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For every study or testimonial on the effectiveness of a new management program or 
technique that advertises its benefits, there are an equal number of detractors and studies 
that point to the failure of such programs.  Pick any one you want:  Customer 
Relationship Management, Activity-Based Costing, Six Sigma, Lean, or Balanced 
Scorecard.  With any of these programs you will find mixed reviews of their worth and 
success.  Why is it that some organizations reap huge benefits from programs like the 
ones listed above, and others fail miserably?  I think the answer lies in the way the 
programs are designed and implemented, not inherent flaws in the programs themselves.  
Most failures can be attributed to shortcuts, mistakes, and failing to listen to advisors who 
are experts in implementation of these programs.  In this article we will examine some of 
the more common mistakes organizations make when designing and implementing a new 
performance measurement system. More importantly, I’ll share some of the practices 
linked to successful scorecard projects. 
 
APQC’s Findings Regarding Measurement Best Practices 

 
In 2004 I had the privilege of working with the American Productivity and Quality 
Center in Houston on an important study to identify what major corporations are doing in 
the way of performance measurement.  This comprehensive study began with a list of 
about 80 companies that completed detailed questionnaires about their scorecards and use 
of performance metrics.  One encouraging finding of the study was that only 24% of the 
80 companies surveyed tracked only traditional accounting and operational measures.  
This means that more than three fourths of the companies in the study had scorecards that 
were more balanced.  Of the 76% that had non-traditional metrics, 28% described their 
collection of metrics as a “balanced scorecard”. 
 
Beginning with this initial list of 80 companies, APQC narrowed down their study to a 
small number of companies that would serve as good benchmarks for others with regard 
to performance measurement.  Five companies were highlighted in the APQC study that 
had different and interesting approaches to performance measurement:  Bank of America, 
Saturn, L.L. Bean, Crown Castle, and Jet Blue.  It is interesting to note that the 
companies selected range from huge (Bank of America) to small (Crown Castle), and 
from old (L.L. Bean) to young (Jet Blue).  While all five of these companies had good 
balanced scorecards, none were without areas needing further refinement.  In other 
words, even some of the best companies in the world are struggling with coming up with 
just the right metrics to drive employee behavior and decision making.  If your 
organization is struggling with this challenge as well, you are in good company. 
 
 
 
 



Performance Management in Europe 
 
Adopting a more balanced approach to performance measurement is not strictly an 
American phenomenon.  A paper from Cranfield School of Management in the UK by 
Veronica Martinez suggests that 57% of UK companies have adopted the balanced 
scorecard approach, and 26% in Germany and Austria.  While many European companies 
have adopted this approach, Dr. Matinez’s research reveals as many negatives as 
positives.  Some of the problems listed by managers in companies that had implemented 
new scorecards were that it is time consuming, costly, complicated, misleading, and 
mechanistic.  However, none of these problems can be attributed to a more balanced 
approach for measuring performance, and all are certainly avoidable. 
 
The purpose of this article is to outline some of the more common land mines that 
organizations encounter when designing and implementing their scorecards.  Using 
outside consultants to facilitate a scorecard project can help minimize many of the most 
common errors organizations make, even this approach provides no guarantee.  The most 
experienced consultants have had to defer to their clients and put bad metrics on the 
scorecards, or implement the new measurement system in a less than ideal manner.  
Ultimately, the client needs to buy-in to the scorecard design and metrics, so this often 
leads to a compromise in what the consultant thinks is best, and what the client thinks is 
practical.  Since all consultants are concerned with getting more work from their clients, 
they often bend to the clients wishes, even if it risks the success of the project. 
 
Best Practice # 1:  Kill Flawed Metrics 
 
This is probably the most prevalent problem I see with scorecards.  Organizations put old 
metrics on their new scorecards even though everyone knows that performance on the 
measures can be easily manipulated.  I saw this happen in several different military 
organizations I worked with, who wanted to have a measure of project schedule 
performance on their new balanced scorecard I was helping them design.  The concept 
behind the metric was solid – it measured percent milestones completed on major 
projects.  Past performance on this measure showed it to always be green throughout the 
course of the project, yet customers’ biggest complaint was that the organizations failed 
to meet major project deadlines.  The problem with this measure is that the scheduled 
dates were always changed/adjusted when project managers saw that they were going to 
be missed.  It was easy to justify the new deadlines because of changes to project scope, 
or delays from suppliers/vendors.  Throughout the course of a project, the schedule gauge 
looked green until the very end when it turned red because the end date was missed. 
 
