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1
 This text is based on research conducted within the frame of the Policy Research Centre on Governmental 

Organization – Decisive Governance (SBOV III – 2012-2015), funded by the Flemish government. The views 

expressed herein are those of the authors and not those of the Flemish government. 
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 Objectives of the research project 1

On the 25th of June 2010, the Flemish government approved the order regarding the 

implementation of the Policy and Management Cycle (PMC) in Flemish municipalities, Public Centres 

for Social Welfare (PCSW) and Provinces
2
. This new PMC system seriously alters the different phases 

of both the policy and management cycle and the underlying financial cycle. By means of the 

enactment of the PMC order, the Flemish government aims at moving results-oriented planning and 

management sharply up local governments’ agendas. As such, an attempt is made to join in with an 

international trend that can be labelled as New Public Management (Hood, 1991).  

 

One of the key characteristics of the new PMC order is that it allows individual local governments a 

certain latitude with regard to the set-up of their policy and management system. In examining the 

choices Flemish local governments make in this respect, this study takes a special interest in the way 

performance is managed. Because managing performance is understood as a three-step system, this 

research project consequently consists of three parts, which address successively the (1) 

measurement, (2) incorporation and (3) use of performance information in Flemish local 

governments. The aim is to obtain a fine-grained map of the practice of managing performance.  

 

MEASUREMENT INCORPORATION USE

SUPPLY OF PERFORMANCE 

INFORMATION

DEMAND OF PERFORMANCE 

INFORMATION

 

Figure 1 Measurement, incorporation and use of performance information  

(Van Dooren, Bouckaert and Halligan, 2010:6) 

 

                                                             

2
 This refers to the order issued by the Flemish Minister for Administrative Affairs, Local and Provincial 

Government, Civic Integration, Tourism and the Vlaamse Rand. (25.06.2010a). In the remainder of this paper, 

in text references to this order will be “PMC order, 2010”.  
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Key to this aim is profound analysis and illuminating synthesis. With regard to the analytical 

framework, the basis is derived from the work of Bouckaert and Halligan (2008) who not only discern 

between measurement, incorporation and use of performance information (see figure 1 above and 

p. 14 below), but also distinguish between several dimensions within each of these three 

components. Concerning the synthetic objective, this research project relies on the ideal types 

developed by the same authors, namely Performance Administration, Managements of 

Performances, Performance Management and Performance Governance (Bouckaert and Halligan, 

2008). As such, data collected of each individual local government could be allocated to an ideal type 

and, aggregated, it would indicate the possible dominance of a certain type in the Flemish local 

context. In this way, our aim is not only to detail the state of affairs of how Flemish local 

governments manage their performance and to discover possible important cross-sectional 

differences, but also to designate the total field’s major characteristics in this matter. To visualize this 

synthetic endeavour, one ambition is for to construct an index that presents the local governments’ 

use of performance information in budgeting (which in fact is transposing the OECD index concerning 

performance budgeting for central governments to the local context). Other visualisations may prove 

relevant. 

 

A final objective arises from Bouckaert and Halligan’s typology and especially from its inherent 

growth scenario towards performance governance (or local governance, Löffler (2009)). After all, it 

would be interesting to examine what the distance is between the way performance management is 

handled in Flemish local governments and the ideal type of performance governance. It would 

equally be conceivable that some performance governance elements are present or that some local 

organizations exhibit performance governance characteristics. Such an examination would prove 

fruitful to formulate policy recommendations on the strengths and weaknesses of how performance 

is managed in the Flemish local governments and on the direction these organizations should take to 

approach the implementation of performance governance.  

 

To examine how performance is managed in the Flemish local governments, this research will gather 

data through a document analysis, case studies and a survey. Each method may be relevant to 

examine the implementation of measurement, incorporation and use of performance information in 

local organizations. This would lead to data triangulation. Furthermore, mixed methods may prove 

necessary. Furthermore, it is important to consider this research project’s connection with other 

research projects. Earlier research (Weets, forthcoming) has focused on results-oriented budgeting 
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and planning in Flemish municipalities. Given its subject, it cannot be neglected in constructing and 

carrying out the current research project. Other projects currently executed in the frame of the 

Policy Research Centre on Governmental Organization should equally be considered (for one, the 

project regarding local benchmarking, executed by Stroobants and Bouckaert, may prove very 

relevant to the current subject)
3
. As such, this research project is not a stand-alone undertaking.  

 

The remainder of the paper is devoted to (1) an outline of the new PMC order, highlighting those 

points relevant to the subject of managing performance, and (2) to the first part of this research 

project, namely examining performance measurement in Flemish local governments. It concludes 

with a research design for this latter endeavour.   

 

 The PMC  order  2

On the 25th of June 2010, the Flemish government approved the order regarding the 

implementation of the Policy and Management Cycle (PMC) in Flemish municipalities, Public Centres 

for Social Welfare (PCSW) and Provinces (PMC order, 2010). This new PMC system seriously alters 

the different phases of both the policy and management cycle and the underlying financial cycle. By 

means of the enactment of the PMC order, the Flemish government aims at moving results-oriented 

planning and management sharply up local governments’ agendas. As such, an attempt is made to 

join in with an international trend that can be labelled as New Public Management (Hood, 1991). In 

2011, twenty pilot local governments started with the implementation of the PMC order, while in 

2012 another forty-four local government organizations joined in. By 2014, all 616 Flemish 

municipalities and PCSWs should have implemented the PMC system. 

