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PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT SYSTEMS

Importance

Performance measurement in the fire service is important for several reasons. First, performance measures provide a means of defining program service levels both at the operational level and at the strategic level. Whether measuring fire suppression, fire education, arson investigation, or any other fire service delivery program, performance measures can provide clarity of mission. Additionally, performance measurement systems provide a rational methodology to report program accomplishments to managers, customers, and policymakers (Allen, 1996). The International City/County Management Association (ICMA) has been keenly interested in productivity and measuring performance for more than two decades (Hatry, Blair, Fisk, Greiner, Hall, & Schaenman, 1992). One of ICMA’s latest efforts in this area is a project intended to develop performance measurements that cities can use for comparative analysis.


Performance measures help fire service managers clarify the purpose or mission of a program because they cannot effectively develop performance measures without first developing a clear and understandable mission statement for the program (Allen, 1996; Fountain & Roob, 1994). This is not complicated but can be a very messy process and sometimes is quite complex (Fountain & Roob, 1994; Allen, 1996). It usually requires many hours of collaboration and dialogue with people from inside the department (both management and labor) besides getting input from stakeholders who are outside the department (Fountain & Roob, 1994). However, once the mission statement is written in clearly understandable language, operational and strategic performance measures can be rationally and reasonably developed. Operational performance measures are used by managers to plan and control programs at the operational level while strategic performance measures provide guidance to both managers and policymakers who have to make decisions from a more global (big picture) perspective.


Second, performance measures provide a means to clarify programs in terms that are understandable to citizens, customers, fire managers, and firefighters. These terms are typically formulated as inputs, outputs, and outcomes (Fountain & Roob, 1994). Program costs can be calculated by evaluating the efficiency, effectiveness, and equity of the program. Although costs are not always quantitative, i.e., measured in dollars and cents, there is a tendency often to only consider the financial costs. Equity and effectiveness costs typically must be measured in qualitative terms, which is much harder to measure and justify since mostly they are based on a set of values or assumptions about what is in the best interest of the public. Despite the difficulty in costing qualitative measures, it is extremely important to give it a best effort. Third, performance measures offer opportunities to improve the services of a program.

Leading-edge organizations, whether public or private, use performance measurement to gain insight into, and make judgments about, the effectiveness and efficiency of their programs, processes, and people. These best-in-class organizations choose what indicators they will use to measure their progress in meeting strategic goals and objectives, gather and analyze performance data, and then use these data to drive improvements in their organization—and successfully translate strategy into action. (Gore, 1997, p. 5)

Information (data) collected about the program can be used to evaluate program outcome performance for customers and how well the programs are meeting the strategic objectives of the

organization and the community. Evaluations based on predetermined performance measures then can be used to support requests for additional resources (Leithe, 1998).


Data can also be used to analyze how efficient current resources are being utilized. The same data can be used to help identify both strengths and weaknesses in the program thus supporting decisions to modify a program or sometimes decide to end a program. Although, an evaluation may suggest a program should be ended, a good performance measurement system provides fire managers early warnings of program weaknesses, which can be addressed early, so changes can be made to improve the service before a program becomes institutionalized in the community.


The levels of public services provided by any jurisdiction are political issues that require political decisions. The strongest, most comprehensive and most understandable performance measurement systems do not change this fact, nor should they change this fact. Political leaders (city council members, fire district board members, and policymakers) are elected to make decisions about the allocation of scarce resources (Allen, 1996). Fire service managers can, and should, play a role in developing performance measurement systems that can meet their community’s objectives in the best way possible. In this sense managers and leaders in the fire service are public safety policy entrepreneurs (Kingdon, 1995) who are constantly looking for opportunities to implement creative and innovative fire service programs. These programs must meet the needs of their customers and simultaneously provide for the overall public safety concerns of the community before it is reasonable to expect that they will be funded.


The data provided by a good performance measurement system can be an effective tool in influencing political decisions. However, performance measures do not make decisions or replace people. They are intended to provide a systematic management approach that provides better data and evaluation opportunities, which are then used to make important programmatic decisions (Allen, 1996). For example, a well thought out public education program for youths in the community based on sound research and analysis, and supported by a clear mission statement for the program can make the difference between gaining community support and not gaining community support. Support can be translated into budget dollars and staff to implement the program and performance measurement results can be used to substantiate how well the program is meeting its objectives.


