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As governments continue to experiment with
service efforts and accomplishments (SEA) per-
formance measures, more and more reports that
incorporate those measures are becoming publicly
available. Accompanying the increase in externally
available SEA performance reports is the desire of
citizens and other users to better understand the
information in those reports. The GASB publica-
tion, Government Service Efforts and Accomplish-
ments Performance Reports: A Guide to Under-
standing, is intended to assist citizens and other
users by providing them with the tools to better
understand those reports.

The main feature of the publication is a “user’s
tour” of an SEA performance report to help read-
ers better understand what they are likely to find
in areport and to assist them in using the informa-
tion to assess a government’s SEA performance.

The guide takes the reader through the features
of state or local government SEA performance re-
ports by asking a series of questions such as:
Where should I begin? How can I find the informa-
tion that most interests me? How can I tell what
the government is trying to achieve and how well
it is achieving it?

The guide also provides an overall context for
government SEA performance reporting to help
readers understand the reasons for reporting on
performance and how to use SEA performance in-
formation, and where to find more information in-
cluding performance information available on the
Internet from governments cited in this guide.

The guide and this summary are intended to
help citizens become informed consumers of SEA
performance reports. We hope the public will be
encouraged to use the information in SEA perfor-
mance reports to ask questions and raise issues
about governments’ results.

(continued on inside back cover)




Understanding and Using Reports on
Services by State and Local Governments

State and local governments in the United States
are major providers of critical services. They are
the primary source of education, emergency ser-
vices, law enforcement, judicial administration, pub-
lic transportation, water and sewer, and public
works programs and services. In addition, state and
local governments play an important role in regu-
lating commerce and land use, protecting the envi-
ronment, and providing health, welfare, and em-
ployment services.

Yet often neither the specific role, nor the perfor-
mance, of state and local governments is well un-
derstood by citizens. Only in the past several years
have many state and local governments begun to
publish information about the actual results of the
services they provide.

These SEA (or “SEA performance”) reports take
many forms and vary from covering only a few ser-
vices to being quite comprehensive. When done
well, these reports can communicate essential in-
formation about how well a government is achiev-
ing its goals, objectives, or basic purposes.

This booklet explores five questions that a new
reader of a government’s SEA performance report
might want to have answers to:

Where should | begin?

How can | find the information that most inter-
ests me?

How can | tell what the government is trying
to achieve and how well it is achieving it?

How can | get a better view of performance
for issues or services that most interest me?

What else do | need to know?




Where should | begin?

Look for an overview or summary

that provides a “snapshot” of SEA

performance. A useful way to start
understanding the service performance of a gov-
ernment is to review a quick snapshot of the over-
all performance of the state or community.

Some reports include a brief overview, usually
near the front, to enable a reader to get a quick idea
of overall performance based on results related to a
few issues of critical importance in the community or
state.

Look for the government’s stated
@ purpose of the report, and its

“scope”—an overview of what the
report covers. Many SEA performance reports
start with a letter signed by a government leader, a
summary or executive summary, or an introduction.
Some reports have two or all three of these intro-
ductory sections, which often include information
on the purpose and scope of the report.

Look for information to help you
@ understand and use the report. To

help you understand and use the in-
formation provided, some reports have brief sec-
tions near the front that contain information for
using the report or a key to understanding how
the report is organized. For example, it could de-
scribe the different types of SEA performance
measures, such as outcomes (a measure of the
condition one is trying to achieve), outputs (a
measure of the quantity of a service or product
provided), or efficiency (the cost per unit of ser-
vice provided).



How can | find the information
that most interests me?

Scan the report to determine the dif-
n ferent levels (or layers) of perfor-

mance information available. Before
reading far into an SEA performance report, it helps
to skim through its pages—or, if reading an elec-
tronic report, to quickly scroll through pages or
“jump around” through links to different sections—
to get an idea of how the report is organized, whether
multiple levels of reporting are provided, and what
those different “levels” or “layers” are.

Determine if different kinds of infor-
n mation that interests you are avail-

able in different reports or websites.
In some governments, especially states, different
agencies issue their own SEA performance reports.
If you are interested in particular issues or services,
you may have to look for the responsible agency
(perhaps on its website) and find its report.

Look for information that tells you

where to find levels of SEA perfor-

mance reporting in different places.
There are various ways that SEA performance re-
ports help you navigate through different levels of
reporting and different reporting media (for example,
print or electronic) to find the information of most
interest to you. For example, you might find infor-
mation in an overview that tells you where to find
more details about performance in a certain pro-
gram, or in an electronic version you might find
links that take you to more information.



How can | tell what the government
is trying to achieve and how well
it is achieving it?

Look for the major goals and objec-
tives of the government organizations
covered in a report. Many government
performance reports include statements
of missions, goals, or objectives, which are useful
to read because they help establish expectations
for what a government is trying to achieve and give
you a context for assessing reported results. If you
read the major goals and objectives of a govern-
ment, you should be better able to understand the
SEA performance information it reports and to use
that information to assess how well the organiza-
tion is doing at reaching its goals. Also, the
government’s major goals and objectives should
give you a good idea about what the government
views as the most important things it is trying to
accomplish.

