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INTRODUCTION
SCOPE AND AIM OF THE THESIS

Although collecting and utilizing performance information is as old as public
administration itself (Hood 2007; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011, 90), no other public
sector reform movement has promoted performance management to the extent
comparable to that advocated by New Public Management (NPM) (Van Dooren 2008).
In recent studies, some authors say that NPM reforms have stalled or even reversed
(Dunleavy et al. 2006; Christensen and Lagreid 2011), while others point out that
ideas have just evolved or developed (Bouckaert and Halligan 2008; De Vries 2010;
Put and Bouckaert 2011). In either case, the focus on performance in the public sector
has remained.

The performance measurement debate involves a wide array of issues. While much of
the public sector performance literature deals with questions like “why?”, “what?”” and
“how?” are measured, the core of most current discussion forms around the question
“whether and how this information is used?” Existing findings propose that efforts
invested in measuring performance considerably surpass the eagerness shown in using
the information for management or democratic purposes (see I; Leaegreid et al. 2006;
Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). The reasons for limited use of performance measurement
information stem from conceptual as well as technical or methodological obstacles.
The main conceptual problem of performance measurement in the public sector is
considered to be the failure to ineluctably define public sector aims (Van de Walle
2009). But the central technical challenge (Curristine 2005; Mayne 2007), analytical
(United States General Accounting Office 1997; Bovaird 2014) or methodological
(Davies 1999) weakness or even risk of performance measurement (Cuganesan et al.
2014) is called the “attribution problem”. The attribution problem denotes the
difficulties in determining what contribution the specific policy or instrument in
question has made to the outcome. How to differentiate between causality, correlation
or just coincidence? How much success (or failure) can be attributed to program or
other government activities? The attribution problem is an underlying obstacle in
determining the causes of outcomes, as opposed to factors which are merely associated
with outcomes. Attempts to bring outcomes into public sector decision-making have so
far met with only limited success, partly due to the inherent difficulty of specifying
outcomes, partly due to the poor measurement systems available to calibrate outcomes,
and partly due to the difficulty of interpreting results based on outcomes, given that
many factors other than public policy programs typically contribute to these outcomes
(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011; Bovaird 2014).

In performance measurement and audit literature, the attribution problem is
increasingly being realized (see Davies 1999; Mayne 2001, 2007; Pollitt and Bouckaert
2011; Bovaird 2014, Hatry 2013; Cuganesan et al. 2014 for example), but still
overlooked. There is a lack of in-depth analysis of the consequences of the attribution



problem for performance measurement and for use of performance information in
practice. Many NPM texts and government practices do not pay attention to the cause-
and-effect relationship of actions and results. As long as the results are proven, it does
not matter how they came about (Van Dooren et al. 2010, 3). Performance
measurement systems provide little information on factors that contributed to the
success or failure of a given program (Bovaird 2014; Hatry 2013): causality is often
just assumed (Nielsen and Ejler 2008). Therefore, the role of cause-and-effect analysis
has been poorly understood in performance movements in recent decades.

The main focus of this thesis is on analyzing the challenges caused by the attribution
problem for utilization of performance measurement results. The theoretical basis of
the thesis rests upon performance measurement literature. Specific attention is paid to
the use and different purposes of performance information. In order to contribute to
bridging the gap in performance measurement literature concerning the attribution
problem, the thesis integrates in the discussion another theoretical foundation of
attribution theory which is known in other fields of social sciences, mainly in
psychology and organizational studies. It explains the origins of the attribution problem
by demonstrating that human psychology is naturally aimed at finding causal
explanations for individual and social events. Different features of the attribution
problem in performance measurement are illustrated by empirical examples from
several Estonian performance audits that attempt to measure performance in the public
sector, and a comparative empirical study about evaluating the impact of performance
audits. (see Figure 1)

Figure 1. Scope and focus of the thesis
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The thesis has two sub-goals — firstly, to explore how the attribution problem affects
the different purposes that performance measurement is intended to fulfil, especially
the use of performance information for policy advice and change. The second goal is to
examine the application of performance measurement initiatives in the Estonian
context: that is, in the context of a new democracy with an immature policy
environment. In fulfilling these purposes, performance audit is handled as a tool of
performance measurement. As a synthesis of those two sub-goals, the thesis shows that
the importance of the attribution problem has still been neglected in the performance
literature and in application of performance measurement initiatives. This may lead to
difficulties in implementing performance measurement, limited use of performance
information or uninformed and inappropriate transfer of public sector reform initiatives
(I; Dolowitz and Marsh 2000).

More specifically, the thesis addresses the following research questions:

- What are the implications of the attribution problem for performance
measurement?

- How does the attribution problem particularly affect fulfillment of the purpose
of giving policy advice in performance measurement?

- How does the attribution problem influence the development of performance
measurement and the use of performance information in Estonia - within the
context of a new democracy with an immature policy environment?

Drawing a distinction between three levels of performance measurement is helpful for
structuring the discussion on performance in the public sector. These levels are:
individual performance, organizational performance, and program performance (Talbot
2007, 494-496). This thesis is mainly focused on the third level - performance
measurement of policy programs. In short, “program” means any activity, project,
function, or policy that has an identifiable purpose or set of objectives (Newcomer
2007; Talbot 2010). It may (or may not) cross the boundaries of individual
organizations. The author uses the terms “immature policy environment” (as an
adjective) and “new democracy” (as a noun) to describe the Estonian policy-making
context and administrative environment. It does not necessarily refer to a negative or
under-developed, but to a different, policy-making and administrative context that
stems from the still relatively short traditions of independent statehood, developing
democracy, and a post-communist past.

The body of argument of the thesis is developed in three original articles. The
overview article “Performance measurement and performance information in new
democracies: A study of the Estonian central government” (I) (co-authored with Tiina
Randma-Liiv) explores the development and implementation of performance
measurement practices in Estonian central government since 1991. It highlights the
difficulties in introducing performance measurement tools in immature policy



environments. Factors such as administrative instability, poor strategic planning and
policy analysis, an implementation gap and uncritical, uninformed transfer of
performance initiatives make the development of performance measurement in new
democracies even more complicated than in the West. Although this thesis refrains
from drawing conclusions about other Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries,
these factors are brought out by researchers as characteristic of many CEE countries
(see Verheijen 2003; Nakrosis 2008; Meyer-Sahling and Yesilkagit 2011). The second
article “The Impact of Performance Audit on Public Sector Organizations: The Case of
Estonia” (II) (co-authored with Ringa Raudla, Cherlin Agu and James W. Douglas)
analyzes how performance audit as a performance measurement tool itself contributes
to performance improvement. Civil servants perceive performance audit as useful even
though it does not often lead to specific changes in policies or organizational practices.
The third article “Using a Comparative Method in Performance Audit for Evaluating
Effectiveness of the Elite Sports Policy: The Case of Estonia” (III) (co-authored with
Eerik Hanni) demonstrates that Estonia’s relatively high ranking in elite sport medal
tables does not correspond to the low scores given to its elite sport policy system by
international assessment. Thus, sporting success has occurred despite shortcomings in
public policy. Other contextual factors outside public policy and availability of
resources may have led to success. The article points out that an unclear cause-and-
effect relationship between sports policy and success of athletes creates difficulties in
giving policy advice.

All three articles address the attribution problem by analyzing use of performance
information, fulfilling different purposes of performance measurement and measuring
performance in performance audits. However, all articles handle the issue from
different perspectives. The first sub-goal is targeted principally in articles II and III
(see also Figure 1). Article I is the main contribution to the second sub-goal of the
thesis.

The author of this thesis was the lead author in article I. In article II the author was
engaged in methodology development, data collection and in interpreting the results of
quantitative analysis. Article III was constructed and written by the author of the
thesis; the second author was mostly involved in data collection.

The introductory part of the dissertation is built up as follows. The first methodological
section describes the sources of empirical data for the original articles and how the
findings in the articles refer to the underlying problem of attribution in performance
measurement. This is followed by a brief overview of the subject of performance
measurement in public administration literature. Specific attention is paid to the
different purposes of performance measurement. Thereafter, to explain the origins of
the attribution problem, the theory of attribution in social psychology and its
applications in other fields of social science are introduced. Next, the different
consequences of the attribution problem to the purposes of performance measurement
and its methodological approaches are discussed. A separate chapter is dedicated to



explaining how the importance of the contextual factors of immature policy
environment in the Estonian case is amplifying the attribution problem. Finally, the
conclusion explains the contribution of the thesis to existing research and policy
implications of the attribution problem for performance measurement.



METHODOLOGY

The thesis is a combination of three independently written articles. Each article is
founded on a separate empirical study but developed from the same theoretical basis.
The theoretical framework is based on a synthesis of existing research on performance
measurement and performance audit literature. The Estonian case is opened up within
the context of new democracy and literature on policy transfer.

The empirical evidence in the thesis derives mainly from a qualitative document
analysis (I) and two different international comparative studies (the performance audit
effectiveness survey (II) and the Sports Policy Factors Leading to International
Sporting Success (SPLISS) study on elite sport systems (I11)):

- The document analysis carried out for the overview of different performance
management initiatives applied in Estonia was based on various government
documents and performance audit reports by the National Audit Office of
Estonia. The study included over forty performance audits from the last
decade. (I) The document analysis for article I was complemented with
personal observations from the authors. For more than a decade, the authors of
the article have closely followed performance measurement reforms from an
academic as well as a practical perspective.

- Article II is based on the results of a survey of Estonian public officials who
have experienced one or more performance audits conducted by the Estonian
National Audit Office in the period 2005-2012. The survey was based on a
research instrument developed by Reichborn-Kjennerud (2013) and is part of a
Nordic cooperation project between Norway, Finland, Sweden, Denmark and
Estonia entitled “The influence of performance audit on public administration
and politics - A comparative study of the Nordic Supreme Audit Institutions”.
The questionnaire for the survey was modified for the Estonian context by the
author of the thesis. The survey looked at the perception of civil servants on
the influence of performance audits.

- In article III, the effectiveness of Estonian elite sport policy, that is, the
relationship between elite sport policy programs and international sporting
success, is assessed according to a comparative international research
methodology called SPLISS. The initial SPLISS study framework was worked
out by a consortium of research groups from three nations (Belgium, the
Netherlands and the United Kingdom) in 2002. Afterwards the research model
was developed further and more countries joined to use the methodology. A
comparative SPLISS 2.0 study involving 15 nations (including Estonia) was
published in autumn 2015 (De Bosscher et al. 2015). The research model is
based on nine “pillars”, i.e. factors that are believed to lead to international
sporting success. These pillars or factors were derived from a review of
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literature, pilot studies and interviews with athletes and high performance
experts. Each pillar is made measureable by 6-21 critical success factors. Each
critical success factor is measured by one to four different research
instruments: 1) the overall sport policy inventory — a specific questionnaire on
every pillar assembled by experts to be answered by researchers collecting data
via semi-structured interviews or using secondary data sources (statistics,
surveys) and document analysis (legislation, state budgets); 2) an elite athletes’
survey; 3) an elite coaches’ survey and 4) a sport federation survey.

The thesis uses these different empirical studies to demonstrate how the attribution
problem becomes evident in performance measurement (I1I), hinders execution of the
purpose of giving policy advice in performance measurement (II), and how these
effects may be amplified in the context of a new democracy with an immature policy
environment (I). All three original articles deal with performance measurement and use
of performance information in the public sector. They all touch upon the causality issue
and attribution problem by emphasizing the importance of contextual factors (I, I1I),
the perception of actors in the performance measurement system, and highlighting that
there is no clear link between government action and performance in a policy field (IT).
The common conclusion in these articles is that even if performance in the public
sector is measured, use of this performance information still poses great challenges.
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PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT AND MEASUREMENT

In the literature, the terms ‘performance management’ and ‘performance measurement’
are used interchangeably with confusing definitions. This thesis is based on the
definition of performance management as a type of management in which information
in relation to performance is used for decision-making (Van Dooren et al. 2010, 30),
whereas performance information is generated and utilized through performance
measurement routines (Radnor 2008, 95) (I). Performance measurement, in turn, is
understood as routine measurement of program inputs, outputs or outcomes undertaken
in order to document program performance (Newcomer 2007). Inputs are defined as
resources invested in a government program. While outputs are direct products and
services delivered by the government, outcomes are the consequences of outputs and
describe wider societal aims, often influenced by other externalities outside
government activities. (III, Van Dooren et al. 2010, 16-36).

Integrating performance information into budgeting, managing and reporting has
become a common component of public management. However, some authors
cautiously advocate performance measurement (Wholey 1996; Perrin 1999; Holzer and
Yang 2004), while many are skeptical towards its use and misuse, which may foster
various kinds of performance paradoxes (e.g Halachmi 2005; Andrews et al. 2006;
Bouckaert and Halligan 2008) or they dismiss performance measurement as a
simplistic and crude form of knowledge production (Greene 1999; Nielsen and Ejler
2008). In practice, the positive impact of performance management systems on more
effective and efficient policy-making and public sector performance is often taken for
granted. However, there is no clear answer to the key question in performance
management literature - whether performance management actually leads to better
performance. Some studies have shown that performance management does not always
lead to better performance and may even result in perverse effects (see Andrews et al.
2006; Andersen 2008; Radin 2009; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011, for example), as
performance measurement systems struggle to find a gaming-proof design (Bevan and
Hood 2006; Radnor 2008). Although efforts to promote performance management
have been under way for many years, progress is none the less usually seen as slow at
best and few organizations would argue they have been completely successful (Mayne
2007; Christensen and Leaegreid 2011; Cuganesen at el. 2014). Despite heavy academic
critique, performance measurement routines are deeply rooted in management practices
in the public sector.

Performance management thus consists of performance measurement, incorporation
and use of performance information (Van Dooren et al. 2010; Put and Bouckaert
2011). Recent research about performance management largely deals with the use of
performance information: assertion of use or absence of use, different purposes of use,
intended and unintended consequences of performance information utilization (see de
Lancer Julnes and Holzer 2001; Pollitt 2006; Askim 2007, 2009; Hammerschmid et al.
2013 for example). The use of performance information is considered to be one of the
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indicators of successes and failures of performance movements (Van Dooren 2008,
22). The thesis therefore also focuses on performance measurement practices and on
utilization of information. Article I outlines the different performance measurement
practices, while articles II and III focus more specifically on performance audit as one
performance measurement tool. Performance measurement is the starting point and
constituent part of any performance initiative.

The underlying question of any structured performance measurement debate is “Why
measure performance?” Producing reports with reliable and valid information on
government performance is no end in itself. Barely informative purpose is not enough.
If a clear idea is lacking about how this performance information is used, the data
provided and measurement methods used may not be appropriate for the intended
purpose. To systematize the discussion, the purposes of performance measurement
could be divided into internal and external purposes or managerial and democratic aims
respectively (I; see Figure 2). This classification is based on the “end user” of the
performance information (I; Pollitt 2006). The internal (managerial) purpose of
performance information includes evaluating the progress of the program or
organization, creating benchmarks, determining budget allocations, improving
communication, giving feedback and serving as inputs for management decisions
(Behn 2003). The external (democratic) use of performance information is aimed at
informing the public, politicians, constituencies, or service users about the performance
of public institutions. Publication of performance information is expected to deal with
issues such as declining public confidence in government and growing demands for
accountability by a more educated public (Halachmi 2005). This helps to achieve
accountability and control, enhance democratic legitimacy and transparency in the
public sector (Talbot 2007), and also serves as a symbolic public relations asset (Pollitt
and Bouckaert 2011). There is considerable overlap between different purposes of
performance measurement. Researchers use various lists to highlight the diversity of
the purposes of performance measurement. Acknowledging that that these kinds of
listings are provisional, Figure 2 provides a classification based on the aforementioned
internal and external purposes of performance measurement.

13



Figure 2. Classification of purposes of performance measurement
according to end users of performance information

4 N N

Internal/managerial purposes of External/democratic purposes of
performance measurement performance measurement
evaluate provide information

enhance transparency and
celebrate success

legitimacy
motivate employers shape political debate
internal control accountability
learn and improve performance influence policy-making
budget influence budget allocations

\_ AN /

Source: author; based on Behn 2003, Halachmi 2005, Pollitt 2006, Talbot 2007, Pollitt and
Bouckaert 2011.

