’, the performance measures were ‘Perfor-
mance Management’, ‘Management of Staff (Internal)’, and ‘Management 
of Staff (External)’. The wording of these ‘measures’ is so broad and vague 
there is no way to tell what kind of data should be gathered to measure 
them, or how it should be analysed to obtain evidence of whether these 
objectives are being achieved or improved as time goes by.

The ACT Department of Education and Training Strategic Plan was 
the fourteenth result that came up in my Internet search. Their plan was 
simple and focused, and for the most part their performance measures 
were clear and well-aligned with their priorities. Their first goal was ‘To en-
sure students succeed through quality teaching that engages them and sup-
ports the development of capabilities for life’. This goal had three priorities:

 Improve the quality of teaching through relevant professional 
learning, high-quality curriculum and pedagogical support.

 Improve literacy and numeracy outcomes for all students.

 Close the learning achievement gap between Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students and other students.

For these priorities were three performance measures:

 Proportion of students in all achievement bands above the 
national minimum standard in the National Assessment Pro-
gram—Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN).

 Year 12 mean scores and completion rates.

 Teacher retention and satisfaction.

We can see the alignment quite clearly between the first two mea-
sures and the second priority. But there are no specific measures that 
align with the first or third priority. And the third measure doesn’t really 
provide direct evidence of any of the priorities. Looking again at the goal, 
we should ask. Do any of these measures provide evidence of the degree 
to which students have developed capabilities for life?

We’re up to the sixteenth result that came up in my search—Access 
Arts Inc., a not-for-profit organisation that helps Queenslanders who have 
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disabilities to participate in the arts. And their plan included performance 
measures. One of their objectives was ‘Developing the capacity for research 
and evaluation underpins focused activity and ensures a relevant service’, 
and was measured by ‘Effective research and evaluation procedures using 
both formal and informal methodologies are in place by mid 2012’. An-
other objective was ‘Understanding our purpose, target markets and the 
marketplace creates a strong brand and meaningful communications to 
reach out to new and existing stakeholders’, and was measured by ‘By 2013, 
the Access Arts “story” and suite of services will be easily understood and 
consistently and appropriately communicated to all stakeholders through 
a variety of media’. Like one of the examples we saw earlier in the Rowing 
Australia strategic plan, these are milestones, not performance measures. 
Having procedures in place by a particular date is not evidence that capacity 
for research or relevance of services have increased. Milestones describe 
the date by which we want a particular initiative or project or activity to be 
completed. And we already know that completing an activity does not mean 
a performance result or outcome has been achieved. 

Let’s look at the big picture of what my Google search returned. Of the 
first 20 listings, 12 of the organisations had no measures in their strategic 
plans, and the remaining eight included measures that were too vague, 
not relevant to the goals, or not really measures at all. Granted, the organ-
isations whose strategic plans Google will find are government or not-for-
profit organisations because most privately owned companies do not pub-
lish their strategic plans publicly. (They want to protect their competitive 
positions in their markets, and there is no practical or legislative need to 
do so.) But do you think the measure selection situation is any different in 
the private sector? From years of experience, I’ve seen that some business 
results in the private sector (e.g. profit, revenue and sales) are easier to 
measure than the types of results that public-sector and non-profit or-
ganisations seek. But I’ve seen the private sector struggle just as vainly to 
meaningfully measure other business results such as customer relation-
ships, employee engagement, process productivity, and product and ser-
vice quality. Google also returned mostly Australian organisations in my 
search (presumably because I am based in Australia). But do you think 
the rest of the world is any better at performance measurement than the 
organisations I reviewed? From years of working with organisations and 
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companies around the world, I’ve seen the same amount of struggle to 
find meaningful measures.

At the root of the poor performance measures so many organisations 
are trying to use is the approach people take to find the performance mea-
sures in the first place. Let’s take a look at the approaches that are typically 
used, and why they don’t work.

Traditional approaches to selecting measures, 
and why these approaches fail
The most common method organisations use to select performance mea-
sures is a combination of the following:

 Brainstorming measures, where participants list as many po-
tential measures as they can think of and then do some kind of 
short-listing.

 Looking to existing data or measures to save the costs of measur-
ing something new and having to collect more data.

 Adopting measures from industry benchmarking, or some other 
version of adopting measures from other organisations in similar 
sectors or industries.

 Measuring what stakeholders (e.g. the board, regulators or indus-
try bodies) want to measure.

 Outsourcing the selection of measures to experts, consultants or 
industry specialists and accepting what these experts ‘know’ are 
the right measures.

Each of these methods certainly has strengths. But we often forget 
to examine the drawbacks. And the drawbacks are the reason why most 
organisations have too many of the wrong measures, and not enough of 
the right ones. 

Brainstorming performance measures
The first approach, brainstorming, usually entails looking at an objective 
or goal and asking a simple question: ‘What measures could we use?’ 
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 Everyone sits around a table and randomly throws out potential perfor-
mance measures for that particular objective or goal as related to the 
function or process that their departments oversee. This process might 
produce a list that looks something like this:

Measures for Staff Engagement:

Turnover

Sick days

Retention rate

Introduction of talent management 

Overtime

Staff survey

Engagement index

Staff satisfaction with their job

Leadership development

Performance management

Brainstorming has many positive attributes: it can generate lots of 
ideas for measures quite rapidly, it’s easy to do, it does not require special 
knowledge or skill, it’s familiar (so it won’t require distracting explana-
tions or new steps), and it can be very collaborative and engage people 
to be part of the process of selecting measures. But brainstorming rarely 
produces good measures. 

The truth is, we’re not really finished after the brainstorming is over. 
We still have to work out how to get a final selection of measures from that 
long list. Voting or ranking the ideas and skimming the few that rise to 
the top is not the answer. Ideas for potential measures need to be vetted or 
tested to weed out the items on the list that are not measures at all. Looking 
at the example list above, we can see that ‘Introduce talent management’, 
‘Leadership development’ and ‘Performance management’ are actually ac-
tions or initiatives. They might improve staff engagement, but they are not 
measures because they don’t provide evidence of the actual level of staff 
engagement. ‘Staff Survey’ is a means to collect data, but it doesn’t elabo-
rate on what kind of data for the computation of which specific measures. 
These four suggestions simply don’t belong on a list of measures.
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Often the people involved in brainstorming measures are brain-
storming measures for different goals without realising it. They start 
with fractured understandings and presumptions about what the goal 
means. The process of brainstorming does not offer an opportunity for 
testing whether the goal means the same to everyone. In the example 
brainstorm of measures above it’s very likely that ‘Turnover’ and ‘Reten-
tion rate’ were suggested by those who thought staff engagement was 
about people wanting to stay with the organisation. And the measure 
‘Staff satisfaction with their job’ was probably suggested by those who 
understood staff engagement as people being interested and motivated 
in their work.