 

One of the key characteristics of the new PMC system is that it allows individual local governments a 

certain latitude with regard to the set-up of their policy and management system. Put differently, 

Flemish municipalities and PCSWs dispose of several options to adapt the new system to their own 

demands and needs. In examining the choices Flemish local governments make in their 

implementation of the new policy and management cycle, this study takes a special interest in the 

                                                             

3
 For more information visit the Web site of the Policy Research Centre on Governmental Organization: 

http://www.steunpuntbov.be/eng/index.htm (consulted online on 25 July, 2010) 
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way performance is handled. After all, the PMC order enacted in 2010 is the first governmental 

regulation applicable to local governments that specifically envisions policy objectives in terms of 

results or effects and that explicitly favours their measurement. Simultaneously, the order attempts 

to press forward with bottom-up engagement and decentralized responsibilities. Earlier, the organic 

laws and their explanatory memoranda
4
 to some extent paved the way for this new spur. 

 

 Measuring measurable results or effects 2.1

 

According to the organic laws, local governments’ long term plans should consist of a strategic note 

that outlines objectives and options for the external and internal municipal policy to be pursued, 

which are connected to one another and represented in an integrated way (Municipal Decree, PCSW 

Decree art. 146, §2). These long-term objectives need to be financially translated in the financial note 

of the long-term plan. The budget concretizes these long-term objectives in short-term ones and 

financially translates them (Explanation Municipal Decree p 30; Municipal Decree art. 150; PCSW 

Decree art. 152, Explanation PCSW Decree p 16). According to the Explanation to the PCSW Decree (p 

16), this short-term translation can happen best by knowing what policy wants to accomplish (goals), 

what the organization will do to accomplish this (action plans per goal), what this will cost to the 

organization (estimation of expenses and receipts) and how the organization will finance this 

(subsidies, municipal contribution, disinvestments, external financing…)?”. According to the new 

PMC order (2010), policy objectives should consist of (art 6): 

 

 1° a specific description of the intended result or, possibly, the intended effect the council wishes 

 to accomplish with respect to the external or internal policy to be pursued. As far as possible and 

 useful, this result or effect is made measurable; 2° one or more action plans that will be undertaken to 

 realise the policy objective. In each action plan the time frame of realisation is given; 3° the estimation 

 of the revenues and expenditures for each year relevant to the policy objective. 

 

                                                             

4
 These concern the Flemish Minister for Home Affairs, Urban Policy, Housing and Civic Integration, 19.12.2008; 

31.08.2005; 05.06.2009 and 25.05.2005. In text references  will use, respectively, the following abbreviations: 

“PCSW Decree”, “Municipal Decree”, “Explanation PCSW Decree” and “Explanation Municipal Decree”.  
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Different than prior regulations, the PMC order thus starts of by defining what is understood by 

‘policy objectives’. This definition seems to be largely inspired by questions asked to make happen 

the short-term translation from the long-term plan to the budget (Explanation PCSW Decree p 16, 

see above). The Report
5
 (p 83) indeed states that each policy objective should answer (1) what we 

want to accomplish, (2) what will we do to accomplish this and (3) what the financial consequences 

are. Now, however, these questions should be answered in order to bridge a six-year administrative 

period and not just the coming year. Furthermore, the order understands policy objectives explicitly 

in terms of results or effects and requires a description of action plans and their time frame of 

realisation. Moreover, the demand for measurable results or effects is completely new to the 

regulation of local governments.  

 

According to the Report to the Flemish Government accompanying the PMC order, article 6 

enhances a SMART formulation of policy objectives. The Report more specifically claims that 

“especially the measurability of the policy objectives is important” (p 83). After all, as far as possible 

and useful, results or effects are made measurable: 

 

 “(1) to be able to specifically formulate the policy objectives (planning stage); (2) to clarify the 

 intended results to those executing (implementation stage) and (3) to check whether policy 

 objectives were actually realised (evaluation stage)” (Report p 83).  

 

As such, measurable results or effects appear essential to each stage of the policy cycle. To this end, 

policy objectives should be formulated both in a qualitative and a quantitative way. In so far as 

possible and useful, this formulation also encompasses non-financial indicators (Report p 71). The 

Report continues with emphasizing the need of such indicators (namely effect, performance, 

activities and input indicators) and their possible integration in the tasks/mission of individual budget 

holders (idem p 83). It concludes by figure 2, which in fact is the input-output model of performance 

measurement developed by Bouckaert, Van Reeth, Auwers and Verhoest (1997). 

 

                                                             

5
 This refers to the Flemish Minister for Administrative Affairs, Local and Provincial Government, Civic 

Integration, Tourism and the Vlaamse Rand. (25.06.2010b). In text references will be “Report”.  
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Figure 2 The Input-Output model of performance measurement (Report p 83; Bouckaert et al., 1997) 

 

Translating long-term objectives in short-term ones further requires an extra level of specification, as 

each action plan should be translated in one or more actions that will be realized in the coming year 

(PMC order art 18, see figure 4 below). Overall, as in previous regulation, all short-term objectives 

and their financial translation should be tightly coupled with their long-term consort. Also, the plea 

for adequate financial translations holds, as authorization of resources remains crucial in a local 

governmental context (Report p 92).  

 

In the annual account, the extent of realization of these actions, action plans and corresponding 

results or effects previously established in the policy objectives are evaluated (PMC order art 33). 

Logically, similar questions should be answered here, namely (1) to what extent the organization has 

accomplished the result or effect intended, (2) to what extent the yearly action plans and actions are 

realized and (3) what the actual receipts and expenses are resulting from the execution of the action 

plans and actions (and to what extent do they correspond with the financial estimates) (Report p 

105)? This evaluation should however be limited to a factual presentation of the extent of realization 

of the objectives and thus should not go more deeply into this matter. Such a substantive discussion 

should be part of an additional report to the political top (idem p 106). 