Different performance measurement tools are in place to fulfill these purposes (see
overview of performance measurement tools in article I). Among a variety of
performance measurement tools (e.g. performance budgeting, performance reports,
service quality measures, client surveys), the rise of performance auditing during
recent decades has shaped the way the public sector functions. Performance auditing
has also gained a substantial position in the audit work of supreme audit institutions
(IL; III; Lonsdale 2000, 2011). For example, in the Estonian supreme audit institution,
performance audit takes up nearly 60 percent of audit staff. In recent years, over one-
third of published audit reports have been performance audits (III). In addition to being
viewed as an instrument for enhancing accountability, performance audit is
increasingly expected to contribute to wider policy debates, provide policy advice to
governments and give guidance about how public administration can improve its work
(Wilkins and Lonsdale 2007; Funkhouser 2011; Lonsdale and Bechberger 2011;
Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013).
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After decades of promoting performance management and measurement, it has turned
out that, in practice, performance information is not so extensively utilized for
management purposes or political decision-making (Legreid et al. 2006; OECD 2007;
Raudla 2012). Additionally, the majority of citizens do not benefit from the detailed
performance information made available (Pollitt 2006). There are many reasons why
performance information is not utilized to the extent expected and the improvement in
actual performance has limited or even reverse evidence. Some authors point out that
the rationality of policy-making and political decisions is overestimated and contextual
factors underestimated (Pollitt 2006; Radin 2009; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011; Virtanen
2013). Neither politicians nor citizens make decisions on considerations of economy,
efficiency or effectiveness alone. They rely on their values, political views, personal or
political gain (I). These reasons come, among other factors, from the conceptual
shortcomings of performance measurement (Van de Walle 2009). Other reasons for
low use of performance information arise from the technical (Curristine 2005, Mayne
2007), analytical (United States General Accounting Office 1997, Bovaird 2014) or
methodological (Davies 1999) challenges of the attribution problem that is in the focus
of the thesis at hand. Without assurance that performance information about the
outcomes of public policy programs are causally linked to the government activities
under observation, the opportunities to use this performance information are low.

15



THE CONCEPT OF ATTRIBUTION IN SOCIAL SCIENCES

Despite severe critique that performance measurement often fails to prove a causal
relationship between measured outcomes and programs under observation (I-I1I, see
also Mayne 2001, Bovaird 2014 ; Cuganesan et al. 2014), people rather tend to
interpret that certain outputs and outcomes are results of a particular program or public
policy. In political debate, it is understandable that politicians and lobby groups use
somewhat questionable arguments to support their interests. There is also a tendency
that causal link is generally recognized in the case of a positive relationship between a
government program and its results (Askim 2007, 2009; Peters 2008). In the case of
negative performance outcomes, the relationship is more easily neglected. The
attribution problem therefore provides an opportunity to draw cause-and-effect
relationships in a manner favorable to the interests of the participants in the debate.
However, beliefs are often mistaken for knowledge. In practice, it is hard to accept the
fact that there is no causal relationship or there are many other factors that contribute to
the measured impact and the role of a particular program is often unclear.

Performance measurement literature does not provide an answer to this tendency to
attribute results to measured activities, regardless of the existence of a causal
relationship. Even evaluation studies that deal in more detail with the attribution
problem of performance evaluation do not explain how people rationalize performance
information. In order to contribute to relevant research, this thesis turns to other social
sciences, particularly to organizational psychology, to explain the attribution
phenomenon that seems to be deeply rooted in human nature. The attribution theory
known from social psychology, but developed further in many other social science
disciplines, handles the issue at the individual level, whereas this thesis elaborates it
further to policy-analysis. As performance analysts and performance information users
are humans, their way of interpreting social phenomena influences the results of
performance evaluation. A broader view of the attribution phenomenon helps to
understand the origin of the attribution problem and provide avenues for framing and
potential alleviation of this analytical obstacle.

Roots in social psychology

The essence of attribution as a phenomenon in social sciences is explained with the
help of attribution theory, which originates from social psychology. Attribution theory
was developed in the works of Heider (1958), Kelley (1973), and Weiner (1986). Itis a
theory about how people make causal explanations, attempting to describe and explain
how humans try to answer the question “why and how”. It deals with how the social
perceiver uses information to arrive at everyday causal explanations for individual and
social events. It examines what information is gathered and how it is combined to form
a causal judgement.
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Fritz Heider was the first to propose a coherent theory of attributions (Kelley 1973;
Martinko et al. 2011). He claimed that individuals have a need to understand and
explain the events around them. People are “naive psychologists” trying to make sense
of the social world. Attributions are individuals’ explanations for the causes of their
successes and failures. People are active interpreters and they use consistent and
logical modes of sense-making in their interpretations. This preoccupation with
causation is seen as a necessity for evolution and survival. People make sense of their
surroundings on the basis of what they consider is the cause and what is the effect of a
phenomenon. The underlying attempt to understand the world around us is considered
universal and predictable. People tend to see cause-and-effect relationships even where
none exist. (Heider 1958)

Kelley (1973) also worked on describing how people use information to make causal
inferences, but his focus is not limited to interpersonal perception. Kelley aimed his
attention at the subjective experience of attributional validity, at the social and self-
perception. For example, he asked: “If a person fails on a test, does he have low ability,
or is the test difficult?” (Kelley 1973, 107). Similarly in the case of competitive sport,
questions arise whether the causes of success or failure of an athlete lie in the talent or
effort of the athlete, the level of competition, the quality of the sporting system or other
factors (see discussion on that issue in article III).

Kelley proposed the covariation principle and the configuration concept. The
covariation principle (Kelley 1973, 108-113) means that events are attributed to causes
with which, over time, they co-vary or co-occur. Causes are attributed to factors that
are present when an event or effect is observed, and not present when the event or
effect is absent. Likewise, in performance measurement, causes are often attributed to
variables that correlate in a regression analysis. The configuration concept (Kelley
1973, 113) proposes that the role of a given cause in producing a given effect is
discounted if other plausible causes are also present. Kelley used experimental methods
to subtract other effects from the causal effect. But unlike Kelley’s research field, it
would usually not be possible to carry out wide social experiments to extract different
causes of program outcomes.

The third well-known scholar, Bernard Weiner (1986), believed that attributions reflect
human thinking rather than what may actually have prompted the behavior or event.
An individual's causal attributions of achievement affect subsequent behaviors and
motivation. He focused on the consequences of attributional explanations and
developed the attribution theory of motivation (Weiner 1986).

Attribution theory in organizational studies
Attribution theory emerged from psychology, but in its broadest context, it is

concerned with ascribing characteristics to any entity. Therefore, as a general
conception of the way people think about and analyze cause-and-effect it has been
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applied in many other disciplines, like organizational sciences (see Staw 1975;
Martinko et al. 2011), including leadership and motivation studies (see Green and
Mitchell 1979; Weiner 1986; Martinez et al. 2012), communication research (see
Baxter and Braithwaite 2008), program evaluation or evaluation studies (see Davies
1999; Mayne 2001, 2007; MacKenzie and Blamey 2005; Bovaird 2014). For example,
Staw (1975) demonstrated in his experiments and interpersonal simulations that
performance data may cause persons to assign an entire set of characteristics to
individuals, groups, and organizations. The perception of the causes of a certain
behavior may affect the judgement and actions of both managers and employees in
organizations. This thesis contains an article (III) that examines the impact of
performance audits via the perception of civil servants who have participated in a
performance audit. As it is methodologically complicated to extract the influence of
performance audits from other factors affecting the policy field (e.g. the political
agenda of the government, interest groups), often the best way to evaluate impact is to
ask for the perception of those involved in the process (see III; Johnsen et al. 2001;
Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013). In accordance with attribution theory and particularly
Staw’s approach, it is still important to keep in mind that this way we obtain a
subjective perception of impact, not an objective judgement as to whether an audit
caused particular changes.

In organizational sciences it is stressed that the question whether the processes seen by
managers as being associated with high performance actually contribute to
performance, remains unresolved. Most organizational theories contain hypothesized
independent variables which can either be the causes of performance, the effects of
performance, co-variates of third variables, or the results of a network of reciprocal
causation (Staw 1975).

Attribution theory can be seen as a set of general principles offered to explain certain
observed phenomena of causal interpretations (Kelley 1973). In psychology and
organizational sciences this is used to understand and explain. But attribution theory
also has a somewhat different function. It helps not only to understand a phenomenon
but also to recognize a problem. “Attribution theory” turns into “attribution problem”
in evaluation studies and similarly in performance measurement (see also III; Talbot
2010, 48). It helps to identify and consider the human phenomenon of attributing
causes to events without an actual causal relationship as a problem for performance
evaluation. Therefore, in this thesis attribution is called a problem because it needs to
be taken into account when measuring performance and especially when cause-and-
effect validity is assumed in cases of giving policy advice.

The attribution problem in evaluation studies and performance
measurement literature

The attribution problem has also been addressed within evaluation studies. This is a
discipline closely related to, often considered as complementary to, performance
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measurement. For many policymakers and managers, performance measurement is
evaluation and they use “evaluation” and “performance measurement” as synonyms.
Both pose the same question: “Is the program successful?” Program evaluation and
performance measurement have essentially traveled on separate, but somewhat parallel
paths. Both forms of knowledge production share similar processes and tools for
structuring and planning, obtaining data, analyzing and inferring judgement.
Differences lie in the scope, depth, multiplicity and frequency of the purposes to be
carried out rather than in kind. (Wholey 1996; Mayne 2007; Nielsen and Ejler 2008;
Hatry 2013)

However, performance management receives much more attention in public sector
management practice. Evaluation reports, though equipped with knowledge of the
cause-and-effect relationship between government policies and their impacts, often
produce a body of knowledge that appears too late and is too long to be useful as a
management tool (Wholey 1996, Davies 1999). To undertake an evaluation requires
considerable skills and can be costly, with results not always guaranteed (Mayne
2007). Policymakers demand timely information on the results of the program
delivered and they do not bother reading long detailed reports. This is a reason why
management consultants (also from international organizations) embrace performance
measurement producing a body of knowledge that is both timely and brief (Nielsen and
Ejler 2008).

Wholey (1996) has stated that performance measurement can serve as a one-shot
program evaluation, but this statement ignores one of the essential differences between
evaluation studies and performance measurement literature, which is the approach to
causality. A major purpose of program evaluation is to identify, to the extent possible,
the causes of the outcomes being tracked (Hatry 2013). Evaluation pays great attention
to determining causality; attribution of the outcomes to the program is often a key aim
of evaluation studies, whereas in performance measurement causality is assumed
(Nielsen and Ejler 2008). Performance measurement focuses on measuring program
outputs and outcomes, without attempting to identify the extent to which the program
has caused the outcomes. Outcomes, however, are often influenced by many other
externalities outside government programs, and may not be caused or only caused by
government activities (III; Van Dooren et al. 2010). As causality is assumed in
performance management, the research literature rarely contains references to
attribution theory or the attribution problem.

Differently from performance management research, program evaluation literature on
attribution is vast (see Davies 1999; Rossi et al. 2004; Hatry 2013; Bovaird 2014 for
example). Evaluation discipline mostly tries to find answers to the attribution question
by using some form of controlled comparison to assess what happens with the program
in place versus what would happen without it. Changes from the initial situation to the
final outcome are captured so that explanations are based on what has actually been
delivered (MacKenzie and Blamey 2005). With the help of attribution theory it is
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explained how some important biases may arise in the performance evaluation process,
including gender bias or subjective interpretations based on beliefs or cultural
background (see Gedeon and Rubin 1999).

Extensive social science research methods have been designed to address the problem
of attribution in evaluation studies. Methods like quasi-experimental pre- and post-
intervention surveys, longitudinal studies, context analyses and a range of pre-specified
qualitative investigations, often adapted from psychology and organizational studies,
are used to reduce the problems associated with causal attribution that commonly
plague evaluations of complex interventions. (Davies 1999; Mayne 2001; MacKenzie
and Blamey 2005) However, not even sophisticated methods can avoid the attribution
problem, although the research design systematically focusing on the issue in
evaluation studies may alleviate it.

Compared to evaluation, performance measurement tends to rely on quantitative
methods and far less on structured qualitative data collection techniques such as
documentary research, observations or interviews (Nielsen and Ejler 2008). Even
quantitative methods in use in performance measurement are generally quite limited.
They are mostly after-the-fact evaluations, excluding the use of such evaluation
designs as randomized controlled trials which professional program evaluators develop
(Hatry 2013). In many quantitative performance analysis reports the need for more
attribution studies is still recognized by the appearance of the final lines: “It is not
possible to attribute these changes to the activities supported by the project.” (White
2010) However, this warning, often written in small letters, can be overlooked when
performance information is used to explain the reasons behind measured outcomes,
giving policy advice or allocating resources for further program initiatives.

To conclude, program evaluation provides in-depth but ad hoc information on major
policy issues. It needs considerable time, money and expertise. Performance
measurement usually provides regular, more timely information than evaluation and
can cover a number of government programs. (Davies 1999; Mayne 2001; Newcomer
2007; Hatry 2013) Because of its ongoing nature, performance measurement can serve
as an early warning system to management. As long as quality controls are in place, it
can cover many public programs during each year (United States General Accounting
Office 2011; Hatry 2013). But unlike in evaluation studies, performance information
produced in performance management initiatives often does not provide sufficient
analysis on the causes of revealed impact (I-III). For example, the impact of single
performance audits is evaluated via regular feedback questionnaires from several
supreme audit institutions, including the Estonian National Audit Office, though this
routine feedback is not able to differentiate between changes made to public policy
programs because of the audit, the government’s independent activities or lobbying by
interest groups (II). Only rarely can causality be established with any confidence by
data collected on a routine basis. The impact of government policy programs on wider
societal outcomes (such as the popularity of sport among citizens, participation in
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leisure sports and the international image of the country in the case of elite sport
policy) or even outputs (success in international sporting events) (III). The problem is
that there are almost always competing explanations that cannot be ruled out with only
outcome indicators (I-III, see also De Lancer Julnes 2006).
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CONSEQUENCES OF THE ATTRIBUTION PROBLEM FOR
PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT

An insight into the lessons from different disciplines of social sciences provides
valuable hints on how to handle or overcome the attribution problem in measuring
performance in the public sector. The tendency of humans to subjectively attribute
results to specific activities needs to be addressed. The attribution problem affects
methodological approaches towards measuring performance and also use of
performance information.

Descriptive, explanatory and advisory purposes of performance
measurement

Advocates of performance measurement point out that performance evaluations based
on indicators without burdensome cause-and-effect analysis provide timely and easy-
to-read information on public sector outcomes. Policymakers and the public will likely
be considerably better informed than if no such information was available (Hatry
2013). Thus, any information is thought to be better than no information. Others point
out that without information about the presumed causality between government
activities and results, performance measurement information is insufficient for making
decisions such as budget allocations (De Lancer Julnes 2006). Furthermore, the
assumption of performance measurement that studying the past is a sure way to
navigate into a better future is shaky. (I; Halachmi 2005)

However, policymakers do not only want to be informed about public sector outcomes,
but also ask for guidance on where to spend public money. Measuring outcomes,
which means describing whether or not outcomes actually occur, is one challenge.
Determining the extent to which a program contributed to those outcomes is quite
another issue. Often a number of factors other than the program under scrutiny may
have contributed to the observed outcomes. Indeed, the outcomes may have occurred
without government involvement. To be able to make any assessment about the worth
of spending public money on a program, some idea of how the program has affected
the desired outcomes is needed. (Mayne 2001; 2007; Bovaird 2014; Cuganesan et al.
2014) The more focus of performance measurement goes to outcomes instead of
outputs (see distinction in IIT), which is the recent trend in performance measurement,
the more crucial the attribution problem becomes. (III; Mayne 2007; Lonsdale 2011;
Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011; Put and Bouckaert 2011)

The attribution problem combines the topics of performance measurement and
performance information use. This is a methodological problem, but becomes evident
in utilization of performance information. Moreover, performance measurement may
be expected to target several purposes at the same time. For example, analysis of the
effectiveness of performance audit reveals that public servants expect performance
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measurement to fulfill several purposes concurrently. There is no trade-off seen
between accountability and improving the tasks of performance audit. (IT)

Depending on what purpose the performance information is used for — descriptive,
explanatory or advisory, the cause-and-effect relationship between actions and
outcomes becomes more or less crucial for performance analysis. The more an
explanatory or advisory purpose is prevalent, the more crucial the attribution problem
becomes (see Figure 3 for illustration). Providing information on various socio-
economic indicators for enhancing public awareness of the situation or celebrating
success in the case of a positive change in measures does not necessarily require
assurance on the causal relationship between government activities and measured
outcomes. Governments may even be held politically accountable for impacts that are
not directly connected to public policy programs. But as soon as the need arises to
explain cause and effect, thus advising on further policy options or budget allocations,
the attribution problem cannot be neglected. Otherwise, inadequate recommendations
may lead to policy failure and waste of resources.

