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Commentary

performance information; his fi nding, then, indicates 
a possible disconnect between policy and practice.

Kroll argues that we should not be concerned that 
managers do not use routine performance informa-
tion if they are responsive to other forms of feedback. 

In “Th e Other Type of Performance Information: 
Nonroutine Feedback, Its Relevance and Use,” 
Alexander Kroll discusses research showing that 

public managers prefer using performance informa-
tion that is not routinely reported. Th is is impor-
tant because governments invest heavily in routine 
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that necessarily allow for local interpretation and 
variance. Managers at all levels, including regional or 
district offi  ces, have to determine which nonroutine 
information might help explain patterns in routine 
data that indicate fl awed assumptions, systems, or 
strategies. Leadership should recognize this need and 
design reporting processes to permit and even encour-
age them.

Public organizations have numerous stakeholder 
groups and layers of management, and they all value 
diff erent types of information. Managers are account-
able to all of them, directly or indirectly; they bear the 
responsibility of providing information that is useful 
to each group (e.g., leaders in their own organiza-
tion, other agencies, the legislature, partners, interest 
groups, and the public). Th ey are also responsible for 
determining how feedback is relevant to performance 
by considering how changes made in response might 
aff ect commitments to goals at all levels.

Kroll rightly observes that routine information is not 
necessarily more valuable than nonroutine informa-
tion. But we can say nothing about value unless we 
identify the source of the data, the recipient of the 
information, and their relationship. Th e perform-
ance of government organizations is subjective, and 
not just from a political perspective. Reports and 
discussions are tied to a specifi c level of data aggre-
gation and period of time. Some reports include 
more analysis than others, but the higher the level of 
aggregation, the more likely they will not provide the 
context required by any manager at lower levels of 
the organization to make decisions. It is impossible 
to include all information relevant to all stakeholders 
in any single report. But this is by design: the whole 
purpose of an organizational structure is to facilitate 
eff ective decentralization of information systems, 
communication, and management.

An eff ective feedback system defi nes relevance and 
accommodates changes necessary to facilitate a useful 
dialogue that is responsive to shifting policy priori-
ties, operating environments, and results. Routine 
reports are fundamental components of such a 
system; they should be modifi ed, along with meet-
ing agendas, to incorporate relevant ad hoc external 
feedback. If there is a potential disconnect or confl ict 
between routine and nonroutine information, the 
problem may be solved if managers work together 
to remove structural barriers to the exchange of the 
most important information in the context of each 
specifi c interaction.

Presumably, managers and stakeholders know which 
data sources they need, and no single type is best 
for everyone. But while Kroll explores a distinction 
between two broadly defi ned categories of perform-
ance information, the more interesting question of 
how they are related to one another is neglected. Th e 
critical issue regarding routine reports is whether the 
information they contain is relevant.

Stakeholders assume that the information manag-
ers provide them actually matters to the managers. 
If managers are using one source to manage and 
another to report, they must be prepared to demon-
strate logical and procedural connections between 
the two—for example, by providing evidence that 
the outputs that they produce positively impact 
outcomes. Otherwise, they risk misunderstanding, 
mistrust, poor coordination, and failure to make 
eff ective strategic choices.

We should not be surprised that most managers do 
not fi nd routine reports useful. Routine reports typi-
cally summarize aggregate data in a standard form to 
make them more useful to higher levels of manage-
ment. Most managers have responsibility for a small 
part of the entire organization’s activity. While they 
are accountable for some routine data, they necessar-
ily pay more attention to nonroutine feedback. For 
example, routine data might track timeliness (claims 
processed within 90 days) but not the quality of a 
service that varies by individual case. On a day-to-day 
basis, managers have to work with staff  to balance 
these confl icting demands even as workloads vary, so 
results for routine measures may be derivative in the 
short run.

At the local level, routine data may drive activity, but 
the required measures may not even capture the pri-
mary objective. Most nonroutine feedback deals with 
local matters that should be handled by those closest 
to the situation and only reported at higher levels if 
there are systemic implications. Assuming that routine 
reports focus on the most important policy goals or 
program activities, it is reasonable to expect that when 
objectives change, leaders will request diff erent types 
of information. Likewise, if managers fi nd that exist-
ing reports do not help them communicate progress 
eff ectively with leadership and other stakeholders, 
they should discuss revisions.

At the very top of a national program management 
structure, routine data are very important. Data are 
presented in the context of standards and processes 
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