 

Concretizing and evaluating policy objectives by their corresponding action plans, actions and, 

preferably also indicators should meet the recommendation of the Council of Europe to include non-

financial criteria in the budget  and to inform about the extent of realization of the objectives (Report 

p 60). It should also enhance the quality of the reports by delivering relevant information to the 
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documents’ users, namely the extent of the realization of objectives (idem p 68). With regard to 

evaluation of objectives in the annual account, reference is made to section 25 of IPSAS 1 (idem p. 

112), which entails the following:  

 

 Entities are encouraged to present additional information to assist users in assessing the 

 performance of the entity, and its stewardship of assets, as well as making and evaluating decisions 

 about the allocation of resources. This additional information may include details about the entity’s 

 outputs and outcomes in the form of (a) performance indicators, (b) statements of service 

 performance, (c) program reviews, and (d) other reports by management about the entity’s 

 achievements over the reporting period” (IASCF p 34). 

 

Though not obliged, IPSAS thus encourage additional information such as the evaluation of policy 

objectives in the annual account and suggest what this information might include. It simultaneously 

warns that it should be relevant, clear, concise and comprehensive without detracting from the 

information presented in the basic components of the annual account (Report p 112). 

 

 Internal planning 2.2

 

The Report (p 85) emphasizes the importance of the internal process of planning to the quality of 

what results in the policy and management reports. Internal planning should be both top-down and 

bottom-up (Report p 85). As depicted in figure 3, top-down and thus derived from the strategy of the 

organization, short-term objectives, corresponding action plans and necessary inputs are formulated  

and financially translated. This equally implies defining the output envisioned. Bottom-up, those in 

charge of certain products are often placed best to formulate recommendations to meet certain 

detected needs. Moreover, their financial translation of existing products sheds light on the financial 

room for manoeuvre to develop new initiatives (Report p 86).  

 

Simultaneously, the new PMC order stipulates that the strategic note of the long-term plan only 

describes the council’s “priority policy objectives” (art 11). The financial note of the long-term plan 

equally discusses these “priority policy objectives” at length and gives but a summary overview of 

“non-priority policy objectives” and of “policy not translated in objectives” (PMC order art 13). This 

explicitly regularizes what earlier instructions have suggested, namely that governmental policy 

should be confined to outlines (Agency for Local and Provincial Government, 18.07.2008). This time 
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too, the Report suggests that it is undesirable to translate all activities into policy objectives (p 82) 

and that the council should focus on the changes it wants to bring about to the existing situation (p 

87).  

 

Figure 3 Internal planning process (Report p 85) 

 

However, according to the Report (p 88), the construction of a zero-based long-term plan is 

impossible and undesirable. The existence of “non-priority policy objectives” and “policy not 

formulated in objectives” (together existing or “remaining policy”) should protect the local 

governments from such a zero-based planning (idem). This in fact implies that mapping existing 

policy and corresponding activities should come first to clarify the current position of the local 

government and point out to what extent new undertakings (i.e. the priority policy objectives) are 

financially viable and necessary to meet certain needs. In all, this fits the bottom-up approach. This 

equally applies to the construction of the budget: “Similar to the long-term plan, the budget will not 

solely be constructed top-down […]. The financial translation of existing local services will, amongst 

other things, indicate the financial possibilities to develop new initiatives. […] The realization of the 

budget too will be a two-way process, on the one hand starting from the policy objectives at the top 

and on the other hand starting from information from the workplace” (Report p 95, see also p 97).  

 

As such, only in second place and based on this bottom-up exercise, a top-down planning identifies 

additional priority policy objectives, action plans, actions and their financial translation that should 

make changes to the existing situation. This also suggests that “non-priority objectives”, which 

should equally be underpinned by action plans, actions and a financial estimation, ideally relate to 
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already established policy and are executed within the boundaries of the budget corresponding to 

that established policy. The remaining part of the local government’s existing policy should not be 

expressed in terms of objectives, action plans or actions. Of course, a financial estimate of this 

“policy not translated into objectives” should still be incorporated in the budget. 

 

STRATEGY

LONG-TERM PLAN

6 years plan

BUDGET

1 year plan

ANNUAL ACCOUNT

annual evaluation

Priority policy 

objectives

Priority policy 

objectives

Priority policy 

objectives

Output or effects? (qualitative & quantitative description) → INDICATOR(S)

Action plan(s) Action plan(s) Action plan(s)

Input – throughput - output? (qualitative & quantitative description) → INDICATOR(S)

Actions Actions

Input – throughput - output? (qualitative & quantitative description) → INDICATOR(S)

Financial estimate Financial estimate Annual account

PRIORITY POLICY (priority policy objectives)

REMAINING POLICY (non-priority objectives)

Non-priority objectives Non-priority objectives Non-priority objectives

Output or effects? (qualitative & quantitative description) → INDICATOR(S)

Action plan(s) Action plan(s) Action plan(s)

Input – throughput - output? (qualitative & quantitative description) → INDICATOR(S)

Actions Actions

Input – throughput - output? (qualitative & quantitative description) → INDICATOR(S)

Financial estimate Financial estimate Annual account

REMAINING POLICY (policy not formulated in objectives)

Financial estimate Financial estimate Annual account

Feedback

Management 

budget

Management 

account

 

Figure 4 Policy documents, objectives and corresponding content according to the Policy and Management 

order issued in 2010 regarding Flemish local governments 
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The Report (p 88, 97) does remark however that the organizations can work on the budget necessary 

to execute the “remaining policy” (i.e. the non-priority policy objectives and the policy not translated 

into objectives) by working more efficiently. This could create more possibilities to set up new 

initiatives (i.e. priority policy objectives). This implies that the bottom-up approach should not be 

confined to merely mapping the existing situation and financially translating it, but that it 

simultaneously should be an active search for efficiency gains. 

