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IMPLEMENTING SERVICE EFFORTS AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS REPORTING:  THE PORTLAND EXPERIENCEPRIVATE 


Daniel E. O'Toole and Brian Stipak
A new concept in the area of performance measurement is service efforts and accomplishments (SEA) reporting.  One of the few agencies that has fully implemented SEA reporting is the city of Portland, Oregon, which has produced an annual SEA report since 1991.  To help gain a better understanding of the practical issues involved in implementing SEA reporting, this chapter takes a close look at the Portland experience.  Based on extensive field research and in‑person interviews, the chapter examines the use of the SEA and assesses its impact and future prospects.

THE SERVICE EFFORTS AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS MOVEMENT

The efforts to promote SEA reporting provides a recent manifestation of the concern for public sector performance measurement and quality improvement.  The SEA movement fits the increasing interest in general in performance monitoring (see Wholey and Hatry 1992) and the ongoing trend among local governments toward greater attention to outcomes (O'Toole and Stipak 1988).  As commented by Barrett and Greene (1994, p. 40), "For the first time, serious attempts are being made to hold city officials accountable for the benefits gained from the tax dollars they spend."


The main impetus for the SEA movement comes from the Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB), which has promoted the development and use of SEA reporting.  James Fountain (1991, pp. 192‑93) of the GASB characterizes the GASB's primary purpose as meeting the information needs of users, which requires not only financial information but also service efforts and accomplishments information.  One of the GASB's publications promoting SEA reporting, Service Efforts and Accomplishments Reporting:  Its Time Has Come, states the GASB's position as follows:


The GASB believes that SEA reporting will become a major element of governmental financial reporting, assisting in fulfilling government's duty to be publicly accountable and in enabling citizens, elected officials, and other users of financial reports to assess that accountability.  (Hatry et al., 1990, p. iii)

Moreover, as this quotation perhaps implies, the GASB may eventually require SEA reporting as a component of financial reporting, thus greatly increasing its potential importance.


Although potentially of great importance, SEA reporting has not yet become widespread.  Some local governments are currently experimenting with SEA reporting on a limited basis, typically for one or two departments.  Only a few local governments have started SEA reporting on a broader scale.  The city of Portland, Oregon provides one of the most fully developed examples of SEA reporting to date.  The city has already gone through three years of annual SEA reports that encompass the major departments and the majority of the budget for the city.  Given the potential importance of SEA reporting, this chapter now turns to a close examination of the Portland experience to see what can be learned about implementing SEA reporting.

PORTLAND AS A LEADING EXAMPLE

Portland's development of SEA reporting began in 1988 when the city auditor's office received authorization to pursue experimentation with the SEA concept (Tracy and Jean 1993, p. 11).  As Tracy and Jean (1993, p. 12) explain, the auditor's office had two main goals for SEA reporting:  (1) to improve accountability through annual public reports on service performance and (2) to improve city programs by providing useful information to managers and elected officials.  In pursuit of these two goals the auditors developed the SEA process based on six working principles:  (1) cooperate with city departments, (2) make information useful, (3) use existing data, (4) focus on major services, (5) keep reports simple to understand, and (6) aim for improvement.


Beginning in 1991 with an initial feasibility study report, the auditor's office has now produced three annual SEA reports.  The reports contain performance information for the city's six largest bureaus accounting for three quarters of the budget:  police, fire, parks and recreation, water, wastewater, and transportation.  For each of these agencies the SEA report presents information on background, workload, and performance.  It also includes the results of an annual mail survey of citizens (see Barrett and Greene 1994, p. 46) that yields over 4,000 completed questionnaires.  Presentations in the report include comparisons of Portland data with data for six other cities.  Besides comparisons with these other cities, the SEA report shows results for comparisons of areas within Portland, and for changes over time.

USE OF THE SEA

A first step in understanding how and how much the SEA report is used is to examine its distribution.  The next step is to examine how different groups that receive the SEA report use it.


Distribution of the SEA Reports:  Regular Distribution

The auditor's office distributes copies of the annual SEA report more broadly than audit reports.  The list for annual SEA report distribution includes the list for distribution of all audit reports plus an additional list of recipients for the SEA report.


