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I. Introduction 

As OMB’s PART evaluation process is underway for a sixth cycle, I feel compelled to attempt to articulate concerns about continued design flaws that I and many other federal program colleagues have been recognizing since its inception.  To date, there has been a steady but surprisingly small flow of writings about the PART process in terms of its “good” side or benefits, the “bad” side or deficiencies.  Even less has been written regarding what I would label the “ugly” side of the PART process, which relates to undesirable consequences of the design flaws of PART in the broader performance management context.  Thus, this opinion piece represents my thoughts and analyses that have been percolating for several years relative these issues.  I have explored other venues for sharing this perspective but elected to use the electronic version of the “moccasin telegraph” which is what the unofficial but more candid lines of communication have been labeled in the Indian Health Service for the last 30+ years.  
Growing Up in a Performance Culture

I offer these insights as a veteran of almost 34 years in federal programs including 26+ years as a USPHS Commissioned Officer with the Indian Health Service (IHS) where I served at all levels including as the agency’s first coordinator for the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) before retiring in 2000.  I have continued working as a performance management consultant for the IHS and other agencies and assisted in a total nine PART evaluations for three agencies that include all six of the IHS PART assessments.  But long before GPRA and the PART, the IHS had a rich history of embracing health outcome oriented performance management that was well established when I joined as a clinical dentist in 1973. 
I was assigned to the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota, which today remains the poorest county in America with the lowest life expectancy lower than any country in the western hemisphere except Haiti. The IHS dental program’s performance management approach at that time included a detailed, provider specific, time-weighted and procedure-based data system that was entered into a computer database to generate monthly reports that were monitored by each provider and up the chain of command to our Area Dental Director. The program also began implementing a quality evaluation protocol that included clinical quality standards, dental record standards, and appropriateness of services metrics.  
By the 1980s the program added program management and community prevention quality evaluations to our performance management process and a periodic program-wide oral health survey to monitor oral health outcomes.  Also during this period, I was selected for long-term training that focused on public health, organization development, and community developed to support the growing sophistication of our program.  When I returned from training I coordinated oral health research and community development programs with a heavy focus on staff development.  I completed my dissertation which was a socio-epidemiologic assessment of the determinants of oral health in two Indian communities.  This was followed with the coordination of a quasi-experimental (nonrandom control groups) three year multi-site evaluation of an Early Childhood Caries prevention project in partnership with CDC and Head Start.  And in the late 1980’s, I served as the project director for the Indian component of the WHO International Collaborative Study of Oral Health Outcomes II that was run at two IHS sites.  All three of these evaluation-based efforts were winners of the USPHS J.D. Lane Research Award competition.   
I share this history not to sound boastful but to make several points.  First, I honestly but with a sense of humility want to make the case that I have the training and practical experience to provide this critique even if I’m not a technical expert in evaluation.  Equally important, I believe I am very much a product of an organizational culture that had embraced performance management long before it was popular or required by OMB. Thus, I want to make a case for the credibility of the agency that, professionally speaking, raised and supported me but that for mostly political reasons has not received the accolades and more importantly, the resources it justly deserves given its noble mission and exceptional performance record in improving health.  And these accomplishments were realized while consistently being funded at only about half the annual per capita rate for health care of the inmates in federal prisons and only about a third of what is spend on the average American.  Finally, I think the IHS’s performance history and culture has implications for developing the intrinsic performance management culture that is essential for enhancing the federal performance management movement.  
I should also note that this critique and recommendations are purely my own, prepared on my own time as a private citizen, and do not necessarily represent the views of any federal agency or other individual.  Furthermore, IHS officials had no knowledge of my intent to write this piece, and therefore had no opportunity to influence my views or recommendations in any way.  
Federal Performance Management at Last
From the perspective of the good side of the PART process, it is difficult to argue against increased accountability in government and that the PART fills a needed gap that GPRA did not.  Most of the accolades that OMB and the PART have received are justified around this realization.  As a case in point, Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government and the Council for Excellence in Government has recognized the OMB for the development of the PART (while  also recognizing it is far from a perfect tool).  And virtually all program staff that participate in PART reviews report that the required self-assessment inherent to the PART process alone is a powerful learning experience.  But in few other endeavors is the adage that “the devil is in the details” more valid than with program evaluation.  It is the continued problems with the detail, or the lack of details in some cases, that continues to plague the PART process.  Perhaps the PART’s accolades were premature because they appear to have empowered OMB to largely deny that valid evaluations concerns remain with the PART.
The majority of the criticism voiced about the PART has been directed at various details of the PART process.  These include the instrument’s questions such as issues of the breadth of their focus, consistency and objectivity, broad applicability, and scaling to name a few.   More recently, there have been some refreshing discussions that address broader issues of what the PART really represents.  Those discussions have questioned whether PART it is more of a management tool than an evaluation, and how improving scores may represent learning “to take the test” and align and educate OMB as much or more than complying with the PART’s one-size -fits all model.  In this same light, insightful challenges are now surfacing that question the notion that the PART is actually having a significant effect in improving programs.  Probably the most pejorative view of the PART is expressed by the organization OMB Watch. While their writings have perhaps overstated some concerns, they also point out many valid problems, provide compelling examples of rating inconsistencies, and offer one of the few perspectives that explicitly recognize the inherent risks of OMB’s total control of the process in light of their politically focused role in government.
What has been largely lacking, from what I have heard and read, is an analysis of the PART process from an even broader systems view that explores the interplay of OMB as an organization, the PART instrument and instructions, and the process used to run and manage the evaluations of federal programs.  This paper represents an attempt to provide such a view of the PART and when viewed from this perspective, I contend that the PART evaluation process would receive a “no” response to one of its own better questions if reviewed by a body of diverse, knowledgeable, and unbiased evaluators.  Question 1.4 reads: Is the program design free of major flaws that would limit the program’s effectiveness or efficiency? The PART instructions further clarify the issue of design flaws with two essential criteria that must be met:

· The program is free from major design flaws that prevent it from meeting its defined objectives and performance goals. 

· There is no strong evidence that another approach or mechanism would be more efficient or effective to achieve the intended purpose. 