 

 Delegation 2.3

 

An agreement note should describe how political and administrative top will work together to realize 

policy objectives (Explanation Municipal Decree p 9, 22; Municipal Decree art 87,§2; PCSW Decree 

art 86,§2; Explanation PCSW Decree p 6). The secretary is, by exploiting the municipal services, the 

board’s outstanding partner to this realization (Explanation Municipal Decree p 21). Also, his report 

to the political top should contain the extent of realization of the results agreed upon (Explanation 

Municipal Decree p 125). Equally, in the report of the financial manager, the budget should be 

compared to the realization of the results planned. According to the Explanation to the Municipal  

Decree (p 124), “this points at an evolution of the municipal council towards output control instead 

input control. One does not only control what is invested in the processes, but also and foremost 

what does come out of these processes. In addition to this, the council will control whether the 

results accomplish the intended effects”.  

 

Further delegation is possible in the form of budget holders. The new PMC order states that every 

budget holders should dispose of a “management budget” in which at least his or her task assigned 

and the corresponding budget should be incorporated (art 48). At the end of every financial year, an 

individual “management account” should evaluate that task and budget (PMC order art 49). As such, 

the task-oriented nature of being a budget holder implies that agreements should be made 

concerning what products or outputs should be delivered within a certain period en with what 

budget this should be realized (Explanation Municipal Decree p 32, 118). 

 

Moreover, these individual budget holders need to manage their own task-oriented budgets so that 

policy objectives connected to them are realized (Explanation Municipal Decree p 21, 32). Such 

(operational) objectives allocated to every budget holder should be discussed in the policy note of 
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the budget (Agency for Local and Provincial Government p 19), and in their ‘periodical 

communication’ (Explanation PCSW Decree p 15). The Report (p 94) states that the budget holders’ 

objectives should be incorporated in their tasks assigned. On their turn, assigned tasks and 

corresponding budgets are strictly based on the budget and the long-term plan. The regulation 

regarding the budget holders is said to create the possibility to organize the execution of policy as 

efficient as possible (Explanation Municipal Decree p 21).  

 

 Control 2.4

 

Both the Municipal (art 99) and the PCSW Decree (art 98) stipulate that one aim of internal control is 

the efficient and economic use of resources. Resources should be acquired as economical as possible 

and applied as effective as possible (Explanation Municipal Decree p 103; Explanation PCSW Decree, 

p 103). Management control and internal control should provide reasonable certainty regarding the 

accomplishment of the policy objectives (Explanation Municipal Decree p 23, 102, 124; Municipal 

Decree art 99; PCSW Decree art 98). More specifically, the internal control system should primarily 

focus on the accomplishment of the tactical and operational objectives and not, or to a lesser extent, 

on the realization of the strategic objectives (Explanation Municipal Decree p 103).  

 

Further, the internal control system needs to comprise rules with regard to “the realization and 

adjustment of the policy and management reports, monitoring of the realization of the policy 

objectives and the tasks of the budget holders, credit control, credit management by the budget 

holders and the establishment of the management accounts” (Report p 109). Credit control is 

perceived to be especially important, as the new PMC order authorizes credits on a higher level (i.e. 

on the level of policy domains) than previously (i.e. on the level of line items). According to the 

Report (p 110), the local government is as such given a more flexible budget, but this, on its turn, 

requires credit control on a more detailed level.  

 

 Conclusion 2.5

 

The new order with regard to the Policy and Management Cycle is an attempt to establish result-

oriented public management in the Flemish local governments. It especially emphasizes the 

importance of long-term and short-term policy objectives and provides local governments with a 
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clear description of their constituent elements. Measurable results or effects are considered 

primordial to planning, implementing and evaluating policy. Besides qualitatively describing 

objectives in terms of results or effects, this equally encourages quantitative descriptions and urges 

on the use of indicators regarding inputs, activities, outputs and effects. However, questions remain, 

as for example why the Flemish Government chose not to urge on connecting all policy (inclusive the 

so-called “remaining policy”) to objectives and, hence, measurable results or effects. At the very 

least, to enable efficiency gains, it is necessary to have a detailed knowledge of inputs and outputs. 

An adequate evaluation of the extent of realization of this policy moreover necessitates one or more 

measurable objectives.  

 

In general, the order allows individual local governments a certain latitude with regard to the set-up 

of their policy and management system. Therefore and first, it would be interesting to know how the 

urge on measurability of objectives is handled by the local governments. Are policy objectives 

actually formulated in a quantitative and qualitative way? Do these objectives aim at results and/or 

effects? Are indicators formulated and if so, what kinds of indicators are used? Do all action plans 

and actions talk of inputs, activities and outputs? Are these, on their turn, formulated in a qualitative 

and quantitative way? Do they equally exploit indicators? What is their relation with the financial 

estimates? Moreover, how many priority policy objectives are there? What percentage of the budget 

do these objectives represent? Do the organizations also have non-priority policy objectives and, if 

so, are these formulated as suggested by the order (action plans, action, indicators etcetera)? And 

how do the organizations manage the part of the “remaining policy” without objectives? More 

generally, what is the rigour of the evaluation in the annual account? And how is this evaluation 

constructed?  

 

Secondly, we could also wonder how the internal organization is affected by the order. After all, by 

underlining the two-way street of internal planning and by introducing management budgets and 

accounts, the order attempts to press forward with bottom-up engagement and decentralized 

responsibilities. Internal control should further guarantee that objectives are met in an economic and 

efficient way, with special attention to credit control. As such, initially, it would be worthwhile to 

examine to what extent this decentralization has actually taken place and if internal control has 

already found acceptance. Are objectives and corresponding results or effects actually assigned to 

individual budget holders? Do they have their own targets and/or indicators belonging to those 
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objectives? Did they engage in the set-up of the planning documents? How are they evaluated? How 

is the execution of the plans monitored? 