The following receive the SEA report because they are on the distribution list for all audit reports (number of reports in parentheses):


1. all city commissioners and their executive assistants (10)


2. all bureau directors (28)


3. news media (17)


4. county library branches (15)


5. other, including other officials, agencies, and individuals (54)


The following receive the SEA report because they are on the special distribution list for SEA reports:


1. county commissioners, district attorney, and sheriff (7)


2. Portland area representatives to the state legislature (21)


3. leaders of neighborhood and business associations (134)


4. community newspapers (5)


5. managers and staff in bureaus covered by the SEA (22)


6. managers and staff in the mayor's office and finance office (9)


7. other, including other officials, agencies, and individuals (39)


The preceding list shows that the distribution for the annual SEA report far exceeds the distribution for audit reports.  Augmenting the total distribution of the SEA report is a large number of special distribution requests.  Consequently, the auditor's office prints over 1,000 copies of the SEA reports, compared to only 200 copies for audit reports.


Distribution of the SEA Reports:  Special Distribution Requests

Besides the regular distribution of copies of the SEA report, the auditor's office sends out copies in response to special requests for the report.  The office receives over a hundred such requests a year.  To gain a better understanding of the source of these requests, the authors analyzed records for over 200 SEA report requests received by the auditor's office through March 1994.


Requests from local governments constituted most of the requests (62 percent), and perhaps not surprisingly far eclipsed the frequency of requests from state (12 percent) and federal (5 percent) agencies.  Next to local government requests, requests from private individuals or organizations (22 percent) were the most common.  The local government and private requests together constituted well over 80 percent of all requests.


A more surprising finding concerns the geographic location of the requests.  Over three quarters (76 percent) were from outside the state of Oregon, with a few requests even coming from outside the United States.  As Table 4.1 shows, the out‑of‑state requests have about the same general mix as the requests from the Portland metropolitan area:  most are from local governments, followed by requests from private citizens or organizations.  However, examining the specific source of the requests more closely (Table 4.1) shows some large differences.  The out‑of‑state requests show a much larger percentage of requests from other auditing agencies and more requests from budget agencies, whereas the requests from the metropolitan area come more frequently from community organizations, private individuals and businesses, and education.


The pattern of these requests portrays a strong interest in the SEA locally by involved community organizations, citizens, and educational institutions.  The out‑of‑state requests reflect the visibility of the Portland auditor's office at the forefront of SEA implementation, thereby generating the large number of requests from auditing and budgeting agencies involved in performance measurement efforts themselves.

USE OF THE SEA BY DIFFERENT GROUPS

This examination of how different groups use the SEA report will focus on key actors in the City of Portland government environment.  In addition to the auditor's office, these actors include the city commissioners and their staffs, top managers and other officials in the Office of Finance and Administration and the city bureaus, representatives of the neighborhood associations, and newspaper reporters who cover city hall.  The purpose of this examination is to explore how these actors use the SEA reports, the SEA's role in the budget process, and how the SEA relates to individual bureau performance reporting efforts and the recently initiated city/county benchmarking process.


The City Auditor's Office

Portland's city auditor is a separately elected official independent of the bureaucracy who has responsibility for conducting performance audits of city agencies.  Under the currently elected auditor, Barbara Clark, the auditor's office has initiated the annual SEA report.  The opportunity cost of doing the annual SEA report equals about one performance audit a year.  The auditor's office makes multiple uses of the SEA reporting process in its attempt to achieve the SEA's stated purposes of improving accountability and improving city programs by providing useful information to managers and elected officials.


Officials in the auditor's office think the SEA reporting process facilitates their work in several ways.  Unlike a periodic audit, it allows the auditor to work with other city agencies on a continuous basis, thereby fostering a more collaborative relationship.  This cooperative effort on SEA reporting has spilled over into the periodic audits and also has helped to make the auditor's office more familiar with the bureaus the SEA report covers.