In this light, I will attempt to explain how the current PART does not consistently meet the standards of a transparent, reliable, objective, and valid evaluation process which is a fair representation of the PART’s objective.  I will also propose changes to the PART process such that the existing deficiencies are eliminated or reduced and offer other performance management suggestions as well.  Readers can decide for themselves if I have made an adequate case for my “no” rating and whether my recommendations are credible.
II. The OMB Culture of Control
As a starting point it is important to recognize the unique nature of OMB as an organization.  I acknowledge up front I am not an expert in government or political science.  Most of what I know about OMB comes from over a decade of interfacing with them around budget issues and particularly what you are allowed to say in budget justifications and on a range of issues related to GPRA and PART.  These exchanges have ranged from copasetic to heated and contentious.  An interesting side-effect of these interactions is that I got to know and like a couple OMB examiners such that we could talk more candidly as people and I gained a clearer understanding of the OMB organizational culture.  Furthermore, talking with other HHS program performance colleagues over the years has validated certain patterns of OMB operation and behavior that occur across Administrations, programs and OMB examiners. But much of what is unique about OMB and a predictor of its behavior can be deduced simply from reading their mission:

OMB's predominant mission is to assist the President in overseeing the preparation of the federal budget and to supervise its administration in Executive Branch agencies. In helping to formulate the President's spending plans, OMB evaluates the effectiveness of agency programs, policies, and procedures, assesses competing funding demands among agencies, and sets funding priorities. OMB ensures that agency reports, rules, testimony, and proposed legislation are consistent with the President's Budget and with Administration policies. 
What jumps out from this most clearly is that OMB is first and foremost charged with being the champion and effectively the tool for assuring the funding and realization of the President’s political agenda.  While OMB’s has it roots in the Bureau of the Budget that was formed in 1921, it was 1970 when it received its current rubric and increased power and stature that some political writers suggest have been expanding continually since.  One could argue that the implementation of the PART represents another step in increasing OMB’s (and thus the President’s) influence over federal programs.  What is most evident from OMB’s mission, role, and history is that to a significant extent, it is a politically-focused organization and based on this alone, the role of evaluating federal programs is at risk of being biased by the political agenda of the administration unless the “checks and balances” that our founding fathers adroitly recognized as essential to our democracy are put in place. As the sixth cycle of the PART is underway I contend adequate checks and balances for the PART process are still woefully lacking and OMB shows no signs of allowing it to happen.  But what government organization voluntarily gives up power?  
In talking with former leaders of my agency, it is clear that OMB’s political role was well established over 30 years ago.  One description of OMB I heard several years ago from one of our highly respected former leaders was:  “They never listen and they never forget!”  I heard essentially the same statement made in reference to OMB less than six months ago by a next generation leader.  While this is obviously an overstatement, my interpretation of what this behavior actually represents is that if the point an agency is trying to get across to the examiner is in conflict with OMB’s politically mandated marching orders, they may simply act as if they haven’t heard it, regardless of the strength of the argument.  In truth, OMB examiners are usually smart, detail-oriented people and actually listen quite well.  And because they must continually find leverage for defending the President’s priorities, they do not forget much either.  If I were in their shoes I might well act the same way.
Beyond this relatively passive behavior, OMB has also regularly taken a more proactive approach to forwarding the President’s goals.  One of the more difficult and unenviable aspects of OMB’s role is the annual allocation of resources for the President’s budget.  When resources are tight as they frequently are, they must fund the mandatory programs, the President’s priorities, and at the same time try and avoid starving discretionary programs that could hurt citizens and have political fall-out.  But as one experienced in the funding realities of a discretionary program that hasn’t been a Presidential priority since the Nixon and Ford Administrations, the consequences of funding shortfalls have in fact been serious.  In such cases it is not surprising that OMB can be very assertive in screening and editing, if not censoring, budget appropriation language that is perceived as out of sync with the Administration’s priorities.  Thus, it is usually very difficult to get language in a budget justification that suggests that the proposed funding in the President’s budget puts the agency’s mission in jeopardy when sometimes that has unequivocally been the reality.  In essence, OMB has and probably always will do it best to avoid showing a linkage between a President’s funding short-fall and negative results to an agency or its clients.  This behavior which arguably represents a form of bias is inherent to OMB’s political role.  I contend this pattern can and has spilled over into the PART assessment process. 
During the first year of PART evaluations in 2002, a major component of my agency was evaluated and I served a primary role in preparing and responding to this process.  What seemed quite evident from the beginning was that OMB carried a pretty strong mindset of where our agency fell in this process from the beginning.  And we were not unique. For many programs evaluated in HHS that year the program staff had a strong sense that OMB was following the principle coined by Steven Covey in his famous book The Seven Habits of Highly Successful People, “Begin with the end in mind.” While this approach is essential for program planning and building program logic models, it is obviously quite inappropriate for objective program evaluation.  In a few cases that I experienced, OMB’s mindset on several questions was so strong yet their justification so marginal that they seemed to stretch the elastic limits of the PART instructions beyond recognition in order to maintain their rating of “no.” 
And when our examiner would have no cogent basis to challenge the strength of our write-ups and documentation, the examiner would simply suggest that it was just the way it was going to be without justification followed by silence that was reminiscent of the adage “they never listen.”  This silence would sometimes be followed a day or two later with a very different but equally marginal challenge to the same question. It seemed clear to our PART team that our examiner was under pressure to not yield on some PART questions regardless of our responses and documentation.  
There are other examples of evident biases that occurred in the first PART cycle and more recent ones as well that I will point out in the next section.  I simply want to make the point that OMB’s behavior in applying the PART evaluation created a large amount of distrust in the objectivity of the process for many program staff in HHS and other agencies from the beginning.  I spent several hundred hours writing and rebutting  relatively weak assertions used to justify “no” ratings before succeeding through both informal and formal appeals in raising the score of this program from the low 50s to 77%, which we were grudgingly forced to accept.  Yet, a similar health care program in another agency that the President had committed to expanding prior to being elected received a score of 85% (the minimal score for being rated “effective”) without appeal.  In reviewing the assessment of this program compared to the one I was involved with, it was apparent that a different set of standards were used to judge the quality and completeness of both the performance data and external evaluations.  One doesn’t need to be an evaluation wiz to know that rate-based clinical treatment measures from relatively small convenience samples that could easily represented selective “cherry picking” does not compare with similar measures based on the data from an entire user population. 
I fully realize that what I have offered as evidence for bias in the PART evaluation thus far is circumstantial and could simply be attributed to a bruised ego and failure to face real program limitations. I know this interpretation is plausible but before it is accepted, I would like to offer documented evidence that OMB’s politically-driven motives and power have resulted in egregious distortions of data and political leverage to affect policy.  In 2004, the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) published a monograph titled: Scientific Integrity in Policy Making: An Investigation into the Bush Administration’s Misuse of Science.  This paper presents a series of well documented episodes where suppression and distortion of research findings were used to influence the policies of federal agencies. Specific to OMB, the report documents its role in requiring EPA to make scientifically unsupportable changes to it the climate change section of EPA’s Report on the Environment.  
I am not a member of the UCS and I recognize that some from the more conservative political spectrum consider UCS to be a left-wing advocacy group that is politically motivated and biased.  But what is hard to argue away is that the this document has the endorsements of what now includes 52 Nobel laureates, 63 National Medal of Science recipients, and 195 members of the National Academies so it is hard to challenge their intellectual and scientific horsepower. And from a political perspective, additional signers of the report came from former leaders of federal agencies from both Republican and Democratic administrations including the EPA administrator under Presidents Nixon and Ford.  What was most compelling to me was to actually read OMB’s mandated edits that are provided in the appendix of UCS report from and internal EPA document UCS recovered that addresses the staff concerns about the edits and the options they were considering in response to blatant distortions of the evidence.  I encourage all to go to the UCS web-site to review this report and make their own interpretation of what transpired.
In this light it seems appropriate to explicitly state that the political nature of OMB’s role in the federal government can put them in a potentially compromised position in terms of being credible unbiased evaluators of federal programs. In context of the legal system, a prosecutor could make a strong case that OMB has a potential “motive” for the crime of intentional bias. Yet, I have never heard anyone from OMB openly acknowledge even the possibility that this contention has any merit.  Even more surprising is that much of what has been written or publicly voiced from the evaluation and political science and government communities have largely failed to voice this concern.   Compared to the issues of controlled randomized approaches to evaluations versus qualitative methods, the issue of OMB bias appears almost nonexistent in papers and formal discussions.  But, if you talk to program staff from some PARTed programs (yes, like me) off the record, this concern is huge.  I believe fear of retribution is the largest contributor to this relative silence.  It is clearly time that more of us in the federal evaluation community speak up.  
It seems clear that OMB will attempt to continue to maintain a firm grip on all aspects the PART evaluation process from the revisions of the instrument and it instructions (or lack there of) by the OMB’s Performance Evaluation Team (PET) to the actual assessment of programs and the review of appeals.  Discouragingly, little has changed in the PART process in recent years despite feedback from agencies, GAO, and Congress.  So it is increasingly transparent, to use one of their favorite terms, that OMB has little interest in doing more than “cosmetic surgery” to the PART in addressing  its design deficiencies because to do so would effectively dilute its control.  In virtually all other situations in the federal government when there is even a chance of an appearance of conflict of interest, strict rules are invoked to avoid it, particularly when there is money involved.   I think our founding fathers would recommend that this situation be corrected.
II. The PART Instrument and Process
 A Great Idea Inadequately Executed
It is not surprising that the PART instrument, instructions, and processes for using them to evaluate programs all reflect OMB’s paradigm of control. In itself, control is clearly an important element to have in managing evaluations, as long as the standards of objective evaluation are maintained throughout the evaluation. And as others have noted, the sections and most of the questions tap the essential elements necessary for understanding why a  program exists, how it operates to achieve its mission, and what progress it is making toward it mission. This focus is indeed commendable and like other evaluation colleagues, I applaud and fully support what the PART is trying to accomplish. But as others have noted, PART can be challenged in the larger context in that it is a bit unrealistic to adequately integrate all of formative and summative evaluation in such a relatively quick and dirty process.  By attempting to do too much with the process, compromises in depth and detail are unavoidable and the number of subjective decision points is likely to be increased.  These limitations alone suggest the need for a careful evaluation of the PART evaluation process.  Perhaps breaking it in to several components to be run over time is one approach to consider.
Another problem that has surfaced is that the PART instrument and instructions are designed to fit a model of performance management that is heavily vested in strong centralized detailed-oriented control with data-supported accountability standards and a predominating focus on continuously improving efficiency.  OMB’s Clay Johnson has used the term “relentless oversight” in sessions with agency leaders to describe OMB’s overall approach to performance management and the PART does not disappoint in this respect. From another perspective the PART has much in common with a manufacturing model where the link between efficiency and effectiveness is usually highly associated if not direct and linear. 
Unfortunately this model can be a poor fit for many health and social service programs (probably many others as well) where the interventions are multi-disciplinary, timeframes often very long (e.g. addressing chronic diseases), and thus the link between efficiency of delivering services and demonstrating outcomes very complex.  In fact, focusing extensively on efficiency in dealing with many health problems is often counter productive to program effectiveness and the realization of desirable outcomes.  To a discomforting extent, the PART process can require one to embrace an approach to health program evaluation that could be described as: “public health and health care evaluation for dummies.” 
As an example of how complex these issues can be, the IHS has a long-term measure directed at reducing unintentional injuries which is the largest cause of mortality for American Indian and Alaska Native people for ages 1-40 years.  So this is clearly an important problem for the IHS to address.  But there are six programs/budget line items that contribute to addressing this problem and only one of them is exclusively focused on this health problem alone.  So showing how much is spent on injury prevention is very imprecise at best and attributing observed reductions to individual programs is impossible.  Unfortunately the PART process and OMB’s performance budgeting approach overall has a strong tendency to regard such situations as program weaknesses rather than the nature of the problems being addressed.  

