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It has been said that the need to measure things 
is a result of the need to understand them 
(Spitzer, 2007). In complex organizations, the 

need to measure performance at both an individual 
and an organizational level may stem from the need 
to understand the nature of the actions or behaviors 
that contribute to high or low levels of performance. 
Th e Criteria for Performance Excellence (  Baldrige 
Performance Excellence Program, 2013a) challenges 
organizations to collect, report, and use performance 
measures in the areas of products, customers, opera-
tions, fi nances and the marketplace, and the work-
place as a key means to make fact-based decisions, 
leading to excellence at all levels of the organization. 

Th e research and literature in the fi eld of per-
formance measurement has produced a body of 
knowledge of best practices in the measurement 
of organizational activity focused on what to measure 
(Danks, 2013; Neely, Gregory, & Platts, 2005), and authors have advocated 
for the use of both in-process and outcome measures or key performance 
indicators (KPIs); strategic and operational measures; perceptual and 
tangible measures; descriptive and predictive measures; and a balance 
among strategic, workforce, customer, fi nancial, and internal business 
indicators to evaluate performance (Bititci, Carrie, & McDevitt, 1997; 
Harbour, 2009; Kaplan & Norton, 1996; Neely, Adams, & Kennerly, 2002, 
Poister, 2003; Spitzer, 2007). Th e problem still remains that very few users 
of this fl urry of data truly understand the antecedents of excellence—the 
“structures and conditions that precede, anticipate, or predict excellence 
in performance” (White, 2005, p. 28).

While a majority of the literature 
in the fi eld of performance measure-
ment has focused on what organizations 
should measure, report, and use in order 
to improve overall organizational results, 
organizational leaders still experience 
diffi  culty in identifying performance 
measures to track the achievement 
of organizational strategy. This article 
describes the methods used to measure 
organizational strategy and program 
implementation and proposes the use 
of a performance-based rubric to better 
enable organizational leaders to capture 
and identify the essence of organiza-
tional strategy as implemented and to 
attribute performance outcomes to spe-
cifi c strategic actions. Implications for 
organizational leaders and researchers 
from all sectors are presented.
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Literature from both scholars and scholar-practitioners has shown 
that while performance measurement has the power to be a useful 
“enabler in achieving desired performance goals” (Harbour, 2009, p. 1), it 
also has the power to generate confusion among practitioners untrained 
in how to eff ectively attribute organizational actions, behaviors, and pro-
cesses to their intended results, a phenomenon aff ectionately known as 
the “black box eff ect” (Hunter & Nielsen, 2013; Patton, 2011; White, 
2005). While program evaluation methods and other evaluative frame-
works have emerged to support practitioners in their eff orts to better 
evaluate the eff ectiveness of their programs, policies, strategies, and other 
processes to deliver intended results (Patton, 2011; Wholey, Hatry, & 
Newcomer, 2010), the employment of these models can be costly and is 
sometimes neglected in many organizations (Hatry, 2013).

Th is article assumes that readers are familiar with the key function, 
uses, and methods to develop performance measures as a part of an inte-
grated performance measurement system. It focuses on the measurement of 
interventions that organizational leaders commonly use to improve organi-
zational excellence—strategies and programs—and proposes an additional 
option to the family of measures of these eff orts: the performance-based 
rubric. Th is conceptual article will enable academics and practitioners to 
better understand how the performance-based rubric may be used to eval-
uate the components of strategy and program implementation that con-
tribute or fail to contribute to desired performance, and therefore support 
these individuals to both practically and statistically create a line of sight 
between organizational actions and overall results.