The SEA reporting process has enhanced the auditor's role in the city's budgeting process, particularly during the early stages of budget preparation.  For instance, the auditor's presentation of the most recent SEA report to the city council initiated the city's last budget process.  This presentation and the auditor's subsequent discussion of the report on the "Mayor's Forum" (a cable TV program) represent a gradual increase in the attention given the SEA reports during the last three budget processes.


The auditor has attempted to integrate SEA reporting with other city efforts at collecting performance data.  Initiation of the SEA reporting process coincided with an effort within the city budget office to develop increased performance reporting.  Wherever possible, the SEA report uses existing data from city agencies.  Although SEA reporting and the city/county benchmarking are currently separate developments (see later), the auditor anticipates increased future efforts to coordinate these two processes.


The City Commissioners and Their Staffs

In Portland's commission form of government, the mayor and the other four commissioners comprise the city's top policy and administrative leadership.  In addition to their policy-making responsibility, they each have administrative responsibility for a part of the city bureaucracy.  The SEA reporting process could potentially help them and their staffs perform both roles.  Also, how much attention the city commissioners and their staffs give the SEA reports may influence the attention these reports receive from the city bureaucracy.


Interviews with the mayor and executive assistants of other commissioners showed only modest interest in the SEA reports.  Interest appears to depend on whether any bureaus that they are responsible for are included in the reports.  Their interest in the SEA reports does appear to have gradually increased during the past three years.  They recognize the report as providing a view of the current state of affairs, and acknowledge the SEA's potential to show trends over time.


The SEA's citizen survey component receives the most attention from the city commissioners and their staffs.  They use it to examine relative neighborhood needs and how well city programs address those needs.  The citizen survey results obtained through the auditor provide a gauge of public opinion about city services that is not otherwise available.


The SEA report now plays a role in the city commissioners' consideration of the city budget, particularly at the beginning of budget preparation.  They consider the general questions the report raises.  However,  the SEA report is still not a major factor in terms of how the council decides to allocate city resources.


The interviews indicated that most city commissioners and their staffs currently see little connection between the SEA reporting process and other city efforts at collecting and analyzing performance data, especially the city/county benchmarking effort.  For them the SEA report is a stand-alone document that relates to city programs in a relatively apolitical manner.  Benchmarking is seen as a more political process that does not link directly to any city programs.  Developing greater coordination and integration between these two processes is a task most agree should be accomplished soon.


The Office of Finance and Administration

Portland's Office of Finance and Administration (OFA), under the direction of the mayor, provides the overall administrative and financial coordination in the city bureaucracy and includes the city's budget office.  It is a logical alternative to the auditor's office for having the responsibility for SEA reporting.  For this study, we interviewed the OFA director and the manager of the budget office.


OFA officials do not contest the auditor's responsibility for SEA reporting.  They believe the auditor's office is an appropriate location for this responsibility and recognize that the auditor has the advantage of being viewed as a more impartial source.  Cooperation between the OFA and the auditor is evident in the initiation and further development of the SEA reporting process.  According to OFA officials, their desire to include in the annual budget process a consistent set of comparables across several bureaus that would be done by an independent source contributed to the impetus for starting SEA reporting in Portland.  Also, the OFA director indicated that his follow-up questions about SEA reporting led to the addition (in the most recent SEA report) of "warnings" identifying "potential problem areas that may signal a need for action" (Audit Services Division 1993, p. i).


The SEA reporting process now makes some important contributions to the OFA's management of the city's budgeting process.  The set of comparables across several bureaus that the OFA desired is now available in the form of the SEA report's intercity comparisons.  OFA officials believe this limits the prior practice of each bureau choosing whatever comparators made that bureau look most favorable.  According to OFA officials, the annual SEA report is an important planning tool that contributes to the council's policy making at the beginning of the budgeting process.  Also, the citizen survey helps to inform decision makers about citizens' perceptions of city services.