The problem with this measure is that the schedule data lacked integrity.  It was too easy 
for project managers to adjust the milestone dates so that it always looked like they were 
on schedule.  Another organization that builds and maintains Navy ships came up with a 
better approach. They measure the amount of “churn” or change there is to a project’s 
scope, schedule, and budget.  Some amount of churn is expected and acceptable, but too 
much indicated either a poorly done project plan, or a poorly managed project.  Churn 



was easy to track because the data came right from the project management software that 
everyone used to monitor project progress. 
 
Any time you measure an aspect or people’s performance there is a tendency for them to 
select measures on which they know they can achieve good performance.  An objective 
outside facilitator such as a consultant can help minimize this self-serving approach, but 
often it’s easy to snow the consultant, or convince her that the proposed measures are 
valid.  Internal facilitators often get overruled by senior managers who are in the 
meetings.  What ends up happening is that the new scorecard is no better than the old 
one.  People go to meetings each month and look at the red, yellow, and green charts, but 
everyone knows that actual performance is often much different than what is depicted in 
the reports.  
 
A solution to this common mistake is to use a separate group of inside or outside experts 
to review the proposed metrics to look for data integrity problems.  You might take your 
draft scorecard to several outside experts and ask them to spend a day or so reviewing the 
metrics and provide feedback.  It is also a good idea to have some of your own people do 
this.  A navy client did this and got some excellent feedback from a group of managers 
and technical professionals who were not involved in the initial scorecard design.  
Incorporating reviews like this can go a long way toward weeding out the bad metrics. 
 
Best Practice # 2:  Measure Frequently 
 
There is no business in the world that would think of measuring financial performance 
once a year to see if they were successful and made any profit.  Most managers and 
entrepreneurs I know measure financial and operational performance daily.  The more 
often you measure something the better you can manage it.  Diabetics monitor their blood 
sugar several times a day.  Some of our parents monitor their blood pressure every day.  I 
find that most business and government organizations have no problem with the cost and 
time it takes to monitor financial and operational performance on a daily and weekly 
basis.  Yet, you look at these same organizations and ask them how often they measure 
customer satisfaction, employee satisfaction, and other softer, but no less important 
aspects of their performance, and they usually say:  “Once a year”.  In fact, one company 
I work with measures employee satisfaction every other year.  The score went down last 
year, so they are busy working on all these initiatives to improve morale.  When I asked 
how things were going, they replied:  “We don’t know, we need to wait another 20 
months to get another data point”.  They could waste a lot of money and time working on 
initiatives that do absolutely nothing to improve employee satisfaction. 
 
If something is important enough to measure at all, you need to measure it frequently.  
Annual metrics are close to being worthless, and are more like a study than a 
performance measure.  The more frequently you measure something the more it usually 
costs.  The challenge is to come up with a way to measure performance often without 
spending a lot of money.  One client used to spend $100,000 a year to have some 
university conduct an annual survey of its employee satisfaction.  A team came up with 
the idea of measuring morale on a daily basis by giving all employees a bag of red, 



yellow, and green marbles.  At the end of the day, employees drop a marble in a vase by 
the door where they usually leave, depending on how good or bad of a day they had (red 
= really bad day).  Each morning the boss’s assistant counts up the marbles by 
department and managers go talk to their people if there a lot of red or yellow marbles 
from the previous day.  The entire system costs less than $1000 a year to implement, 
provides a daily statistic on morale by department, and forces managers to talk to their 
people on a daily basis about working conditions and other issues.    
 
Another client used to spend over $100k each year for an annual customer survey that 
provided a big report and a once-a-year data point.  They also found that customer 
satisfaction data did not correlate to customer loyalty.  Instead, they came up with a 
“Customer Aggravation Index” that they could track on a daily basis.  The measure was 
of operational and quality problems that were already being tracked.  These are things 
that tend to make customers angry like waiting on hold when calling the call center, 
getting a delivery late, finding an error on an invoice, etc.  The company found a direct 
correlation between levels of customer aggravation and loyalty.  In other words if you 
make them mad often, or screw up something big, they take their business elsewhere and 
usually don’t bother filling out your stupid surveys.  This metric cost very little to 
implement since most of the aggravations were already being tracked.   
 