Some of the measures produced in the example brainstorm session 
have little to do with what staff engagement looks like when it’s hap-
pening. ‘Retention Rate’ and ‘Turnover’ are well-known measures used 
by Human Resource departments, but are they really good evidence of 
staff engagement? You might say yes, because if staff are less engaged, 
the organisation will have a hard time retaining them. But these two 
measures give direct evidence only of how well an organisation holds 
its staff base stable. They are not direct evidence of staff engagement. 
All we need to do to prove it is observe that staff engagement can in-
deed be quite low, with staff feeling little passion or commitment to the 
goals of the organisation, while the ‘Turnover’ measure shows a very 
low percentage of staff being lost from month to month. Even though 
people might feel uninspired, that doesn’t mean they quit. There are 
many reasons people keep jobs they don’t like or don’t care about. A cul-
ture where employees feel disempowered, apathetic, and exhibit many 
traits of learned helplessness is one example where lack of engagement 
and a low turnover rate can coexist. In such a situation, decision mak-
ers would be incorrectly interpreting a low ‘Turnover’ as strong staff 
engagement. 

Many brainstormed measures are too vague for us to even get an op-
erational handle on what the measure is. After the brainstorming session, 
and someone is tasked with implementing the chosen measures weeks 
later they might have little idea of how to calculate them or find the right 
data for them. For example, ‘Engagement Index’ is a vague concept that 
gives no clues whatsoever about how to construct the measure. If it is 
already a known and defined measure, then that needs to be made clear 
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by a reference to its definition or source in the strategic or business plan 
whose performance measure column it occupies. There are too many ex-
amples of vague measures that never get implemented or reported be-
cause it’s anybody’s guess as to what in the world they mean.

And finally, brainstorming does not challenge our thinking beyond 
measures of which we are already aware. For example, when the above 
list of potential measures for staff engagement was brainstormed, no-one 
suggested Gallup’s Employee Engagement Ratio.22 It’s a performance mea-
sure used by organisations such as Google and FedEx, who are renowned 
for having highly engaged staff. 

An approach to selecting meaningful performance measures needs 
to produce a few measures that have been thoroughly tested for their rel-
evance or strength in the goal or result for which they are selected. Brain-
storming doesn’t reliably achieve this. Brainstorming was created by Alex 
Osborn early last century as a creativity tool.23 It is not a performance mea-
sure design tool. So save brainstorming for coming up with the theme for 
the company picnic.

Looking to existing data or legacy measures
Another common approach for selecting measures that people don’t seem 
to critique (but should) is to go looking for performance measure ideas in 
their existing data (i.e. asking the question ‘What can we measure from 
the data we’ve already got?’). Or they select from a list of legacy measures 
they’ve used for years already. Someone will say, ‘We need a measure for 
customer service performance. . . ’ and someone else will respond with, 
‘Well, we already have data on customer complaints, so let’s use Number 
of Customer Complaints’.

Obviously this approach to selecting performance measures is easy, 
quick, and low cost. People likely share a common understanding of the 
existing measures already, and there is a treasure trove of historic data 
available for trend analysis. These are all very good reasons why this is 

22.  Learn more about Gallup’s Employee Engagement Ratio at http://www.gallup.com/
consulting/121535/Employee-Engagement-Overview-Brochure.aspx

23.  Alex Osborn. Applied Imagination: Principles and Procedures of Creative Problem-Solving 
(Third Revised Edition). Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1963.
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such a comfortable, common approach. But they are not good enough 
reasons to justify using this approach.

The predominant flaw with relying on legacy measures is it is symp-
tomatic of an organisation not open to challenging whether the data they 
are collecting is really capable of telling them what they need to know 
about where they are going. If we measure what we have always mea-
sured, we will get what we have always gotten. What does the number 
of customer complaints really tell us? Is it really directly correlated with 
the number of customers who aren’t happy with service performance? 
No. It’s correlated with two things: the number of customers who feel 
inclined to complain, and the willingness of employees to capture the 
complaints that are made. The best way to measure customer service 
performance from the customers’ perspectives is to collect data about 
their perceptions.

Then there’s a flipside of not collecting the data an organisation really 
needs: the waste involved in collecting data that no longer supports the 
direction and focus the organisation has today. Measuring something just 
because it’s always been measured, and collecting data just because it’s al-
ways been collected, distracts people from the organisation’s strategy. And 
in many cases pits them against it. An example we’ve discussed before is 
the common practice for call centres to measure Average Handling Time 
(AHT), which tracks the average length of calls taken by call centre opera-
tors. The idea is usually to reduce the AHT so more calls can be handled 
and fewer staff are required to operate the call centre. As we’ve observed 
before, the limitation of this measure is that it encourages call centre op-
erators to do whatever they can to keep calls from going beyond the target 
AHT. Moreover, if the organisation’s strategy includes a critical success 
factor focused on customer loyalty, customer intimacy or customer ser-
vice, then AHT is a poor measure to use because it directly undermines 
these other objectives.

Another risk with limiting our selection of measures to existing 
data and legacy measures is it keeps people focused on yesterday’s (or 
yester-year’s) strategy. The parts of the organisation’s current strate-
gy that are new will go unmeasured. And when something isn’t mea-
sured, it’s very hard to keep people focused on it, working toward it, 
and achieving it. If call centre staff are measured only by AHT rather 
than how well they solve a customer’s issues the first time the customer 
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calls, then a new strategy to provide rapid solutions to customers will 
fall on its face.

We know that if a performance measure is going to be used to im-
prove performance and achieve a specific result, the people who produce 
that result must feel a strong sense of ownership towards that measure. 
And that feeling comes from hands-on, active involvement in choosing 
that measure—not from being handed the measure and told to start re-
porting it and meeting its targets. People might feel quite familiar with 
and accepting of their legacy performance measures, but it’s not the same 
as feeling true ownership of them. One of the legacy performance mea-
sures in call centres is Cost per Contact, which is the total operating ex-
pense of the call centre divided by the number of calls it receives. It’s a 
very threatening measure for call centre staff because the overwhelming 
perception is that it can be improved only by reducing the number of 
call centre operators. Staff are familiar with Cost per Contact. They might 
accept it as part of the landscape of the organisation. But they don’t feel 
ownership of a measure that poses a direct threat to their jobs.