Similarly, many grant programs and/or programs that appropriately utilize models of local empowerment are likely to experience far more difficulties in PART evaluations even when there are performance monitoring mechanisms in place.  If a program that is funding community based programs cannot by policy or statute maintain a strong arm of control on most aspects of the program and uses it fully, the PART process has a strong bias that this represents a design flaw.  When OMB decides to use it, the need for near total control of programs trumps the benefits of cultural tailoring of programs, empowerment, entrepreneurship, and innovation even when there is evidence of their efficacy.  It is not surprising that the term micromanagement is in common usage by program staff that has gone through these struggles in PART assessments and recently increasingly for PART follow-up requirements.
While the PART follows private business models in terms of manufacturing kinds of issues, it unfortunately lacks elements recognized as critical in the business world.  The widely cited Balanced Scorecard approach to monitoring performance originally proposed by Kaplan and Norton in 1992 has served as a useful model for many private and public organizations.  When viewed through this model’s critical questions, the PART is seriously unbalanced.  First, it virtually ignores the question: “How do customers see us?”  Not only is customer feedback not required or even encouraged, it is has been even discounted as a valid component of program evaluations in my experience.  To its credit, the PART does focus on the questions “What must we excel at?”  (i.e., in terms of business practices) and “How do we look to shareholders?”  But as noted earlier, the focus of excelling at business practices is overly emphasized on the short-term efficiency side of the issue to be optimal for health outcome oriented programs.  