Best Practice # 3:  Keep it Simple  
 
I couldn’t tell you how many organizations I’ve worked with that have designed 
scorecards with perfect symmetry, logical architecture, and a balance of measures that 
look at the past, present, and future.  The designs of these scorecards are vastly superior 
to those of any of the five companies identified by APQC as having bench-mark-able 
scorecards.  Yet, most of these organizations have failed to build most of the cool metrics 
they designed, and many of the gauges on their new dashboard remain gray – in other 
words, no data.   
 
Overcomplicating the scorecard seems to be more common in technical organizations 
that have lots of engineers, but this is not always the case.  Several government social 
service type organizations I’ve worked with have done the same thing without the benefit 
of any engineers being involve in the scorecard design process.  It is encouraging that 
organizations want to measure all sorts of important things like ethics, customer 
relationships, and intellectual capital, but most of these softer things end up being very 
hard to measure.  I would rather see an organization design a scorecard with 12 gauges 
that they are actually going to populate with data in the next year than to design a 
framework with 22 metrics, and only collect data on 6 of them.   
 
Two approaches work well when designing the scorecard architecture.  First, design it 
using metrics you know you can populate with data in the next 6-12 months, realizing 
that you can always add new measure later, as you become more adept at metric design 
and implementation.  It may be tough to get people to agree to this, but keep reminding 
them that the scorecard should evolve and change with time, so no one ever gets it 
exactly right the first time. 



A second approach that works even better is to design the ideal scorecard with all the 
measures leaders want and need to look at, but build it gradually over several years.  The 
Santa Clara Valley Water District ( a new PB Views user) has adopted this approach.  
Their CEO scorecard includes about 20 metrics, but it is going to take three years to 
populate them all with data.  They have developed a plan that shows a progression from 
initially “lighting up” about 10 of the measures with data, working up to all of them over 
three years.  The chances of the scorecard changing over a three year period is also quite 
high for most organizations.  New problems/challenges arise, bosses change, new goals 
are set, and all of these things tend to drive a change in the performance measures of an 
organization. 
 
Best Practice # 4:  Get on With it 
 
Another common problem I’ve observed with scorecard projects is that they tend to 
experience analysis paralysis. In other words, everyone wants to review the scorecard 
design and add, delete or somehow change the metrics.  Most of the time their opinions 
are very valid and worth considering.  I recall working with A Navy organization that 
went through about 4 drafts of the CO’s scorecard over a period of a year.  Each time a 
new group reviewed it, they made it better or at least changed it.  In an effort to get buy-
in from as many people as possible, leaders wanted to get lots of input.  While this 
sounds good in theory, it rarely works well.  The scorecard project ends up being stalled 
in the design phase, and measures never get built or implemented because the architects 
keep re-drawing the blueprints. 
 
A better approach used by several recent clients is to tell people up front that the 
scorecard is just a first draft, and that it will be changed and improved each year as the 
organization gets more sophisticated.  The City of Los Angeles’s Workforce 
Development Division assigned two of its best people to design their new scorecard, 
spent half a day reviewing it with senior management, and is getting on with the progress 
of defining each of the metrics, and developing data collection plans.  People are 
comfortable with the approach, knowing that the measures and scorecard design will be 
improved each year, and recognizing that mistakes will be made.  This approach of just 
getting on with the project is vastly superior to months and months of review and revision 
cycles to the scorecard architecture and metrics design.  You should change the metrics 
once you see that they are not useful, and minimize changes during the design phase.  A 
Navy client called Carrier Team One that does maintenance on aircraft carriers has 
adopted this approach and made a lot of progress over the last few years in actually 
collecting data on most of the metrics they identified several years ago.   
 
Summary & Conclusions   
 
Performance measurement and management is clearly a practice that has taken hold in 
both the U.S. and Europe.  Most forward-thinking business and government organizations 
have implemented a measurement structure that includes more than the traditional 
lagging measures of financial and operational performance.  Yet, many scorecard projects 



fail because of either poor design or implementation.  Successful projects are 
characterized by an approach that: 
 

• Eliminates old flawed metrics and replaces them with ones with good integrity 
• Includes metrics that can be tracked frequently (i.e., quarterly or monthly) 
• Is a simple scorecard architecture that will actually be implemented 
• Focuses on actual tracking of the new metrics rather than continually re-drawing 

the scorecard to try to make it perfect. 
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