OFA officials believe SEA reporting will eventually be an integral part of a continuous monitoring process that gives the city council a more holistic, rational understanding of the bureaus.  The simultaneous development in Portland of SEA reporting and incorporation of performance indicators in the budget has facilitated integrating SEA data into the budget document.  The SEA report also helps the council to evaluate bureaus' services.  However, OFA officials assert that the SEA reporting process is not yet built structurally into anything else and does not yet link with the city/county benchmarking process.


The SEA Bureaus

As mentioned earlier, the bureaus included in the SEA report are police, fire, parks and recreation, water, wastewater, and transportation, which together account for approximately 75 percent of the city's budget.  The ability of SEA reporting to achieve its stated purposes of improving accountability for service performance and providing useful information to managers and elected officials depends partly on how the SEA bureaus use these reports.  The authors investigated this through interviews with the top managers of five of the six SEA bureaus and with selected analysts in these agencies.


Bureau managers indicated that they use an SEA report when it benefits their agency, particularly in budget deliberations.  They also take some actions in response to problems identified in the SEA.  However, for most of them SEA reporting provides little help in making decisions or managing their bureaus.  Most of them feel there is no easy way to use these reports because most SEA information provides only a broad overview of agency operations.  One bureau manager even asserted that the SEA reports do not relate to his agency's mission, goals, and objectives.


The bureau managers were especially critical of the SEA reports' intercity comparisons, which they find too simplistic, misleading, inappropriate, and requiring lengthy explanations from them.  One bureau analyst was a notable exception to this view.  He thinks the SEA information, including the intercity comparisons, is meaningful, useful for holding the bureaus accountable for performance measurement, and sometimes not otherwise available.


One component of the SEA reports, the citizen survey, received generally positive marks from bureau officials.  They feel it provides useful feedback about citizen satisfaction with their services and shows trends over time.  For instance, one bureau manager noted that the results of one recent SEA citizen survey was a factor in his agency's decision to increase its efforts in public information and education.

 
The SEA bureaus' officials generally agreed that the SEA reports play some role in their agencies' budget decision-making processes.  However, for most bureaus, this role is limited to using a report only when it benefits the agency and to responding to questions from city commissioners generated from the SEA reports.  None of these officials viewed the SEA reports as having a major influence on their agencies' budgeting processes and outcomes.


In at least some of the SEA bureaus, performance measurement is already fairly well established.  Various bureaus' reports contain performance information.  Most of these bureaus' officials view the SEA report as a stand-alone document unrelated to performance reporting done within their agencies.  This is an additional reason some bureau managers gave for their agencies' limited use of the SEA reports.  Bureau officials also see no connection between SEA reporting and the city/county benchmarking process.


The Citizens

The City of Portland is recognized for having a strong tradition of citizen involvement and participation (Berry et al. 1993, p. 46).  At the core of this tradition is a citizen participation structure that contains approximately ninety neighborhood associations representing various parts of the city.  These neighborhood associations receive direct support, services, and coordination from seven district offices, each of which is governed by a neighborhood coalition board.  At the top of this citizen participation structure is the Office of Neighborhood Associations (ONA), a city bureau, which contracts directly with the seven district offices.  Since 1974 this structure has served as the designated vehicle for communication between city hall and Portland's citizens.  To assess citizens' use of the SEA reports the authors interviewed representatives of this citizen participation structure, specifically officials in the ONA and several district offices.  The authors also conducted interviews with Oregonian reporters who cover city hall to ascertain how Portland's major daily newspaper views the SEA reports.


Development of the SEA reporting process occurred entirely within the Portland city bureaucracy and involved the auditor's office, the OFA, and the six city bureaus contained in the SEA report.  The auditor has not formally sought input from the ONA and the other components of the neighborhood associations structure.  Perhaps as a consequence, these citizen participation officials generally view the SEA reporting process as having limited utility for them and their neighborhood associations.  Many of them feel that this process does not measure anything about the neighborhood associations directly.  It also does not help them much on a day-to-day basis because it does not relate to specific problems in the neighborhoods.


Citizen participation officials, nevertheless, make some use of the SEA reports.  Most of this use involves the SEA's citizen survey, which they view as its most critical component.  According to them, it reflects the average citizen's perspective of city services and offers limited data about city problems.  Some of them said that this information can be relevant to crime prevention and other livability issues.  A few citizen participation officials also indicated that they use the SEA reports to respond to citizens' requests for information and to support grant requests.