Look for performance measures that

help you assess how well the govern-

ment is achieving its goals and ob-

A jectives. Measures that closely relate

to the government’s goals and objectives are rel-

evant measures of results. Look for information

that helps you determine whether the measures

reported are related to the goals and objectives of
the organization.

Look for numerical targets for spe-
cific periods to get a better sense of
the objectives a government is trying

v to achieve. Government statements of
goals and objectives tend to be broad and tend not
to say how much progress is expected toward a
goal in a given period, such as the next fiscal year.




Although data on measures relevant to a goal may
tell you whether results are moving in a positive
direction, if you know specific targets and dead-
lines, you can then tell how close a government
came to meeting its expectations.

How can | get a better view of
performance for issues or services
that most interest me?

For issues, programs, or services of in-
terest, look for a range of performance
measures to help you understand how
the government is trying to achieve its
major goals and objectives and assess how well
those approaches are working. When you want to
look more deeply into a service than simply one or
two summary measures, it is helpful if you can find
measures that relate to each other—that not only tell
you about achievement of a goal or objective, but
give you an idea of the government’s strategy or ap-
proach to achieving the goal. The government’s chal-
lenge is to provide you with enough information to
understand its strategies and assess how well they
are working without overwhelming you with data.

Look for measures of conditions or
“outcomes” coupled with other mea-
sures that describe what is being done
about those conditions, to help you un-
derstand the government’s strategy for achiev-
ing its goal of improving those conditions. “Other
measures” can address a range of different kinds
of accomplishments that build toward achieving
the ultimate outcome sought. These other mea-
sures may include, for example, the amount of ser-
vices delivered or number of work products com-
pleted to address the condition—often called “out-



put measures”—such as the number of abandoned
buildings renovated or demolished.

Other key measures of accomplishment of a strat-
egy to achieve a goal can include “response times”
or “process times” such as the average number of
months between identifying an abandoned build-
ing and its renovation or demolition.

Look for performance measures that
help you assess how cost-effectively
resources are being used. Other impor-
tant types of performance measures are
measures of resources used and efficiency. Data
on the amount of resources used (“inputs”) may
be in the form of dollar costs, the number of em-
ployees, or amount of staff time (for example, num-
ber of employee-hours). Some reports include
charts that allow you to compare the amounts of
government resources used for different services.
It is important to know not only costs or re-
sources, but also measures of the amount of ser-
vices provided and the results or outcomes of those
services, so you can judge whether a service is a
good economic value to the state or community.
One way to assess this is to look at trends over
time in resources used versus trends in outputs or
outcomes.

Look for information that helps you un-

derstand relationships among re-

sources used, efficiency, and results.

A report might present measures for each

category of performance such as “in-
puts,” “resources,” “outputs,” “efficiency,” and
“outcomes.” By comparing these different types
of measures, you begin to get an idea of the rela-
tionship among the different categories of perfor-
mance. If a measure of the cost per unit of output
(efficiency) is presented over time, the trend in
this can help you understand what is happening
to the cost per unit of service.

<
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Look for other measures or explana-
tions that provide a context for levels
of efficiency. For example, is high effi-
ciency achieved at the cost of the qual-
ity of a service? A report might show that the Pub-
lic Health Laboratory increased its efficiency (re-
duced cost per lab test), but it might or might not
have lessened the quality (accuracy of test results).

Look for information on how satisfied

citizens or service customers are with

services, or how they perceive condi-

tions or outcomes. Another important
type of outcome measure tells you about citizen
and customer perceptions of the quality and re-
sults of programs and services. Because govern-
ment services are so intimately connected to the
lives of citizens, and often have as a goal the im-
provement of some aspect of their lives, govern-
ments often measure and report on citizen and cus-
tomer perceptions of services as additional mea-
sures of results.

Look for explanations to help determine
whether the measures reported are
useful or important for assessing SEA
performance. Sometimes text is provided
to help you understand useful relationships among
measures, or to explain why measures are relevant
measures of results. For instance a report might
include the question “Why is it important?” and
provide a concise answer for each aspect of ser-
vice for which performance indicators are reported.

Assess whether the measures pre-
sented for a program or service pro-
vide you with enough information to de-
velop conclusions about SEA perfor-
mance. Throughout the information presented on
different programs, a given government’s SEA per-
formance report is not likely to show all the different
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relationships among measures of resources, effi-
ciency, results, citizen perceptions, and customer
satisfaction, as described above. It would be espe-
cially unlikely for all possible types of SEA perfor-
mance information to be presented for any one pro-
gram or service.

What is important is to find a few different kinds
of performance measures that appear relevant to
what the organization is trying to achieve, and that
bear some logical relationship with each other, so
that, taken together, you develop some understand-
ing of the service and its SEA performance.

Look for information to help you under-
stand what the results mean—for ex-
ample, narrative explanations, graph-
ics, and comparisons. Government re-
ports frequently include a written discussion to go
along with data on results. Sections of text in a
report (sometimes presented with graphics and data
tables) providing analysis of results and challenges
should give the reader explanations to help make
quantitative performance results understandable.