In my opinion, the PART’s most significant and commendable contribution to improving federal programs relates to how it embraces this public program equivalent of: “How do we look to shareholders?”  While this question relates to profitability in the business world, for government programs I would translate this to be: “How does the program look to stakeholders (i.e., tax payers, Congress, and the Administration) in terms of achieving its intended short-term and long-term outcomes consistent with the funding provided?”  I think we can all agree on the importance of this question as it most directly linked to a program’s mission and the PART and GPRA collectively have shined a bright light on this.  However, the Balanced Scorecard model contends that in the long run, achieving success to this critical question is also highly dependent on continually addressing the other questions.   
The final question relates to continued learning and innovations and reads: “How can we continue to improve and create value?”  Other than focus on efficiency, this critical question is essentially off the PART radar screen yet critical to the ongoing success of all programs.  Specifically, this question relates to investments for the future in terms of leadership and staff development, the application of new technologies, research and development, and other endeavors that will prepare agencies to be successful in the future.  But accomplishing this long-term goal requires a commitment to making the resources available, even in difficult times. 
While OMB is likely to suggest that the President’s Management Agenda (PMA) is in fact designed to address this question, it would be unsupportable with credible evidence.  Despite what I’m sure was good intention and some appropriate areas of focus, by and large the PMA represents an unfunded mandate with mostly low value reporting requirements that are diluting the time and resources available to really help programs and agencies develop capacity.  A recent Federal Times poll asked their readers which of the PMA initiatives had been the most successful and 64% responded that none of them had been and only 2% picked the one addressing managing human capital.
So this perspective is not only deficient in the PART, but increasingly deficient in the entire performance management paradigm that is now dominating the federal government.  The PART’s predominating efficiency focus coupled with OMB’s excessive need for control expressed through ever increasing new required processes to make sure agencies are focused on outcomes as well as dozens of other emerging management priorities are both a drain and deterrent for agencies to address this important question of investing to gain new capabilities and developing an intrinsic commitment to performance management.  There appears to be an emerging notion that if a few critical performance and accountability requirements are good, a lot more is better, and not just for struggling programs, but all federal programs. But nothing could be further from the truth.  
This is not just my opinion but a major point made in 2001 in the lucid and practical monograph Get Results through Performance Management a report developed by the Executive Session on Public Sector Performance Management at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.  One of several guiding principles that they offer and that OMB does not seem to support relate to keeping performance management focused on only a few important issues.  They note: If everything is important, nothing is.  While having some elements of performance management in common with OMB, this publication outlines a significantly different paradigm of performance management than what OMB has been implementing.  The eminent group that produced this work is clearly not advocates of  “relentless oversight” and I think most program leaders and staff across the federal government along with organization development experts would strongly advocate that OMB accept this document’s approach if they had a choice to do so.   
I want to get back to the issue of investing to build future capacity.  For over a decade I have been observing an alarming trend in the IHS and others discretionary programs in HHS that have been consistently or frequently short-funded for even maintaining their existing levels of services. Because of these funding realities and growing accountability requirements, agencies and programs have been forced or perceived they had little choice but to cannibalize much of the long-term focused endeavors that support capability building and innovation.  Programs like the IHS Dental Program where I began my career have lost the capacity for long-term training and many other critical developmental and even maintenance components of its infrastructure compared to 20 years ago and are now mostly struggling to survive.  But far worse, health disparities that had been improving for several decades are now widening for American Indian and Alaska Native people.
In my opinion, this alarming pattern is one of the greatest long-term threats to the effectiveness of federal programs and OMB and the PART as now implemented are contributing more to this problem than its solution. If someone evaluating the PART in the context of the question: “Does the PART encourage and support the use of the Balance Scorecard approach to monitoring programs performance?” the answer would have to be “no.” By virtually ignoring and even effectively discouraging the application of two critical elements of the model, the PART contributes to imbalance in the context of the Balance Scorecard and this can have long-term negative consequences for programs.
Flexibility or Opportunities for Error or Bias?

Besides the limitations of the PART instrument in terms of the overly simplistic control model that it engenders, the excessive amount of subjectivity built into the instructions represents a real threat to the objectivity, validity and credibility of the PART because it opens the door for the political agendas to creep into the process. Some of the subjectivity built into the PART process is a necessity of having an instrument and instructions that can span the diversity of programs that exist in the Federal Government.  I contend that the yes/no scaling of the first three sections that others have criticized can and sometimes are contributing to the problems of subjectivity in PART assessments. For several questions of the basic PART set, the instructions provide little in the way of objective criteria to base the all or none decision on.  This vagueness raises the possibility of subjective errors based on a lack of understanding or misinterpretation of the program’s responses.  Even worse, it also increases the possibility of underlying bias to influence the rating.  Yet OMB continues to avoid changing the scaling or clarifying the questions. 
A couple of years ago a young OMB PET member justified this continued subjectivity to me at a public training event as a need to maintain “flexibility” in the evaluation. Such flexibility, however, provides OMB examiners tremendous subjective latitude in interpreting the answers to the following questions to name a few:

· What represents a clear purpose for a program? (1.1) 
· What represents effective targeting of resources (1.5)
· What are appropriate measures and what constitutes “ambitious” targets for annual and long-term measures? (2.1 - 2.4)

· What level of attainment of “adequate progress” in achieving long-terms measures is required for each level of the scale (i.e., no, small extent, large extent, or yes) (4.1)

· How complete, valid, and credible are the data that support performance measures/results? (4.1 and 4.2)

· What level of attainment (i.e., proportion) of achieving annual measures is required for each level of the scale (i.e., no, small extent, large extent, or yes) (4.2)

· What constitutes meaningful steps to correct strategic planning or management deficiencies? (2.8 and 3.7)

For each of these questions I and others colleagues have painfully experienced the subjectivity built into them pushed to extremes in various ways that include:
· Being rated “small extent” for achieving annual performance measures when 13 of 15 annual performance measures were achieved and the program had been making steady progress in achieving its related long-term outcome mortality measure in the face of funding levels that did not keep up with inflation or population growth.
· Being rated “small extent” in achieving annual performance measures when data based on 85% of the entire user population showed that the program achieved 12 of 15 annual measures and the program had been making steady progress in achieving its related long-term outcome mortality measure in the face of funding levels that did not keep up with inflation or population growth.
· Having OMB demand that annual performance targets be raised after appeals were complete on the basis that they were weren’t ambitious and without reference to the detailed position paper we provided months earlier that systematically outlined the multiple factors influencing our selected performance targets. 
· Having two programs rated “no” for the effective targeting of resources (Question 1.5) largely because they did not annually reallocate resources based on performance data despite the fact that the PART instructions say nothing about this requirement and we presented a logical needs and population based methods for targeting resources.  Furthermore such reallocation is in fact illegal and from a public health perspective an inequitable and pragmatically and logistically flawed approach.  We lost the appeals and despite requests, we were never told how they proposed we could effectively accomplish such reallocation.
I offer these examples with the realization that many program staff may not have experienced these kinds of extreme subjectivity and mutations of the PART instructions; but I have been hearing similar frustrations from colleagues for years now.  What is sorely lacking is any systematically collected and shared data to see how prevalent these kinds of problems actually are.  I also have asked OMB staff to consider having external evaluators collect such data but I did not since much enthusiasm for this.  Apparently the importance of valid independent evaluations so firmly etched into the PART process does not apply to OMB.  So returning to the legal model offered earlier, besides the potential for political motives to bias a PART evaluation, both the subjectivity in the instrument and OMB’s exclusive controlled of the process provides the means to this end.  Even if a vast majority of PART evaluations are not corrupted by these factors, why should such threats continue to be allowed to exist essentially unchecked? 
Clearly many PART questions could be improved in terms of reducing subjectivity with more detailed written guidance that should be developed to support at least a four level scaling approach. But for the remaining subjectivity that will always be inherent in such a process, the training and experience of the examiner becomes critical in understanding and assessing the program being evaluated.  I can’t speak for other types of programs, but in terms of the assessments of health related programs, most OMB examiners are significantly lacking in both the training and experience necessary to apply the generic instructions in a valid and objective way to the context assessing health care programs.  This deficiency is especially evident in terms of understanding epidemiology, the dynamics and economics of health care, health behavior, and the multiple factors influencing health outcomes. Last year OMB advertised the position of director of their Public Health Branch with no requirements of health or public health training or experience and such critical training was not even mentioned as desirable qualities!  And to the best of my knowledge, most if not all of the branch staff positions are similar in requirements and currently most if not all in those in these positions lack such training and experience.  It has been this way for many years.
Others writers have acknowledged the role of learning as an important role for both OMB and programs evaluated in the PART process.   I agree with Gilmour’s finding that success in the PART is significantly predicated on “learning to take the test” and Kniker’s contention that the PART is as much about communication and alliance as it is compliance.  In essence it is a case of knowing the PART instructions and its nuances as well or better than your examiner, feeling out the leanings and concerns of the examiner (and probably their boss as well), and then helping the examiner learn to give the test in the context of your program.  This approach has worked extremely well for two programs in the IHS where there didn’t seem to be any preexisting mindset and both scored well (i.e., 88% and 92%).  Unfortunately, OMB then proposed that the program that received the 92% receive an 80% funding cut that one year but the funding has yet to be restored three years out. 
This same approach yielded minimal alliance and considerable resistance to learning for two other IHS PARTed programs that OMB has had a long history of discontent because of they fell under Indian self-determination policies and law and thus were not tightly leashed the control model that underpins the PART.  In these situations, the education of relatively new inexperienced examiners seemed to be going fine only to have new issues raised late in the process and further educational efforts seemed to fall on deaf ears, even when compelling arguments closely linked to the PART instructions were presented.  In one particular case it was absolutely amazing to see weak and invalid arguments used to base a “no” rating for question 1.4 relating to design flaws. And even when we countered every point of contention and presented additional compelling long-term outcome and other performance data that strongly supported the opposite conclusions, the examiner would not concede. 
Ultimately our case was supported in the appeal process for this issue. However, for both of these PART assessments, other appeals that were less blatantly one-sided but strong in the context of the PART instructions were denied and both programs received the score of 69%, precisely one point shy of meeting the standard of “moderately effective.”  And based on this assessment, one of these programs was slated for elimination in the President’s budget that year and remains on OMB’s hit list.   Thus for the IHS, the PART has been pretty much a one-way ratchet in that it has been used to justify eliminating one program, didn’t prevent our highest scoring program from being cut to the bone, and hasn’t really helped the others.  But don’t expect to read about scenarios like this on ExpectMore.Gov.