It is possible to have good operational performance measures for every fire department program without having a set of programs that are integrated into the strategic objectives of the fire department or the whole community. Operational performance measures are needed and are especially helpful to program managers. But, a holistic approach to strategic planning is needed to provide a set of programs that are complementary to the strategic mission of the organization and, which identify the most appropriate level of service for each program. “Performance measurement systems succeed when the organizations strategic and business performance measures are related to—that is, is in alignment with—overall organizational goals ” (Gore, 1997, p. 11).


Strategic performance measures are also needed since they address the community’s strategic plan in a more comprehensive way than do operational performance measures. Yet, fire departments should have some form of strategic plan that provides direction and guidance for the development of fire service programs, which are complimentary to the objectives of the community. For example, if the community is concerned about its youth, then youth education programs are very important. On the other hand, if the community is primarily a resort town or retirement village, other services may take precedence.

Performance Measurement Dimensions

Several dimensions are important to the development of an effective performance measurement system. These dimensions include inputs, outputs, outcomes, efficiency, effectiveness (quality), and equity. The following paragraphs provide an overview of each dimension, its importance to the overall system, and some fire service examples that will help the reader keep these concepts and ideas within the context of practical application.

Inputs

Overview. Inputs are the resources required to perform a program, deliver a service, or produce a product at some desired level. Inputs include dollars, staffing (additional personnel and time allocation of existing personnel), equipment, supplies, and other tangible goods or commodities (ICMA, 1997; Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997). Inputs can also include demand characteristics of a program based on target populations (Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997). Cost analysis requires a review of all inputs whether they are direct or indirect. The indirect inputs tend to cause the greatest amount of anxiety between both program managers and elected officials when they are trying to cope with sensitive resource allocation decisions. Yet indirect costs (sometimes caused by unintended consequences) are important and if overlooked can cause a program to fail due to lack of adequate resource or other organizational support.

Importance. It should be obvious to even the casual observer that an accurate inventory and analysis of inputs are critical before realistic cost projections and cost comparisons can be completed. A thorough understanding of program inputs is essential to the development of meaningful performance measures. Yet often some of the simplest items are not accounted for in a program. An accurate description and accounting of program inputs also provide an opportunity for program managers and other stakeholders to have meaningful dialogue about the allocation of these scarce resources. Program managers who are struggling to stretch already overextended staffs can do an even better job of time management when inputs are accurately and honestly identified.


Fire Service Examples. Inputs in fire service programs are things like firefighters per thousand population, the number and type of apparatus required to be dispatched to adequately handle a specific type of incident, and the number of personnel assigned to a piece of apparatus. The numbers of telephone calls received by incident takers are inputs. If 17 telephone calls are received for a fire call, each is counted as an input.


Another example would be deciding the resource requirements to place a rehab unit in service. Staffing must be considered. Will this unit have a full crew or only a driver?  Will there be any special training requirements for the crews?  Additionally, the equipment, supplies, and commodities carried on the rehab truck are all inputs. Another way to look at inputs is to consider the inventory list on every piece of apparatus as a set of inputs into the services delivered by that truck and crew. The crews are counted as inputs plus all of the crewmembers’ personal protective gear is included as inputs.


Inputs for a public education program might include all of the hardware and software required to develop, implement, and maintain the program. Computers (again both the hardware and software for the computers), consultants, training, vehicles (cars, trucks, vans, trailers), office supplies, supervisors, and worker bees are all examples of inputs to the program. Here, if the target population is youths ages 3-7, all the youths who fall into this category are within the target population and are considered inputs. Other types of inputs are office space, telephones, and classroom space. Volunteers, partnerships with the business community or educational community also are program inputs.

Outputs

Overview. Outputs are the services provided or products produced by the program (ICMA, 1997; Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997). Outputs refer to the activity of an organization and are generally internal in nature. Outputs generally address how much activity is generated within a program. Examples of activities are the number of complaints answered, the number of responses to an event, or the number of personnel required to complete a job. Outputs reflect how busy an agency is.