Currently SEA reporting also has a limited role in the budgeting process of the ONA and the seven district offices.  ONA officials do review the SEA report for general guidance.  Some district offices use the report in the preparation of their action plans for their contract with the city.  The ONA's future plans include an increased role for SEA reporting in its budgeting process.  The ONA may soon be using the SEA to help develop the funding formula for distributing city funds to the neighborhood associations and to help in evaluating the ONA's effectiveness.


Interviews with Oregonian reporters suggest that the SEA reports are unlikely to receive extensive newspaper coverage.  Unless a report contains information about an important controversy or has broad public policy implications, it lacks "newsworthy" material.  Initially, the reporters viewed the SEA reporting process as newsworthy because it was new.  Press coverage of SEA reporting has declined since the first year.  However, one reporter continues to use SEA reports as background information for some of his articles.  Also, he suggested that if SEA reporting continues, the trend information in future reports could make them more newsworthy.

ASSESSMENT OF THE SEA

Based on information obtained through interviews with people involved with the SEA, what assessment can be made of it?  This section examines how users view the utility of the SEA, the impact it has had, and how it could be improved.


A number of people involved in using the SEA voiced favorable general assessments of the SEA's utility.  Some of these opinions of general utility were strongly positive.  A top political official said, "I think it's a wonderful tool."  An analyst in one of the bureaus called it "invaluable" and "really useful."  A newspaper reporter referred to it as "very useful to us"; a top manager also referred to the survey as "very useful to us"; and a neighborhood association official referred to it as "very useful."  The citizen survey part of the SEA received especially positive general comments.  Another top manager said, "The citizen survey is great, an extremely helpful addition."  Yet another top manager took the view that the SEA's reason for success was that it combined other types of performance data with a citizen survey.


These positive general assessments of the SEA were not supported, however, with equally positive specific assessments.  Interviewees often expressed dissatisfaction when asked about the specific uses and impacts of the SEA.  In fact, some who offered general positive assessments voiced criticisms of the SEA's specific utility.  One bureau manager said that "it doesn't help in making decisions and managing the bureau," and that "there's really no way for us to use it."  An analyst in a different bureau stated the SEA "gives too much of a summary to be useful."  A neighborhood association activist characterized the SEA as "not valuable to us on a day-to-day basis" because the SEA "doesn't help to deal with specific problems."  There are, of course, examples of specific uses as discussed in the prior section.  However, these examples of specific utility and impact are the exception.


To summarize the assessments of the SEA obtained from all interviews, many people involved with the SEA characterized it as most useful when talking about its use in a very general sense, such as to provide "background information" or to provide "a general context."  When asked more specific questions about how they used it, a number of people who gave positive general assessments became less positive.  Taken together, the interviews portray the SEA as least useful for providing specific information for lower level decisions, and most useful for providing general information to support top-level policy making.  The clearest example of this top-level use is the role of the SEA at the beginning of the budget process; as one top administrator put it, "The SEA report should come in as a goal/policy document at the beginning of the budget process...it should mainly be a planning and a communications tool."


The interviews with SEA users also generated a number of suggestions for improvements.  A frequent request was for more detailed and specific information, such as inclusion of specific indicators desired by that person.  Some of these suggestions appear motivated to extend the SEA's utility beyond the top-level, policy making role into a more specific, operational role.  Many people recommended eliminating the specific intercity comparisons now included in the SEA.  As discussed earlier, the complaints about intercity comparisons involved concerns that differences among the cities could make the comparisons misleading, especially the per capita expenditure comparisons.  Similar complaints were not made about the over‑time comparisons included in the SEA reports.  A few interviewees expressed a desire for greater citizen input and involvement in the SEA.


This assessment of the SEA appears roughly consistent with the views of those responsible for the SEA in the auditor's office.  Although they hope to expand the SEA's utility, they recognize its current use as mainly at the top level.  The auditors also take a long-term perspective on the SEA:  they hope to continue improving the SEA, to expand its utility and the range of people using it, and perhaps even to use the SEA to promote citizen interest and involvement.