Figure 3. Relationship between different purposes of performance
measurement and importance of attribution problem
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Source: author; based on Figure 2 (Behn 2003, Halachmi 2005, Pollitt 2006, Talbot 2007,
Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011).
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Outcome-based or evidence-based policy-making has been at the center of recent
performance movements in the public sector (Van Dooren 2008; Pollitt and Bouckaert
2011). But it only works if we can deal with the attribution problem, i.e. determining
the causes of outcomes, as opposed to factors which are merely associated with
outcomes. The extent to which an outcome and its observed variance can be attributed
to the program remains a key methodological hurdle in performance measurement and
indeed any goal-directed evaluation work (Bovaird 2014). Despite the measurement
difficulties, attribution is a problem that cannot be ignored when trying to assess the
performance of government policies. Without an answer to the attribution question,
little can be said about the impact of government activities, nor can advice be provided
about future directions. (I1I)

For example, Estonian elite sport policy analysis (III) demonstrates that success in the
highly competitive international sporting arena may occur despite shortcomings in
public policy programs. The comprehensive multidimensional international
comparative study shows that although Estonia holds a relatively high position in
international sporting indexes (especially in per capita results), most of the factors
crucial to the sports system (e.g. talent identification, athletic and post-career support)
are at the moderate or even limited level of development. This finding indicates that
other contextual factors outside the public policy program (such as personal abilities,
cultural background, natural resources or climate) and thus outside government
activities may lead to success. Success may even occur randomly or unsystematically.
According to attribution theory, the conclusion that good performance in elite sport
may not be causally explained is difficult to accept. Policy analysts as well as
policymakers tend to see a causal relationship even where there is none. It is in human
nature to actively interpret success and failure, a necessity for evolution and survival.
(Heider 1958; Kelley 1973)

Elite-sports policy is a distinctive example of the attribution problem as it is probably
one of the few public-policy fields where measuring performance seems to be fairly
straightforward. Methods vary, but in principle, success can be clearly measured in
medals won at international competitions. Merely indicator-based descriptive
performance measurement (performance audit in this particular case) would have
concluded that Estonian elite sport policy programs provide good value for money. But
based on this conclusion, it would have been misleading policy advice to make no
changes to elite sport policy or recommend an Estonian model to others for policy
transfer. Estonia’s relative success in international competitions does not represent the
effectiveness of public policy factors. (I1I)

Evaluating perception
Many researchers are skeptical about overcoming the analytical challenge of attributing

outcomes to programs or policies (see Feinstein 2002; Mayne 2007; Miller and Fox
2007; Newcomer 2007; Bovaird 2014). Miller and Fox (2007, 36-37) have even stated

24



that the claim in performance measurement that outcomes, results, effects, and even
non-events can be attributed to programs and policies amounts to “fanciful faith in
what social science methodology can accomplish.”

One way to deal with the methodological problem of attributing results to policies or
other activities is to turn to the roots of attribution theory and accept that performance
data only reflect the respondents’ perception of performance rather than actual events
(see Staw 1975; Gedeon and Rubin 1999; II). Indeed, performance may not be an
objective reality waiting to be measured, but is, rather, a “socially constructed reality”
instead (Newcomer 2007).

For example, measuring the impact of performance audit is complicated, if possible at
all. One can find that after the audit, things will be done in a way consistent with the
audit’s recommendations. Is this evidence of audit effectiveness? The fact of
consistency between audit recommendations and changes implemented in practice is
not necessarily an indication of use of audit results. Other explanatory factors may be
involved. (Lonsdale 2000; Feinstein 2002; II) But the expansive exploitation of
performance auditing during recent decades (II; III; Lonsdale 2011) should encourage
analysis of the impact of this massive auditing work. So far different studies have
provided contradictory evidence whether performance audit actually leads to changes
within audited organizations (see III; Van Loocke and Put 2011).

Article II in this thesis explores the impact of performance audits of the Estonian
Supreme Audit Institution by looking at the perceived usefulness of audits in the eyes
of the auditees and by examining to what extent audits (as perceived by the auditees)
led to changes in the audited organizations (see also Johnsen et al. 2001; Reichborn-
Kjennerud 2013). In the Estonian case, while 40 % of the auditees found performance
audits to have been useful, only 21 % agreed that they led to the adoption of changes in
the audited organizations. However, the analysis suggested that although there is a
correlation between the perceived usefulness of the audit and the extent of changes it
brought about, the auditees can perceive performance audit to be useful even if it does
not lead to specific changes in policies or organizational practices. By examining the
perceived usefulness of performance audits it is possible to gauge the impacts of the
audit more broadly so that it could be used to provide a more holistic picture of the role
of performance audits in the public sector. In addition to positive or negative
perceptions of audit impacts and usefulness, the analysis explored in more detail what
internal factors (e.g. willingness of the auditors to engage in dialogue during the audit
process, more specific recommendations) and external factors (e.g. attention from
parliamentarians or the media) contribute to the perceived usefulness of audits and are
believed to actually lead to changes. Therefore, this analysis fulfilled the explanatory
and advisory purposes of performance measurement and allowed a step beyond the
merely descriptive or informative approach. (II)

25



Developments in performance measurement and audit methodology

Traditional performance measurement systems that are based on measuring
quantitative indicators provide little information on factors that contributed to the
success or failure of a given program. It is difficult to establish a causal link between
government effort and the eventual outcome for the individual or society served. And
in some cases it is simply impossible to measure program outcomes in the tight
timeframe that performance measurement process requires. (Davies 1999; Mayne
2007; Newcomer 2007)

The shortcomings in performance measurement methodology that do not allow the
challenges of taking into account the attribution problem to be met have led to adoption
of more complex research techniques similar to evaluation studies. While evaluation
reports may be burdened by too much information, performance measurement may
tend to be burdened by too little information. Evaluation may help to explain
performance by adding contextual evidence to the reporting that will provide a
balanced assessment of government performance (Newcomer 2007; Nielsen and Ejler
2008).

Therefore, the current distinction from performance measurement is not a tenable one
(Nielsen and Ejler 2008, 188). Evaluators need to recognize performance measurement
as a complementary form of knowledge production if they want to be engaged in more
than academic discussions and provide relevant reports for policy decision-makers.
And vice versa, the performance measurement discipline should take advantage of the
wide array of analytical tools that social scientists have long advocated for use in
evaluating the effectiveness of public programs, taking into account the contextual or
mediating factors external to the program that may have caused documented results
(Newcomer 2007). With the rapid development of ICT, data on outcomes become ever
more accessible and up-to-date. Possibly, this has been an enabler for the trend of
management disciplines such as auditing, monitoring and evaluation overlapping more
than ever before (Nielsen and Ejler 2008).

Indeed, even the definition of performance audit has moved from the measurement of
economy, efficiency and effectiveness towards more “diagnostic” performance audits
(Put 2011). A recent definition of performance audit by Furubo (2011) emphasizes that
performance audit is also an evaluative activity. It has gone beyond concerns with
regularity and compliance, just describing and informing. Performance audit has
developed from being a mere accountability mechanism towards giving guidance on
how public administration can improve and contributing to the wider policy debate.

Performance audit is currently understood as “a hybrid activity, making use of
whatever means it can find to generate sufficiently robust evidence for its purposes”
(Lonsdale 2011, 15). Although the role of a performance auditor may be crucially
different from that of an evaluator by being part of the authoritative system of control
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(see Pollitt and Summa 1999), performance auditors are turning more and more to the
wide array of evaluation and scientific methods, making use of the best available
qualitative as well as quantitative methods. It may even be claimed that in case
performance audit takes an in-depth approach to determining the causality of success
or failure of government programs, it represents more the tradition of evaluation
studies than performance management and measurement discipline (see Kelly and
Swindell 2002).

These developments are supposed to alleviate the explanatory deficiency of
performance management. This thesis demonstrates how advanced research
methodologies are used in a performance audit in order to include explanatory analysis
of a policy process to provide appropriate policy advice (III). It also shows how
lessons from attribution theory are used to overcome the challenge of evaluating the
impact of performance audit as such by studying the perception of the impact (II).

Nevertheless, when attribution is an important issue, a well-designed evaluation is the
best way to go. Less sophisticated approaches can only be useful in reducing at least to
some extent the uncertainty surrounding attribution (Mayne 2007). It is unrealistic,
however, to think that just incorporating some evaluation techniques will, in itself,
resolve the methodological difficulties of outcome attribution, especially in the usual
performance management implementation context (Davies 1999).
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PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT AND THE
ATTRIBUTION PROBLEM IN THE ESTONIAN CONTEXT
OF AN IMMATURE POLICY ENVIRONMENT

In the previous discussion, Estonian cases have been dealt with as typical examples of
performance measurement regardless of the administrative context of the country.
However, the political context and the administrative capacity of the public
administration are critical factors for successful performance measurement and use of
performance information (I). Article I in this thesis highlights a set of specific factors
characteristic of the Estonian political and administrative context: an unstable political
and administrative environment, lack of policy analysis competences, poor strategic
planning, fragmentary and discontinued reforms, and willingness to please external
actors. Because of these characteristics, the Estonian context can be described as an
immature policy environment which seriously impedes implementation of a functional
performance measurement system.

The underlying pre-condition for performance measurement is a well-established
quality control system and routine measurement of inputs, outputs and outcomes
(Newcomer 2007; United States General Accounting Office 2011; Hatry 2013).
Performance measurement assumes that the test of causality between government
activities and measurable results, thus addressing the attribution problem, is undertaken
prior to the introduction of a measurement system (Nielsen and Ejler 2008). This
confirms that implementing and using performance measurement systems requires
much more from managers than mere technical measurement skills. Experience from
countries across the world has shown that effective use of performance measurement
presents managers with complex communication, analytical, political, and
measurement challenges (Newcomer 2007). If there is a shortage of competent local
policy-makers and quality controls are not in place, performance measurement poses
severe methodological challenges including the attribution problem. For these reasons,
the specific context of the country requires special attention in introducing public
management initiatives, including performance measurement practices. (I)

Instability in the political and administrative arena, deficient analytical expertise and
administrative capacity contribute to difficulties in implementing performance
measurement initiatives in immature policy environments. Performance measurement
when applied in the context of an immature policy environment is not suited to
routinely cover many public programs during each year. It also cannot guarantee an
adequate quality control system of performance information. But routine measurement
and quality controls are the basic assumptions for introducing a functioning
performance measurement system. Therefore, it is particularly complicated to deal with
the attribution problem in immature policy environments. (I)

At the beginning of the 1990s Estonia, like many other newly independent post-
communist states, inherited a highly politicized administrative apparatus with no
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experience in policy design, policy evaluation and policy co-ordination. This was
followed by frequent changes in administrative arrangements, short average lifespan of
cabinets, and high turnover in political and administrative leadership. Any performance
measurement system presumes a certain stability of performance targets and
measurement routines to perform its evaluative and steering purposes. In Estonia,
several reforms have been discontinued halfway through and new reforms started
before the results of previous initiatives are evaluated. Unsustainability of initiatives
and deficient performance indicators are often the results of poor strategic planning and
analytical skills. Inexperienced managers are not able to make use of performance
information and avoid gaming performance information. Inadequacy of accountability
and control mechanisms may also prove risky for implementing a performance based
administrative framework. (see I; Verheijen 2003, World Bank 2006; Nomm and
Randma-Liiv 2011)

Despite this unfavorable political and administrative context, Estonia, like most post-
communist countries, has introduced performance measurement tools during the last
couple of decades. The first reforms began in the early 1990s and were supported by
many international donors, including OECD/SIGMA, and the PHARE program, the
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and bilateral donors (I; Peters 2008;
Bouckaert et al. 2011; Nomm and Randma-Liiv 2011). Later, the prospect of becoming
a member of the EU also supported adoption of performance initiatives. Although
performance management was not part of the Acquis Communautaire, several targets
were set by the EU regarding management reforms in the public sector. This external
pressure was accompanied by internal motivation to have a modern, efficient and
effective public administration. (Nakrosis 2008; Peters 2008; Bouckaert et al. 2011)

Even after the EU-accession period, the role of exogenous actors remained important
in directing reforms in the public administration of the new democracies. Despite
severe academic criticism of performance management, (see e.g. Pollitt and Bouckaert
2004; Talbot 2007; Radnor 2008; Van de Walle 2009), numerous international
organizations and experts continue promoting performance management and its tools
as international “best practice”. For example, in its Public Governance Review report
released in 2011, the OECD strongly encouraged the Estonian government to introduce
several performance management tools without any reservations as to specific sectors
or organizations, or attention to pre-conditions for successful implementation and
potential misuse of the performance measurement system. In addition, conditions for
the use of EU structural funds include setting and controlling output and outcome
performance targets. (OECD 2011; Nomm and Randma-Liiv 2011; Raudla 2013)

Many researchers studying new democracies agree that introducing NPM reforms, of
which performance management and measurement reforms form part, provide
particular challenges. For successful implementation, NPM in general, and
performance measurement more specifically, require an environment of a well-
functioning democratic administrative tradition (see Drechsler 2005; NakroSis 2008;
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Peters 2008; Bouckaert et al. 2011). Others represent a somewhat more optimistic view
generally emphasizing that performance orientation in public management is
commonly essential for successful government and has led to improvements in public
service organization (see Curristine 2005; Dan and Pollitt 2015). The basic assumption
of many reform advocates has been that there is a universal model of good public
management that includes performance measurement. And if a good idea could be
made to work in one place that would suit another place just as well (I; Peters 2008).

The process whereby knowledge about policies or administrative arrangements in one
time and place is used in the development of another political or administrative system
in another time or place is called policy transfer (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000). It is a
common practice to draw lessons from the experience of other countries and to attempt
to define good practice. But uninformed, incomplete or inappropriate policy transfer
represents a potential for failure (ibid). Administrative capacity that is lacking in
immature policy environments is a key determinant in the shift from erratic policy
copying to responsible and competent policy learning (I). Therefore, when
performance measurement is suggested and implemented as a technical tool without
ensuring that the preconditions for adequate use are met, may lead to policy failure.

In fact, there is little evidence that introducing performance measurement in new
democracies has improved the efficiency of public management or led to more
effective public management. And the eagerness of new democracies to implement
performance measurement practices often exceeds the practice in the role-model
(mostly OECD) countries (I; II; World Bank 2003; Nakrosis 2008). The quality of
performance information is poor and its use in the decision-making process is limited
apart from external reporting (Nakrosis 2008; Raudla 2012; Raudla and Savi 2015).
Although collecting data on performance may be a useful tool, it is no guarantee of
improvement in management or in program performance (Newcomer 2007).

The Estonian government keeps experimenting with performance measurement tools
because of the underlying belief or perception of their effectiveness. This is
accompanied by a willingness to earn credits from international experts and
organizations. Acceptance by international organizations and credibility for foreign
partners has been important for Estonian society. With performance measurement
being widely promoted as “best practice” of public administration, this foreign
influence stimulates implementation of performance initiatives without the necessary
administrative capacity and political preparedness to make good use of performance
practices. (I)

Although the country strategies and starting positions in CEE countries were different,
because of its positive attitude towards and eagerness to implement NPM ideas,
Estonia frequently serves as a benchmark for evaluating the appropriateness and
suitability of NPM principles and tools for new democracies with an immature policy
environment. (Bouckaert et al. 2011) Therefore, the experience of Estonia in
performance measurement may provide beneficial lessons for other countries.
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However, it is ultimately not possible to distinguish between the impact of the
transitional background and other contextual factors such as political culture. And any
application of the Estonian experience to other CEE countries would need to be
executed with great caution. (I)

To conclude, the context of an immature policy environment amplifies the attribution
problem in performance measurement. Although international policy advice tends to
attribute effectiveness in public administration to the implementation of performance
measurement system, there is little evidence that performance measurement has
actually caused improvements in the impact of public policy programs in Estonia.
Development of a modern performance management system does not automatically
imply an improvement in the efficiency of public spending or effectiveness of public
policies.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH AND
POLICY-MAKING

This thesis follows the cutting edge research of performance measurement that focuses
on different purposes of measurement and use of performance information in the public
sector. In contrast to the great majority of studies, this thesis shows that the attribution
problem exaggerates or even causes many malfunctions of performance measurement.
The attribution problem describes difficulties in determining what contribution the
specific program or instrument in question has made to the outcome and thus has a far
more complex impact on performance measurement systems than acknowledged in the
existing performance literature. The thesis therefore focuses on the attribution problem
as the underlying reason for challenges and risks to performance measurement.

By illustrating different perspectives of the attribution problem, the thesis discusses
core methodological and analytical questions of this particular research field. First, it
demonstrates that the importance of the attribution problem depends on the purpose
that performance measurement is intended to fulfil in any particular case. Depending
on the aim of performance measurement and how this information is later used,
different requirements arise as to evidence concerning the cause-and-effect relationship
between policy processes, government activities and documented results. As long as
performance measurement is used merely for descriptive or informative purposes,
reporting or monitoring, the attribution problem is not an essential obstacle to
measurement. But if performance information is expected to give explanations for
policy processes and their impacts, in short, to offer policy advice, the need to
thoroughly investigate causal relationships and overcome the attribution problem
becomes crucial. The second perspective takes into account the specific political and
administrative context where performance measurement takes place. The thesis shows
that the attribution problem is amplified in an immature policy-making environment
because performance measurement presumes stable administrative routines with
quality controls in place and experienced management with high levels of analytical
expertise. The Estonian experience demonstrates that new democracies with immature
policy environments may lack the necessary prerequisites for implementing an
effective performance measurement system.

By combining the current debate in the performance measurement literature, studies on
attribution in other fields of social sciences, and empirical findings of the articles, the
thesis contributes to the academic discussion, provides new avenues for further
research, as well as identifying practical implications.

In the literature, the attribution problem is mainly approached as the crucial analytical,
methodological or technical challenge of performance measurement that hinders
research-based policy development. But a conceptual challenge also arises as to how to
take into account human nature to give causal reasons for the outcomes of activities
and processes, and attribute changes to programs and policies even in a situation where
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there is no cause-and-effect relationship. For theoretical contribution in performance
measurement literature, the thesis synthesizes the performance measurement debate
with research on the attribution phenomenon that is better known in other fields of
social sciences, mainly psychology, organizational studies and program evaluation
literature. It contributes to the existing line of research by incorporating lessons from
attribution theory in other social sciences and analyzing the consequences of the
attribution phenomenon for performance measurement. While attribution theory
analyses the attribution phenomenon at the individual level, this thesis brings the
findings of the theory to the policy-analysis level.