Importance. Outputs are important when it is desirable to measure efficiency. In the most simplistic terms, efficiency is measured by dividing outputs by the number of inputs (ICMA, 1997; Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997). Efficiency is covered more thoroughly below in a separate section (see Efficiency beginning on p. 9). Understanding outputs is required before improvements can be made in the way something is being done or to determine the most right way to do something. However, outputs are not indicators of whether the activity is the right thing to do. Outputs are only indicators of how efficiently dollars are being spent, how efficiently staff time is being used, and how efficiently supplies are being allocated to accomplish the stated activities.

Fire Service Examples. The fire service, much like other organizations, tends to rely heavily on outputs as a measure for defending a program or requesting supplemental resources. Output reports, written to describe the amount of activity within a program are ubiquitous. The number of fires dispatched, the number of EMS incidents dispatched, the number of inspections conducted, the number of public education events held are all output reports. Each example above has a common theme, i.e., the number of something is tallied. In other words it is easy to categorize and count what was done.


Critical questions must be asked. For example, when working with public education programs should the program manager count the number of participants or the number of educational offerings (i.e., presentations)?  This becomes an important question since the resulting numbers can be drastically different. A single focus on outputs can misrepresent the true performance of a program.


The number of miles driven, feet of hose laid, and feet of ground ladders used at fires are each examples of measuring outputs. The Phoenix Fire Department used to report the total number of ground ladders used at fires during a given month until someone in the city manager’s office asked if the department had a 1035-foot ground ladder. The number of apparatus dispatched to an incident is an output measure. Most departments only count dispatches regardless of the number of trucks dispatched. However the Houston, Texas Fire Department reports each apparatus dispatched on an incident. For example when the Houston Fire Department dispatches two engines, one ladder, and one battalion chief to a house fire they report it as four separate responses.

Outcomes

Overview. Outcomes are measures of effectiveness or the quality of a program, service, or product. Outcomes describe results and whether the program goals are being met (ICMA, 1997; Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997). The ICMA literature offers two additional categories of outcome measures, an intermediate outcome category and an end outcome measure. An intermediate outcome “. . . is expected to lead to a desired end, but is not an ‘end’ in itself (such as service response time, which is of concern to a citizen making the call but does not tell anything directly about the ‘success’ of the call)” (ICMA, 1997, pp. 1-3). However, it may be a bit of a stretch to label these as outcomes and at the very least this subset of outcomes makes the distinctions between outputs and outcomes less clear. Some folks may draw this distinction because outcomes are typically somewhat harder to measure since they cannot always be quantified in nice neat numerical terms.


An end outcome measure is; “The end result that is anticipated or desired (such as the community having clean streets or reduced incidence of crimes or fires ”  (ICMA, 1997, p. 1-3). For the purposes of this essay and in an effort to keep these concepts as simple as possible, the designations of intermediate outcomes and end outcomes are not used. Outcome measures defined in this essay are the same as the “end” outcome measures in the ICMA system.


However, outcome measures should be developed with the user in mind. Managers need operational outcome measures that are useful to them in planning and controlling their programs at the operational level (Allen, 1996). Strategic outcome measures are very important to those persons responsible for developing, guiding, and evaluating the performance outcomes in relation to the overall mission of the organization and the community. Operational outcome performance measures and strategic outcome performance measures are also “end” outcome performance measures as defined above.


Mathematicians, budget analysts, and other number crunchers try to describe outcomes in terms that can be explained by some numerical formula using ratios, ordinal scales, or some other technique that reduces the subjectivity in the analysis of outcome measures. These folks would like to eliminate subjectivity completely but even they admit that things like the “public good,” “quality of life,” and “political considerations” must be addressed and are not easily quantifiable using nice, neat, and precise mathematical formulas.


Elected officials are typically most interested in outcome measures. Politicians want to know what the “bottom line” is for a given service or program and they prefer to have the information in simple easy to understand language that can be delivered in 30-second sound bites. This is an admirable objective but not always a realistic expectation. The fire service manager is caught in the horns of a dilemma between sound analytic work and less accurate information that satisfies the patience and attention span of elected officials. The possible answers to this situation are endless.

Importance. Outcome measures, like outputs, can also be used to measure efficiency. Simply divide outcomes by inputs. However, the real strength of good outcome measures lies with the story they tell about the quality of the service, or the effectiveness of the program. Outcome measures go beyond measuring mere activity. Where outputs can measure whether something is being done right, outcome measures can measure whether the right thing is being done. This looks like a subtle difference but is an extremely important distinction.