I think it is fair to say that a lack of examiner knowledge and experience can result in a range of effects on the PART process.  It is certainly possible if not likely that green examiners are sometimes bamboozled by the persuasive skills of program staff resulting in over ratings of some programs.   It is also possible a program could be inappropriately down-graded as a result of an examiner lack of understanding of a program if the program’s PART team is not polished in “taking the test.”  And perhaps inexperienced and under trained examiners may be more prone to consciously or unconsciously take on preexisting biases carried by OMB leaders. 
So I will make the case that better training and experience for OMB examiners along with reducing the unnecessary subjectivity that remains in the PART instrument and instructions are important steps needed to improve the PART evaluation process.  However, these steps alone will not eliminate the possibility of organizational or political bias compromising the process.
Performance Budgeting Run Amuck

The final significant design flaw associated with the PART process relates to how performance budgeting is viewed and implemented in assessments.   The problems are more abstract and less evident than others because they are not particularly evident in the questions or instructions but have come to life in the mindset that OMB seems to carry into the reviews.  The first relates to their tendency to view the reallocation of resources within programs and agencies as the gold standard of performance budgeting.  Thus if you are not “robbing Peter to pay Paul” based on annual performance results, you really aren’t effectively managing performance.  This approach makes a lot of sense for a business model where maximizing profits can justify shutting down entire areas of business to focus on what makes the most profit with little remorse about abandoning customers because the market and other firms will fill in the void they leave.  But this is far from the case in public health and many other services provided federal programs where they are the only providers.   
Probably the reason OMB has slipped in to this mold is that they have frequently defended the short funding of discretionary programs like the IHS as not a funding problem, but simply a problem of the agencies not reallocating resources appropriately to maximize efficiency.  I don’t doubt that this is true in some poorly designed or run programs and thus there really is enough money if it was just used more effectively.   But for others and the IHS specifically, this argument represents a shallow attempt at blaming the victim.  As noted earlier, every IHS health care program is living on a starvation funding diet yet must address multiple health problems that are far greater proportionally then most other health care systems that are funded at more than double the per capita rate.  
As noted earlier, question 1.5 that addresses the targeting or resources has been trans-mutated into the battering ram for this reallocation mindset in the case of some IHS programs but I don’t know how frequently this has surfaced for other programs.  The bottom line is that for many programs, reallocation of program resources annually is not a viable option for multiple reasons including equity issues, the logistics of matching staff to facilities, cost of moving resources (heavily linked to people for health care), and legal barriers as well.  Clearly annual program performance data should be used in managing programs in terms of leader’s performance contracts and identifying performance deficiencies to be improved, but requiring it to be used in an annual reallocation process probably represents one of two things:
· An extremely shallow understanding of programs and what management strategies are viable

· A case of intentional bias in evaluating a program

The other issue relating to performance budgeting and the broader issue of budget performance integration that I would contends represents a design or implementation flaw in the PART relates to the issue of “ambitious” targets.  The PART instructions offer very little guidance other than targets should be ambitious as defined by being set at levels that ensure continued improvement and realization of efficiencies and that they should be within reason for the program to achieve.  Perhaps no other question on the PART is more objectively demanding to address but subjectively determined by the examiners that are usually not adequately trained or experienced for this demanding task.  And this problem is made worse by an overly simplistic and naive view of “efficiency” opportunities for programs like the IHS that have rate-based performance measures but cumulatively have not even received funding to support inflation and population growth for over a decade. 
The IHS and other health care delivery programs in this situation have usually coped with this reality by squeezing out all the efficiency they can find, increasing collections, and cannibalizing their administrative and developmental infrastructure which have long-term consequences that I have addressed.  The inescapable reality is they are running out of options in terms of offsetting the effects of shortfall funding in the face of growing health problems.  While necessity has often been the mother of invention and improved efficiency within the Indian health care system, at some point the overwhelming demand on staff result in burnout, loss of efficiency, and the ongoing recruitment and retention problems that increasingly plague the IHS.  To suggest to health care staff who are emerged in this level of struggle to meet patient demands that they can or should be more efficient and effective is about as useful as telling a clinically depressed person to have a nice day and expect it to happen. Meaningful support to health care staff in such situations can realistically only come from some combination of training, better technology, or more providers to address the problem and all of these options are resource dependent.
The “efficiency  problem” is sometimes further compounded by a failure of OMB to recognized that in health care and many other endeavors that programs often experience a nonlinear shifts in the cost of accomplishing a task once certain proportions of the populations receive the services and costs can significantly escalate in successfully addressing the more refractory cases.  Reducing the proportion of diabetics who are in poor blood sugar control and increasing the proportion who are in ideal blood sugar control represents such a situations and both are performance measures for the IHS.  For both of these measures it is not realistic to improve cost-efficiency and performance at the same time because the time and medications required to address the refractory cases are several fold greater than the average patient, but treating them is critical to achieve better health outcomes.  Producing widgets and producing health outcome are dramatically different processes.   

What is ludicrous in this context is that OMB has forced IHS programs to set targets for both of these performance measures above the previous year’s rate linked to proposed per capita funding  that is effectively less then the previous year’s.  And to make matters even worse, the program is shackled further by the following overwhelming economic and demographic trends that appear to be virtually ignored by OMB:

· The diabetic population grew an average of almost 8% per year between 2001-2004 compared to less than 2% annually for the Indian population overall.
· The cost of diabetic medications (the mainstay of managing blood sugar) has out stripped the inflationary increases received as much 8%-12% most years.
· Between FY 1999 and FY 2004, total IHS expenditures for medications increased about 15% annually and a huge proportion of this was in response to treating diabetes.

