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The true measures of success 

I've just finished reading an excellent Harvard Business Review article on 
Performance Measurement.  It's quite a long article, so I though it worth 
summarising the key points (and pointing you to some of my articles that 
are closely aligned). 

The Harvard article ends by saying this: "Companies have access to a 
growing torrent of statistics that could improve their performance, but 
executives still cling to old-fashioned and often flawed methods for 
choosing metrics. In the past, companies could get away with going on gut 
and ignoring the right statistics because that’s what everyone else was 
doing. Today, using them is necessary to compete. More to the point, 
identifying and exploiting them before rivals do will be the key to seizing 
advantage." 

At the start of the article is the view that people's confidence in their own 
judgement is often at odds with the reality and that good data and 
appropriate statistical analysis is required in order to make better business 
decisions.  I've written previously about "Management by Fact". 

Some of the other measurement issues raised in the article include the 
"recency effect" where people's view of performance is biased towards 
what happened recently.  I've experienced this when facilitating 
discussions around process activity costing where staff tend to recall the 
recent, difficult case they dealt with last week, and use that to inform their 
judgement on how long a process takes. 

Whereas a dog may be for life, a measurement may need to be changed as 
organisational circumstances change.  For example, start-ups are likely to 
need to measure new customer acquisition rates, but more mature 
businesses are more likely to be interested in measuring loyalty or 
churn.  In the same way that processes need to be reviewed, measurement 
systems also need to be reviewed to ensure they support what the 
organisation is trying to achieve. 

Probably the most important theme in the article is that of "cause and 
effect".  This underpins the design of an effective Balanced 
Scorecard system, which I've also written about several times.  One of the 
most popular articles on my blog is about Lead and Lag indicators where I 
explain how they differ and also how there should be a cause and effect 
chain of objectives and supporting measurements.  To be useful, your 
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measurements must predict the result you’re seeking. 

There are five steps that this HBR article proposes for selecting the right 
measurements: 

1. Define your governing objective (what is it you're ultimately trying 
to achieve?) 

2. Develop a theory of cause and effect to assess presumed drivers 
of the objective (what are the internal leading indicators that will 
predict external lagging performance?) 

3. Identify the specific activities that employees can do to help 
achieve the governing objective (what skills and capabilities are 
needed?) 

4. Evaluate your statistics (are the measurements you chose last 
week/month/year, still the right ones for what you're trying to 
achieve today?) 

Overall, this article reminded me of the Golden Rules of Measurement that 
I was introduced to a long time ago: 

 Decide what you're trying to achieve, then decide what you need to 
measure 

 No measurement without recording 

 No recording without analysis 

 No analysis without action 

You'll find more of my articles on Performance Management here. 

 

5 Survey mistakes and how to avoid them 

During the past year I've been working with Nigel Marriott (Marriott 
Statistical Consulting) helping clients get real insight from their data. Part 
of that has included advising clients on the best ways to design and analyse 
their surveys.  We help clients with the end-to-end Survey process. 

I've written an article that summarises some of our Learning Points from a 
range of Customer and Staff Surveys.  It describes 5 Survey Mistakes and 
how to avoid them: 

 Failing to link survey questions to survey objectives 

 Asking too many questions 

 Designer bias 

 Analysing answers to individual questions 

 Poor characterisation 

Download the full article here.  

View the slide presentation here. 

http://ianjseath.wordpress.com/shared-knowledge/performance-management/
http://www.marriott-stats.com/
http://www.marriott-stats.com/
http://ianjseath.files.wordpress.com/2012/10/5-survey-mistakes-and-how-to-avoid-them.pdf
http://www.slideshare.net/ianjseath/5-survey-mistakes-and-how-to-avoid-them


 

 
This newsletter has been sent from Improvement Skills Consulting Ltd.   
You can unsubscribe by clicking here. 
T: +44(0)7850 728506 
F: +44(0)872 115 7264 
E: info@improvement-skills.co.uk 
W: www.improvement-skills.co.uk 
Twitter: @ianjseath 
Improvement Skills Consulting Ltd. is registered in England with Co. No. 06427548 
Registered address: 204 Blind Lane, Flackwell Heath HP10 9LE   
© Copyright Improvement Skills Consulting Ltd. 2012. All rights reserved. 
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