Outcome measures can help to bring clarity to what a program is supposed to accomplish and can kindle some of the most important debates an agency may have with its customers, stakeholders, and its internal staff. Clearly articulated outcome measures can be used to steer training and education programs internally. Additionally outcome measures can be the focus of reports, which communicate how well the goals of the program are being met internally and externally.


Inside the organization, reports based on outcome measures give program managers and program workers important responses to how well they are doing at meeting their stated goals. Outside the organization, the same reports provide stakeholders and policymakers feedback on how effective their decisions were and how well scarce resources are being used to meet customer needs. Additionally, these reports communicate how well the same resources are meeting the overall mission of the organization and community.

Fire Service Examples. Where output performance measures measure the number of apparatus dispatched to a fire, outcome performance measures look at how effective firefighters were after their arrival on the scene of the an incident. If it takes 15 minutes to hook up to available water and the house burns down, the output measures are not affected since they only measure the resources dispatched. However, the outcome was a disaster. An example of an operational performance outcome measure is the number of fires kept to the room of origin after arrival of the fire department.


A fire department may want to further define this outcome measure by describing whom or what fire department resources must arrive before it is reasonable to measure the outcome. This requires clearly stated goals and objectives, which accurately reflect the fire department’s expectations. These expectations should then be provided to the members of the department in the form of operating procedures.


One example of a strategic outcome performance measure is the reduction in dollars of fire loss in the community. This may be the result of an active fire prevention program or the implementation of a sprinkler ordinance. These programs are very different from each other. Yet, each is congruent with and contributes to the overall strategic mission of the organization. The number of youths taught how to call the fire department through 911 is an output measure by itself. However, if the number of youths who call 911 to report real emergencies increases, this might be a positive outcome directly correlated to the fire department educational program. This example demonstrates how an outcome measure may be simple to state but collecting accurate and meaningful data may be a veritable challenge. For example, how does the current data compare with the number of calls received before the intervention program was implemented?


The same approach can be taken in training programs, apparatus maintenance programs, or with facilities maintenance programs. In the classroom, inputs include the classroom, supplies, teacher(s), resources necessary to get the firefighters to class, and other resources required to conduct the class. Outputs are the number of firefighters who attended or the content of the material presented by the class facilitator. However, without outcome measures the department cannot verify if anyone learned anything. One way to measure outcomes is through testing in the classroom. Yet some folks argue (and reasonably so) that classroom tests do not represent the real world. Thus, other ways of more accurately measuring the real outcome of the class are needed. Examples include the use of preceptor programs (like those used in paramedic programs), peer review programs in the field, or critiques after incidents.

Efficiency

Overview. Efficiency is a measure that compares the cost of something, in terms of resources used, to the production of something in terms of service, products, energy expended, or some other input. Efficiency is output (or sometimes outcomes) divided by inputs, thus providing a unit-cost ratio (ICMA, 1997; Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997). It is important to note that if an organization uses outputs instead of outcomes to measure efficiency, a lower unit-cost ratio “. . . may achieve the result at the expense of the quality (i.e., outcome) of the service ” (ICMA, 1997, p. 1-3).  Efficiency is an easily understood concept that has an important impact on decision makers from all sectors in society.


Efforts to improve efficiency sometimes manifest themselves in downsizing, layoffs, and mergers in the private sector to reduce costs and improve margins of profit. Decision makers in the public sector typically look for ways to reduce taxes and government spending. This often results in efforts to privatize public services or contract services with the private sector, create public/private partnerships, or reduce staffing without reducing the levels of service.


Reductions in costs of inputs without reductions in outputs improve efficiency. Additionally, reductions in costs without commensurate reductions in service (usually measured in outputs) are also an improvement in efficiency. It is important to note here that efficiency must not be confused with effectiveness (which is covered in the next section). Efficiency only addresses the least expensive way to do something, sometimes referred to as finding the “right way ”. Effectiveness addresses doing the “right thing ”.