So when viewed from these realities, OMB’s demands for ambitious targets and improved efficiencies can be extremely unrealistic and unsupportable from a rational basis, but an agency is stuck with little recourse.  What comes to mind with this situation is effectively captured in the slogan Goodwill Industries used many years ago: Not charity, but a chance!
III. Recommendations and Conclusions
From the broader systems and structural perspective, the most needed change to the PART is integrating stakeholder participation into all aspects of the PART process.  Stakeholder inclusion would result in the sharing of control of all aspects of the PART process to assure that both evaluation rigor and appropriate political checks and balances are developed and maintained.  I would suggest the two critical stakeholders that are most important to include are Congress as represented by GAO and federal program staff beginning with their incorporation into the PET. Specifically this would result in securing members on the PET that include a GAO evaluation specialist along with evaluation experts from the various types of federal programs.  In addition, the inclusion of private sector and academic experts should be considered as well. This new expanded PET could serve the critical role of revising the evaluation questions, instructions and scaling approaches to increase objectivity and clarity of the evaluation process. As noted earlier, it could lead to breaking the PART into two or more evaluative steps if the current span of evaluation is deemed too difficult to execute.
For the actual PART evaluation of programs it would be ideal to have a three person body that included the program’s OMB examiner, a GAO evaluation specialist, and a peer with evaluation training and experience from a program similar to the one being reviewed.  The addition of peers to the evaluation process has been a mainstay of scientific evaluations for decades and has been sorely lacking in the PART process.  And a similarly composed but different groups of reviewers would serve as consistency checkers and on appeals boards.  These new structures should also be supported by recruiting or training more OMB staff in evaluation and other appropriate training for the programmatic types in which they serve.  
While these recommendations would require greater effort and added expense in executing the PART process, such investments are well justified in terms of making the PART process more objective, transparent, and credible and ultimately support better decisions in using resources and the development of strategies for improving performance.  Considering the magnitude of national expenditures of federal programs, even if it added $10 - $20 million in operational costs across OMB, GAO, and federal programs it probably would not even represent the rounding error of lost and unaccounted federal expenditures.  It is simply penny wise and dollar foolish to not make this investment.
What could be gained from implementing such recommended changes is worth considering, particularly in the context of the ”ugly“ side of the PART or the consequences of the current deficiencies.  While I have alluded to some of these throughout this discussion, I have not explicitly identified all of them.  First and probably most obvious is the current approach is prone to invalid evaluations of programs for the many reasons I have outlined.  The recommendations I have proposed and probably many variations that others could propose as well would result in a significantly more transparent, reliable, objective, and valid evaluation process to base budget decisions and program improvement efforts on.

But perhaps equally important, it could greatly improve the credibility of the process and assist rather than deter the movement of the development of an intrinsic or internal performance management culture in federal programs.  The truth is that when even a few credible people have a strong sense they haven’t been treated fairly on a PART evaluation based their knowledge of their programs and how an objective evaluation should be carried out, the credibility of the evaluation is seriously diminished.  This sets the stage for having most of OMB’s actions looked at with a jaundiced eye, even when they are quit legitimate.   Furthermore, people are far more likely to feel justified, if not forced, to find ways to “game” the system to protect their programs from unfair practices.  And legitimately weak programs that may well have received a valid evaluation can hide under the lack of credibility and political bias argument even when it isn’t true.   In essence, an anti OMB bias is created, the development of meaningful federal performance management culture is stymied, and no one benefits.  A true lose/lose paradigm is set up which is indeed ugly!
Two other closely related benefits could be realized by sharing control of the PART process with stakeholders.  First, the contact with GAO and veteran program staff would be educational for the cohort of frequently young and inexperienced OMB examiners.  The comradeship and relationship-building across organizations in such a process coupled with the credibility of the checks and balances to the PART process they represent would support federal performance management more effectively.  The second benefit of this recommended sharing of the evaluation process is the effective dilution of the influence of OMB examiners in the evaluation and performance management of federal programs.   In a blunt nutshell, OMB examiners currently have excessive and inappropriate levels of control over programs considering their grade, training, and lack of program experience and knowledge in the majority of cases. 

The examiners are OMB’s front line of control of agencies and based on my experience, they tend to be bright, young, inexperienced, ambitious, and hard working folks who want to learn fast, do a good job, and make a difference.  But they are thrust into the roles of budget formulation and more recently the PART evaluations of agencies and are forced to drink through a fire hose in terms of the information they must digest.  As noted earlier the knowledge deficiency issue is compounded when their training is limited in evaluation and often woefully lacking in the disciplines of the programs they oversee such as health care.  Yet when you think about it, they have a surprising amount of power and control over agencies and programs for who they are.  I can’t think of examples from business, academics, or the rest of government that is comparable in this respect.  It is not uncommon to hear statements from program staff like: “our examiner knows enough to be dangerous.” When we hear this kind of talk, it really should not be taken as an indictment of the person, but the role they are placed in. They have been given “mission impossible,” but apparently they tend to like it.
There is evidence that OMB staff find their roles satisfying ands stimulating based on OMB being rated the top federal workplace in a survey collected by Partnership for Public Service.  Clay Johnson attributed this to “engaging employees and holding managers accountable.” While I won’t argue that this is part of the reason for this rating, I also think the unique power roles that OMB examiners are placed in are exhilarating.  Most handle it with a fair amount of humility but according to one former OMB examiner, it is easy to get seduced into the belief that such power over programs can lead examiners into believing they have more program insight and understanding then they could possibly have, and this has become an undertone of OMB’s culture.  Again, this represents a systems or design problem of inappropriate roles, not defective people.
I have witnessed OMB examiners use the President’s budget to move millions of  dollars from the recommended IHS allocation to what they preferred based on one year of IHS experience and a couple field trips, and this occurred despite several warnings to the person that they really didn’t understand all the dynamics involved.  Relative to GPRA and the PART, examiners have used their bully pulpit to demand the raising of performance targets at the last minute before the budget went to print with the weakest of rationale.  This mandate resulted in missing this target and the stage it set for this to happen again this year.
So while OMB’s top rating for job satisfaction in the federal government may be commendable from one perspective, it can also be interpreted as symptomatic of a serious systemic problem in OMB’s performance management model.  The bottom line is, just like no one would want to have surgery provided by an under trained inexperienced operator who may even have a bias against you, no one wants to be evaluated and controlled by an under trained inexperience examiner who may carry or be under pressure to carry a bias or hidden agenda toward their program.   The implementation of stakeholder participation as I have proposed could largely resolve this systemic control-based problem. Furthermore it could contribute to the growth and development of OMB and stakeholder staffs and help nurture a far more collaborative set of dynamics needed to move the federal performance management effort forward and help create a win/win paradigm that is now lacking.
Throughout this paper the issue of control or over control has surfaced again and again perhaps to the extent that I have come off as an advocate for minimal control.  This is neither my belief nor my intent. I am concerned about inappropriate levels and spans of control and the growing amount of low value work associated with performance management that does not contribute to program or agency outcomes.  All systems are faced with the challenge of simultaneously balancing the need for freedom and order (control) and like others, I continually struggle to have a handle on how to balance these in various situations.  In very few words, three insightful writers have provided me with some guiding principles to follow.  First, in the timeless jewel Small is Beautiful the poignant E.F. Schumacher proposes: 

Maybe what we really need is not either-or but the-one-and-the-other-at-the-same-time.......In any organization, large or small, there must be a certain clarity and orderliness; if things fall into disorder, nothing can be accomplished.  Yet, orderliness, as such, is static and lifeless; so there must also be plenty of elbow-room and scope for breaking through the established order, to do the thing never done before, never anticipated by the guardians of orderliness, the new, unpredicted and unpredictable outcome of a person’s creative idea. 