In a way, attribution theory is concerned with common sense. But Kelley (1973, 108)
stressed that it is precisely the role of social scientists to explicate and systematize what
at first seems obvious, not “to confound common sense but rather to analyze, refine,
and enlarge on it”. The aim of performance measurement research, therefore, is to
elaborate on how to overcome the attribution phenomenon in measuring performance
that is yet so inherent to human nature. How to use the perception of the impact of
public policy programs and government activities to evaluate performance? What are
the advantages and disadvantages of the subjective interpretation of results and its
causes?

Another challenge for future researchers is to explore how to combine the need for
timely performance information and in-depth analysis of the cause-and-effect
relationship between government activities and policy program performance.
Performance measurement may benefit from integrating program evaluation tools into
performance measurement systems. At least, it would be useful to triangulate
quantitative indicator information with more detailed qualitative case studies.
However, even the most sophisticated quantitative or qualitative methods may not be
able to differentiate between attribution of activities to outcomes and causal
relationships. And complex analysis needs time, money and expertise. Therefore,
researchers need to ask in what circumstances the need arises to differentiate between
occurrence of the outcome and the causal impact of government programs on the
measured outcome? In what cases are we willing to overcome the intrinsic human urge
for causal explanations and accept that measured outcomes may or may not be the
results of government programs?

For practitioners, this discussion helps to find ways to improved policy analysis and
suitable use of performance information. Taking into account the attribution problem in
fulfilling different purposes of performance measurement is likely to lead to more
appropriate use of performance information and adequate policy advice. In designing a
performance measurement system, the purpose of the information and its potential use
has to be kept in mind. Practitioners should ask: what are the necessary prerequisites
for using performance information for descriptive, explanatory or advisory purposes?
This may mean that managers and the general public need different indicators.
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To overcome the methodological obstacles in determining a cause-and-effect
relationship in performance measurement, evaluating the perceptions of the actors
involved in a public policy program or government activities is one suitable option in
practice. Performance data interpreters and users are also individuals and an
understanding of human nature gives hints to explaining and overcoming the
attribution challenge.

Finally, in implementing a well-functioning performance measurement system in a
country, the political and administrative context plays a crucial role. Although several
international organizations and policy experts actively promote introduction of
performance measurement as the “best practice” of public administration reforms, this
thesis brings out that there is no guarantee of success. A wide array of contextual
factors, including the level of development of the administrative and political system,
need to be taken into account in implementing a successful performance measurement
system and relevant performance information use. Transfer of a performance
measurement system from one country to another is a risky step and policy advice
based on performance information has to be given with great caution.
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SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN

Omistamise probleem tulemuslikkuse hindamisel avalikus sektoris:
oppetunnid tulemusaudititest Eestis

Kuigi avaliku sektori tegevuse tulemuslikkuse kohta info kogumine on sama vana kui
avalik haldus (Hood 2007; Pollitt ja Bouckaert 2011), tousis tulemuste hindamine
enneolematult keskseks teemaks seoses Uue haldusjuhtimise (New Public
Management) reformide ja tulemusjuhtimise propageerimisega avalikus sektoris (Van
Dooren 2008). Kaasaegne erialane debatt on keskendunud eelkdige kiisimustele, mis
eesmdrgil tulemusi moddetakse ning kas ja kuidas tulemusinfot iildse kasutatakse.
Selgub, et tegelikult panustatakse tulemusinfo kasutamisse hoopis vdhem kui selle
tootmisse ehk tulemuste modtmisse (loe ldhemalt I; Leegreid et al. 2006; Pollitt and
Bouckaert 2011).

Uks oluline pdhjus, miks tulemusinfo ei leia oodatud miiral kasutamist, tuleneb
tulemuste hindamise olemuslikust probleemist — suutmatusest selgelt ja {iiheselt
arusaadavalt defineerida avaliku sektori tegevuse eesmérke ehk tulemusi, mille tiitmist
peaks moodtma. Teine probleem, miks tulemusinfo leiab oodatust vihem kasutamist,
seondub tulemuste mootmise tehnilise (Curristine 2005; Mayne 2007), analiiiitilise
(United States General Accounting Office 1997; Bovaird 2014) véi metodoloogilise
(Davies 1999) viljakutsega tdestada pdhjuslikku seost valitsuse tegevuse ja moddetud
tulemuste vahel. Isegi kui avaliku sektori tegevuse tulemuste hindamiseks suudetakse
vélja mdelda sobilikud indikaatorid ning neid moota, siis médratleda, milline panus oli
just konkreetsel hinnataval tegevusel vdi programmil saavutatud tulemustesse, on
tihtipeale vdga keeruline. Teha wvahet pohjuslikkusel, korrelatsioonil ja lihtsalt
juhuslikkusel on metoodiliselt raske, vahel ka voimatu. Seda nimetataksegi omistamise
probleemiks tulemuste hindamisel. Omistamise probleemi on peetud peamiseks riskiks
voi ndrkuseks tulemuste hindamisel avalikus sektoris (Cuganesan et al. 2014). Senises
tulemusjuhtimise ja tulemuste modtmise kirjanduses tunnistatakse omistamise
probleemi kiill oluliseks, kuid sellegipoolest ei leia see enamasti pohjalikumat
kasitlemist. Veel vdhem pdooratakse tihelepanu omistamise probleemi laiematele
tagajirgedele.

Kéesolev viitekiri pohineb definitsioonil, mille kohaselt tulemusjuhtimine on selline
juhtimisviis, kus infot tulemuslikkuse kohta kasutatakse juhtimisotsuste tegemiseks,
kusjuures tulemusinfo loomine ja selle kasutamine toimub kindlaks kujunenud
tulemuste moStmise protsessi raames (Radnor 2008, 95; I). See on rutiinne protsess
sisendite, viljundite, mdju ja nende vaheliste seoste hindamisel (Newcomer 2007).
Kuigi tulemusi on voimalik mdota ka tiksikisiku ja organisatsiooni tasandil, analiiiisib
kéesolev viitekiri tulemuste modtmisega seotud kiisimusi poliitika voi programmi
tasandil.

42



Viitekiri keskendub peamiselt omistamise probleemi tagajirgedele tulemusinfo
kasutamisel ja sellel on kaks alaeesmirki. Esiteks ndidata, kuidas omistamise
probleem takistab eelkdige tulemuste hindamise nduandva funktsiooni tditmist, sest
sellisel juhul on pohjusliku seose olemasolu tegevuse ja tulemuse vahel koige
kriitilisem. Teine alacesmirk uurib tulemuste mdotmise algatuste rakendamist
spetsiifiliselt Eesti kontekstis ja selgitab, miks omistamise probleem vdimendub vihem
arenenud poliitikakujundamise oskuste ja traditsioonidega uutes demokraatiates (vt
joonis 1).

Teoreetiline osa hdlmab avaliku halduse kirjandust, mis keskendub eeskitt tulemuste
mootmise eesmirkide ning tulemusinfo kasutamisele. Selleks, et tdita tithimikke
senises diskussioonis just omistamise probleemi alge ja tagajargede seletamisel,
kombineeritakse avaliku halduse distsipliinis pohjusliku seose otsimise késitlust teistes
sotsiaalteadustes enam analiilisimist leidnud omistamise teooriat puudutava
kirjandusega. Eeskétt on omistamise teooria tuntud sotsiaalpsiihholoogiast ning leidnud
rakendamist nditeks organisatsiooniteoorias juhtimise uurimisel ning programmide
evalveerimise kirjanduses, mis on tulemuste hindamise uurimissuunale péris ldhedane.
Sotsiaalpsiihholoogiast parit omistamise teooria aitab seletada, et inimpsiihholoogiale
on loomult omane otsida pohjuslikke seoseid ja omistada tulemustele seletatavaid
pOhjuseid, ka juhtudel, kui need seosed puuduvad (Heider 1958, Kelley 1973, Weiner
1986). Inimesed kasutavad tulemusinfot nii omaenda edu ja ebaedu kui ka sotsiaalsete
nihtuste seletamisel subjektiivselt. Selline pohjusliku seose tdlgendamine mdjutab
inimeste  kditumist ja motivatsiooni. Teiste sotsiaalteaduste distsipliinide
tahelepanekuid kasutades on voimalik saada kasulikke dppetunde ka avalikus halduses
omistamise probleemiga tegelemiseks.

Viitekirjas nditlikustatakse omistamise probleemi erinevaid tahke empiirilise
materjaliga, mis périneb erinevatest valitsuse dokumentidest ja aruannetest,
Riigikontrolli tulemusaudititest (I, III) ning doktoritdd raames Ildbi viidud
rahvusvahelisel vordleval metoodikal pShineval tulemusauditite moju analiitisist (IT).
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Joonis 1: Viitekirja ulatus ja fookus

r ~ ULATUS f ~N
Tulemuste Omistamise teooria
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- tulemusinfo P6hju§liku seose psiihholoogias

kasutamine Omli[?mlse < - organisatsiooni-
o probleem :

- tulemusaudit kui R —— teoorias

tulemuste mddtmisel - programmide

mootmise vahend evalveerimises

\ ) V2 <7\ y

ALAEESMARK 1: ALAEESMARK 2:
Omistamise probleemi tagajérjed Omistamise probleem tulemuste
tulemuste méotmise nduandva mootmisel uute demokraatiate

eesmargi tiitmisele ebakiipsetes poliitikakeskkondades

Allikas: autor

Kokkuvéttes otsitakse véitekirjas vastust kolmele vurimiskiisimusele:

Mis on pohjusliku seose omistamise probleemi tagajirjed tulemuste
mootmisele avalikus sektoris?

Kuidas takistab omistamise probleem eelkdige nouandva funktsiooni tditmist
tulemuste hindamisel?

Kuidas mdjutab omistamise probleem tulemuste modtmist ja tulemusinfo
kasutamist just ebakiipse poliitikakujundamise keskkonnaga uutes
demokraatiates?

Viitekiri pShineb kolmele alguparasele teadusartiklile:

1) “Performance measurement and performance information in new democracies:

A study of the Estonian central government” (I) (kaasautor Tiina Randma-
Liiv) on iilevaateartikkel, mis uurib avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse modtmise
praktikaid Eesti keskvalitsuses alates 1991. aastast. Artikkel toob vilja, et
ebakiipse poliitikakujundamise keskkonna tunnused nagu administratiivne
ebastabiilsus, nork strateegilise planeerimise ja poliitikaanaliiiisi voimekus,
vajakajadmised poliitikate rakendamisel ning mitteteadlik poliitikate
ilevotmine, muudab avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse mooOtmise uutes
demokraatiates raskemaks iilesandeks kui viga korgelt arenenud riikides.
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2) “The Impact of Performance Audit on Public Sector Organizations: The Case
of Estonia” (II) (kaasautorid Ringa Raudla, Cherlin Agu and James W.
Douglas) lahkab, kuidas tulemusaudit kui iiks tulemuslikkuse modtmise
vahend ise panustab avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse parandamisse. Artikkel
pohineb koostdos Pohjamaade teadlastega vélja tootatud vordleval metoodikal
ja originaalsel analiilisil, mis hindab, kas tulemusauditiga kokku puutunud
avaliku sektori tootajad tajuvad, et auditid olid kasulikud ja viisid muutusteni
poliitikakujundamises vOi organisatsiooni praktikates. Eestis 1dbi viidud
kiisitlus nditas, et avaliku sektori to6tajad peavad tulemusauditeid kiill
kasulikuks, kuid need ei vii tihti muutusteni senistes poliitikates voi tegevustes.

3) “Using a Comparative Method in Performance Audit for Evaluating
Effectiveness of the Elite Sports Policy: The Case of Estonia™ (III) (kaasautor
Eerik Hanni) demonstreerib, et FEesti suhteliselt korge positsioon
rahvusvahelistes medalite edetabelites ei ole kooskolas rahvusvahelises
poliitikauuringus antud kesise hinnanguga Eesti tippspordi siisteemile. Seega
korged sportlaste tulemused on saavutatud vaatamata vajakajddmistele
spordipoliitikas ja edu aluseks voivad olla hoopis muud tegurid kui riiklik
spordipoliitika. Artikkel viitab, et ebaselge pohjuslik seos Eesti spordipoliitika
ja sportlaste tulemuste vahel muudab Oppimise Eesti spordisiisteemist ja
tulemuste hindamise nduandva eesmargi tiitmise keeruliseks.

Avalikus sektoris voib tulemuste mootmise eesmérgid jagada laias laastus kaheks:
sisemised ehk juhtimise funktsioonid ning valimised ehk demokraatlikud funktsioonid
(vt joonis 2). Eesmargiks v3ib olla lihtsalt kirjeldada olukorda, pakkuda informatsiooni
saavutatud tulemuste kohta, ja sellisel juhul ei olegi pohjusliku seose olemasolu ja selle
tdestamine viga oluline. Selline info avaldamine aitab kaasa avaliku sektori avatusele,
toetab wvalitsuse tegevuse legitiimsust, voimaldab tdhistada edu voi tOsta teatud
teemasid poliitilisse agendasse. Ent juhtudel, kui muutub téhtsaks edu voi ebaedu
pOhjuste selgitamine ja oodatakse ndu andmist, kuidas paremate tulemuste
saavutamiseks edasi toimida voi milliseid eelarvelisi otsuseid teha, muutub pohjusliku
seose olemasolu valitsuse tegevuse ja saavutatud tulemuste vahel kriitiliseks. Niiteks
ei ole voimalik Eesti tippsportlaste edu pinnalt soovitada Eesti riiklikku spordipoliitikat
teistes riikides iile votta, sest tdendoliselt on senise edu aluseks hoopis muud voi lisaks
muud tegurid kui riiklik poliitika (nt traditsioonid, eraalgatuslikud tiimid jne) (III).

Viitekiri nditab, et vastavalt sellele, mis eesmirgil tulemusi moddetakse, tuleb
tdhelepanu poodrata ka pdhjusliku seose olemasolule ja selle tdestamisele tulemuste
hindamisel. Omistamise probleem on kiill eelkdige tehniline v&i metoodiline
véljakutse, kuid see ilmneb just tulemusinfo kasutamisel. Ootused, et tulemuste
mootmine tdidab iiheaegselt mitut eesmirki, nditeks votta valitsus vastutusele ning
mojutada eelarve otsuseid, seavad metoodiliselt tdiesti uued viljakutsed. Ja mida enam
keskendutakse mitte iiksnes véljundi, vaid ka laiema mdju hindamisele, seda
olulisemaks muutub omistamise probleem. Ilma omistamise probleemi lahendamata ei
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ole seega voimalik anda adekvaatset hinnangut valitsuse tegevuse tulemuslikkusele voi
jagada nou teadmistepShiseks poliitikakujundamiseks. (I5 I1T)

Joonis 2. Tulemuste mootmise erinevate eesmiirkide ja omistamise
probleemi seose olulisus

4 N N

Tulemuste modtmise sisemised/ Tulemuste modtmise
juhtimise eesmargid vilised/demokraatlikud eesmérgid
hinnata tegevust pakkuda informatsiooni
&
tihistada edu oy toctada lébipaistvust ja
oL legitiimsust
8 .
@ o
motiveerida to5tajaid 5 2 | kujundada poliitilist debatti
@ 8
(¢)
o &
. 3 =
sisekontroll S vastutavus
[¢]
Syl ) prTdads Ojutada poliitikakujundamist
tulemuslikkust d p )
eelarvestamine mojutada eelarve otsuseid

o /

Allikas: autor; Behn 2003, Halachmi 2005, Pollitt 2006, Talbot 2007, Pollitt ja Bouckaert 2011
pohjal

Vajadus selgitada, kas tulemusindikaatorite muutuse on pdhjustanud valitsuse tegevus
voi teised olulised tegurid, on mdjutanud ka tulemuste mdotmise metoodika arengut.
Kui algselt oli niiteks tulemusauditi peamiseks iilesandeks {tiksnes objektiivselt
kirjeldada, kas seatud tulemuseesmirgid on saavutatud vOi mitte, siis ttha enam
oodatakse, et tulemusaudit selgitab vilja muutuste toimumise vOi mitte ilmnemise
pOhjused ning annab hinnangu poliitikamuutuse seosele valitsuse tegevusega (Furubo
2011). Isegi kaasaegne tulemusauditi definitsioon on seetdttu teisenenud. Pelgalt
sadstlikkuse, tohususe ja mdjususe hindamisest on liigutud enam ,,diagnoosivate*
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auditite poole, mis seletaks ka valitsuse tegevuse ja poliitikamuutuste ning poliitikate
moju vahelisi pohjuslikke seoseid (Put 2011). Tagajirjena on tulemusauditid ldinud
metoodiliselt jérjest keerulisemaks ning pdhjalikumaks. Kui algselt pohines tulemuste
hindamine suuresti kvantitatiivsete indikaatorite mootmisele, siis {tha enam voetakse
lisaks appi kvalitatiivseid sotsiaalteaduslikke meetodeid (Lonsdale 2011). (11, III)

Kui programmide evalveerimise raportitele heidetakse ette, et need sisaldavad liiga
palju detailset infot ning tihtipeale 16pevad siiski tddemusega, et ,,tuvastatud muutuseid
pole vdimalik omistada antud projekti tegevustele” (White 2010), siis tavapirane
mdddikutel pohinev tulemuste hindamine ei ole olnudki suunatud selgitamisele, mis
tépselt on pohjustanud indikaatorite muutuseid. Eesmérgiks on olnud kiire ja ajakohase
info pakkumine. Piiratud ajakava tingimustes ei olegi voimalik pohjuslikke seoseid
hinnata. (Davies 1999; Mayne 2007; Newcomer 2007) Akadeemilises kirjanduses
juhitakse tdhelepanu, et omistamise probleemile reageerimise tdttu on kaasajal
tegelikkuses vidhenenud ka erinevused programmide hindamise ja tulemuste modtmise
distsipliinide vahel (Nielsen ja Ejler 2008).