When it’s so easy just to keep measuring what’s always been mea-
sured, better measures are rarely explored. And unless we explore better 
measures—measures that are more aligned with a new strategy, measures 
that don’t drive dysfunctional behaviour, measures with which employees 
feel engaged– organisations will never start collecting the data they truly 
do need and will more likely need into the future.

An approach to designing performance measures certainly needs to 
produce measures that are cost effective and quickly establish a baseline 
of historic data. But it must also produce measures that will take the or-
ganisation toward its vision, not keep it anchored in the past.

Adopting measures from industry benchmarking
There are two types of benchmarking, and we need to define them before 
we talk about benchmark measures. The first kind is process benchmark-
ing, where organisations learn from best practices in other organisations. 
This kind of benchmarking uses performance measures only to identify 
which organisations appear to have the best practices. Most of the empha-
sis is on learning from those other organisations how they have designed 
and managed their processes to achieve such great results. One example 



152 chapter 6

of process benchmarking is a firearms company benchmarking with a 
cosmetics company to improve its ammunition shells by learning how 
the cosmetics company made their lipstick cases so beautiful and shiny. 
Another is an airline that wanted to improve its maintenance process, so 
it benchmarked against a NASCAR pit crew.

The second kind of benchmarking is numeric benchmarking, and is 
often used to obtain ideas on how to measure specific goals or objectives. 
Numeric benchmarking emphasises the comparison of specific perfor-
mance measures within an industry, often to rank organisations within 
that industry and identify best-in-class performers. It can be coupled with 
process benchmarking, but numeric benchmarking studies often stop 
at the numeric comparisons and rankings. And benchmark reports like 
these can inspire some organisations about what to measure. A client of 
mine used CAPS Research24 benchmarking reports to help identify perfor-
mance measures for their procurement process. Thankfully they used the 
metrics from the benchmarking reports as an input into a robust proce-
dure for selecting measures, which they filtered to find the measures best 
suited to their procurement strategy. They didn’t do what many would: 
pick and choose any measures that look interesting, or for which they al-
ready have the data. Or, worse still, pick every measure from the list.

Benchmarking has some advantages. People feel safe and secure be-
cause others have gone before them in considering what might be mean-
ingful to measure for a specific goal or objective. Others have (we assume, 
but not always correctly) already put a lot of thought into those measures, 
so why reinvent the wheel? Adopting benchmarked measures also means 
people can compare the performance of their department, team or or-
ganisation with the performance of similar departments, teams, or or-
ganisations and get a sense of how good (or how much better) they are 
compared to others.

Benchmarking is also relatively easy and widely accepted, with many 
industry associations and research groups coordinating these kinds of ac-
tivities. And it’s true that when we’ve chosen a measure that others in 
our industry are already using, it’s easy to justify its use to colleagues and 
stakeholders.

24.  CAPS Research is a global research centre for supply chain management. You can 
learn more at http://www.capsresearch.org/



153step 3: designing meaningful measures

But benchmarking has disadvantages too, which can significantly 
limit the value of the measures chosen. There are consequences to adopt-
ing a ‘bolt on’ set of performance measures. One of the most important 
limitations is that benchmarking isn’t always collaborative. A small team 
is usually tasked with the benchmarking research and choice of mea-
sures, so there is little buy-in from others who have to use and meet the 
standards set by those measures. In fact, there is often deep cynicism 
about those measures chosen, which results in the kinds of dysfunctional 
behaviours we hear about all the time:

 figures are fudged to make the measures look good

 people spend more time complaining about the lack of relevance 
of the measures than they do putting them to use in improving 
performance

 people fail to implement the measures at all.

 An association representing landscape fire management agencies 
attempted to develop a set of consistent performance measures for ev-
eryone to use. But they failed to get those measures endorsed and imple-
mented because they didn’t involve the right people in the dialogue about 
the results that mattered most and the design of the best measures for 
those results. 

A more subtle but significant limitation of benchmarking is it is 
driven by convenience and a questionable desire for industry consistency 
rather than the organisation’s unique strategic direction and the informa-
tion needed to understand and execute their strategy. No two organisa-
tions are exactly alike, have exactly the same strengths and weaknesses, 
or aspire to exactly the same vision or values. So no two organisations will 
share exactly the same strategy, or need exactly the same performance 
measures. Performance measures are how we track our strategy execu-
tion and achievement, and are as unique to an organisation as its strategy. 
So how can a consistent and standard set of industry performance mea-
sures ‘bolt on’ to a unique organisation and support its unique strategy? 

Benchmarking doesn’t challenge our assumptions either. One of 
the profound benefits of performance measures is they force us to get 
very clear about the goals we’re trying to achieve—what they really mean, 
and what they really look like when they are achieved. Blindly adopting 
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 measures just because other organisations are using them robs us of the 
opportunity to have this dialogue. The procurement team I mentioned 
earlier had a lot of success with selecting some relevant measures from 
the CAPS Research metrics. But there were a few results they still needed 
to design unique measures for because they did not find anything suitable 
in the benchmark report. For example, part of their procurement strate-
gy was to encourage the organisation to order goods and services using 
approved contracts with suppliers. They needed to design their own mea-
sures25 for this result because there was nothing appropriate in the CAPS 
benchmark report.

And, as with brainstorming, when we rely on benchmarking it’s too 
easy to choose measures based on an incorrect assumption about what 
a goal really means. In fact this is a recurring theme across all of the 
common approaches people use in selecting measures. They jump to 
the question ‘When should we measure?’ before they have a sufficiently 
clear and shared understanding of the results they feel are important to 
measure.

Looking at a selection of industry-standard performance measures 
can be useful, but only when people are very clear about the organisation’s 
strategy, and have a deliberate method to filter a list of potential measures 
to choose the ones that best align to that strategy.

Measuring what stakeholders want to measure
Often the requirement or expectation to measure certain things is im-
posed on an organisation by regulators, shareholders, government, in-
dustry bodies or other stakeholders. And the requirements of the body 
mandating the measurements can weigh heavily in the decision about 
which performance measures the organisation will use. 

Government departments typically have a set of performance mea-
sures that have been insisted upon by the overarching government body, 
and that must be reported as part of the budget process. Just about every 
government department among my clients complains that these mea-

25.  The measures they designed for this result were % Jobs Ordered Off Approved Contracts, 
% Jobs Attempted to be Ordered Off Approved Contracts, and % Jobs Where Approved 
Contract Was Available.
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sures are too operational, not at all outcome-oriented, and don’t fit with 
their department’s strategic plan.