From nationally acclaimed organizational consultant and author Robert Tomasko, a view of the role of centralization is cogently articulated in Rethinking the Corporation: The Architecture of Change: 

All sustainably successful companies are essentially centralized, but - and this is the real trick - they are centralized in a way that can allow for tremendous degree of local autonomy.  It is possible to have your cake and eat it, too, if careful employee selection and extensive training are done before granting autonomy and if computer-based information systems are used to provide a performance-monitoring safety net.

Finally, the thoughtful Peter Bock in Stewardship has identified a piece of practical truth always worthy of consideration:
Empowerment bets that people at our own level or below will know best how to organize to save a dollar, serve customers, and get it right the first time.

But even integrating just these three perspectives is most demanding and worthy of broad participation in resolving the ongoing challenge of balancing order and freedom in federal programs.  I sincerely hope that in the future, OMB will engage a larger set of stakeholders in this process because it is desperately needed.
In conclusion, while I have not been a slave to political correctness in my criticisms of OMB and the PART, I have done my best to avoid exaggeration or unsupported spin in my analyses of what has been transpiring.  Furthermore, I am not so vain or foolish to think I am right about everything I have addressed and that OMB is totally wrong.  But I am also confident that many of the concerns I have identified are valid and that many are not unique to me.  As mentioned earlier, it should not be surprising that federal program professionals avoid public disclosure of their concerns and frustrations for fear of retribution.   In all honesty I have some of these concerns as well, both for me professionally and especially for the agency I have served in for almost 34 years.  Because the years of sending recommendations to OMB through formal channels has been an exercise in futility, I have reached the point where not speaking out and not trying to help precipitate needed changes is eating at me in unhealthy ways.  So I simply have to try and reach out to others who have a commitment to performance management as the first step to help stimulate the needed changes.  It is worth my personal time and risk and hope it will be so for others. 
Thus, I have attempted to make a case that the PART is seriously flawed and speaking metaphorically, will require “reconstructive surgery” to correct the systemic problems that persist and not the cosmetic approaches that have been applied thus far.  There are few functions in government where “relentless oversight” and checks and balances of all aspect of the process are more justified than the evaluation of federal programs that serves as a means of improving performance and help guide funding decisions.  In fact the current status seems quite unprecedented in the federal government.  As pioneers in the process, OMB has a critical and legitimate role in this effort, but they must perform it legitimately and model the standards that they hold others to. It will also require them to release exclusive control of the process, collaborated with stakeholders far more, and hopefully embrace a more holistic model of performance management that recognizes the interconnected nature of all relationships as clearly as Chief Seattle did over 100 years ago when he offered:

Humankind has not woven the web of life.  We are but one thread within it.  Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves.  All things are bound together.  All things connect.

Program evaluation and performance management are critically important activities for federal programs and our country and I believe if accomplished at a high level they can bring a whole new meaning to the adage: “Good enough for government work!”  I would like to hope this is possible in my lifetime. To this end, it is recommended that Congress enact legislation to formalize an improved PART-like evaluation process considering the deficiencies and recommendations outlined in this paper. 
It’s Time to Change OMB’s 

Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) Evaluation Process and Performance Management Approaches in the Federal Government
Executive Summary
As OMB’s PART evaluation process is underway for a sixth cycle, it has become increasingly apparent that multiple deficiencies continue to exist in the instrument, instructions, and process with no indication that OMB recognizes them, much less is interested in addressing them.  This opinion paper is an attempt to identify current PART deficiencies from a broader systems perspective and outline strategies for reducing or eliminating them.  To clarify and frame the contention about PART deficiencies, a systematic case will be outlined that supports that the PART evaluation process would receive a “no” response to one of its own critical questions if reviewed by a body of diverse, knowledgeable, and unbiased evaluators.  Question 1.4 asks: Is the program design free of major flaws that would limit the program’s effectiveness or efficiency? The PART instructions further clarify the issue of design flaws with two essential criteria that must be met:

· The program is free from major design flaws that prevent it from meeting its defined objectives and performance goals. 

· There is no strong evidence that another approach or mechanism would be more efficient or effective to achieve the intended purpose. 

Thus a case will be developed that the current PART does not consistently meet the standards of a transparent, reliable, objective, and valid evaluation process which is a fair representation of the PART’s objective.  

As a starting point it is important to recognize the unique nature of OMB as an organization, much of which is evident from it mission:

OMB's predominant mission is to assist the President in overseeing the preparation of the federal budget and to supervise its administration in Executive Branch agencies. In helping to formulate the President's spending plans, OMB evaluates the effectiveness of agency programs, policies, and procedures, assesses competing funding demands among agencies, and sets funding priorities. OMB ensures that agency reports, rules, testimony, and proposed legislation are consistent with the President's Budget and with Administration policies. 
What jumps out from this most clearly is that OMB is first and foremost charged with being the champion and effectively the tool for assuring the funding and realization of the President’s political agenda.  Thus, to a significant extent, OMB is a politically-focused organization and based on this alone, the role of evaluating federal programs is at risk of being biased by the political agenda of the administration unless the “checks and balances” are put in place, which OMB shows no sign of implementing. 

Since the implementation of PART in 2002, reports of OMB exercising the evaluations with predetermined/biased mindsets have be noted, mostly though informal program networks.  Because OMB controls all aspects of the evaluation process including the appeals process, programs had had little formal leverage to challenge the objectivity and credibility of the process and by and large were reluctant to speak or write about these problems in formal setting for fear of retribution.  Thus the specific examples of OMB‘s lack of objectivity in the PART have remained largely underground and anecdotal. 

However in 2004, the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) published a monograph titled: Scientific Integrity in Policy Making: An Investigation into the Bush Administration’s Misuse of Science.  This paper presents a series of well documented episodes where suppression and distortion of research findings were used to influence the policies of federal agencies. Specific to OMB, the report documents its role in requiring EPA to make scientifically unsupportable changes to it the climate change section of EPA’s Report on the Environment.  This document has the endorsements of what now includes 52 Nobel laureates, 63 National Medal of Science recipients, and 195 members of the National Academies so it is hard to challenge their intellectual and scientific credibility. And from a political perspective, additional signers of the report came from former leaders of federal agencies from both Republican and Democratic administrations including the EPA administrator under Presidents Nixon and Ford.