Importance. Efficiency measures are important for several reasons. First, resources are always scarce. Therefore, decisions are always required to allocate scarce resources based on some set of criteria, which is used to set priorities. Cost is certainly one criterion for making a decision and for many policymakers it is their most important criterion. Second, managers must frequently be able to demonstrate that they are getting the maximum outputs and outcomes from their already limited inputs before decision makers are willing to give them more resources.


Third, efficiency measures provide those persons doing the work feedback on how well they are utilizing their resources. Continuous improvement efforts in many organizations (an outgrowth of the total quality management movement in the United States) are all about being more efficient. Fourth, in a free market economy competition is king and the more efficient a private firm is the more competitive they can be, thus improve their profits.


The public sector faces similar challenges with a slightly different spin. The public sector is challenged to be more competitive (usually defined as doing the job cheaper, i.e., more efficiently) through competitive bidding with the private sector. And finally, efficiency measures are important to the public sector because public managers are responsible for eliminating wasteful spending of tax dollars and citizens are holding them accountable for doing their job. Efficiency measures provide public managers with a means to report their achievements to 

everyone in the system from those who do the work, to those who receive the service, and ultimately to those who pay their taxes.


Fire Service Examples. Since the fire service is generally part of the public domain, fire departments are not immune from the challenges presented by elected officials and by the public to be more efficient. Fire departments cannot ignore these challenges but must meet them realistically and responsibly. Operational efficiencies can most often be achieved through implementation of sound management practices and resourceful leadership. Creativity and innovation can be critical elements enhancing the development of sound performance measurement systems.


Performance measurements are important tools that fire service managers and leaders need so they can better perform their jobs according to the highest ethical and professional standards. For example, video can be used for training in place of all face-to-face classroom training. In other areas of the department competitive bidding might reduce cost for commodities, apparatus and equipment, or facility construction.


Volunteers reduce the cost of inputs and thereby have the potential to increase efficiency. Volunteers are found in almost every facet of the fire service throughout the United States and perform a gamut of tasks from the most technical (including emergency operations) to the most administrative (including the job of fire chief). Purchasing laborsaving equipment improves efficiency, especially in the fire service since firefighting is such labor-intensive manual work.


Power saws are more efficient than hand axes for cutting holes in roofs, forcing entry, and performing other cutting tasks. Air bags, big blowers for cross ventilation, brake retardation systems on apparatus, and metal roofs on fire stations are all examples of being more efficient through technology and use of laborsaving tools.   Electronic technology (computers) can be labor saving or can be labor costing depending on the configuration, use, and need so a word of caution is appropriate here.


Employing civilians who are specialists to perform some of the fire department’s professional work instead of using firefighters for every job is both a more efficient use and more effective use of critically limited staff in many fire departments. Sometimes a pay differential exists resulting in costs savings. Yet often the greatest cost savings are realized through reduced training and education. Hiring employees who have educational degrees in accounting, law, purchasing, or fire protection engineering reduces the fire department’s need to train firefighters to do these jobs and also brings diversity into the organization with fresh insights and new ideas (an effectiveness benefit).

Effectiveness

Overview. Effectiveness is a measure of achieving the desired result and does not necessarily mean at the lowest cost. Effectiveness measures address whether the right thing is being done, generally with most consideration given to the quality of the service or product produced. Effectiveness measures rely on clearly stated program goals and objectives. Otherwise, most debates about what a program is doing and whether it should be doing it, usually regress into debates over the very subjective and personal values of the debaters. Effectiveness measures therefore should be written after the debate has taken place. Program 

goals and objectives are then decided after a clear understanding of what the program is intended to accomplish, preferably based on a consensus of the stakeholders.


Again, (and it is worthy of being repeated), effectiveness is the measure of whether the right thing is being done. Some organizations use other terms in place of effectiveness. The State of Arizona, for example, uses the term “quality” instead of effectiveness and then defines quality as measuring “. . . the effectiveness in meeting expectations of customers and stakeholders. Measures of quality include reliability, accuracy, courtesy, competence, responsiveness, and completeness associated with the product or service provided ” (Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997, p. 6).

Importance. Effectiveness is one of the most important concepts in performance measurement since it focuses on the quality of the service or program and is a more clear reflection of the purpose or scope of the program than is the measure of efficiency. Focused discussion and conversation about a program’s effectiveness illuminate areas of cost cutting that may be detrimental to the agency’s mission. “Thus, the cost of quality can also be a type of quality measure ” (Arizona Leadership Academy, 1997, p. 6).