 

 Performance measurement 3

The adoption of performance measurement in policy and management may, according to Van 

Dooren et al. (2010:46), “point[s] to a Zeitgeist that values quantification as indication of both 

rational policy-making and rational management”. In the same vein, Blum and Manning (2009:47) 

acknowledge that “measures of performance have been increasingly introduced into management 

and budgeting arrangements within OECD countries”. Bouckaert and Van Dooren (2009:151) state 

that while the idea has been circulating for over 60 years, more recently the significance of 

performance measurement as a management tool in government is actively emphasized by New 

Public Management (NPM) (referring to OECD, 1997). As such, changing perspectives and emphases 

have caused shifts in the focus of performance measurement and management through time. While 

the 1980s (times of austerity measures) tended to focus on inputs and efficiency, more recent years 

have questioned trust in public service and, as such, bring “quality-of-life indicators and the quality-

of-governance” into focus (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:152). Then again, according to Van 

Dooren et al. (2010:5), “the financial crisis may further institutionalize performance management. 

[…] With public finance under pressure, the need to assure and demonstrate value for money of 

public programmes will be reinforced.” 

 Performance measurement as a first step 3.1

 

Bouckaert and Halligan (2008) conceive of performance measurement as the first of three steps 

toward managing performance, namely measurement, incorporation and use of performance 

information (see figure 1 above). According to Van Dooren et al. (2010:6), this “is a logical sequence 

of collecting data, integration of data into the management systems and, finally, putting information 

at work. Measurement could also be seen as the supply side whereas the envisaged use is the 

demand side. Supply and demand will not automatically adjust to each other, so incorporation 

assures the link between both”.  

 

Following this logic, performance measurement is the systematic collection of data “by observing 

and registering performance-related issues for some performance purpose” (Van Dooren et al., 
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2010:6). The next step is incorporating the data collected in documents and procedures with the 

ultimate aim of influencing organizational discourse, culture and memory (ibidem). To measure and 

incorporate performance-information, an organization can utilize a range of tools and techniques 

and, as such, acquire a certain (level of), respectively, measurement capacity and incorporation 

capacity.  

 

On their turn, these capacities define the use of performance information “for designing policies, for 

deciding, for allocating resources, competencies, and responsibilities, for controlling and redirecting 

implementation, for (self)evaluating and assessing behaviour and results, and for substantiating 

reporting and accountability mechanisms” (ibidem). Following Bouckaert & Van Dooren (2009:156), 

this use justifies the undertaking of performance measurement – indeed, it “only becomes valuable 

when it is followed by management action”. Cross-organizational, benchmarking and –learning are 

other potential uses of performance information. More specifically, they could be used “to upgrade 

systems to specific standards (single loop learning), to adjust standards (double loop learning) or 

even to adjust systems constantly as learning how to learn (meta learning)” (Van Dooren et al., 

2010:6). Finally, to fully develop performance management, an adequate fit between the 

incorporation of performance information and its final use and the establishment of a performance 

culture would be necessary (ibidem).  

 

 The input-output model of performance measurement 3.2

 

According to Bouckaert and Van Dooren (2009:152), “there are a number of levels at which 

performance measurement can operate – it may refer to the measurement of inputs, outputs or 

outcomes, and it may focus on economy, efficiency or effectiveness. We can integrate these 

concepts in an input-output model of the policy and management cycle (Bouckaert et al. 1997)” (see 

figure 2). In this model, the policy cycle consists of a general mission, vision or strategic objectives, 

from which operational objectives are derived. In the management cycle, corresponding inputs, 

activities and outputs are formulated. These outputs impact the environment and this hopefully 

leads to the expected outcomes. An additional distinction could be made between intermediate and 

end outcomes, which is, according to Bouckaert & Van Dooren (2009:154), “a pragmatic but 

important division between the ends ultimately desired and the interim accomplishments that are 

expected to lead to those end results (Hatry, 1999:15)”. Because a considerable lapse of time may 
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blur the causal relationship between outputs and outcomes (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:154), 

intermediate outcomes may prove relevant. 

 

Following this model, policy makers should wonder whether the outcomes intended are achieved. In 

essence, the policymaker’s feedback loop confronts outcomes with the objectives put forward 

(Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:154). For managers, the feedback loop should primarily confront 

outputs with inputs. Therefore, the managerial question is whether “the inputs yield the right 

amount and quality of outputs by organizing the activities in the best possible way” (ibidem). Of 

course, while fruitful for analytical purposes, in reality, policy and management cycles necessarily 

inform and, as such, influence one another. Moreover, the question of how outputs transform into 

outcomes may be relevant to both administrative and political top. 

 

The input-output model leads to several possible performance indicators or “variables that can tell us 

how close we have come to reaching our objective” (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:154). After all, 

there could be single indicators focussing on input (e.g. number of employees), output (e.g. number 

of pupils taught), intermediate outcomes (e.g. user satisfaction with services), end outcomes (e.g. 

increased health and well-being) and societal environment (e.g. age structure) (idem, p.155). On the 

other hand, combining the concepts in the model can result in different ratio-indicators, namely 

economy (cost / input), productivity (output / input), efficiency (output / ∑inputs), effecWveness 

(outcome / output) and cost-effectiveness (outcome / cost) (idem, p. 154-155). Of course, to 

adequately calculate these indicators, the organization needs to possess the right information. For 

example regarding the efficiency indicator, aggregating all inputs into a single index will usually lead 

to a denominator in terms of costs. As such, this unit cost indicator will only be relevant if the 

organization “has a high quality analytical financial system” (idem, p. 155). 