The Current State of the Measurement of Strategy in 
Organizations

It is typically acknowledged that the process by which organiza-
tional leaders achieve their key goals or outcomes has the following 
steps: (1) the identifi cation, aggregation, and use of multiple require-
ments and inputs to design strategic objectives; (2) the identifi ca-
tion of measures of success; (3) the allocation of resources; and (4) 
the design of systems, processes, programs, policies, strategies, or 
other initiatives to reach those outcomes (Harris, 2010; Hunter & 
Nielsen, 2013; Phillips, Brantley, & Phillips, 2012; Poister, 2003; 
White, 2005). To support this work in the alignment of objectives, 
measures, and strategy, the balanced scorecard (BSC), developed by 
Kaplan and Norton (1996), has served as the most frequently imple-
mented framework worldwide for the measurement of organizational 
performance (Garengo, Biazzo, & Bititci, 2005). While other mea-
surement and evaluation frameworks and methods have also been fre-
quently used in the nonprofi t sectors (Buzachero, Phillips, Phillips, &
Phillips, 2013; Harris, 2010; Patton, 1994; Poister, 2003; Centers for 
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Disease Control, 2013), Neely’s (2005) citation analysis of publications 
and work in the fi eld of performance measurement revealed that the 
vast majority of academics and practitioners cited the model and its 
derivatives. While the BSC encourages the linking of strategic objectives 
together in a chain of cause-and-eff ect relationships (Kaplan, 2001), 
many organizations continue to “have diffi  culty determining appropri-
ate measures,” and “measuring progress in accomplishing their strategy 
is a key challenge”  (Baldrige Performance Excellence Program, 2013b). 
Many visualize the model using a linear table approach, as shown in 
Table 1. Table 1 illustrates two examples of the use a balanced measure-
ment system from the industries of health care and nonprofi t research. 

As is the case with many performance mea-
surement frameworks, the design of the perfor-
mance measurement system relies heavily on the 
use of outcome-based KPIs, which may align with 
strategic objectives but do not necessarily mea-
sure the strategy itself (Patton & Patrizi, 2010). 
  Leading authorities in measurement theory have 
recently questioned the logic gap between strate-
gies and overall outcomes, especially given the 
complex nature of the system in which the strategies or interventions 
take place (Brinkerhoff , 2003; Buzachero et al., 2013; Patton, 2011; White, 
2005). To further challenge the assumption inherent in the use of outcome 
measures to infer performance capabilities, the Criteria for Performance 
Excellence (Baldridge Performance Excellence Program, 2013a) encourage 
organizations to also collect and report measures of strategic actions:

1. What key performance indicators do you use to track the eff ective-
ness of your action plans [strategies]?

2. How do you ensure your overall action plan measurement system 
reinforces organizational alignment?

3. What are your results for key measures or indicators of the achieve-
ment of your organizational strategy and action plans, including 
intelligent risks and building and strengthening core competen-
cies? (pp. 12, 26)

Few organizations at this time have developed what the Criteria for 
Performance Excellence refer to as an “action plan measurement system” 
(Baldridge Performance Excellence Program, 2013a, p. 12). Neely, Kennerley, 
and Adams (2007) reported that most frameworks do not incorporate mea-
sures of strategies or initiatives. Neely et al. (2007) therefore urge practitioners 
to create a comprehensive measurement system that incorporates measure-
ment sources “consistent with management techniques and improvement 
initiatives that exist within the organization” (p. 150). Th ey remind us that 
the role of measurement is to “track whether or not the strategies they have 
chosen are actually being implemented, . . . [use measures] to communicate 
these strategies within the organization, . . . [apply measures] to encourage 

Leading authorities in 
measurement theory have 
recently questioned the logic 
gap between strategies and 
overall outcomes, especially 
given the complex nature of the 
system.
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and incentivize the implementation of strategy, [and use] measurement data 
to challenge whether the strategies are working as planned” (p. 153).

Measurement of Complex Phenomena

How do organizational leaders measure such a highly complex con-
struct as the organizational strategy? Buzachero et al. (2013) categorize 
the work of strategic improvement into the buckets of programs, projects, 
systems, initiatives, policies, procedures, events, meetings, processes, 
people and capabilities, and tools and affi  rm that the terms can be used 
interchangeably when it comes to how these eff orts can be measured or 
evaluated to determine their contribution to outcomes. Regardless of 
the terms used, it is generally understood that each of these constructs 
represents complex phenomena, where multiple parts work together to 
contribute to the results of the system, making it diffi  cult to partition out 
or isolate the components that lead to desirable or undesirable outcomes.

In some cases, measures of improvement tactics may be operational 
in nature, easier to quantify and report, and therefore easier to track 
than measures of organizational strategy (Phillips et al., 2012). However, 
Hubbard (2010) reminds organizational leaders that while certain con-
structs may seem “intangible” and not easily measured, any construct, 
organizational eff orts included, can indeed be measured through spe-
cifi cally designed instrumentation. To develop and use an instrument 
to measure the “intangible” phenomenon, Hubbard recommends the 
following steps:

1. Decompose the uncertain construct until certain observable 
behaviors are identifi ed.

2. Classify each of the observable things into a comprehensible 
framework that can be understood by intended stakeholders.