There are a few apparent advantages of an organisation measuring 
only what it’s told or requested to measure by stakeholders. A lot of the 
hard work of figuring out what stakeholders might want to see in a stra-
tegic plan is eliminated. The stakeholders simply state what they want. 
And when an important stakeholder wants something measured, senior 
managers are likely to feel a commitment to measure it. 

On the downside, people often struggle to retrofit the stakeholder- 
chosen measures to their department’s or division’s strategy, or try to re-
negotiate the stakeholder-chosen measures to get a tighter fit. Measures 
imposed from outside do not replace measures chosen through thought-
ful deliberation by the organisation itself. Yes, it is important to report cer-
tain measures to meet legal and statutory obligations and the information 
needs of external stakeholders. But these externally mandated measures 
are often confused with performance measures and force-fit into strategic 
plans when they don’t have to be. When providing information is part 
of meeting legal and statutory obligations, it simply means reporting in-
formation like a product for a specific stakeholder group. It’s not perfor-
mance measurement, for several reasons.

First, external stakeholders have their own unique stakes in the or-
ganisation, and few (if any) of them have a clear view of the whole picture 
the organisation operates in. The stakeholders’ own focus may not be 
the right focus, or the only focus that matters for the organisation. No 
single external stakeholder group is in a better position to understand 
the organisation’s strategic direction than its own senior leadership team. 
Senior leadership’s responsibility is to set the strategy and make sure it is 
measured, resourced and executed. In short, performance measurement 
needs to be driven by the decisions the organisation needs to make for 
its own purposes, and the information it needs to make those decisions. 
It should not be driven by the information requirements of one or more 
stakeholder groups.

When measures are imposed by external stakeholder groups or oth-
er entities, people within the organisation usually do not feel ownership 
of those measures. It’s like the landscape fire indicators example I men-
tioned earlier: if people aren’t involved in the selection of the measures, 
they almost always lack a feeling of ownership towards them. 
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And let’s not ignore the likelihood, given how many people still strug-
gle to find meaningful performance measures, that the stakeholders 
themselves do not have robust methods of choosing the most meaningful 
measures. The measures imposed by outside stakeholders might not be 
very good performance measures, or even performance measures at all. 

An approach to designing measures should produce measures that 
are relevant to the organisation’s strategic direction, which is understood 
and supported by its key stakeholders. And this approach to designing 
measures might involve stakeholder representatives in the process. But 
the process of designing measures can also be used to properly design 
the statistics or measures stakeholders require for their own purposes and 
needs. And the statistics and measures stakeholders require may or may 
not overlap with the organisation’s performance measures.

Outsourcing the selection of measures to experts 
or consultants
Industry experts, consultants, people with years of experience and 
self-nominated experts all have an aura of knowledge and wisdom that 
can make their ideas about what to measure sound more like truth than 
they actually are. And getting an expert to quickly fill the performance 
measure column in the business plan is tempting because it requires lit-
tle effort and doesn’t necessarily cost a lot.

The first time I realised this was a problem was in my early days as a 
performance measurement practitioner. The organisation I had just start-
ed working for had previously hired a large consulting firm to recommend 
performance measures. This consulting firm conducted a range of inter-
views with managers and staff throughout the organisation, then trotted 
back to their offices to produce a report more than an inch thick recom-
mending dozens and dozens (and dozens) of performance measures. The 
corporate planning manager called me to his office, presented the report 
to me, and asked what we should do with it. Each page was devoted to a 
single performance measure, with the name of the measure in very large 
type and, if I recall correctly, a very rudimentary description of what the 
measure was. There was no rationale for the measure. There was no align-
ment of the measures with the corporate strategy, departments goals or 
business processes. There was no discussion about the relative strengths 
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or weaknesses of each measure. It was simply a metrics shopping list for 
this organisation’s industry. I’ll bet the consultants used brainstorming 
and benchmarking to populate that list.

There are clear advantages to hiring the experts to do the legwork and 
find the best performance measures for an organisation. People within 
the organisation don’t have to do the hard work, and can keep focused 
on their ‘real jobs’. Experts can bring new ideas and experience that peo-
ple within the organisation might not have. Experts also have approaches 
that have worked for other organisations, which gives their ideas instant 
credibility.

But as tempting as it might be to outsource the selection of perfor-
mance measures, the risks are often not worth the supposed convenience. 
Some people don’t feel confident enough to challenge an expert, even 
though they have much more intimate knowledge of their own business 
and its priorities. And in a world where good performance measurement 
is still a mystery to many, experts can get away with a ‘one size fits all’ set 
of performance measures for each industry they’ve worked with. Some 
have their own proprietary methods for developing performance mea-
sures, but many of those methods are just variations on brainstorming 
with a catchy name.

Experts can also assume their clients don’t need to know the thinking 
behind the measures, so people within the organisation don’t learn how 
to think more wisely for themselves about the measures. Or the staff and 
management might not really understand the measures recommended to 
them, much less the implications for how they will be created, reported 
and used. 

But one of the biggest downsides of hiring experts to select perfor-
mance measures is those measures will have very low buy-in. Most people 
are reticent about performance measurement to begin with, and it’s only 
when they get to be part of the thinking, designing and decision process 
that they feel any real sense of engagement and ownership. So if you’re 
looking for someone to tell you what your measures ought to be, don’t 
ask me.

The approach we use for designing measures needs to produce per-
formance measures we understand, and of which we feel ownership. It 
needs to let us continue refining and refreshing our selection of measures 
as our performance and strategic direction change. Selecting performance 
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measures should not be outsourced because it plays such an important 
role in focusing everyone on what really matters most and giving them 
feedback to improve what matters most. It’s one of the most strategically 
important management processes any organisation has. I love what Dean 
Spitzer, author of Transforming Performance Measurement,26 says on the 
very first page of his book. (I quoted at the start of Chapter 1 of this book 
because I think it’s such an important point.) 

‘What if I were to tell you that one of the most important keys 

to your organization’s success can be found in a very unlikely 

place—a place many of you consider to be complicated, inacces-

sible, and perhaps even downright boring? What if I were to tell 

you that this key to success is already one of the most ubiquitous 

and impactful forces in your organization? It’s there, waiting for 

you to tap into it.

The key to success is MEASUREMENT.

Measurement done right can transform your organiza-

tion. . . measurement is fundamental to high performance, im-

provement, and, ultimately, success in business, or in any other 

area of human endeavour.’