 

Performance indicators may be coupled to performance standards to “establish how well (or how 

badly) the organization is performing. A minimum standard is a value of a performance indicator that 

must be met” (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:155). There are several ways to define standards, 

such as based on scientific norms, by comparison to current performance, by comparison to the 

performance of other organizations etcetera. In the latter case, benchmarking is at stake (idem, p. 

156). The authors then again define targets as “a specific value of a performance indicator to be 

reached by a specific date” (idem, p. 157). 
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 Performance measurement as a process 3.3

 

Performance measurement is, as mentioned, a systematic collection of performance-related data. 

Van Dooren et al. (2010:6) envision performance measurement as consisting of five activities, namely 

(1) defining a measurement object, (2) formulating indicators, (3) collecting data, (4) analysing data 

and (5) reporting (see figure 5).  
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Figure 5 An ideal-type model of the performance measurement process (Van Dooren et al., 2010:55) 

 

Measurement efforts are targeted in the first step by defining a measurement object. To start with, 

this implies mentally picturing the organization, programme or policy (e.g. through an organizational 

chart, management models, stakeholder analyses, trees of objectives…). It is key to reflect critically 

upon the reference framework through which we think about these measurement objects. 

Otherwise, “indicators risk reconfirming and even reinforcing preconceived standpoints, rather than 

providing an account of performance” (Van Dooren et al., 2010:55). Next, the targets for the 

measurement efforts should be defined and selected targets should be substantiated (e.g. because 

of financial importance, feasibility, indication of problems…).  

 

In the second step, indicators are selected. Though the input-output model (see above) can guide the 

definition of single and ratio indicators, the final use of the performance information should be 

decisive in the selection of indicators (Van Dooren et al., 2010:60). Good indicators meet several 

criteria: they are “sensitive to change, precisely defined, understandable for users, documented, 

relevant, timely, feasible and comply with coordinated data processes and definitions” (ibidem). 
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In step three, data are collected. There can be internal or external data sources and, as such, 

organizations may exploit existing registrations, additional registrations, surveys, self-assessments, 

technical measurement, external observers, other public organizations or (statistical, international or 

research) institutions (Van Dooren et al., 2010:62, referring to, amongst others, Hatry, 1999).  

 

The aim of the fourth step is analysing data to obtain information that is relevant to organizational 

decisions. Several interpretative strategies may enable such a transformation of collected 

performance data: confronting a result with a norm (i.e. a target when this norm is set in advance), 

breaking out and/or aggregating data to understand the specifics of the performance visualized and 

(re-)searching possible causes of (under-)performance (Van Dooren et al., 2010:64-68). The authors 

warn that attributing performance to a specific programme or organization may prove fairly difficult, 

because of the interference of other variables, programmes and/or organizations (idem, p. 68). 

Especially with respect to outcome indicators, recorded failure or success may be unjust. As such, 

depending on their measurability, preference should be given to output, activity or, in the last resort, 

input data (idem, p. 69). 

 

Finally, the interpreted performance information should be reported in a form appropriate for the 

target group (Van Dooren et al., 2010:69). For example, while politicians want snapshot information, 

international institutions will prefer detailed and specialized data. On the other hand, stakeholders 

and interest groups are informed through annual reporting, while the general public is more 

accessible by mass media (idem, p. 71). Especially relevant to reporting performance information is 

the multifaceted nature of the Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 1996), which includes 

performance indicators and targets for financial, customer, internal process and innovation/growth 

results (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:159; Bovaird, 2009:72). According to Kaplan and Norton 

(2004), additionally, a “strategy map” may prove necessary to understand the cause-and-effect 

relationships of strategic objectives (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:159). 

 

In carrying out the above described performance measurement activities, it is important to assure 

the quality of the produced information. Poor quality could, according to Van Dooren et al. 

(2010:71), result in non-use of performance information, loss of trust  in performance measurement 

or, perhaps even worse, wrong decisions and actions (referring to Etzioni and Lehman, 1967). At least 

it is necessary to thoughtfully carry out each step of the performance measurement process.  Ideally, 

the organization installs several checkpoints to safeguard the quality (internal and external – 



Managing performance in Flemish local governments 

  KU Leuven – Public Management Institute 19 

paralleling the control pyramid of auditors, Van Dooren et al., 2010:71). Bouckaert (1993:31) 

specifically emphasises the validity, legitimacy and functionality of the measurement system to 

enable the system’s “fit for use”.  

 

 Performance measurement challenges 3.4

 

There appear to be some specific points of interest which should be considered when constructing or 

evaluating a performance measurement system. For one, it is relevant to weigh the costs and 

benefits of the performance measurement activities (Van  Dooren et al., 2010). To this end, a well-

chosen approach to performance measurement (and management) is crucial, as, indeed, “collecting 

performance data is expensive, and developing and implementing meaningful indicators takes time” 

(Blum and Manning, 2009:48). Bouckaert and Halligan (2008:27) state that the cost benefit analysis 

of a performance measurement system will in fact always be asymmetrical, because: 

 

[b]enefits are […] conditional (depending on using information), intangible (how do you value 

knowledge on improvement, better decisions, better accountability?) and scheduled for the future 

(going through learning cycles takes time). Costs on the other hand are unconditional (one has to pay 

for collection, storage, processing of data, diffusion of information, evaluation and auditing), tangible 

(measurable) and immediate (almost real time). 