3. Test and calibrate the instrument to decrease error, ensure consis-
tency in its use, and affi  rm the validity of the causal model.

4. Use sampling and other effi  cient eff orts to collect the appropriate 
amount of information needed to make critical decisions.

By employing the critical steps of decomposition, classifi cation, 
development, testing, calibration, and appropriate use, the academic or 
practitioner can be equipped to assign value to a complex phenomenon 
and therefore measure its critical components.

The Performance-Based Rubric

One methodological approach an organizational leader might take to 
address these considerations is to employ the performance-based rubric, 
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an evaluation instrument that contains two key components: criteria and 
gradations of quality (Andrade, 2000). Performance-based rubrics can be 
either holistic (which consists of a single scale with all the criteria evalu-
ated and considered together) or analytic (which involves the evaluation of 
multiple criteria along a separate scale or continuum). Tables 2 and 3 show 
examples of these rubrics. Th e holistic rubric in Table 2, called the Global 
Assessment Scale (Dart, Petheram, & Straw, 1998), is used to evaluate 
the construct of performance and interaction of community groups. Th e 
analytic rubric in Table 3 is the   DELTA model presented by Davenport 
(2010), which is used to categorize and evaluate the analytical capabilities 
of an organization along the fi ve key criteria of data, enterprise, leader-
ship, targets, and analysts. Both of these rubrics articulate desired and 
undesired behaviors along a continuum for multiple key success factors, 
or criteria, of complex constructs.

Using Performance-Based Rubrics to Evaluate Organizational 
Strategy and Program Implementation

Patton and Patrizi (2010) have advocated for the analysis of the strat-
egy, both the intended strategy and the executed strategy, as the evalu-

and and unit of analysis itself.   Before a strategy 
or program can be evaluated, it must be deter-
mined exactly what it is that is to be evaluated 
(Patton, 2012). Phillips et al. (2012) recom-
mended the use of a scale to measure project 
quality, for example, and demonstrated how to 

combine tangibles with intangibles to refl ect the continuum of perfor-
mance along multiple indicators. While this approach has begun to gain 
momentum in public and higher education (Milanowski, 2011), as well as 
in the human resources function in the form of workforce competency 
models (US Department of Labor, 2013), the practice has hardly begun in 
other sectors. While it may not be considered the sole tool organizational 
leaders use outside the context of rigorous evaluative frameworks, it is 
proposed that performance-based rubrics be considered as an option to 
the existing family of measures used to measure and evaluate organiza-
tional strategy and program implementation.

One of the most heavily cited evaluation models is Kirkpatrick’s four 
levels model, which describes the importance of collecting and reporting 
data in the areas of reaction, learning, behavior, and impact (Kirkpatrick & 
Kirkpatrick, 2009). Phillips et al. (2012) expanded this model and pre-
sented six critical categories of data that should be collected to evaluate 
large projects, which increase in complexity and importance to the orga-
nization’s key objectives: inputs, reaction and perception, learning and 
confi dence, application and implementation, impact and consequences, 
and return on investment (fi nancial). Patton (2011) also introduced ideas 
of complexity and the importance of the inquiry framework of “being 
descriptive,” which involves the continual asking of basic descriptive 

Before a strategy or program 
can be evaluated, it must be 

determined exactly what it is 
that is to be evaluated.
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questions of critical stakeholders, such as What? Why? When? How? 
Where? and Who? Patton (2012) also contributed the importance of 
engaging the intended users of the measurement system as those who 
should get to decide how a strategy will be evaluated—all as a means to 
“generate credible fi ndings that support intended use by intended users” 
(p. 13). What these frameworks have in common is the importance of the 
fi delity of implementation: the extent to which the users of the strategy 
or program implement or deploy the initiative as intended or designed.