Look for a variety of different types of

comparisons to give meaning to re-

ported results. Performance information

often is illuminated using data that offer
comparisons for assessing SEA performance, such
as results for the same measure over several time
periods, against established targets, across differ-
ent jurisdictions, across different geographic dis-
tricts in the same jurisdiction (for example, neigh-
borhoods in a city, counties in a state), or across
different facilities (for example, different schools
or parks).

Charts and tables that show comparisons both
over time and against targets can be particularly in-
teresting, as they can put the targets in the context
of what the organization has previously achieved.



Look for comparative trends over time

in related measures that may “tell a

story” of what has been happening for

an issue or service. A report might con-
tain line graphs or bar charts that show the perfor-
mance on measures for up to ten years, giving read-
ers a look at long-term performance trends. Text
will generally refer to some of those indicators, and
sometimes relates indicators with each other, which
can tell at least part of a story about an important
issue.

Look for demographic or geographic

comparisons that can help you under-

stand how issues related to results af-

fect different groups or districts of a
community or state. Analyses of results often are
illuminated by disaggregation of the data by dif-
ferent demographic groups or geographic areas.
Looking at disaggregated data comparing results
across groups or geographic areas can uncover is-
sues of concern about certain groups or areas that
may not be evident by looking at only average or
aggregate data.

Look for comparisons that provide an

external context for the reporting gov-

ernment by showing how it is doing

compared with other, similar jurisdic-
tions on key results. An SEA performance report
might show performance trends over five years
(or longer) for many performance measures with
comparisons to several other, comparable entities
in a metropolitan region for selected performance
measures.



What else do | need to know?

’ Look for information about the source
of the goals and objectives, and who was
involved in goal setting. Some reports tell
you the source of the goals and objectives, which
can help you understand how the goals and ob-
jectives were established. In addition to the source,
it is useful to know who was involved in estab-
lishing goals and objectives and how they were
involved.

, Look for background information that
can help you understand results. A good
analysis of results often includes a discus-
sion of the factors affecting results. When com-
parisons are made over time—or against standards,
established targets, or other jurisdictions—results
often show significant variations or changes that
warrant explanation. Reports should include a dis-
cussion of external and internal factors that may
have affected performance. Factors affecting results
provide background for the results and allow for a
deeper understanding of the organization’s SEA
performance.

Be alert for notes about changes in per-
, formance measures that can affect the
u level of consistency of data over time.
Comparisons across time, groups, districts, facili-
ties, or jurisdictions are valid only if the measures
are consistent over the unit of comparison. Reported
performance measures should be consistent from
period to period, and if the measure or measure-
ment methodology (for example, methods of col-
lecting data) has changed significantly, this should
be noted in the report.
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Some new measures are needed from time to time
to keep a report relevant because, for example, changes
have occurred in policies or in environmental, popu-
lation, or other conditions. Many SEA performance
reports identify when a measure is new and thus
does not have a comparative trend over time.

9 Look for explanations to help you assess
the reliability of the information reported.
As informative as an SEA performance re-
port might be, if you have concerns about the ac-
curacy or validity of the information, you may not
have confidence in what the report is telling you
and may have concerns about using the informa-
tion to make decisions or assess SEA performance.
You may be more comfortable using performance
information if you can assess the reliability of the
information reported. To help, look for a statement
in the report about what has been done to test the
reliability of the information being reported.

, Become aware of the frequency of pub-
lic reporting and the timeliness of SEA
performance information. Whether a gov-
ernment reports on performance as part of a larger
process of managing for results, or only for ac-
countability to the public, to be useful over time
regular and timely reporting is needed. Generally,
governments’ “regular” reports to citizens are is-
sued annually, though some are issued every two
years. If you know how often a report is issued,
you will know when to look for the next report to
track changes in performance measures of greatest
interest to you. It is important for performance in-
formation to be “timely”—meaning, reported in time
to be useful for decision making (for example, in a
budgeting or strategic planning process) and ac-
countability (for example, for citizens and others to
assess SEA performance).
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THE BEST WAY TO LEARN TO USE AN SEA
PERFORMANCE REPORT IS TO FOCUS ON
ITEMS THAT INTERESTYOU

This “user’s tour” was intended to give you a
head start on what to look for in any government
SEA performance report you obtain and help you
begin to understand and use the report. However,
nothing is better than “diving in” to a report to
learn what a government is saying about its SEA
performance, and to assess that performance for
yourself.
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The Government Service Efforts and Accom-
plishments Performance Reports: A Guide to Un-
derstanding and this summary are available, with
other information, on the Performance Measure-
ment for Government website (www.seagov.org)
in PDF format or may be ordered at no charge from
the GASB Order Department at (800) 748-0659.

ADDITIONALINFORMATION

To obtain additional copies of this summary
or a free copy of the Guide to Understanding,
or to request additional information, visit the
Performance Measurement for Government
website at www.seagov.org or the GASB website
at www.gasb.org, or call the GASB order
department at the number listed below.

Governmental Accounting Standards Board
401 Merritt 7

POBox 5116

Norwalk, CT 06856-5116

Order Department: (800) 748-0659

Fax: (203) 849-9714








<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