Why would we outsource something so vitally important?

Is there a better way to find performance 
measures?
The reason many people use these quick and easy approaches to select 
measures is the same reason performance measurement is a dreaded 
event: people have no idea that designing measures is a process of dia-
logue about the goals or objectives they want to measure. When perfor-
mance measures are designed well, the process is a way for people to 
deeply understand what needs to be better, and to know whether or not 
those things are getting better (and by how much).

Even if we used a combination of the typical approaches to select-
ing performance measures to minimise the limitations of individual 

26.  Dean Spitzer. Transforming Performance Measurement. AMACOM, 2007.
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 approaches, we would still fall short of producing a balanced, meaningful 
and motivating set of performance measures.

Performance measures are comparisons that provide objective evi-
dence of the degree to which a performance result is occurring over time. 
Because measures are evidence of results, any approach to designing 
measures has to start with understanding what evidence would convince 
us the result we’re trying to measure is occurring, and to what extent. We 
can measure only what we can observe, so observation is the basis for 
evidence gathering.

We also want our approach to produce performance measures that 
are meaningful, even for seemingly immeasurable or intangible goals. 
We want to be sure our measures are few and focused, and that they are 
not going to add more effort or complexity to reporting. We want the con-
fidence of using measures that have been thoroughly tested for their rel-
evance in tracking the goal or result for which they are selected, and are 
supported by the people who will have to do the measuring. 

A good approach to designing measures will produce measures that 
encourage learning, knowledge sharing, and collaboration (rather than 
competition in performance improvement) and assist us in discovering 
the best business strategies for the organisation to achieve its goals. Our 
approach should help us find measures that are cost effective to imple-
ment from data collection to reporting, and will take the organisation to-
ward its vision, not drag it back into the past or lead it off on a tangent. 
With a good approach to designing measures, people will feel strong own-
ership of—and even excitement for—their measures.

The PuMP Designing Measures technique that we’re about to explore 
is based on five principles:

1. Facilitate the people who will own the measures to develop the 
measures.

2. Start with the goal, objective or result that we want to measure, 
and maintain a keen focus on what that result really means while 
we search for appropriate measures.

3. Consider a range of potential measures, and contrast their rele-
vance to the result and their feasibility to implement before we 
make a decision about which measure (or measures). 
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4. Choose the best measures; don’t wait for perfect measures.

5. Be specific in articulating the measure so it’s apparent what is 
being measured, and how it’s going to be measured.

The approach to designing measures we’re about to learn is quite 
straightforward and seemingly simple. But its power should not be under-
estimated. During the 14 years prior to this book’s publication, I helped 
more than a thousand people use the PuMP approach in their organisa-
tions. And each time they’ve been pleasantly surprised how easily it helps 
them produce valuable performance measures they feel excited about.

This approach to designing measures is great for crafting new mea-
sures from scratch, as well as evaluating existing performance measures 
or measures found through the traditional approaches described at the 
start of this chapter. It works smoothly in a team setting where several peo-
ple are collaborating to find performance measures for their own goals, 
objectives or results. In fact it works best in a team setting because group 
dialogue makes it easier to explore and test the meaning of a result, to 
build a fruitful list of potential measures, and to critique them realistically.

The five steps in this PuMP Designing Measures technique are:

Step 3.1: Begin with the result in mind

Step 3.2: Be sensory-specific

Step 3.3: Find potential measures

Step 3.4: Check the bigger picture

Step 3.5: Name the measure(s)

Let’s look at each step in more detail.

The 5 steps of meaningful measure design

Step 3.1: Begin with the end in mind
As the first step in deciding how to measure a result, we write down what 
the result is so we can keep focusing on it as we consider potential perfor-
mance measures. This enables us to easily and quickly assess the relative 
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strength or relevance of each potential measure, and avoid jumping to 
conclusions too soon. We focus on one result at a time.

Step 3.1 is simple: Write down the result for which you currently want 
to find a measure. Put it at the top of a page or whiteboard so everyone 
who is collaborating on designing measures can stay focused on it. It’s 
surprising how readily people will suggest performance measures that 
are only loosely associated with it, and not directly relevant to it. If we’ve 
written the result down for all to see, we’ll have a visual anchor to which 
the group can keep returning. Where do the results come from? They 
come from the organisation’s strategic or business plan, or ideally from 
its PuMP Results Map.

Wollondilly Shire is a local government area located in the beautiful 
New South Wales countryside, about an hour’s drive southwest of Sydney, 
Australia. The Shire Council offices are based in the little town of Picton, 
famous (at least in part) for being the location of a scene in The Wolverine, 
which stars Australian actor Hugh Jackman. My first visit to Picton was to 
help the management team find measures for the performance results we 
‘teased out’ of their strategic goals (PuMP Blueprint Step 2).

One of the performance results was ‘People in the community par-
ticipate with each other in organised community activities’. Writing this 
down at the top of our PuMP Designing Measures template (which we 
will see in its entirety toward the end of this chapter) was all we had to do 
for Step 3.1: Begin with the end in mind.

Step 3.2: Be sensory-specific
When we have the end in mind, we are ready to get a handle on what 
we will measure about our result. We need to take care to describe the 
result as specifically as possible. A good way to be specific is to use sen-
sory language that describes what we observe with our five senses: sight, 
hearing, touch, taste, and smell. (Sometimes we include a sixth sense, 
kinaesthetic or whole-body awareness, which encompasses movement.) 
Read the poem at the start of this chapter once more, the one by Dorothea 
Mackellar. Notice how she uses words to paint a visual image? If you’re 
Australian, or have seen pictures of the Australian landscape, this poem 
will trigger particularly vibrant images in your mind.
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To make our performance results sensory-specific, we list the things 
we and others would see, hear, touch, taste, smell or sense with our whole 
bodies if our result was happening now. We are looking for the unequivo-
cal, observable or detectable evidence that our result is occurring. We avoid 
inert ‘weasel words’ that appear so often in goal and objective statements— 
‘efficient’, ‘effective’, ‘accountable’, ‘committed’, ‘functional’, ‘productive’, 
‘consolidated’, ‘advanced’, ‘reliable’, ‘sustainable’, ‘integrated’ and so on. None 
of these words can be observed with our senses, and we simply can’t mea-
sure a result described using inert language. Measures are based on data we 
analyse to give us some evidence of the degree to which a particular result 
is occurring. Evidence is found in the physical world, the world of our five 
senses. So if a goal or result is to be measurable, then we must be able to de-
scribe it in terms of what someone would see, hear, feel (or do), taste, smell, 
or otherwise experience physically if that result were occurring. For example, 
a measure of employee absenteeism is based on data about individual em-
ployees’ attendance at work. It’s evidence about whether or not we see each 
employee at work on a given day. Over time, we analyse this data to measure 
the degree to which employees are available for work.