Tulemuste m&otmine voidab tihelt poolt arenenud IT siisteemidest, andmete paremast
kittesaadavus ja analiiitilisest toodeldavusest, kuid suuremad ootused pShjuslike seose
viljaselgitamisele sunnib itha enam podrduma aega ja spetsiifilist ekspertiisi ndudvate
analiiliside poole. Ent monikord ei olegi vGimalik keeruliste ja acgandudvate meetodite
kasutamisele vaatamata pohjuslikku seost kindlaks méérata. Saab kiill informatsiooni
olukorra kohta, kuid pole vdimalik tdsikindlalt viita, et nditeks senine poliitika on
olnud edukas voi valitsuse tegevus viinud tuvastatud muutusteni. Muutuste pdhjused
voivad  peituda hoopis laiemates sotsiaalmajanduslikes protsessides,
makromajanduslikes seaduspérasustes voi demograafilistes muutustes, mis omakorda
on tulenevad niiteks elustiili muutustest, tehnika arengust jne. Sellisel juhul tuleb
hoiduda jarelduste tegemisest eesmargil, mis eeldaks pdhjusliku seose olemasolu (vt
joonis 2). (I; IL; IIT)

Uks vdimalus saada iile analiiiitilisest viljakutsest omistada tulemusi konkreetsele
tegevusele voi poliitikale, on podrduda tagasi sotsiaalpsithholoogia teadmiste ehk
omistamise teooria juurte juurde ning leppida, et tulemusinfo kajastab tiksnes hindajate
taju vOi arvamust, mitte objektiivset reaalsust (vt Staw 1975; Gedeon ja Rubin 1999;
Newcomer 2007). Niiteks tulemusauditite enda mdju hindamine on problemaatiline.
Saab kiill kindlaks teha auditi 1oppedes toimunud muutused valitsuse tegevustes, kuid
pole vdimalik 16puni eristada, kas muutused toimusid just auditi voi muude tegurite
tagajarjena. Kuid viimastel aastakiimnetel jirjest enam levinud tulemusauditi aktiivne
labiviimine avalikus sektoris eeldab, et joutakse veendumusele ka selle auditeerimise
ehk tulemuste mootmise enda mojukuses (II; III; Lonsdale 2010). Viitekiri sisaldab
analiilisi, mis hindas just auditeeritute hinnangut kiisimustele, kas tulemusauditid olid
kasulikud ning kas need viisid muutustele. Kui 40% auditeeritavatest arvasid, et
tulemusauditid on olnud kasulikud, siis iiksnes 21% leidsid, et auditid on viinud ka
muutusteni auditeeritud organisatsioonis vOi valitsuse tegevustes. Ent samas pohjused,
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miks auditi soovitusi viiakse ellu voi mitte, ei tulene ainult auditist, vaid on seotud ka
laiema poliitilise keskkonnaga ja teiste osapoolte (nt parlamendi ja meedia)
tegevusega. (1II)

Lisaks tulemusinfo kasutamise eesmérgile mdjutab omistamise probleemi ilmnemise
toendosust voOi olulisust ka keskkond, kus tulemuste modtmine toimub. Edukas
tulemuste moGtmise siisteem avaliku sektoris eeldab hésti toimivat andmete ja
kasutatavate meetodite kvaliteedi kontrolli ning sisendite, véljundite ja moju hindamist
regulaarselt ning pika aja jooksul (Newcomer 2007; United States General Accounting
Office 2011; Hatry 2013). Samuti eeldab indikaatorite pdhiselt tulemuslikkuse
hindamine, et pohjuslik seos valitsuse tegevuse ja moddetud tulemuse voi poliitika ja
selle mdju vahel on selgeks tehtud enne hindamissiisteemi juurutamist.
Teaduskirjanduses rohutatakse, et tulemuslikkuse modtmisega saavad tegeleda need
riigid, kellel on palju aega, raha ja ekspertiisi ning kelle poliitiline ja administratiivne
keskkond on stabiilne. Juhtidele seab tulemustel pdhineb hindamissiisteem suuri
analiiiitilisi, poliitilisi ja kommunikatiivseid véljakutseid. See on midagi palju enamat
kui tksnes tehniline tegevus. (vt niiteks Davies 1999; Newcomer 2007; Nilesen ja
Ejler 2008; Hatry 2013; Cuganesan et al 2014) Kui poliitikakujundajate ettevalmistuses
ja kogemuses on puudujddgid ning metoodiline kvaliteedikontroll ei ole tugev,
Oonestab see vdimalusi edukaks tulemuste modtmiseks ja sellel infol pohinevaks
juhtimiseks avalikus sektoris. Seetdttu vajab poliitiline ja administratiivne kontekst,
kus tulemuste hindamist juurutatakse, erilist tihelepanu. (I)

1990. aastate algul péris Eesti, nagu paljud teised postkommunistlikud riigid,
haldusorganisatsiooni,  millel  puudus oskus ja  kogemus iseseisvaks
poliitikakujundamiseks, koordineerimiseks vO0i hindamiseks. Sellele lisandusid
sagedased muutused poliitilises ja administratiivses juhtkonnas. Paljud reformid ja
arendustegevused rakendati ilma pdhjaliku eelneva analiilisita ning jarelanaliiiisile ja
kogemustest Oppimisele pole ka piisavalt tdhelepanu pdoratud. Erinevad lithiajaliseks
initsiatiivid 16ppesid enne kui oleks vodimalik {ildse adekvaatselt nende tulemusi
hinnata. Analiiiitiline véimekus ja oskus saadud tulemusinfot sihipéraselt kasutada oli
kesine. (I; Verheijen 2003; World Bank 2006; Nomm ja Randma-Liiv 2011; Raudla
2012; Raudla ja Savi 2015)

Vaatamata ebasobivatele keskkonna eeldustele ehk faktoritele (administratiivne
ebastabiilsus, nork strateegilise planeerimise ja poliitikaanaliiiisi vOimekus,
vajakajadmised poliitikate rakendamisel ning mitteteadlik poliitikate iilevotmine) on
Eesti sarnaselt teistele postkommunistlikele riikidele paari viimase aastakiimne
jooksul aktiivselt rakendanud erinevaid tulemusjuhtimise ja sealhulgas tulemuste
moodtmise algatusi. Kuigi véitekirjas hoidutakse jirelduste tegemisest teiste sarnase
ajaloolise  taustaga riikide kohta, sest iga administratiivne siisteem ja
poliitikakujundamise traditsioonid on omandolised, on vilja toodud faktorid
iseloomulikud ka teistele Kesk- ja Ida-Euroopa riikidele (see Verheijen 2003; Nakrosis
2008; Meyer-Sahling and Yesilkagit 2011).
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Oluline roll avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse modtmise algatuste sisseviimisel on olnud
ka vilisel mdjul, rahvusvahelistel organisatsioonidel ja konsultantidel (nt OECD,
Maailmapank, Rahvusvaheline Valuutafond, Euroopa Liit), kes aktiivselt, kuid
tihtipeale konkreetset konteksti silma pidamata, propageerivad tulemusjuhtimise
rakendamist. (I; Peters 2008; Bouckaert et al. 2011; Nomm ja Randma-Liiv 2011)
Seejuures unustatakse, et ka korgelt arenenud ja tugeva haldusorganisatsiooniga
riikkides pole tulemuste modtmise rakendamine alati viinud tulemusinfo eduka
kasutamiseni vOi veelgi enam, riigi tegevuse tulemuslikkuse paranemiseni.
Tulemusinfo voib olla kiill olukorrast iilevaate saamiseks vajalik ning erinevatele
poliitikaprotsessi osapooltele enda argumentide toetamiseks kasulik, ent see ei
garanteeri iseenesest tulemuslikumat juhtimist v6i mdjusamaid poliitikaprogramme.
(I; II; III; Pollit and Bouckaert 2004; Newcomer 2007; Talbot 2007; Radnor 2008;
Van de Walle 2009)

Kokkuvdttes seab edukas tulemuste mdotmine ja adekvaatne tulemusinfo kasutamine
teatud tingimused riigi poliitilisele siisteemile ja administratiivsele voimekusele. Kui
aga rakendada tulemuslikkuse hindamist avalikus sektoris, kus eeltingimused
analiiiitilistele ja rakenduslikele oskustele, kvaliteedikontrollile ja stabiilsele
poliitikakujundamisele pole tdidetud, siis vdimendab see nii tulemuslikkuse modtmise
olemuslikke kui ka analiiiitilisi puudujddke, nagu iiheste ja selgelt defineeritavate
eesmédrkide puudumine ning omistamise probleem. Seega oht omistamise probleemi
tottu tulemuslikkuse moStmisel pdhimottelisi metoodilisi vigu teha ning hiljem saadud
infot mittesihiparaselt kasutada on eriti suur just ebakiipse poliitikakujundamise
keskkondadega uutes demokraatiates.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the 1980s, the public sector worldwide has been under constant pressure to
improve its performance in pursuit of more efficiency and effectiveness, and in order to
revive the citizens’ trust in public institutions. Although performance measurement is as
old as public administration itself and played a central role in many other models
(Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004: 90), no other public sector reform movement has
promoted the use of performance information on a scale comparable to that advocated
by ‘New Public Management’ (NPM) reforms (Van Dooren, 2008). Using private
sector management instruments in the public sector as well as the fostering of
‘performance culture’” or ‘performance orientedness’ has led to an increase in the use of
various performance management tools (Van Dooren et al., 2010). In the literature, the
terms ‘performance management’ and ‘performance measurement’ are used
interchangeably with confusing definitions. This article is based on the definition of
performance management as a type of management in which information in relation
to performance is used for decision-making (Van Dooren et al., 2010: 30), whereas
performance information is generated and utilized through performance measurement
routines (Radnor, 2008: 95). We focus on both the supply and the demand sides of
performance measurement (Askim, 2007, 2009) by studying why and how government
makes performance information available and how this information is actually used in
the decision-making.

A number of studies (e.g. Bouckaert et al., 2008; Dunn et al., 2006; Goetz, 2001;
Meyer-Sahling and Yesilkagit, 2011; Randma-Liiv et al., 2011; SIGMA, 2009;
Verheijen, 2003; World Bank, 2006; Zubek and Goetz, 2010) have already
considered various aspects of public management reforms in Central and Eastern
European (CEE) countries. Yet, the performance management — and more
particularly, performance measurement — component of these reform attempts has
not received sufficient academic attention so far. The few studies (e.g. Condrey et al.,
2001; Nakrosis, 2008; Nemec et al., 2008; Randma-Liiv, 2005; Raudla, 2011;
Schick, 1998; Tonnisson and Wilson, 2007; Verheijen and Dobrolyubova, 2007;
World Bank, 2006) that focus on the introduction of particular performance based
management tools are rather descriptive and have ended up with contradictory
conclusions. Furthermore, not much attention has been paid to the actual
implementation or use of performance information. The article at hand proposes
to make up for that deficit.

The aim of this article is not only to describe the introduction of various performance
measurement tools in a post-communist country but also to explain how the transitional
context influences the adoption of performance measurement instruments and the use
of performance information in new democracies. Through exploring the introduction of
performance management tools in Estonia, it will be demonstrated that although
problems common in performance measurement in Western countries are also present
in the Estonian context, they are compounded by specific contextual factors
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encountered in post-communist administrations: instability, poor strategic planning and
policy analysis, the implementation gap and foreign influence.

This study is based on qualitative exploratory research leading to the elaboration of
explanatory variables that contribute to further understanding of performance
measurement in new democracies. The theoretical foundation is based on a synthesis
of existing literature of performance measurement and of post-communist transition.
Taking into account very recent trends in the research of performance management (see
Andrews et al., 2006; Askim, 2009; Van Dooren et al., 2010, for example), this study
focuses on the purposes of performance measurement, the choice of performance
indicators and the practice of performance information use.

Empirical evidence is drawn from the analysis of various governmental documents,
the findings of the Riigikontroll (National Audit Office of Estonia, the NAO) of Estonia
and from personal observations. For more than a decade, the authors of this study have
closely followed performance measurement reforms from an academic as well as a
practical perspective (the latter through their work for the NAO (as performance audit
manager and expert, respectively)). The NAO started to carry out performance audits
in accordance with international auditing standards in the late 1990s. This study is based
on the analysis of forty performance audits. The World Bank (2005) classification of
performance management tools is used for the general framework.

This study has a potential for policy learning. Some of our findings may apply to
other CEE countries because of the similarity of post-communist contexts. Although
Estonia has been claimed to be ‘one of the CEE countries closest to NPM models’
(Drechsler, 2004: 391), most post-communist countries have also introduced
performance management tools during the last two decades (Bouckaert et al., 2008).
Yet, the generalization of Estonian experience should be done with caution because of
different historical, political and cultural environments within CEE. It could, however,
be argued that the presence of proposed ‘transitional’ factors is likely to make the
development of performance measurement in new democracies even more complicated
than in the West.

PERFORMANCE: A CONTROVERSIAL CONCEPT

Alongside the rise of NPM reforms, performance measurement has become more
extensive, intensive and external during the last few decades (Pollitt and Bouckaert,
2004). However, public administration scholars tend to approach performance
measurement in the public sector as a conceptual problem (Van de Walle, 2009).
Efforts to measure government ineluctably meet with the essential problem of defining
public sector aims (Van de Walle, 2009). Ironically, performance management does not
always lead to better performance and may even result in pervasive effects (see
Andersen, 2008; Andrews et al., 2006; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004, for example), as
performance measurement systems struggle to find a gaming-proof design (Bevan and
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Hood, 2006; Radnor, 2008), and there is little evidence on the actual use of
performance information (Pollitt, 2006).

To explain this conceptual controversy, recent scientific literature often goes back to
the roots of the issue by analysing the aims of performance measurement in the public
sector and the actual use of the information, also called ‘demand side’ of the
performance management (Askim, 2007). This section provides a brief overview of the
state-of-the-art research on performance measurement and performance information
use by asking the questions ‘why?’, ‘how?” and ‘what for?” The following analysis of the
Estonian experience in introducing performance management tools is based on this

framework.

Why measure performance?

Performance measurement has an internal and an external function, which are termed,
respectively, the managerial and the democratic aspect of performance information,
depending on who is regarded as the ‘end user’ of that information (Pollitt, 2006). In
many cases, however, the line between the two is vague. Most performance
measurement literature deals with the managerial aspects of performance information —
with the aim to inform specific decisions, to create benchmarks, to determine
budget allocations, to improve communication and feedback and to serve as input for
motivation systems, career development and the promotion of individuals. Management
decisions are justified in the context of performance because legal or internal standards
are not sufficient to guide public sector operations (Behn, 2003).

The external use of performance information is aimed at informing the public (the
legislature, other politicians, constituencies, taxpayers and service users) about the
performance of public institutions. Publication of performance information is expected
to help achieve accountability and control, and to enhance democratic legitimacy and
transparency in the public sector (Talbot, 2007). In addition, performance
measurement possesses an important symbolic function because of the importance of
performance management as a public relations asset (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004: 6).
For the public and its representatives, performance measurement symbolizes the fact
that public managers care about the performance of their staff, which contributes to
improving the image and buttressing the legitimacy of the public sector.

The concept of performance measurement looks intuitively so appealing to
policymakers that it seems almost ridiculous to question. However, performance
measurement in the public sector has received severe academic critique and raised a
number of practical issues (e.g. Andersen, 2008; Bevan and Hood, 2006; Halachmi,
1993; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004; Radnor, 2008; Talbot, 2007; Van de Walle, 2009;
Van Dooren, 2008). These analyses are useful in understanding the problems that result
from inaccurate assumptions and implementation difficulties (e.g. over-quantification,
oversimplification, emphasizing short-term goals over broader ones, bureaucracy
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reinforcement and high transaction costs, problems of attribution and causality and
organizational gaming). Contrary to the belief that performance measurement can help
to make better and more rational decisions, the aforementioned problems may
eventually lead to a drop in the quality of the public service concerned or even to a
decrease in public sector efficiency in general.

How is performance measured?