In this light it seems appropriate to explicitly state that the political nature of OMB’s role in the federal government can put them in a potentially compromised position in terms of being credible unbiased evaluators of federal programs. In context of the legal system, a prosecutor could make a strong case that OMB has a potential “motive” for the crime of intentional bias. Yet, OMB does not openly acknowledge even the possibility that this contention has any merit.  Even more surprising is that much of what has been written or publicly voiced from the evaluation and political science and government communities have largely failed to voice this concern. What seems most evident is that OMB will attempt to continue to maintain a firm grip on all aspects the PART evaluation process from the revisions of the instrument and it instructions (or lack there of) by the OMB’s Performance Evaluation Team (PET) to the actual assessment of programs and the review of appeals.
It is not surprising that the PART instrument, instructions, and processes for using them to evaluate programs all reflect OMB’s paradigm of control. In itself, control is clearly an important element to have in managing evaluations, as long as the standards of objective evaluation are maintained throughout the evaluation. The PART instrument’s sections and most of the questions tap the essential elements necessary for understanding why a  program exists, how it operates to achieve its mission, and what progress it is making toward it mission. However, the PART can be challenged in the larger context in that it is a bit unrealistic to adequately integrate all of formative and summative evaluation in such a relatively quick and dirty process.  By attempting to do too much with the process, compromises in depth and detail are unavoidable and the number of subjective decision points is likely to be increased.  These limitations alone suggest the need for a careful evaluation of the PART evaluation process.  

Another problem that has surfaced is that the PART instrument and instructions are designed to fit a model of performance management that is heavily vested in strong centralized detailed-oriented control with data-supported accountability standards and a predominating focus on continuously improving efficiency.  OMB’s Clay Johnson has used the term “relentless oversight” in sessions with agency leaders to describe OMB’s overall approach to performance management and the PART does not disappoint in this respect. From another perspective the PART has much in common with a manufacturing model where the link between efficiency and effectiveness is usually highly associated if not direct and linear. 
Unfortunately this model can be a poor fit for many health and social service programs (probably many others as well) where the interventions are multi-disciplinary, timeframes often very long (e.g. addressing chronic diseases), and thus the link between efficiency of delivering services and demonstrating outcomes very complex.  In fact, focusing extensively on efficiency in dealing with many health problems is often counter productive to program long-term effectiveness and the realization of desirable outcomes.  

While the PART follows private business models in terms of a manufacturing kind of mindset, it unfortunately lacks elements recognized as critical in the business world.  The widely cited Balanced Scorecard approach to monitoring performance originally proposed by Kaplan and Norton in 1992 has served as a useful model for many private and public and private organizations.  When viewed through this model’s critical questions, the PART is seriously unbalanced because it largely ignores two of the four critical questions: “How do customers see us?”  and  “How can we continue to improve and create value?”  

Besides the limitations of the PART instrument in terms of the overly simplistic control model that it engenders, the excessive amount of subjectivity built into the instructions represents a real threat to the objectivity, validity and credibility of the PART because it opens the door for the political agendas to creep into the process. The current PART instructions provide OMB examiners tremendous subjective latitude in interpreting the answers to the following questions:

· What represents a clear purpose for a program? (1.1) 

· What represents effective targeting of resources (1.5)
· What are appropriate measures and what constitutes “ambitious” targets for annual and long-term measures? (2.1 - 2.4)

· What level of attainment of “adequate progress” in achieving long-terms measures is required for each level of the scale (i.e., no, small extent, large extent, or yes) (4.1)

· How complete, valid, and credible are the data that support performance measures/results? (4.1 and 4.2)

· What level of attainment (i.e., proportion) of achieving annual measures is required for each level of the scale (i.e., no, small extent, large extent, or yes) (4.2)

· What constitutes meaningful steps to correct strategic planning or management deficiencies? (2.8 and 3.7)

For several questions of the basic PART set, the instructions provide little in the way of objective criteria to base the all or none decision on.  This vagueness raises the possibility of subjective errors based on a lack of understanding or misinterpretation of the program’s responses.  Even worse, it also increases the possibility of underlying bias to influence the rating.  Yet OMB continues to avoid changing the scaling or clarifying the questions.  So returning to the legal model offered earlier, besides the potential for political motives to bias a PART evaluation, both the subjectivity in the instrument and OMB’s exclusive controlled of the process provides the means to this end.  

Clearly many PART questions could be improved in terms of reducing subjectivity with more detailed written guidance that should be developed to support at least a four level scaling approach. But for the remaining subjectivity that will always be inherent in such a process, the training and experience of the examiner becomes critical in understanding and assessing the program being evaluated.  This has been often the case in terms of the assessments of health related programs where OMB examiners are significantly lacking in both the training and experience necessary to apply the generic instructions in a valid and objective way to the context assessing health care programs 
Clearly a case can be made that better training and experience for OMB examiners along with reducing the unnecessary subjectivity that remains in the PART instrument and instructions are important steps needed to improve the PART evaluation process.  However, these steps alone will not eliminate the possibility of organizational or political bias compromising the process.

The most needed change to the PART is integrating stakeholder participation into all aspects of the PART process.  Stakeholder inclusion would result in the sharing of control of all aspects of the PART process to assure that both evaluation rigor and appropriate political checks and balances are developed and maintained.  The two critical stakeholders that are most important to include are Congress as represented by GAO and federal program staff beginning with their incorporation into the PET. Specifically this would result in securing members on the PET that include a GAO evaluation specialist along with evaluation experts from the various types of federal programs.  In addition, the inclusion of private sector and academic experts should be considered as well. This new expanded PET could serve the critical role of revising the evaluation questions, instructions and scaling approaches to increase objectivity and clarity of the evaluation process. 

For the actual PART evaluation of programs it would be ideal to have a three person body that included the program’s OMB examiner, a GAO evaluation specialist, and a peer with evaluation training and experience from a program similar to the one being reviewed.  The addition of peers to the evaluation process has been a mainstay of scientific evaluations for decades and has been sorely lacking in the PART process.  And a similarly composed but different groups of reviewers could serve as consistency checkers and on appeals boards.  These new structures should also be supported by recruiting or training more OMB staff in evaluation and other appropriate training for the programmatic types in which they serve.  
While these recommendations would require greater effort and added expense in executing the PART process, such investments are well justified in terms of making the PART process more objective, transparent, and credible and ultimately support better decisions in using resources and the development of strategies for improving performance.  Considering the magnitude of national expenditures of federal programs, even if it added $10 - $20 million in operational costs across OMB, GAO, and federal programs it probably would not even represent the rounding error of lost and unaccounted federal expenditures.  It is simply penny wise and dollar foolish to not make this investment.

Arguably the PART is seriously flawed evaluation process and speaking metaphorically, will require “reconstructive surgery” to correct the systemic problems that persist and not the cosmetic approaches that have been applied thus far.  There are few functions in government where checks and balances of all aspect of the process are more justified than the evaluation of federal programs that serves as a means of improving performance and help guide funding decisions.  As pioneers in the process, OMB has a critical and legitimate role in this effort, but they must perform it legitimately and model the standards that they hold other to. It will also require them to release exclusive control of the process, collaborated with stakeholders far more, and hopefully embrace a more holistic model of performance management.
Program evaluation and performance management are critically important activities for federal programs and our country and if accomplished at a high level they can bring a whole new meaning to the adage: “Good enough for government work!”    To this end, it is highly recommended that Congress enact legislation to create a stakeholder balanced PART-like evaluation process that addresses the current PART deficiencies.
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