Another important aspect of performance measurement is the validity and reliability of the 

performance measures. As mentioned above, it is crucial to carefully and critically define the 

measurement object before the indicator selection takes place. After all, indicators reconfirming 

preconceived standpoints need to be avoided (Van Dooren et al., 2010). However, in some instances, 

data collection precedes indicator selection and this could lead to a concept reduction (idem, p. 55, 

referring to Etzioni and Lehman (1967:8-9)). The measurement object in this way gets reduced to its 

measurable dimensions. But even when the object is clear, “designing a comprehensive set of 

measurable and meaningful indicators is a major technical challenge” (Pollitt, 2009:253). The author 

refers to Talbot (1996) who surveyed  the key performance indicators of executive agencies: almost 

half of the objective were not covered by the indicators, one third of the objectives were only 

partially covered and indicators sets appeared to be very unstable over time (Pollitt, 2009:254). Then 

again, the desirability of, for example, a full performance measurement system remains 

questionable. Bouckaert and Halligan (2008:171) for example refer to one extreme possibility, 
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namely the assumption of “a one hundred per cent coverage with a ‘price times quantity’ approach 

for the budget”, which however leads to “the unknown lands of the unmeasurable”.  As such, 

selectivity in measures and/or coverage rate may prove fruitful.  

 

Another point is that goals need targets and vice versa. While targets may be necessary to clarify 

objectives to managers, targets without objectives “are dangerous, as managers need to have an 

understanding of the organizations’ aspirations when they find themselves in those difficult 

situations where they have to choose between targets” (Bouckaert and Van Dooren, 2009:161). Then 

again, while relevant to managers, specifying and concretizing objectives may instigate political 

conflict, because, in this way, not all stakeholders’ perspectives are fully covered (ibidem). More 

generally, Bouckaert and Halligan (2008) notice a disconnect between the demand and supply of 

performance information. For example, performance measurement systems may not deliver the 

information demanded for by politicians or administrators may feel a lack of interest of politicians 

and the public. In both cases, this may lead to frustration. To this end, performance measurement 

should be made “more demand oriented. This implies the involvement of citizens and politicians in 

the definition of performance indicators” (Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008:161). 

 

Other points of interest concern the complexity of the system, high transaction costs, lack of 

relevance, overload problems, linking financial and performance management, developing skills, 

incorporating evaluation and other issues (Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008:199-200; Van Dooren et al., 

2010:7). A specific dysfunction of the performance measurement system frequently mentioned is 

manipulation or gaming. In this context, Bouckaert and Van Dooren (2009:161) specifically state that:  

 

[i]t appears likely that the risk of data corruption is higher when organizations see performance 

measurement as imposed externally. Local government, for example, tends to see, and resist, central 

government attempts at control through performance measurement and reporting exercises. […] All 

of these abuses can be partly tackled by effective data auditing, a common approach to safeguard the 

accuracy, reliability and  comparability of performance information. 

 

 Performance measurement typologies 3.5

 

To enable an adequate analysis of the evolution of performance management over time and to allow 

for a comparison across countries, Bouckaert and Halligan (2008) built a framework in which they 
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discern four ideal types of managing performance, namely (1) performance administration, (2) 

managements of performances, (3) performance management and (4) performance governance. The 

characteristics of the performance measurement dimension of these ideal types are outlined in table 

2. According to Bouckaert and Halligan (2008:220): 

 

 a horizontal reading provides the difference in degree (quantity) or substance (quality) of a dimension 

 or components. There are shifts from internal to internal and external, from mechanistic to dynamic, 

 from non-existing or disconnected to integrated. These changes could be interpreted as analytically 

 more complex, and sometimes there is an implicit growth scenario, which suggest that a chronological 

 rationality is operating.  

 

In essence, Bouckaert and Halligan (2008:141) assert that four dimensions are important in 

measuring performance information. As such, their country description  operationalizes “measuring 

performance” by the following questions (idem, p. 216): 

 

(1) The set of criteria for a good performance indicator and performance measurement system. 

a. What are the criteria for a good performance measurement system? 

b. What are the criteria for a good performance indicator ? 

(2) The process of measuring and managing performance measurement, including the prescribed 

stages in an operating procedure for measuring performance. 

a. What process is followed in measuring and managing performance measurement? 

b. What are the prescribed stages in a ‘standard operating procedure’ for measuring 

performance? 

(3) The context of what is being measured and what models are used, including the extent to which 

there is a range of indicators on resources, activities, outputs, effects/outcomes, environment; 

linkages between indicators; and policy on developing standards for performance levels. 

a. What is being measured?  

b. To what extent is there a range of indicators on resources, activities, outputs, 

effects/outcomes, environment?  

c. Are there linked indicators or ratios? 

d. What is the policy toward developing standards for levels of performance?  

e. Is ‘quality’ a separate or integrated monitoring issue? 

(4) The question of handling of audit and quality control of measurement and management. 

a. Is there a quality control or even an organized audit procedure for performance data and 

information? 

b. Who is implementing this?  
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c. What is looked at and by whom? 

 

Finally, ideal type IV, namely performance governance, can be related to what Löffler (2009) states 

about local governance. Essentially, in this scenario, all stakeholders actively contribute to municipal 

policy. This requires local governments to engage not only in traditional measurement of “objective 

and subjective results” (idem, p. 221), but also in “measurement of multidimensional performance” 

(ibidem). More specifically, this entails the activities not only on the left hand side, but also on the 

right hand side from table 1 below (as described by Löffler, 2009:221):  

 

Measurement of objective and subjective results Measurement of multidimensional performance 

Reporting systems based on needs of public managers 

and government oversight bodies 

Publishing performance information based on the 

needs of stakeholders in the community (i.e. social, 

ethical and environmental reporting) 

Benchmarking results, internal processes or 

organizational performance against other local 

authorities 

Involving stakeholder groups in the definition of 

performance standards and measurement of 

performance against results achieved in other 

communities 

Use of performance information for control purposes Encouraging innovation and learning at multiple levels 

(individual, organizational, networks) 

 