The development of performance indicators is the foundation of any performance
measurement system. Several authors (e.g. Bevan and Hood, 2006; Talbot, 2007) have
drawn attention to the problem of the great diversity and near intangibility of objectives
and performance criteria in the public sector — the goals are often vague, difficult to
follow and hard to evaluate quantitatively. Yet, performance measurement favours
quantitative indicators that are easily measured and simple to check (Talbot, 2007; Van
Dooren, 2008). Numerical targets have an air of objectivity and are thus more
appealing to decision-makers than qualitative assessments.

The choice of performance indicators is shaped by social and political mechanisms.
These include domestic political and institutional forces, and international exchange and
diffusion of experience (Van Stolk and Wegrich, 2008). Setting performance goals and
indicators is a process that is intimately linked to specifying and implementing strategic
political choices. The choice of indicators is thus dependent on political leadership and
overall (strategic) planning considerations. Since strategy planning is also strategy
formation (Mintzberg, 1994: 24-5), planners exert a significant impact on how those
goals and indicators are implemented. However, it is not only domestic actors and the
corresponding political environment but also international institutions and trends that
determine how and what is measured (Van Stolk and Wegrich, 2008).

Because of the above-mentioned difficulties and dilemmas, performance information
may sometimes prove incomprehensive or unobjective, shown to favour selective
measurement, presentation and interpretation, thus serving the interests of the actors
involved (Bevan and Hood, 2006).

How is performance information used?

If we want to study the successes and failures of performance movements, we have to
study the use of performance information (Van Dooren, 2008: 22). Recent public
sector reforms have contributed to collecting enormous amounts of performance
information (Behn, 2003; Pollitt, 2006). The underlying assumption to the use of
performance information for internal, management purposes is that performance
information can be integrated into the decision-making process, leading to better-
quality decisions and, ultimately, improved performance. However, existing findings
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suggest that the efforts invested in measuring performance considerably outstrip the
eagerness shown in using the information gathered (e.g. Laegreid et al., 2006; Pollitt
and Bouckaert, 2004). It is rather rare that even the ministries of finance use
performance information for action. In OECD countries only 4 per cent of ministries of
finance use performance measures to eliminate programmes, 10 per cent to cut
expenditure and 11 per cent to determine pay (OECD, 2007). Evidence of active and
systematic external use of performance information for democratic purposes is even
more limited. Researchers tend to be sceptical about the use of performance
information by politicians (Laegreid et al., 2006; Raudla, 2011), although some (e.g.
Askim, 2007) have found positive evidence as well.

Evaluating the impact of management reforms has not been a priority of politicians,
because there is more popularity to be won by announcing new initiatives than by
evaluating previous ones. No performance movement can depoliticize policymaking
(Pollitt, 2006; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). Politicians do not make decisions on
considerations of economy, efficiency or effectiveness alone — to a great extent, they
rely on their values and political views.

Evidence about citizens’ interest in performance measurement is even more difficult
to pin down. Some authors are positively disposed towards the concept of citizen-
driven government performance (Holzer and Yang, 2004), while others argue that
there is no direct evidence of reforms that have been undertaken as a response to public
opinion and point out that the vast majority of citizens are unlikely to benefit from
detailed performance information (Pollitt, 2006; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). If not
used, performance information, no matter how valid and detailed, cannot fulfil its
function of fostering goal setting, accountability, public sector transparency and
legitimacy.

PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT IN ESTONIA

Estonia regained its independence in 1991 after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Thus,
its democratization and institution building process started at the beginning of the 1990s,
when the NPM movement in the West was at its peak. The NPM ideology sat well with
countries that were abolishing their one-sector economies and carrying out large-scale
privatizations. The development of the Estonian public administration has been
influenced by the consecutive neo-liberal governments and by the values and ideas of
NPM, as NPM ideas have prevailed in various public administration reform concepts and
strategies originating in the second half of the 1990s (see, for example, Drechsler, 2004;
Tonnisson and Randma-Liiv, 2008). Anti-statist views within Estonian society, partly
influenced by the Soviet legacy (Drechsler, 2004), and the elite’s belief in the ‘lean’ state
have paved the way to the development of a decentralized administrative system.
According to The Constitution of the Republic of Estonia (1992), the executive power
in Estonia rests with the government, which exercises that power directly through
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ministries and government agencies. Executive government institutions include the
ministries, the State Chancellery and county governments, as well as executive agencies
and inspectorates with the authority to exercise executive power. A ministry is a superior
body ranking above executive agencies, inspectorates and other state agencies.
Government agencies are accountable to the respective minister, who directs and
coordinates their activities. Executive government institutions covered by the civil service
employ around 20,000 employees altogether, whereas the workforce of the eleven
Estonian ministries counted 2,448 employees in 2009. A typical ministry employs a staff
of fewer than 200. Although ministries are small, they represent strong administrative
actors that have considerable leverage over the issues belonging to their areas of
governance (Sarapuu, 2011). In addition, the European Union (EU) accession process
further cemented a decentralized setup and functioning of the Estonian public
administration (see more in Sarapuu, 2011). A high level of decentralization has been
linked to a great interest in performance management tools as means of steering
autonomous organizations.

The following analysis focuses on the development and implementation of
performance measurement practices in Estonian central government since 1991. The
Estonian government has experimented with most of the internationally known
performance management tools (see Table 1). Some tools have already been abandoned
by 2011, while others have been integrated into a set of central and regularly employed
measures. The application of performance management tools has involved a few
horizontal and even compulsory initiatives (e.g. the introduction of detailed action plans
with performance targets and pay-for-performance). However, as Estonian public
administration is decentralized to a large degree, it is difficult to make generalized
assessments about the application of other performance management initiatives. Motives
behind such exercises are highly dependent on individual and organizational factors, and
tend to be haphazard rather than systematic. On the organizational level, the extent and
way of using performance information depend on the internal regulations of the
organization, and the corresponding practices are highly diverse.

Why is performance measured?

Performance measurement in the Estonian central government is considered to help make
better decisions, to lead to more economic, efficient and effective public administration,
to result in improving the quality of public service provision, to make the public sector
more transparent and to enhance its legitimacy (Rahandusministeerium, 2008).

Estonian public administration has experienced different performance management
tools (see overview in Table 1), but there are two remarkable cases in which
performance initiatives were implemented throughout the central government — the
introduction of pay-for-performance and the strategic planning reform. In 2001, the
Ministry of Finance introduced a central pay-for-performance initiative. It was believed
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Table 1: Overview of the application of key performance management tools in Estonia

Performance management

tool (World Bank 2005) Examples of application in Estonia
Annual performance Ministries are required to prepare detailed action plans with annual and
reports of ministries 4-year performance targets during the budgeting process and to report on
progress towards targets in their annual reports.
Performance measurement There is no integrated central performance measurement methodology; the
methodology Ministry of Finance only provides standard document forms with brief
guidelines.
Performance budgeting Budgeting documents contain performance information. Expenditures are
methodology loosely and/or occasionally linked to output or outcome targets. In some

cases, performance contracts for public funding are entered into (e.g.
public universities are financed according to the number of graduates).

Macroeconomic indicators These provide information about and projections for a series of key
indicators: GDP, budget deficit, inflation, unemployment, exports,
productivity, foreign direct investment, etc.

Societal indicators Government performance measures include a wide range of targets
connected to societal indicators such as poverty level, life expectancy,
gender equality and societal integration.

International assessments Some international evaluations and rankings are integrated into domestic
targets and reports: e.g. World Values Survey; Freedom House measures
for Freedom in the World and Freedom of the Press; Doing Business
rankings; Economic freedom indicators; Transparency International’s
corruption perceptions index.

Service quality measures In most cases, the indicator measured is the accessibility of public services
(length of waiting lists, percentage of population covered by the service,
speed of the service).

Outcome/output measures Performance targets are mostly output measures, usually expressed in units
of work or product or completed projects. Several ministries have also
attempted to measure outcomes (e.g. employment rate among young
people who have completed a vocational education, delinquency rate,
repeat imprisonment rate, fatality rate in traffic accidents and fatality rate
in fire accidents).

Client surveys Client surveys are carried out on the initiative of individual organizations; for
example, the Estonian Health Insurance Fund conducts annual client
surveys among its insured, employees and contractors. A few other
agencies, such as the Estonian Tax and Customs Board, have introduced
client satisfaction indicators into their performance targets. In most cases,
client surveys are not conducted on a regular basis, or their results are
intended for internal use only.

(continued)
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Table 1: (Continued)

Performance management
tool (World Bank 2005) Examples of application in Estonia

Public opinion polls Results of public opinion polls are included in the detailed strategic goals of
the ministries (e.g. trustworthiness, commitment and competence of civil
servants, and trust in the government institutions).

Third party validation Quality awards for public sector institutions and public services, international
assessment rankings (see above).

Individual performance A central pay-for-performance initiative was launched in 2001 that included

contracts/targets setting individual performance targets. Organizational practices differ;

individual performance contracts have been applied only in some rather
rare cases.

Audit reports External performance audits by the NAO, occasional performance audits by
the ministries’ internal audit departments.

Programme evaluations Programme evaluations are carried out mostly for programmes supported by

EU funds. Evaluations for domestically funded programmes are
performed on a random basis.

to help achieve better results at no extra cost, to increase public sector transparency and
attractiveness, to improve public sector planning and to cut the red tape. Despite the
absence of evidence of an improved performance, most of the funds set aside for pay-
for-performance were paid out in 2002 — bonuses were even allocated for unfulfilled
tasks or released before evaluation reports for the corresponding projects were drawn
up. For example, the Ministry of Finance allocated pay-for-performance to 100 per cent
of its employees, and performance bonuses were paid to 80-90 per cent of civil
servants in the Ministry of Defence and in the Ministry of Highways and
Communications (Randma-Liiv, 2005; Riigikontroll, 2002). The initiative required a
considerable amount of additional paperwork from all government units. After this
experiment, the centrally regulated pay-for-performance scheme was discontinued a
few years later as it did not achieve its intended aims.

In 2005, the Estonian government reached an agreement regarding the overhaul of
its strategic planning system. The new system was founded on performance
measurement and thus requires the setting of targets. Before 2005, planning decisions
were made pursuant to a series of uncoordinated strategies, announced without legal or
financial commitment and often inconsistent in their content. However, many analytical
reports, international as well as domestic, still refer to deficiencies in strategic planning
in Estonia (e.g. OECD, 2011; Riigikontroll, 2008b; World Bank, 2006). Partly in
response to these, the Ministry of Finance initiated a project to reform the strategic
planning system in 2010. The main aim is to restructure the strategic planning,
budgeting and reporting system. The current division of planning responsibilities, in
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which each ministry is accountable for its sphere of government, is expected to be
replaced by a division into integrated performance areas, i.e. a system consisting of
comprehensive fields of activities and responsibilities, each of which is likely to include
input from several ministries, resembling a programme budgeting model. Among other
aims, this initiative is intended to improve performance measurement and reporting in
central government (PRAXIS, 2010). At the time that the current study was conducted,
the design of the new system was still in process.

There is wide recognition in Estonia’s public institutions of the need to use
performance information for public sector legitimization purposes, and for improving
the overall image of the public sector. In 2010, only slightly more than half (56 per
cent) of poll respondents thought public servants were competent, and only 45 per
cent regarded government officials as trustworthy. In 2005, the results were
correspondingly 67 per cent and 60 per cent (Rahandusministeerium). In spite of public
institutions’ belief in performance measurement as a means of improving the image of
the public sector, there is no evidence to suggest that this has exerted a positive
impact on public perceptions of the state. On the contrary, large-scale failures of
performance management initiatives might result in a negative impact on public
sector legitimacy. For example, in 2005, the so-called ‘performance target scandal’
sparked a government crisis, causing the Minister of Justice to step down, and later
the entire cabinet to resign. The case concerned a set of performance targets that the
Ministry of Justice had set to the police, including among other things a target for
misdemeanour convictions. This caused a public outcry, being condemned as an
instance of Soviet-style ‘planned economy’ and ‘repression’ (Riigikogu, 2005). The
scandal resulted in the public discourse on performance targeting being cast in a
negative light for some time.

From the perspective of external aims of performance measurement, international
insistence on the need for performance measurement has played a crucial role in
Estonia. Having a good international image is essential for a new democracy to win
recognition as a trustworthy partner to other members of the international community.
When a government realizes this, it accords considerable weight to foreign opinions. In
the Estonian case, references to the need to comply with the ‘soft’ recommendations of
international organizations (such as the OECD recommendations to reform higher
education financing, for example) are included in the relevant performance targets and
in explanatory memoranda laid before the parliament together with new legislative
proposals. In addition, various EU targets are incorporated into the domestic targets.
There are even cases where the Estonian government has set itself higher targets, or has
resolved to achieve a goal in a shorter timeframe than that established in
European policy documents. For example, the Estonian government has adopted
an ambitious 13.5 per cent as the 2013 target rate of participation in lifelong
learning, while the corresponding European target, set in the Lisbon strategy, is 12.5
per cent. No explanations have been given for setting these higher targets (Riigikontroll,
2010).
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How is performance measured?

The development of a public sector performance measurement system requires a
presence of good analytical skills. However, the Estonian NAO found in ten out of
fourteen performance audit reports published in 2009 that performance indicators and
targets were not based on a sufficient analytical foundation (by that confirming
previously found concerns over the quality of performance data, see Pollitt and
Bouckaert, 2004: 115). More often than not, the methodology for measuring the
targets or impact indicators had not been agreed upon before the start of the policy
planning process (see PRAXIS, 2007). The previously mentioned pay-for-performance
initiative was also criticized because of the poor analytical basis (Randma-Liiv, 2005).

Although Estonia is sometimes recognized as one of the forerunners in the
development of e-governance (e.g. OECD, 2011; World Bank, 2006), and its
electronic registers and information systems provide the government with a plethora of
information, these possibilities are often underused for performance measurement
purposes. In the ministries responsible for setting and measuring performance targets,
analytical departments are understaffed or in some cases missing altogether (see also
Drechsler, 2004 on Estonian administrative capacity). No central training or
methodological support in performance measurement techniques is provided. Thus,
it can happen that performance indicators are calculated incorrectly or do not
adequately reflect the performance aspect they purport to measure. For example, to
calculate the dropout rate of the country’s vocational schools, the Ministry of Education
and Research applied a formula that resulted in rates which for some groups exceeded
100 per cent (Riigikontroll, 2009). Therefore, official statistics of dropout levels in
vocational schools, which represent an important input for policy decisions, remained
misleading for years.

The political and administrative culture in Estonia strongly supports quantifiable
targets, which is also reflected in the manifestos of political parties that include
increasingly detailed targets. For example, the leading Reform Party’s run-up campaign
to the 2007 general parliamentary elections was constructed around the ambitious
slogan “We will take Estonia into the top five wealthiest European countries in 15
years’. Each year, strategic documents contain more and more targets that are
quantitative. For example, a strategic plan of the Ministry of Finance (which is the most
influential promoter of quantification of targets throughout the central government) for
the years 20069 included 54 per cent quantitative indicators while the strategic plan
for the years 2011—4 has 83 per cent quantitative indicators.

However, targets and reporting standards change, the time series of various
indicators remain short, and the accuracy of performance information provided by the
public institutions is not evaluated systematically. Without the appropriate analytical,
technical and strategic capacity, performance measurement risks to succumb to the
pitfalls of oversimplification, neglect of broad perspective, bureaucracy reinforcement
and gaming (see Andersen, 2008; Bevan and Hood, 2006; Radnor, 2008; Talbot, 2007;
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Van de Walle, 2009). Numerous streamlining efforts as a rule aim to perfect the
technical procedures of the Estonian system rather than take up the politically risky task
of incorporating qualitative goals into strategic action plans. The impact of excessive
quantification of targets on democratic values and the cost of implementing the system
has not been properly considered.

How is performance information used?

The development of a performance measurement system is not merely a managerial
task — it involves considerable strategic and political considerations. Much depends on
whether and how individual policymakers decide to employ the information provided.
In Estonia, performance targets are integrated into the annual action plans of the
ministries. The targets and information about their achievement (or non-achievement)
are expected to constitute an input to the budgeting process. However, the role of
performance information in the actual budget negotiations is insignificant as budgetary
decisions largely depend on political negotiations (Riigikontroll, 2008b).

Western experience with performance targeting shows that because of the perceived
need to avoid possibly negative consequences resulting from not meeting a target, a
host of problems related to gaming with the performance information appear (e.g.
Bevan and Hood, 2006; Radnor, 2008). In Estonia, with some rare exceptions,
performance measurement tends to be indirectly related to specific rewards or
punishments. A public manager will not lose his or her job because of not meeting a
performance target — at best, such failure may be a secondary reason or simply a
pretext. Even in cases where, under the terms of a performance contract, future
funding could be reduced because a target established in a previous contract was not
met — such is often the case in government-funded provision of higher education — the
government prefers not to exercise this option (Riigikontroll, 2008a). In the case of the
central pay-for-performance initiative, most bonus payments were made without
any reference to an achievement that they supposedly remunerated (Randma-Liiv,
2005).