Scholars have begun to converse about the similarities, diff erences, and 
overlap among formal performance measurement systems, program evalu-
ation frameworks, and other performance management methods (Hatry, 
2013; Hunter & Nielsen, 2013) and have identifi ed that performance mea-
surement systems have focused more on outcomes, while program evalu-
ation methods have investigated issues related to implementation, or the 
causes, of those outcomes. Rather than spend time and costs in assump-
tions about a program’s worth by solely relying on outcomes, organizational 
leaders should take the time to conduct an analysis to determine what 
exactly the program is, identify whether theory or implementation failure 
occurred, determine information that can be used for action and decision, 
and investigate other issues related to adaptation of strategies and methods 
(Patton, 2012; Scriven, 1991). Performance-based rubrics are one tool that 
can be used to help organizational decision makers identify the key elements 
of a program that theoretically contribute to desirable performance; stratify 
those behaviors into a continuum of high, medium, and low levels of quality; 
use the rubric as a tool to communicate those desired behaviors to rele-
vant users and stakeholders; and inform exactly which behaviors, deploy-
ment areas, or other factors promote or inhibit successful outcomes.

Th e process to design a holistic or analytic rubric cannot be divorced 
from the process of the design of the strategy or program itself. Light, Singer, 
and Willet (1990) asserted that “you can’t fi x by analysis what you bun-
gled by design” (p. viii). Th erefore it is recommended that the design of a 
performance-based rubric be integrated with the original process of the iden-
tifi cation of strategic objectives, measures or indicators of success, and the 
selection of the strategy described. Th e process used to analyze, design, imple-
ment, and evaluate the use of a performance-based rubric is shown in Table 4.
Organizational leaders can use the performance-based rubric to stratify the 
multiple critical components of a successful strategy or program (the criteria) 
into examples of high, medium, and low levels of performance (the gradation 
of quality) (Andrade, 2000). Th is tool can enable leaders to heed Patton’s 
(2012) recommendation to evaluate the extent to which the strategy or pro-
gram was implemented as intended and then correlate the diff ering levels of 
performance within the organization to relevant outcomes.

Application
It is well known in the fi eld of evaluation that performance-based 

rubrics have been used in the public K–12 and higher education sectors 
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(Milanowski, 2011) to evaluate organizational strategy. For example, in 
public K–12 education, performance-based rubrics have been applied to 
classroom   walk-through forms to evaluate and report the extent to which 
classroom teachers exhibit specifi c behaviors or actions identifi ed in 
district-level strategic plans. Performance-based rubrics have also been 
used to measure strategy when the particular organizational strategy 
identifi ed is a training or development program, along with many other 
tools to assess the application or transfer of that learning to on-the-
job environments (Brinkerhoff , 2003; Kirkpatrick, 1959). However, less 
known is the extent to which performance-based rubrics have been 
applied to other industries or in areas where the strategy involves a set of 
behaviors or processes that may not have been the result of specifi c train-
ing and development eff orts.

Recall the examples shown in Table 1 where an anonymous health 
care organization identifi ed for its focus area of workforce the strate-
gic objective of increase employee and leadership engagement, as mea-
sured by the percent of employees engaged and retained. Th e example 
also shows that the strategy this organization identifi ed and designed to 
ensure it reaches its intended strategic objective was to implement lead-
ership engagement processes. At this point in its strategic measurement 
identifi cation process, the organization has completed steps 1 to 3 in 
the process described in Table 4 and has an opportunity to also complete 
steps 4 to 8 in the process to use a performance-based rubric to measure 
its strategy.

Table 5 illustrates an example of a performance-based rubric that 
could be developed to measure the implementation or deployment of its 
leadership engagement processes. Th e performance-based rubric in the 
table lists each of the desired components that the organization might 
theorize that most contribute to desired results in the areas of lead-
ership engagement: vision and mission, leadership skill development, 
communication, focus on action, and performance evaluation. Once 
the strategy is defi ned and articulated, the action plans to accomplish this 
strategy are deployed (such as training, communication, modifi cation 
or scaling of existing approaches or pilots), and data are collected and 
reported. Organizational leaders can now compose a meaningful KPI for 
the accomplishment of the strategy: the percent of leaders who success-
fully achieve the advanced level on the Leadership Engagement Rubric. 