It can help if we ask questions such as:

 What would people see if this result was already achieved?

 What would people feel or be able to touch if this result was 
already achieved?

 What would people hear if this result was already achieved?

 What would people taste or smell if this result was already 
achieved? (Granted, most performance results in business do not 
have a flavour or a smell.)

 What would people experience if this result was already achieved?

Asking ourselves these questions when considering the sensory- 
specific evidence of ‘customers are loyal’ we might produce the following 
list:

 We would see the same customers coming back for our services 
again and again.

 Customers would feel a strong desire to keep using our services 
again and again.
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 We would hear customers saying how likely they are to keep 
using our services.

 We would observe in financial reports the continuing revenue 
earned from each customer over time.

So what is the effect of sensory-based language? We can more easily 
imagine in our minds what it would be like if a goal or result was happen-
ing. We can also more easily pinpoint the kind of evidence that will help 
convince us about the extent it is happening as time goes by. By thinking 
about how we can quantify the evidence, we can construct our meaning-
ful measures. You are probably already thinking about potential measures 
for the sensory-specific evidence of ‘customers are loyal’, aren’t you? Hold 
your horses and try not to jump ahead too quickly! Step 3.3 is going to 
guide us in the best way to capture our ideas for potential measures based 
on our sensory-specific evidence.

In this step of the Measure Design technique, we create a list of the 
observable or detectable symptoms Sherlock Holmes would snap up as 
evidence that our result was happening. It’s surprisingly difficult to list 
the evidence that shows that a result is occurring. People tend to make 
the same set of mistakes the first time or two until they see how this step 
helps the next Step (3.3). Many people list things that are not sensory- 
specific evidence of the result they are designing the measure for.

A spin-off benefit is one kind of evidence people often come up 
with that is not sensory-specific evidence of a result. Spin-off benefits 
are descriptions of a different result that would be an effect of the re-
sult for which we are designing the measure. For example, ‘increased 
profit’ could be a spin-off benefit of successfully achieving the goal 
‘customers are loyal’. But profit isn’t evidence of loyalty. We can have 
loyalty without increased profit, and we can have increased profit with-
out loyalty.

Another thing that is not sensory-specific evidence of a result is the 
use of vague weasel words. Don’t let the weasel back in! We do ourselves 
no favour at all by writing ‘enhanced customer engagement’ as sensory 
evidence that ‘customers are loyal’. That phrase is not sensory at all. How 
can we see, touch, smell or taste engagement, or its enhancement? What 
do those terms even mean?

A third thing that is not sensory-specific evidence of a result is ac-
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tions. For the result of ‘customers are loyal’, writing down ‘customer loy-
alty program’ is most definitely not evidence of how loyal customers are. 
Yes, creating such a program could help achieve the result. But it is not 
the result itself.

These types of problems crept into the first Measure Design that Wol-
londilly Shire Council’s management team did. But they quickly picked 
up on what good sensory evidence is, as you’ll see in the sensory-specific 
evidence for ‘People in the community participate with each other in or-
ganised community activities’, shown in Table 3.

Step 3.3: Find potential measures
If we do a good job of listing the sensory or observable evidence of our 
result, we’ll be able to translate the evidence into potential measures that 
tell us the extent our result is occurring. It is important not to filter out 
any ideas with thoughts like ‘We don’t have the data for that’ or ‘That’s 
too hard to measure’. We need to just do one thing at a time, and do it 
properly. Right now, the thing we’re doing is listing potential measures. 
We don’t have to sign them off in blood just yet. We’ll make it easier by 
splitting Step 3.3 into two sub-steps: listing our potential measures, and 
evaluating our potential measures.

LISTING POTENTIAL MEASURES

As we write down potential measures, we need to be sure we are writing 
down real measures, and not vague phrases, milestones, actions or data 
sources. We want to write down sentences expressing comparisons that 
provide objective evidence of the degree to which each type of sensory- 
specific evidence is occurring over time. Now might be a good time to 
revisit the definition of what a performance measure truly is on page 22.

For Wollondilly Shire’s desired result ‘People in the community par-
ticipate with each other in organised community activities’, they translat-
ed their sensory-specific evidence into potential measures as shown in 
Table 4. There were quite a few potential measures for this result, but 
that’s not always the case. And there is no correct number of potential 
measures either. We just list them until we run out of ideas.

Remember, we’re not interested in evaluating these measures yet. It’s 
much faster if we list the potential measures first, without judgement, 



table 3. Examples of sensory-specific evidence for community participation

More participation in public events including organised social and cultural 
activities (e.g. bike rides, group walks, bridge club, music)

More volunteers

More sporting and social clubs

More community facilities are booked 

More people coming to Community Engagement sessions to participate 

More membership of community organisations per capita

table 4. List of potential measures for community participation

Proportion of community participating in one or more local events per target 
group (e.g. month by month, using a survey question that prompts examples of 
events)

Proportion of young people in community participating in one or more local 
events (e.g. month by month, using a survey question that prompts examples of 
events)

Proportion of community that volunteer locally (by age group and by target 
group)

Average hours of volunteering per capita

Number of registered local community groups 

Number of members of registered local community groups by age and target 
group

Community Facility Utilisation Rate = proportion of opening hours of commu-
nity facilities that are booked

Proportion of community who are a member of one or more registered local 
community groups

Proportion of community who participate as a member in one or more regis-
tered local community groups

Community Facility Throughput = number of people using community facili-
ties by month/quarter (or by opening hours) 

Number of people participating in Community Engagement events

Proportion of community who participate in one or more Community Engage-
ment events

Average number of hours spent participating in Community Engagement 
events per person 
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and then continue with the second part of Step 3.3 once the list is done. 
The evaluation will sort out which measures are useless more quickly 
than having an unstructured discussion as each potential measure is 
suggested.

EVALUATING POTENTIAL MEASURES 

After we’ve finished a list of potential measures, we filter them to help the 
best become obvious. The evaluation is based on asking two questions for 
each potential measure:

 How strong an indicator is this measure of the result?

 How feasible will it be to measure this?