Effectiveness raises issues of customer expectations and while most people want to achieve their expectations at the lowest possible cost, they usually are not willing to severely affect outcomes solely to achieve reduced costs. Effectiveness is also an important concept that must be included in any conversation about outsourcing, privatizing, downsizing, or reducing levels of service. Competitive bidding processes must assure a level playing field regarding the expectations of customers. The performance measures used to evaluate the effectiveness of the program in meeting its strategic organizational objectives must be clear. Sometimes it may make more sense to eliminate a program altogether rather than to cut the costs (by reducing the inputs) below the level that provides for a minimum level of effective service delivery.

Fire Service Examples. Fire protection is surprisingly difficult to measure well. The main purpose of fire protection is to reduce loss of life and property, and it is difficult to measure or even estimate what tragedies were averted as a direct result of education and prevention programs. There are two key measurement strategies: (1) measuring losses that occur, how they change over time in light of outside explanatory factors such as socioeconomic conditions and weather, and how the losses compare to those in other like municipalities and (2) measuring intermediate fire protection efforts that are known to contribute to the desired goals. (Hatry, Blair, Fisk, Greiner, Hall, & Schaenman, 1992, p. 93)


Inspecting buildings under the guise of code enforcement without the staff or resources to conduct adequate follow-up to assure compliance may not be an effective use of scarce resources. Offering EMS without the ability to support continuing education for EMTs and paramedics reduces the effectiveness of the EMS program. Lack of personal protective clothing hinders the fire department’s ability to deliver effective fire suppression. Severely cutting or eliminating training in a fire department may make the department more efficient (at least on paper) but the outcome may be an even greater reduction in the effectiveness of firefighters’ professional capability, at least in the long term.


Fire departments are required to make routine budget cuts regularly with the caveat that the cuts they make must not reduce service levels. Often it is possible to accomplish these two conflicting objectives, but only in the short term. Usually, the long-term consequences are negative. Sometimes the negative results are not predictive and become the unintended consequences of efficiency experts’ decisions. Performance measurements provide better tools for fire service managers and leaders that can help clarify everyone’s understanding of the expectations of the program as set forth in the mission statement. They also help provide for everyone a more clear understanding of the effectiveness of existing efforts.


When the current efforts are not effective, cutting the program resources may not have serious consequences. In fact, cutting resources may even be an acceptable way to improve overall organizational efficiency without an immediate negative impact on outcomes. Therefore, it is imperative that the effectiveness of a program is understood and clearly communicated to all stakeholders.


Another example is the purchase of fire apparatus. This is not an insignificant event in most fire departments. Fire trucks that range in price from $300,000 to $750,000 are definitely a major expenditure in any department’s budget. It is then logical to assume that the public’s expectation is that the apparatus can do all of the jobs the fire department claimed it could do. Performance measures provide a mechanism for meaningful feedback on the program results and allow for critical evaluation of the extent to which program expectations were met.

Equity

Overview. Equity is a concept that is usually left out of the literature, which examines performance measurement. Typically equity is discussed under the rubric of public policy. However, since the objective of this essay is to synthesize the literature and include some critical concepts regarding the allocation of scarce resources, it is included in this discussion. Equity addresses the notion of favoritism or bias. The private sector is not normally concerned with equity, except as it might apply to their specific customers, and even then it is common for bigger customers to get bigger discounts and for some products or services to be withheld because the profit margins are too small. This is not meant to be an indictment of the private sector, only what might be (at least to this author) a realistic observation.


The public sector (i.e., government) is very much concerned with this notion of equity. Comments about providing services throughout the community to all taxpayers without bias or regard to variable unit costs are heard throughout most communities and are certainly a part of the national discussion about health care and other federal programs. Local governments, however, tend to bear the burden of being the closest government to citizens and hence provide most of the basic services people want, need, and require. Therefore equity plays an important role in conversations within local government and the program decisions made, whether elected officials or bureaucrats are making them.