Th e quantifi cation of such complex phenomena allows leaders to 
conduct research and other tests to determine the eff ect of leadership 
performance, as measured by the performance-based rubric, on employee 
engagement, for example, and on other critical organizational results. 
Some of these inquiries may include the following: (1) an investigation 
to determine the extent to which the processes were implemented and 
deployed as designed; (2) an analysis of progress achieved in the improve-
ment of leadership processes; (3) a comparison of departments or units in 
overall employee engagement with higher scores in leadership processes 
to those with lower scores; (4) an investigation of other critical diff erences 
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that are present between leaders with higher scores than those with lower 
scores; and (5) the determination of opportunities for improvement that 
exist for leaders who seek to improve their performance in any of the fi ve 
components.

Implications

Th e proposed method for the design and measurement of organi-
zational strategy, the performance-based rubric, requires a thought-
ful examination of the existing practices organizational leaders use to 
develop and select strategic objectives and corresponding measures, and 
the extent to which traditional methods provide the level of informa-
tion needed to make informed strategic and tactical decisions. Multiple 
implications present themselves for both organizational leaders and those 
interested in conducting further research.

Implications for Organizational Leaders
An opportunity exists for organizational leaders to develop and 

deploy an approach for the design of a strategic measurement system, 
also called “an action plan measurement system” (Baldrige Performance 
Excellence Program, 2013a). Th e development of such a system may 
involve investigation into the measurement of constructs that have typi-
cally been considered “intangible” (Hubbard, 2010). Organizational lead-
ers may choose to employ the process of decomposing that construct 
into observable things, classifying those things into a useful framework, 
creating and testing an instrument to affi  rm the causal model, and using 
the results to make critical decisions. By taking the time to identify the 
key components of the construct of interest, leaders may be better able 
to understand the actual strategy they are implementing (Patton, 2012), 
which may help avoid large logic leaps and contribute to better strategic 
decision making (Hatry, 2013).

When designing a new strategy, program, initiative, or other process, 
organizational leaders must consider developing better tools to enable 
them to measure the construct of the organizational strategy or program 
they are seeking to deploy. To do this, they may aggregate information 
from an internal stakeholder analysis, best practices in the fi eld, and the 
literature to articulate the desired components of the program (such as 
the criteria that will serve as indicators of its proper deployment), and 
communicate these components to all relevant stakeholders who will use 
or make decisions about the suffi  ciency or eff ectiveness of the program or 
strategy (Andrade, 2000). Leaders can extend the rigor of this approach 
through the design and use of the performance-based rubric as a power-
ful tool to communicate, measure, and inform next steps the organization 
may need to take to reach its intended outcomes (Andrade, 2000; Dart 
et al., 1998; Davenport et al., 2010; White, 2005).
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Implications for Further Research
Further research is needed in the investigation of the performance-

based rubric as a useful tool for the measurement of programs and 
strategies. Researchers from all industries or sectors may partner with 
organizations to employ the performance-based rubric as part of their 
strategic measurement system, describe how those results are collected 
and used, and discuss what those results informed within and beyond 
the organization. Special descriptive studies may examine the useful-
ness, practicality, cost-effi  ciency, and feasibility of the performance-based 
rubric in informing and predicting overall outcomes. By developing case 
studies and exemplars of organizations that have employed the strategic 
measurement approach in their respective fi elds, academics may be able 
to support leaders in their eff orts to select key performance measures 
that provide the greatest amount of information needed to manage and 
improve their organizations.

Conclusion

Th e purpose of this conceptual article is twofold: to discuss the cur-
rent practices of organizational practitioners in the use of outcome results 
to inform strategic decisions and propose the use of the performance-
based rubric as an alternative tool to measure the eff ectiveness, imple-
mentation, or deployment of the strategy or program intended to reach 
those outcomes. Analysis of the scholarly and scholar-practitioner lit-
erature revealed that it has been long understood that a reliance on out-
comes alone to inform strategic decisions has been insuffi  cient to support 
organizational leaders in their eff orts to understand the antecedents to 
excellence (White, 2005) and those organizational actions that contribute 
to desirable or undesirable performance. By employing the performance-
based rubric to clarify the critical components of organizational strategy, 
communicate those components to the workforce, and report results by 
each of those components, leaders may fi nd it easier to demonstrate a 
connection between strategies and programs provided and overall orga-
nizational outcomes. Further research is needed to describe the impact of 
the use of the performance-based rubric on organizational thinking and 
decision making.
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