CONCLUSION

Portland's experience with the SEA reveals lessons for other local governments, especially about the conditions that promote the success of SEA reporting.  The auditor's responsibility for SEA reporting has enhanced the SEA's acceptance because of the auditor's office reputation as a credible, independent agency.  Also, the auditor's office has championed the implementation of SEA reporting; a more passive approach would have yielded more limited success.  Finally, top management, especially the mayor and OFA officials, supported the development of SEA reporting.


The availability of good existing data and the acceptance of performance measurement have also facilitated Portland's implementation of SEA reporting.  Performance measurement efforts had already been undertaken in the budget office and in some SEA bureaus, thus establishing a precedent for performance measurement and enabling the auditor to incorporate existing data into the SEA reports.  SEA reporting has, however, been integrated only to a limited extent with other performance measurement efforts.  Many key actors regard the SEA report as a stand‑alone document having little relationship to performance measurement in the SEA bureaus or to the city/county benchmarking process.


Portland's experience demonstrates the importance of carefully choosing what types of data to include in the SEA report.   Most key actors in Portland welcome the inclusion of the citizen survey data, and some attribute the SEA's success to the combining of survey data with other data.  In addition, the comparisons presented over time and across areas in the city enhance the report's utility for most potential users.  However, the widespread concern of SEA users about the report's intercity comparisons raise questions about the emphasis SEA reporting should place on such comparisons.  Also, the nature of SEA data will likely result in limited newspaper coverage, unless the press assumes a greater educational role.


Another troublesome issue Portland has encountered in implementing the SEA concerns confusion about the SEA's purpose.  Many bureau managers and citizen participation officials construed the purpose of the SEA differently than the auditors and criticized it for not helping them with daily operations.  The auditors, on the other hand, never considered the SEA as a tool for day‑to‑day decision making.  This confusion may partly result from the limited involvement of bureau managers, and especially of citizen participation officials, in the development of the SEA.  Disagreement about the SEA's role was less evident between the auditors and top-level officials, including the mayor and finance director, who have had the most involvement in SEA development.  These officials also provided the strongest statements about the impact of the SEA on top‑level policy making, including budget deliberations.  Further involvement of key actors in the SEA's continuing development might therefore reduce the remaining confusion about the SEA's purpose and increase the SEA's utility for more participants.


The continued ascendancy of SEA reporting does face some potential threats.  Richard Greene (1994) has characterized these threats as (1) politics as usual, which could subvert SEA reporting; (2) over-expectations, which could promote an unrealistic view of the SEA as a panacea; and (3) a strong economy, which by strengthening local government finances could remove a major driving force behind performance measurement.  Similarly, James Fountain (1994) sees a possible danger if people do not understand that the SEA raises questions and does not provide easy answers.


Despite these potential threats, the future of SEA reporting in Portland appears promising.  During the past three years the use of SEA reports has increased, particularly in policy and budget deliberations.  Also, the SEA's increasing ability to display trend information, along with the potential for increased collaboration in the future between the auditor and key actors, could further enhance the utility of SEA reporting.  These developments in Portland provide a basis for optimism about the future results of the current national emphasis on performance measurement in general and SEA reporting in particular.
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TABLE 4.1


Comparison of Source of SEA Requests from within the Portland Metropolitan Area to Requests from Outside of Oregon
	PRIVATE 

Source of Request
	Outside

Oregon
	Metro

Area

	General Agency Type:

Local


State


Federal


Private
	64%

12%

6%

18%
	59%

8%

0%

33%

	Specific Agency Type:

Auditing


Budgeting


Department


Priv. individual


Priv. organization


Executive


Legislative


Education


Prof. association


Media


Community Org.
	29%

16%

14%

11%

11%

6%

4%

3%

3%

2%

1%
	2%

2%

18%

27%

16%

8%

4%

10%

0%

0%

12%

	Number of Cases
	175
	51