Table 1: Traditional measurement and measurement of multidimensional performance (Löffler, 2009:221) 

 

 Mapping performance measurement in Flemish local governments 3.6

 

The aim of this first research is to map the implementation of performance measurement in Flemish 

local governments. As mentioned at the outset of this paper, new regulation issued in 2010 explicitly 

favours measurable results and effects and specifically points at indicators to actually measure those 

results and effects. Regardless of whether the local governments concerned have already developed 

performance measurement systems on their own initiative, the new regulation may certainly be 

considered as an incentive to start such a development or to do develop it even more. In first 

instance, the question is not why local governments implement performance measurement, but, 

above all, how this measurement takes (or has taken) form. To this end, the ideal types of managing 

performance distinguished by Bouckaert and Halligan (2008) and the measurement criteria by which 
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these ideal types are characterized (see table 2) can prove useful to set-up our own research 

framework.  

 

This implies that systematically looking at the type, span, depth and quality dimension of 

measurement, the design of the measurement system, the criteria of the indicators and how possible 

dysfunctionalities are handled may lead to a clarifying picture of the implementation of performance 

measurement in Flemish local governments on an individual and aggregate base. In the resulting 

state of affairs, attention will be given to possible strengths and weaknesses. Simultaneously, while 

the ideal types put forward by Bouckaert and Halligan (2008) are interesting from an analytical point 

of view, the applicability of the ideal types an sich to the context of the Flemish local governments 

could equally be examined (namely can we distinguish several types within the local area, does one 

type prevail etcetera). Ultimately, based on the observed trend towards performance governance 

(Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008) and local governance (Löffler, 2009) and on the implications for the 

particularities of the performance measurement system, policy recommendations are formulated. 

 

Practically, table 2 outlined above serves as an analytical tool to map the implementation of 

performance measurement in Flemish local governments. Moreover, the questions posed by 

Bouckaert and Halligan (2008:216), based on the identification of four dimensions relevant to 

measuring performance, may guide the examination of data and enable such a mapping. Obviously, 

to a large extent these questions simultaneously cover items relevant to the input-output model of 

performance measurement, items relevant in the process of performance measurement or items 

perceived as particular performance measurement challenges (which were described above). Still, 

without changing the basic dimensions, additional questions may be relevant to guarantee a wide 

examination of performance measurement in Flemish local governments and to pronounce upon the 

presence of local governance activities (as listed in table 1). Certainly, concrete guidelines on how to 

interpret each question posed will prove necessary.  

 

This research focuses on Flemish municipalities and Public Centres for Social Welfare (PCSWs). In 

total, there are both  308 municipalities and PCSWs, which means that the population consists of 616 

organizations. Since 2011, 61 pilot organizations started implementing the policy and management 

cycle and, as such, had to make up policy (and management) reports according to the PMC order. 

Moreover, the Flemish government requires these local governments to hand over data concerning 

these policy reports in a digital way (besides sending these reports to the authorizing government for 
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traditional control purposes). This digital information provision is mainly intended to meet the 

information needs of the Flemish government. More specific, it is intended to feed her own local 

government policy, to enable automatic checks, to allow for benchmarking, to reduce red tape and 

to meet international obligations (e.g. ESA 95) (Report to the Flemish Government accompanying the 

PMC order). Simultaneously, this digital reporting functions as an excellent source to gather and 

analyse data with regard to performance measurement in Flemish local governments. After all, the 

corresponding data model records and connects detailed information, including information on the 

established actions, action plans, policy objectives and indicators of each local government. In the 

next few weeks, this digital reporting will be further developed and installed. In the meanwhile, all 

policy reports of the 61 pilot local governments are publicly disclosed. In this w ay, the analysis of the 

implementation of performance measurement can start. Besides the documentary analysis, semi-

structured interviews with a sample of the 61 pilot local governments will allow us to address 

performance measurement related questions that cannot be retrieved from policy documents (e.g. 

the process followed in measuring performance). 
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 Ideal type I: Performance 

Administration 

Ideal type II: Managements of 

Performances 

Ideal type III: Performance Management Ideal type IV: Performance 

Governance 

Performance 

measurement (general) 

Administrative data 

registration, objective, mostly 

input & processes 

Specialized performance measurement 

systems 

Hierarchical performance measurement 

systems 

Consolidated performance 

measurement system 

Type of measurement Mechanistic & closed Internally interactive & closed Internally interactive & open Internally & externally interactive 

Design of 

measurement system 

Ad hoc schemes by internals Organised per management function: 

standard schemes by staff & consultants 

Imported standard models 

(benchmarking) by staff & consultants 

Designed standard models 

(benchmarking) by stakeholders, staff & 

consultants 

Span of measurement Limited & selective: efficiency 

& productivity: input, activity, 

output 

Organisationally determined: economy, 

efficiency & effectiveness: input, activity, 

output, effect/outcome 

Organisation & policy based: economy, 

efficiency & effectiveness: input, activity, 

output, effect/outcome 

Full span: economy, efficiency, 

effectiveness & trust: input, activity, 

output, effect/outcome, trust 

Depth of measurement Micro Micro & meso Micro & meso Full depth: micro, meso & macro 

Criteria of indicators Technical (valid & reliable) Technical & functional Technical, functional & internally 

legitimate 

Technical, functional, internally & 

externally legitimate 

Specific dimension of 

measurement 

Quality is considered as 

constant 

Quality requires separate focus Quality gets an integrated focus Quality is systemic 

Dysfunctionalities of 

measuring 

No pathologies awareness Starting concern for pathologies Systemic reactive focus on pathologies Systemic pro-active focus on 

pathologies 

 

Table 2: Four ideal types of managing performance and their performance measurement characteristics (Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008:221) 
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