If meeting or not meeting a performance target does not entail any tangible
consequences, the purpose of performance measurement is understandably called into
question. Nevertheless, it would be an ill recommendation to suggest that
performance targets should be rigidly linked to specific rewards or punishments,
because the failure of policy implementation all too often reflects a failure of goal
setting. Because of poor ex ante policy analysis, Estonian policy targets have often
been found unrealistic, or their achievement has been influenced by actions of
political parties rather than public sector institutions (Riigikontroll, 2008a, 2009,
2010). In such cases, performance targets run the risk of creating a lock-in effect —
rewards and punishments could lead to undesirable consequences instead of helping to
achieve the actual policy goal.
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The interest of Estonian legislators and politicians in performance information is
hectic, mostly driven by short-term political considerations. A few previous studies
show that although politicians like to report the use of performance information (see
Tonnisson and Wilson, 2007 on benchmarking), they tend to overestimate the actual
use of performance information (Nemec et al., 2011), and in practice, legislators make
only limited use of the formal documents containing performance information (Raudla,
2011).

The government prefers to release positive information only (Riigikontroll, 2011),
while the purpose of the opposition is to emphasize failures, and various media editions
hunt for headlines. For example, every performance audit report published by the NAO
is discussed in the Select Committee for State Budget Control. The personal experience
of the author of this article confirms that members of the committee only manage to
read the summary of the report, and very rarely the report itself. Opposition politicians
are usually much more active in the discussions of NAO reports than representatives of
the ruling coalition. And last but not least, drawing up a national budget is a political
process informed by considerations extending beyond mere efficiency and effectiveness
(Raudla, 2011). For this very reason, it is difficult to integrate performance
measurement into the budgeting process.

There are precious few examples of performance information targeted to citizen use
by the government. For example, information about waiting lists in hospitals is
provided publicly. However, there is no systematic evidence about the extent of use of
this kind of information. The performance information that is most widely used by the
citizens — school rankings — is compiled by journalists and published in the newspapers,
instead of being publicly provided by the government. Similarly to Western experience,
evidence about the use that legislators, politicians and citizens make of performance
information remains limited in Estonia.

The introduction of performance management tools possesses a strong symbolic
value — it allows a government to pose as progressive to its constituents. However, the
Estonian case study demonstrates that the implementation gap between declared aims of
performance measurement and its actual practice may not only reduce the practical
effects of such tools but also have a negative impact on the legitimacy of government

institutions.

DISCUSSION

The findings of the exploratory study of Estonia suggest three principal conclusions.
Firstly, they provide support to critical conclusions reached by previous studies of
performance measurement in Western countries. Secondly, this study reported here
allows to outline a set of specific factors that help to explain the problems of
performance measurement in immature policy environments (instability, poor strategic
planning and policy analysis, the implementation gap and foreign influence). Thirdly, it
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will be demonstrated that such contextual factors are very influential in other CEE
countries which, in turn, allows it to generalize some of the findings to other post-

communist countries.

Instability

Very few measurement systems are free from design flaws and do not need any
adjustment or fine-tuning to function properly. The policy evaluation process itself can
lead to questioning the validity of policy goals and performance indicators. Yet, any
performance measurement system presumes a certain stability of performance targets to
make it possible for the system to perform its evaluative and steering functions. These,
in turn, presuppose valid and fixed indicators if they are to result in a reliable and
accurate assessment of performance. Any performance measurement system requires a
stable baseline for comparison (Behn, 2003: 598-9) — otherwise, no improvement or
deterioration over time can be registered.

In Estonia, fourteen different cabinets have held office during the period of 1991—
2011. The average lifespan of a cabinet has been 1.38 years (Conrad and Golder, 2010).
Turbulent environment represents a serious challenge for performance measurement
systems in terms of discharging their accountability and control functions that are highly
dependent on valid indicators. As performance indicators are dependent on the
policymaking process in a democratic society, one might expect that with changes in the
government, performance targets will change as well. In Estonia, however, a change of
cabinet has not resulted in instant and radical overhauls of performance targets because
detailed action plans are not perceived to have a high political significance. Public
reporting by politicians is based more on party programmes than government plans.

However, instability is not limited to political changes. The staff leaving rate in the
Estonian public service has been between 10 per cent and 15 per cent over the last 5
years (Rahandusministeerium). Although the Estonian civil service has been characterized
as one of the least politicized in CEE (SIGMA, 2009), during the eighth cabinet (1999—
2002) to hold office after Estonia regained its re-independence, only one out of twelve
permanent secretaries was able to stay in office, and the tenth cabinet (2003—5) changed
one half of the permanent secretaries. Although the reasons for such replacements have
ranged from politically motivated to practically justified, such turmoil in high public
offices makes trust-building and serious commitment very difficult, especially
considering the fact that top officials usually play a key role in developing performance
indicators and leading the implementation of measurement systems.

In addition to frequent turnover in political and administrative leadership, the legal
environment in Estonia has also undergone rapid development. Therefore, definitions
of indicators are subject to change as well. Consequently, the comparison of
performance indicators between different measurement periods is very complicated and
at times impossible (Riigikontroll, 2008b).
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Previous studies on other CEE countries demonstrate that instability in the political
and administrative arena as well as in the legislative context is a typical phenomenon
in the entire region. The average lifespan of government cabinets in CEE countries is
1.4 years, compared to 1.9 in Western Europe (Blondel and Miiller-Rommel, 2001;
Conrad and Golder, 2010). Although there is fluctuation among the average figures
for different CEE countries, it may still be concluded that cabinets in CEE are
replaced more often than in the West. Several authors researching public
management in CEE (e.g. Dunn et al., 2006; Bouckaert et al., 2008; Meyer-Sahling
and Yesilkagit, 2011; Nakrosis, 2008; Randma-Liiv et al., 2011) point in their
analyses to instability as one of the major factors differentiating Eastern Europe from
Western democracies.

Poor strategic planning and analytical skills: Unsustainability of initiatives and
deficient performance indicators

The Estonian experience demonstrates how poor strategic planning and policy analysis
may affect the outcome of performance measurement initiatives. Although necessary
democratic institutions have been created in Estonia, politicians still have difficulties in
setting strategic goals, which, in turn, engenders conflicting policies, symbolic
objectives, frequently changing goals and unsustainable initiatives. As both politicians
and civil servants only have two decades of experience in elaborating policy proposals,
there is as yet no general culture which would require an ex ante analysis to precede the
adoption of a new regulation or policy. In addition, since the entire society has grown
accustomed to rapid and radical changes of the immediate past, it has been relatively
casy for politicians, civil servants as well as citizens to accept new initiatives (including
those related to performance measurement) without any major criticism. Moreover,
when public organizations do not have a clear idea about the actual costs incurred in
connection with performance measurement (such as the expenditure for designing the
system; the productivity loss inherent in diverting the time and effort necessary to
compile the assessment from other tasks; the expenditures required to update, develop,
test and keep inventories of the instrument(s) used for performance measurement as
well as the expenditure for keeping records of performance results and dealing with
complaints — see Halachmi, 1993), performance-oriented reforms are easy to be
reversed when these costs must be borne.

A key challenge faced by governments in new democracies is one of maintaining a
strategic view in a rapidly changing political framework. However, the history of public
administration in CEE tells us a mixed story of piecemeal attempts to reform existing
systems (Verheijen, 2003). Inconsistency of ideas, institutions and practices, deriving
not only from political instability but also from deficient strategic planning and poor
analytical skills, have been highlighted by several studies (see, for example, Dunn et al.,
2006; Bouckaert et al., 2008; Meyer-Sahling and Yesilkagit, 2011; Nakrosis, 2008;
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Nemec et al., 2008; Randma-Liiv ez al., 2011; SIGMA, 2009; Verheijen, 2003; World
Bank, 2006).

Poor analytical capacity in CEE (see, for example, Verheijen, 2003; World Bank,
2006) is likely to lead to the development of inadequate performance indicators. On the
one hand, limited analytical skills pose the risk of applying inappropriate measurement
methods. On the other hand, performance measurement is not a valueless exercise.
Several ‘democratic’ goals such as transparency, equal opportunities, access to public
services, fair procedures and citizen participation in decision-making may conflict with
more ‘technocratic’ goals such as efficiency, effectiveness, value-for-money or fast
decision-making. Contradictions of this type are especially hard to solve in new
democracies, where the principles informing the aforementioned democratic goals are
not as deeply held and broadly accepted as in countries with long democratic traditions.
As a rule, ‘technocratic’ goals are more easily quantifiable than ‘democratic’ goals.
Decision-makers with relatively little (democratic) management experience and poor
analytical capacities may easily gravitate down the slippery path of over-quantifying
performance indicators because, as aptly summed up by Mintzberg (1994), these are
easier to measure and look more objective, transparent and understandable than
qualitative data. The situation will be even more complicated if limited resources bring
pressure to prefer ‘technocratic’ goals. As a result, the concept of accountability to the
general public with its multiple dimensions may easily change to single-track
accountability for financial outcomes only.

Implementation gap

Political and administrative instability contributes to the fact that nationwide initiatives
of performance measurement are often met with implementation difficulties. Several
reforms (e.g. the introduction of pay-for-performance in Estonia) have been
discontinued halfway through and new initiatives can be started before previous steps
in the field could even be evaluated (see also Dunn et al., 2006; Meyer-Sahling and
Yesilkagit, 2011; Verheijen, 2003 for broader CEE experience). Initiators of important
reform plans rarely remain in office long enough to oversee their implementation and
resolve any glitches in a manner coherent with the purposes of the reforms.
Performance management is one of the most sophisticated areas of public
management. Therefore, public sector managers in immature policy environments
who often have insufficient managerial experience are likely to pay too little attention to
its conceptual and implementation problems. In addition, decentralization and a high
degree of discretion — which usually go hand in hand with the introduction of
performance management tools — may create opportunities for abuse by individual
public organizations and their leaders. The introduction of performance measurement is
susceptible not only to gaming with performance indicators and information but further
to increasing politicization and to facilitating corruption — problems that are already



Downloaded by [Kiilli Nomm] at 05:53 01 August 2012

Nomm & Randma-Liiv: Performance measurement in new democracies 17

pressing in new democracies (Nemec et al., 2008; SIGMA, 2009). The implementation
of performance measurement may also prove risky because of an insufficiently
developed legislative framework and the general inadequacy of accountability and
control mechanisms in CEE (World Bank, 2006).

The Estonian experience indicates that the ability of managers to make use of
performance information is rather limited, largely because of insufficient management
experience and weak links between strategic goals and evaluation. However, in terms of
external use, performance information is even more neglected. In large part, the role and
responsibility of the parliament have been limited to the preparation of large amounts of
legislation required by post-communist transition and Europeanization due to the
pressures of the immediate past. As a consequence, the parliament has proved unable to
responsibly exercise its steering role of the executive, including setting performance
targets and analysing performance information. The lack of experience and analytical skills
of Members of the Parliament (MPs), coupled with the lack of resources and support staff,
represent a serious handicap in terms of the scope and depth of parliamentary scrutiny.
Additional problems specific to new democracies such as inadequate trust between
politicians and civil servants (SIGMA, 2009) are likely to compound the problem by

turning the performance measurement process into an exercise of control.

Foreign influence

Why do new democracies keep experimenting with performance measurement tools
although their contextual factors are not supportive for such endeavours? Besides a
general fashion of performance measurement in the framework of NPM reforms,
international organizations (primarily the IMF, the World Bank and the OECD) have
played a major role in the introduction of performance management tools in CEE. A
number of such organizations have directly promoted and recommended performance
management tools (see OECD, 2011; OECD/SIGMA, 2007; World Bank, 2006, for
example). Similarly to the senior public officials who have made a career out of
‘modernizing’ and ‘streamlining’ activities (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004: 6), there are
also many international consultants making a living out of spreading ‘best practice’. The
fact that the last few decades have resounded with ‘performance talk” has paved the way
for international consultants advocating performance management across the globe,
including in CEE, despite the different context of post-communist countries. New
democracies do not enjoy the history of democratic traditions and institutions,
resulting, for instance, in a lack of administrative capacity and control mechanisms.
Therefore, reform ideologies common to Western practices and advocated by Western
public and private organizations may not be appropriate when applied to these countries
(see also Condrey et al., 2001; Randma-Liiv, 2007; Schick, 1998; Sobis and de Vries,
2009). ‘One-size-fits-all’ types of recommendations ignore the danger of policy failure
caused by uninformed, incomplete or inappropriate policy transfer (Dolowitz and
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Marsh, 2000). For new democracies, positive feedback from international evaluations is
vital as it may determine the country’s acceptance in international organizations and its
credibility for foreign partners. Such a predisposition creates an environment in which
even general guidelines, ‘best practices’ and soft policy recommendations on the
introduction of performance measurement tools can be taken very seriously by newly
democratic states.

CONCLUSIONS

This study confirms the results of previous research in that it highlights contradictory
aspects of the concept of performance measurement and the challenges inherent in the
corresponding implementation process. The analysis of the Estonian central government
shows that many of the assumptions which have led to widespread public sector
performance measurement as valid a priori turned out to stand on feet of clay. The
Estonian governments of the last two decades have tried out most of the performance
management tools known from Western experience. Many attempts have remained
half-hearted or sporadic, yet performance measurement initiatives have become the
subject of widespread and regular practice. This study at hand confirms Western
experience; it shows that because of a variety of implementation difficulties and
conceptual contradictions, management by targets and indicators does not guarantee
better performance, or fulfilment of the managerial or democratic purposes of
performance initiatives.

This study demonstrates that although problems common to Western countries are
also present in the Estonian context, they are compounded in the latter by specific
contextual factors characteristic of new democracies. These include instability, poor
analytical skills, implementation gap and foreign influence in introducing performance
measurement initiatives. These factors explain implementation difficulties of
performance measurement and limited use of performance information in the context
of post-communist countries.

This study has several implications for policy learning. Performance-orientation has
been the centrepiece of the rhetoric of public management reforms in most new
democracies in Europe due to the general appeal of NPM ideas and values during the
last two decades. Although there are important differences among post-communist
countries, their shared history of post-communist transition as well as Europeanization
still appears to be taking them through a number of similar developments, offering
them similar opportunities and exposing them to similar risks. The presence of
‘transitional’ factors analysed in this paper (e.g. political and administrative instability,
unsustainability of reforms, poor analytical skills in parliaments as well as in civil
services, implementation gap and foreign influence) is likely to make the development
of performance measurement in new democracies even more complicated than in the
West.
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Introduction

Public sector performance has been at the very center of the public management debate
over the past 15-20 years (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; Talbot 2010). Alongside the rise
of New Public Management reforms and more recent economic and fiscal crises, the
public sector worldwide has been under constant pressure to improve its performance in
pursuit of more efficiency and effectiveness and in order to revive citizens’ trust in
public institutions. Following the rise of performance movements, Supreme Audit
Institutions (SAls) in many countries have introduced the practice of performance
auditing. There are many definitions of performance audit (see INTOSAI; Pollitt
et al. 1999; Furubo 2011, for example). Probably the most well-known definition by
the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) is based on
the concept of the three Es (economy, efficiency and effectiveness): “Performance
auditing is an independent and objective examination of government undertakings,
systems, programs or organizations, with regard to one or more of the three aspects of
economy, efficiency and effectiveness, aiming to lead to improvements.” By now,
performance audit (PA) is considered to be an essential element of “an audit portfolio”
for a SAI (Lonsdale 2011; Pollitt et al. 1999). By holding substantial, if not predom-
inant position, and by gaining much public attention, it has even shifted the overall
balance of the audit work in SAIs (Lonsdale 2011; Pollitt et al. 1999).

Increasingly, the academic discussions on performance audit have started to focus on
the role and tasks of the audits. It can be observed that in addition to being viewed as an
instrument for enhancing accountability, performance audit is increasingly expected to
contribute to the wider policy debates, provide policy advice to governments and give
guidance about how public administration can improve its work (Funkhouser 2011;
Lonsdale and Bechberger 2011; Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013b; Wilkins and Lonsdale
2007). Despite the growing use of PA by SAls, the volume of academic, empirical
studies on performance auditing is surprisingly small — especially if compared with
studies on other topics of performance management and evaluation (Funkhouser 2011;
Lonsdale 2011; Pollitt et al. 1999). There are even fewer studies that have looked at the
impacts of performance audits on public sector organizations (Kells 2011; Leeuw 2011;
Morin 2014; Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013b; Van Loocke and Put 2011). Given its rising
importance and growing expectations about what performance audit is supposed to
achieve, it is justified to ask how well performance audit has actually “performed” and
what have been its impacts.