To answer the question about the strength of each of our potential 
measures, we need to read our desired result again. If a measure is strong, 
then we’d be very convinced our result was happening from that measure 
alone. If the measure is weak, then we’d imagine our measure could be 
showing positive changes, but the result itself remains unchanged. For 
example, our result might be that customers are really happy with our 
service. And a potential measure might be ‘Number of Customer Com-
plaints’. This is a weak measure because the number of complaints can 
decrease simply because customers have given up complaining about bad 
service even as their dissatisfaction increases. Another reasonable scenar-
io is that customers feel much more welcome to offer constructive feed-
back when they are satisfied with our service, so our measure could look 
worse even though customer satisfaction (the desired result) is better.

To answer the second question about the feasibility of our potential 
measures, we need to think about the ease or difficulty of accessing the 
data we’d need for the measure. High feasibility means that the data is 
already available, or would cost minimal time or money to get. Low feasi-
bility means the cost of getting the data is too high, and wouldn’t likely be 
worth it. A measure of ‘Number of Customer Complaints’ is usually quite 
feasible. Many organisations log complaints in a database, and so all we’d 
need to do is count them. Measuring customer satisfaction directly might 
be less feasible if we haven’t already established a routine and statistically 
valid customer survey.

For both strength and feasibility we can use a 7-point scale, where 
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1 is extremely low and 7 is extremely high. That is sufficient to sift even 
long lists of potential measures without being too complex. I find that 
when I use fewer than 7 points it’s harder to separate the most powerful 
measures from the others, and we can end up with more measures that 
we need. And when I use more than 7 points we waste time haggling 
over whether a measure is an 8 or a 9, and that degree of sensitivity is not 
worth the extra time.

Wollondilly Shire’s management team quickly reached agreement 
on the strength and feasibility of their potential measures for ‘People in 
the community participate with each other in organised community ac-
tivities’. Table 5 shows the measures they decided were best, based on an 
evaluation of strength (S) and feasibility (F), with the measures chosen as 
best indicated by a check mark in the final column.

The table shows that wherever the Wollondilly team gave a measure 
a strength rating of less than four, they didn’t waste time rating its fea-
sibility. If the strength alone is that low, the measure shouldn’t even be 
considered a good potential candidate for this result.

Colorado’s Douglas County is another local government organisation 
that used the PuMP approach to Designing Measures. One of the teams 
involved in designing the measures deviated from the PuMP steps, and 
chose to ignore feasibility. This came back to haunt them when they built 
their performance scorecard, and found gathering the data for their mea-
sures far more onerous and time consuming than they’d imagined. This 
example is a reminder that every step in the PuMP Blueprint is there for 
a good reason, and is based on lots of experience.

Step 3.4: Check the bigger picture
It’s important to check the bigger picture of what could happen if we mea-
sure each particular result. What might the unintended consequences of 
measuring the result be, both positive and negative? What behaviours 
might the measures unintentionally encourage? What other areas of 
performance might be sabotaged, limited or leveraged as this result im-
proves? This is our first chance to change our minds about what to mea-
sure for this result, or even whether to measure this result at all.

One of the classic unintended consequences is that if we improve re-
sults for which we produced measures in Step 3.3, other measures would 
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be undermined. At Douglas County, in designing a measure for their re-
sult ‘reduce costs and eliminate waste’,27 the team identified a negative 
unintended consequence: ‘Costs may be cut to such an extent that ser-

27.  Technically this is a multi-focused result, where ‘reduce costs’ could be treated as one 
result and ‘eliminate waste’ as another. This is a good time to remember that practical-
ity is more important than perfection. We can make very significant improvements in 
our performance measurement before we become masters of PuMP implementation.

table 5. Evaluating strength and feasibility of measures for community 
participation 

S* F*

Proportion of community participating in one or more local 
events, per target group (e.g., month by month, using a survey 
question that prompts examples of events)

6 5

Proportion of young people in community participating in one 
or more local events (e.g., month by month, using a survey 
question that prompts examples of events)

1

Proportion of community that volunteer locally (by age group 
and by target group)

6 7

Average hours of volunteering per capita 3

Number of registered local community groups 4 7

Number of members of registered local community groups by 
age and target group

6 5

Community Facility Utilisation Rate = proportion of opening 
hours of community facilities that are booked

3

Proportion of community who are a member of one or more 
registered local community groups

6 5

Proportion of community who participate as a member in one 
or more registered local community groups

7 5

Community Facility Throughput = number of people using 
community facilities by month/quarter (or by opening hours) 

3

Number of people participating in Community Engagement 
events

3

Proportion of community who participate in one or more Com-
munity Engagement events

3

Average number of hours spent participating in Community 
Engagement events per person 

3

* S = strength; F= feasibility
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vice capacity is negatively affected’ and ‘Certain services that may be out-
sourced may lower satisfaction levels if performed by non-county staff’. 
But they also identified a positive unintended consequence of measuring 
costs and waste. The measure might start a ripple effect of instilling a 
cost-efficiency mindset in staff: ‘Employees may continue finding ways to 
reduce costs that continue to reinforce our culture of fiscal responsibility’. 

Back to Wollondilly Shire Council. For their chosen measures for the 
result ‘People in the community participate with each other in organised 
community activities’, they quickly realised one very important feature 
about the bigger picture for those measures, shown in Table 6.

Performance measures aren’t limited to monitoring only those  results 
that are totally within our control. In fact, there really isn’t much that is 
totally within our control. When we’re working in an organisation or busi-
ness, we will have the most success and the greatest impact when we turn 
our attention to the results within our circle of influence. The measures 
we want to avoid are ones addressing results that are only within our cir-
cle of concern. The concepts of circle of control, circle of influence, and 
circle of concern come from Steven Covey’s landmark book The Seven 
Habits of Highly Effective People28 where he summarises them as follows:

Instead of reacting to or worrying about conditions over which 

they have little or no control, proactive people focus their time 

and energy on things they can control. The problems, chal-

lenges, and opportunities we face fall into two areas—Circle of 

Concern and Circle of Influence. 

 

Proactive people focus their efforts on their Circle of Influence. 

They work on the things they can do something about: health, 

children, problems at work. Reactive people focus their efforts 

28.  Steven Covey. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Touchstone, 2003.

table 6. Checking the bigger picture for a community participation 
measure

These measures are in our circle of influence, not control.
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in the Circle of Concern—things over which they have little or 

no control: the national debt, terrorism, the weather. Gaining an 

awareness of the areas in which we expend our energies in is a 

giant step in becoming proactive.