Importance. Since government was created by the people to serve the people, equity should be a part of every conversation about public programs and public policy, and therefore become integrated into the dialogue about measuring program performance. This essay has pointed out repeatedly that the allocation of scarce resources heightens the need to understand how program performance can and should be measured. Because resources always lag behind want, need, and requirements, it is not always possible to provide exactly the same service to everyone in the community all of the time. In fact, some folks would argue that it would be a sinful waste of resources to consider such a plan.


The concept of equity provides a way to examine the needs of citizens. Some hierarchy of need, coupled with a rational approach to providing services for the public good, must be used to allocate resources based on equity. Although the intent of most program managers is to develop a rational and logical methodology to decide, it is only realistic to acknowledge that many public policy decisions are not made based on the rational data provided by program managers. Many of these decisions are based on political considerations, albeit they are rational decisions in the political context, but different nonetheless, than decisions that are made based on managerial rationality.

Fire Service Examples. The most obvious example for the fire service is the response to emergency incidents. The fire department is the only agency, private or public, that provides the same service throughout the community to everyone without bias. Fire suppression, therefore, is a totally equitable (and equal) service. Emergency callers are normally asked only two things. Where are you located and what is the problem?  No forms, applications, or qualifications are necessary to get the service and usually there are no forms or paperwork required after the service is rendered.


However, this mentality can be a hurdle for fire service managers and leaders who try to apply this approach to all fire department services. For example, public education is not typically available to everyone in the community. A fire department may have a special program for youths or seniors but no program for those in between. A school program may be in place for grades K-3 but none available for junior high or senior high students.


Understanding how to measure a program’s performance can help fire service managers more clearly explore the issues of equity. Often elected officials like a particular program and want the fire department to expand it to other parts of the city. Analysis should include review of the input requirements, outputs (changes in activity), and expected outcomes of the program. Equity also becomes a topic of discussion during economic downturns and budget cuts since reductions in inputs affect levels of outputs, which consequently impact resulting outcomes, all of which can affect equity.


Code enforcement is another fire department area where equity is often discussed. Sometimes the fire department is asked if the department is targeting inspections (i.e., only inspecting selected businesses) or if everyone in the community is getting inspected, especially if they have just been caught violating the fire code. The fire department must respond to these inquiries with some rational approach. Inspections can be provided equitably throughout the community without being performed equally since the resources are seldom available to inspect every business in the same way.

Cautionary Notes and Lessons Learned

Jim Theurer, senior policy analyst in the manager’s office of Ramsey County, Minnesota (1998) offers some lessons learned when establishing performance measures. Theurer (1998) writes about seven “pitfalls” of performance measurement systems. First; “Data by themselves have no meaning ” (Theurer, 1998, p. 22).  The data collected in performance measurement systems must be set within a particular context. There are at least two ways to accomplish this: (1) performance measures must be integrated into the long-term goals of the community, and; (2)

Comparisons of the community to other communities through benchmarking must be done to demonstrate the outcomes achieved.


The second pitfall is lack of commitment from leaders. “There must be a strong commitment from leaders to move toward measuring performance and not just collecting data on effort ” (Theurer, 1998, p. 22).  Third; “Employees must have the capacity to develop measures, or they will use whatever ‘measures’ are already available ” (Theurer, 1998, p. 22).  Fourth, the performance measurement system must not be used as punishment. “If measurement focuses on negative accountability, managers and employees will seek to avoid accountability when things go wrong ” (Theurer, 1998, p. 23).


Fifth; “A performance measurement system should provide information to policymakers and managers so they can make better decisions ” (Theurer, 1998, p. 23).  The system will fail if the stakeholders are not able or willing to use the data and reports provided by the system. Sixth; “For many governments, the ultimate aim of management based on performance measures is to integrate program performance and outcome information with the budget process ” (Theurer, 1998, p. 23).  This is not an easy task but one that must be tackled if the fire department expects to enjoy continued funding, even for some of its most critical programs, e.g., EMS and fire suppression.


Seventh, the system should be flexible and provide for the diversity of objectives and expectations. Uniformity of forms and processes can be detrimental to the main purpose of the performance measurement system, which is to “provide reliable and valid information on performance ” (Theurer, 1998, p. 24).  Theurer (1998) provides some valuable lessons for managers and policymakers. Avoiding these pitfalls will improve the probability of the performance measurement system’s success.
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