While we can (and should) measure important things in our circle of 
control, the measures with the most potent power are the ones that mea-
sure results that lie within our circle of influence. Measures of results in 
our circle of concern, on the other hand, are powerless.

Step 3.5: Name the measure(s)
Naming our performance measures marks the point where we know ex-
actly what we will be measuring. Names should be succinct, informative 
and deliberate because we need to be able to consistently and easily iden-
tify each measure as it is brought to life and used in decision making. 
There are two things to do. First, we give our measure a brief, three- to 
five-word unique name. Second, we write a sentence that describes the 
measure in enough detail that we can start to picture how it would be 
calculated.

Table 7 shows how the Wollondilly Shire Council team named and 
described their new performance measures for ‘People in the community 
participate with each other in organised community activities’.

These measures still need some work to make their calculations and 
data requirements clear. But that’s what PuMP Blueprint Steps 4 and 5 
will help to do. Time is the best way to create your performance measures 
is one step at a time.

table 7. Naming measures for community participation

Community Participation in Local Events = Proportion of community partic-
ipating in one or more local events, per target group (e.g. month by month, 
using a survey question that prompts examples of events).

Community Participation in Volunteering = Proportion of community that 
volunteer locally (by age group and by target group).

Community Participation in Community Groups = Proportion of community 
who participate as a member in one or more registered local community groups.
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The full design of the community participation 
measures
In Table 8 we can see all the steps of the PuMP Designing Measures tech-
nique for Wollondilly Shire Council’s result of ‘People in the community 
participate with each other in organised community activities’.

These completed Measure Designs are a very useful way to keep a 
record of the thinking that led us to the choice of each of our performance 
measures. This makes it easier for others to understand why certain mea-
sures were chosen and others ignored, which can increase buy-in.

table 8. The full Measure Design for community participation 

Begin with the result 
in mind

People in the community participate with each other in 
organised community activities

Be sensory-specific More participation in public events including organised social 
and cultural activities (e.g. bike rides, group walks, bridge 
club, music)

More volunteers

More sporting and social clubs

More community facilities are booked 

More people coming to Community Engagement sessions to 
participate 

More membership of community organisations per capita

S F

Find potential measures Proportion of community participating in one 
or more local events, per target group (e.g. 
month by month, using a survey question that 
prompts examples of events).

6 5

Proportion of young people in community 
participating in one or more local events (e.g. 
month by month, using a survey question that 
prompts examples of events).

1

Proportion of community that volunteer locally 
(by age group and by target group).

6 7

Average hours of volunteering per capita. 3

Number of registered local community groups. 4 7

Number of members of registered local com-
munity groups by age and target group.

6 5

Continued
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Designing Measures using PuMP compared to 
traditional approaches of selecting measures
The PuMP Designing Measures technique, like the traditional methods, 
has its advantages and disadvantages. On the plus side, it produces mean-
ingful and quantifiable measures. It tests the rigour in our thinking about 
our strategy, and ensures tight alignment between our measures and that 
strategy. It’s very collaborative because it is dialogue-based, resulting in 

S F

Find potential measures 
(continued)

Community Facility Utilisation Rate = propor-
tion of opening hours of community facilities 
that are booked.

3

Proportion of community who are a member of 
one or more registered local community groups.

6 5

Proportion of community who participate as a 
member in one or more registered local com-
munity groups.

7 5

Community Facility Throughput = number of 
people using community facilities by month/
quarter (or by opening hours). 

3

Number of people participating in Community 
Engagement events.

3

Proportion of community who participate in 
one or more Community Engagement events.

3

Average number of hours spent participating in 
Community Engagement events per person. 

3

Check the bigger picture These measures are in our circle of influence, not control.

Name the measures Community Participation in Local Events = Proportion of 
community participating in one or more local events, per 
target group (e.g. month by month, using a survey question 
that prompts examples of events).

Community Participation in Volunteering = Proportion of 
community that volunteer locally (by age group and by target 
group).

Community Participation in Community Groups = Propor-
tion of community who participate as a member in one or 
more registered local community groups.

table 8. (continued)
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strong ownership of the performance measures it creates. It takes into ac-
count the bigger picture, verifying that the measures will be good for the 
organisation and will not have unintended negative consequences.

On the downside, the PuMP Designing Measures technique is not 
as easy as traditional methods at first. As with anything new, patience, 
persistence and practice is required to develop skills in Measure Design. 
Until people have been through it once or twice, they can become distract-
ed if they forget what step they are doing and why. Designing meaningful 
measures using PuMP takes time because it asks for open dialogue to 
build a deeply shared understanding of what is being measured. And it 
needs some training and practice to ensure that people can use it proper-
ly. In addition, using the PuMP method and exploring it in sensory detail 
can reveal a need to alter our organisational strategy. The sensory- specific 
step in particular is harder than it first appears. Actually, having written 
this list of supposed disadvantages, I think deliberate process, open dia-
logue, developing deeply shared understanding of what we are doing and 
discovering ways to strengthen our organisational strategies are actually 
advantages.

Our Measures Teams are probably excited about their new performance 
measures at this point, and we want to keep that excitement alive by 
bringing those measures to life and using them. However, we don’t want 
rush in without the wider ownership of the measures needed for them to 
be used successfully. So we get together again in the fourth week in our 
PuMP Pilot for Step 4 in the PuMP Blueprint, where we engage others 
and solicit some feedback to make sure the measures are meaningful and 
have the support of those affected by them.

Take Action: Design meaningful performance 
measures
Once you have some measurable goals or objectives—not weasely, vague 
ones—you can quickly get started on designing a few meaningful perfor-
mance measures for them.

Go to the book’s website (www.pumpblueprintbook.com) and down-
load the PuMP Measure Design template.
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Chapter summary
We traditionally use methods such as brainstorming and benchmarking 
to select performance measures without realising these approaches cause 
many of the problems we experience with our measures. The approach we 
use determines whether our measures are sensible, quantifiable, aligned 
with our strategy, and owned by those affected in the organisation.

The five steps of the PuMP Designing Measures technique are: 

1. focus on the result we need to measure, 

2. describe that result in sensory-specific detail, 

3. develop a list of potential measures and short-list them based on 
their relative strength and feasibility, 

4. check to ensure the measures don’t have any unwanted or unin-
tended consequences, and 

5. name and describe the selected measures.

To design good measures, we need to sharpen our evidence-based 
thinking skills, because performance measures are evidence of perfor-
mance results.

Is your Measures Team ready to take their new measures out into the 
organisation and build the buy-in and support to get them implemented?