With our paper we seek to address this gap in the existing literature. In
particular, we address the following research questions: 1) Are performance audits
perceived to be about holding ministries and agencies accountable or are they
viewed to be primarily about improving the activities by the officials in the
audited entities? Can tradeoffs between these two functions be observed or are
they mutually compatible? 2) Do the auditees perceive the performance audits to
be useful? 3) Does the performance audit lead to changes in the audited organi-
zations? If yes, what kind of changes? 4) Which factors increase the perceived
usefulness of performance audit and which factors facilitate the undertaking of
changes in the audited organizations? In order to answer these research questions,
we use the results from a survey (conducted in 2013-2014) of 118 civil servants in
Estonia who have experienced performance audits.
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The contribution of our study is to enhance the understanding of the impacts of
performance audit on public sector organizations. Some of the existing empirical
studies have already explored the perceived usefulness of PA and the changes it has
brought about (see Lonsdale 1999; Morin 2004, 2008), investigated the factors that
influence the perceived usefulness of PA (Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a), and identified
variables conducive to the implementation of changes after PA (Morin 2004, 2008,
2014). The new angle provided by our study is to look at both types of impacts of PA —
its perceived usefulness and induced changes — and to analyze whether the same factors
that increase the perceived usefulness of PA also help to facilitate organizational
changes. Further, unlike existing studies we explicitly distinguish between internal
and external factors that can influence whether PA leads to the implementation of
changes recommended in the audit report and examine which type of factors — external
or internal — play a more significant role. Finally, while none of the existing empirical
studies have explicitly examined whether there is a trade-off between the accountability
and improvement functions of performance audit, we seek to test whether such a trade-
off exists. The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 outlines the analytical frame-
work. Section 3 presents the results of data analysis and section 4 concludes with a
discussion.

Analytical Framework
The Role of Performance Audit: Accountability Versus Learning?

In the discussions over the rationale, functions and role of performance audit, two main
“functions” or “goals” have emerged. First, performance audit is viewed as a mecha-
nism to enhance accountability in the public sector. Second, performance audit is
expected to contribute to learning, improvement, and change. Regarding the compat-
ibility of these two functions, theoretical discussions on the functions and impacts of
performance audit again point to two diverging lines of argumentation. On the one
hand, from the perspective of principal-agent theory (see, e.g. Moe 1984; Bendor et al.
1987), it can be maintained that the two main functions of performance audit — ensuring
accountability and improving organizational performance — are congruous (or at least
not entirely incompatible) in that the auditors’ focus on accountability can facilitate
learning by the audited actors and hence promote organizational improvement and
change (Funkhouser 2011; Weiss 1998; Wilkins and Lonsdale 2007). New information
and insights revealed by the audit can point to areas where improvements are needed
and, given the accountability context in which the audit takes place, the actors would
have incentives to undertake these changes (Justesen and Skaerbek 2010; Funkhouser
2011; Lonsdale and Bechberger 2011).

On the other hand, based on the cultural approaches to organizational learning (e.g.
Popper and Lipshitz 1998), it can be conjectured that the two main functions of
performance audit — ensuring accountability and improving (actual) performance (via
learning and change) — can be difficult to reconcile or are even incompatible (e.g. Behn
2001; Dubnick 2005; Lonsdale and Bechberger 2011; van der Meer and Edelenbos
2006). In this line of argumentation it is often noted that the auditors’ focus on the
organizations’ compliance with rules and set targets in order to increase accountability
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can make it difficult to use the audit process for facilitating learning (Lonsdale and
Bechberger 2011). A focus on accountability entails emphasis on rigour, independence,
even some social distance, whereas a focus on learning would imply stake-holder “buy-
in”, trust, social proximity, and space for discussion (Lonsdale and Bechberger 2011;
Morin 2003; Van Loocke and Put 2011). The public nature of performance audits,
especially if they emphasize control and attribute blame, can generate defensiveness (or
even gaming) by the auditees and limit the opportunities to learn (e.g. Lonsdale and
Bechberger 2011; van der Meer and Edelenbos 2006). Furthermore, the auditors’ focus
on compliance, control and formal procedures may impede innovation, risk-taking and
experimentation in the audited organizations (Bemelmans-Videc et al. 2007; Kells
2011; Leeuw 2009).

Whether these two functions — ensuring accountability and improving performance
— are compatible or incongruent still needs empirical testing: none of the existing
empirical studies has explicitly done it. Thus, in the empirical part of the paper we will
test the following hypothesis:

H 1: There is a trade-off between the two functions of performance audit: if the
performance audit is perceived to be about accountability, it is less likely to be
perceived as being used for improving operations in the audited organizations.

What Factors Increase the Perceived Usefulness of the Performance Audit
and Facilitate the Undertaking of Changes?

In conceptualizing the possible impacts of performance audit (or the “performance of
the performance audit) a number of taxonomies have been put forth (e.g. Van Loocke
and Put 2011; Morin 2001, 2004, 2008). The most prevalently discussed impacts of PA
have been the changes implemented as a result of PA and the perceived usefulness of
PA by the auditees (e.g. Alwardat 2010; Brown and Craft 1980; Morin 2001, 2004,
2008, 2014; Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013b; Van Loocke and Put 2011)." More specifi-
cally, the following changes have been mentioned as potentially resulting from PA:
modifications of laws and regulations, changes in human resource management, shifts
in strategic planning and performance and risk management, the adoption of best
practices, and changes in personnel (e.g., Lapsley and Pong 2000; Morin 2004;
2008). In addition to the changes resulting from PA, the usefulness of performance
audit (as perceived by the auditees) has been regarded as a possible impact (Morin
2001, 2004, 2008, 2014; Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a; Van Loocke and Put 2011). As
noted by Reichborn-Kjennerud (2013a), the perceived usefulness may in fact be a more
valid indicator of the general impact of the performance audit than the induced changes
(especially if a survey method is used), given that the perception of improvements and
actual change would have to be verified with other sources of data.

In addition to looking at the impacts of PA as such, several existing studies have
attempted to uncover different factors that facilitate or aggravate these impacts. A
number of variables have been discussed in the existing studies (e.g. Alwardat 2010;
Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a; Morin 2001, 2004, 2008; 2014). For the purposes of

! For an overview of the existing studies on the impacts of PA, see Van Loocke and Put (2011).
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analytical clarity — and in order to uncover the different impacts such factors can have —
we propose to divide them into “internal” and “external” factors.

Internal factors (i.e. factors “internal” to the audit) refer to the auditees’ perception
of the auditors (including their perceived competence and expertise), the characteristics
of the audit process (e.g. openness to dialogue by the auditors) and the (perceived)
quality of the audit report (Alwardat 2010; Van Loocke and Put 2011; Morin 2001;
Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a, b). First, it can be expected — drawing on theories of
social influence (e.g. Tedeschi 1972) and expert power (e.g. Raven 1992) — that if the
auditees consider the auditors to have expertise and competence, they are more likely to
consider the audit as useful and also more likely to implement changes proposed
(Alwardat 2010; Morin 2004, 2008). Second, it has been argued that if the audit report
is viewed as being of high quality, it would be more likely that the auditees use it for
undertaking recommended changes and view the audit itself as more useful (Hatherly
and Parker 1988; Lonsdale and Bechberger 2011; Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a, b).
Third, extending the insights of interactive-dialogue theory of performance information
use (see Moynihan 2006, 2008a,b) to the context of performance audit, it can be
hypothesized that the perceived usefulness of the audit and the implementation of
changes can be facilitated by dialogic and reflective approach in the audit process, in
which the auditors involve the stakeholders in the evaluation process, are open to
dialogue and take into account the observations of the auditees (Lonsdale and
Bechberger 2011; Morin 2001, 2004; Preskill and Torres 2000; Reichborn-Kjennerud
and Johnsen 2011; Weets 2011). Communication between the auditor and the auditee
can contribute to clearer understanding of the issues involved and hence increase the
perceived usefulness of the audit (and also increase the likelihood of the implementa-
tion of recommended changes) (Van Loocke and Put 2011; Van Der Meer 1999).
Finally, based on sociological institutionalism or organizational institutionalism (e.g.
March and Olsen 1989; Meyer and Rowan 1977), we would expect the auditees to filter
the proposed recommendations through the “logic of appropriateness” of their own
organizations (Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013b). Thus, the more the auditees agree with
the audit criteria and audit conclusions, the more likely they would view the audit as
useful (Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a) and, therefore, the more likely the PA would lead
to changes in the audited organizations. The existing empirical studies show that the
auditees in Norway considered the performance audit to be more useful when they
perceived the audit report to be of high quality, agreed with the audit criteria, and were
allowed to influence the audit process (Reichborn-Kjennerud 2013a), that the auditees
in the UK were more willing to implement changes when they perceived the auditors to
have high competence (Alwardat 2010) and that PA in Canada had stronger impacts
when the auditees perceived the auditors to be open to communication (Morin 2004).

The main external factors that have been discussed in the existing literature are the
involvement of members of parliament and the media in the discussion of the audit
results. In particular, it can be argued, in correspondence with the principal-agent
theory, that if the audit report receives wider attention — especially by the media and
the parliament — the publicness of the report (and also formal accountability relation-
ships between the parliament and the executive in parliamentary systems) can facilitate
adaptive action (e.g. Lonsdale 2008; Morin 2001, 2004, 2008; Pollitt and Summa 1996;
Weiss 1998). The existing empirical studies undertaken in Canada show that the
intervention of the parliamentarians has been unambiguously important factor in
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facilitating the changes undertaken in response to the PA (Morin 2004, 2008, 2014),
whereas the effects media coverage of the audit have been found to be weak in one
study (Morin 2004) but more significant in another (Morin 2008). In a study of the US
states Brown and Craft (1980) found that both the actions of the legislators and media
attention increased the impacts of PA.

Based on these theoretical discussions, we can formulate the following hypotheses
concerning the perceived usefulness of the performance audit:

The perceived usefilness of the performance audit by auditees is likely to be higher,

H 2.1.: the higher their perceived expertise of the members of the audit team

H 2.2: the higher their perceived quality of the audit report

H 2.3: the higher their perceived willingness of the auditors to engage in a dialogue
during the audit process

H 2.4: the more extensive the explanation of the shortcomings in the audit report
H 2.5: the higher their agreement with audit criteria and the audit conclusions by
the auditees

H 2.6: the more concrete the recommendations made in the audit report

H 2.7: the more changes made as a result of the performance audit

With regard to the changes in the audited organizations adopted in response to
performance audit, we can put forth the following set of hypotheses:

The changes in the audited organizations adopted in response to performance audit,
as perceived by the auditees, are likely to be more extensive,

H 3.1.: the higher their perceived expertise of the members of the audit team

H 3.2: the higher their perceived quality of the audit report

H 3.3: the higher their perceived willingness of the auditors to engage in a dialogue
during the audit process

H 3.4: the more extensive the explanation of the shortcomings in the audit report
H 3.5: the higher their agreement with audit criteria and conclusions by the
auditees

H 3.6: the more concrete the explanation of the shortcomings in the audit report
H 3.7: the more attention performance audit received from the media.

H 3.8: the more attention the parliamentarians paid to the performance audit

The Empirical Study

In answering the research questions, we use a survey of Estonian public officials
who have experienced one or more performance audits conducted by the National
Audit Office (NAO). The NAO in Estonia is modeled according to modern
European practices. It is headed by the Auditor General who is appointed for a
renewable S5-year term by the Parliament (named Riigikogu) on the proposal of the
President. The independence of the NAO is secured by the Constitution and the
National Audit Office Act. The role of the Audit Office is to assure the public and
the Parliament that public sector assets are used legally and effectively. It decides
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independently what, how, and when to audit. The NAO has the right to make
(non-binding) proposals to the Government, ministers and local authorities to draft
or amend legislation. The NAO has conducted performance audits since 2002
(usually there are 10-20 performance audits per year). Audit reports are published
and sent to the Parliament’s Select Committee on the Control of State Budget and
respective Standing Committees for review.

The survey was conducted in 2013-2014 and covered all performance audits that
have taken place between 2005 and 2012. The survey was based on a research
instrument developed by Reichborm-Kjennerud (2013a,b). The Estonian research team
translated the survey questions into Estonian and administered the survey. The survey
consisted of 35 questions about the performance audit(s) the auditees had experienced;
most of the questions required answers on a 5-point Likert scale. The survey was sent
out to the whole census of civil servants who had been involved in the performance
audits since between 2005 and 2012. The survey was sent to 398 officials and the
number of respondents was 118 (resulting in a response rate of 30 %).” The relatively
low response rate can be explained by high turnover in the Estonian public sector (i.e.
many of the potential respondents were not working in the audited organizations
anymore), high workload of the officials, and a large number of questions in the survey.

General Impacts of Performance Audit in Estonia: Perceived Usefulness and Resulting
Changes

In the survey, the auditees were asked to what extent the audited organizations had
implemented changes recommended in the PA and whether they had found the
performance audit to be useful.

As can be seen from Table 1, 40 % of the auditees found PA to have been useful, but
there was significantly less agreement with the statement that PA led to the adoption of
changes (21 %).

As can be seen from Table 2, among the types of change that were adopted in
response to the performance audit, the three most prevalent ones were: changes in
strategies, planning and performance management; changes in coordination process;
and changes in relevant procedures.

Is There a Trade-Off Between the Functions of the Performance Audit?

As discussed in Analytical Framework section, one of the central questions of perfor-
mance audit is whether its two main functions — ensuring accountability and contribu-
tion to change — are incompatible or compatible. According to the performance
paradox, we expected in H1 that there is a trade-off: the more PA is used for
accountability purposes, the less likely it is perceived to lead to changes and improve-
ments (e.g., Behn 2001; Dubnick 2005; Reichborm-Kjennerud 2013a). One of the
survey questions asked the respondents to what extent performance audit was perceived
to be about holding ministries and agencies accountable, and to what extent it was
viewed to be about improving operations in the audited entities?

2 Among the 118 respondents, 75 completed the full survey and 43completed it partially.
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Table 1 The perception of the extent to which the performance audit had led to changes in the audited
organization and the auditees’ perception of the usefulness of the audit

Question: 1 2 3 4 5 Number  Mean
To a very To a very
small extent large extent
To what extent did the 10 19 27 13 2 71 2.69
audited agency make 14.1 % 268% 380% 183% 28%

changes as a consequence
of the assessments in the
performance audit report?

To what extent did you 3 15 24 20 8 70 3.21

find the performance 43 % 214% 343% 28.6% 114%
audit useful?

First, answers to the two questions in Table 3 allow us to check whether the
respondents perceived there to be a tradeoff between the functions of performance
audit. A simple correlation analysis showed that there is no statistically significant
negative correlation between the answers reported in Table 3 (about whether the PA was
used to hold ministers accountable and whether PA was used to improve processes
within the audited organizations) [—0.054; p=0.701). Thus, Hypothesis 1 could not be
confirmed. Second, in light of the theoretical discussions of performance audit in the
existing literature (covered in Analytical Framework section), it is certainly surprising
that a large majority of the respondents did not think that the PA was used to hold
ministers accountable. It is especially puzzling given that in their audit reports, the

Table 2 Types of change adopted by audited organizations in response to the performance audit

What changes have taken place at your place of work after the performance audit? (you can choose several
options)

Answer options Response percent ~ Response count
Changes in laws and regulations 279 % 17
Changes in significant procedures pinpointed by the NAO 328 % 20
Changes in the strategies, planning or performance management  39.3 % 24
Changes in internal control and risk management 14.8 % 9
Increased budgetary allocation to the audited policy area 9.8 % 6
Changes in procedures of coordination 328 % 20
Changes in management or organization 13.1 %

Changes in the training of the staff’ 6.6 % 4
Increased documentation and reporting 23.0 % 14
Changes in personnel 82 % 5
Layoffs and changes of workplace 8.2 % 5
Other 10
Answered question 61
Skipped question 57
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Table 3 Accountability versus improving operations

To what extent did you 1 2 3 4 5 Number  Mean

agree with the statements To a very To a very

about the performance audit? ~ small extent large extent

Performance audit was 23 19 7 5 0 54 1.89
used to hold the ministry 42.6 % 352% 13.0% 93 % 0.0 %

and agencies accountable
for their actions

Performance audit was used 6 6 18 26 15 71 3.54
in improving operations in 8.5 % 8.5 % 254% 36.6% 21.5%
the audited entities

NAO auditors in Estonia specifically address the responsible ministers (and also expect
the ministers to answer to the recommendations outlined in the audit reports).

One of the possible reasons behind the perception that performance audits are not
used for holding ministers accountable is that the Estonian parliament in general and
the parliamentary committee dealing with performance audits, in particular, has been
relatively passive in utilizing the PA reports (NOmm and Randma-Liiv 2012). In the
survey, the respondents were also asked about the extent to which the parliamentary
committee required the audited organizations to undertake changes pointed out in the
PA. Only 11 % of the respondents thought that the committee did so to some significant
degree (i.e. only 11 % chose 4 and 5 on the 5-point scale). Correlation analysis also
indicated that there is a positive correlation between the answers to the two questions
(PA used for holding the minister accountable and the parliamentary committee
required action) [0.299 (p=.068), N=38].°

What Kind of Factors Contribute to the Perceived Usefulness of Performance Audit

In order to test hypotheses 2.1-2.7 outlined in Analytical Framework section, we
conducted a correlation analysis — in order to uncover whether there were correlations
between the respondents’ evaluations of the various aspects of the performance audit
and its perceived usefulness. The results of the analysis are reported in Table 4.

The results reported in Table 4 indicate that the perceived usefulness of the
audit is indeed correlated with the perceived expertise of the auditors (as hypoth-
esized in H 2.1), high quality of the audit report (as hypothesized in H 2.2) and the
perceived openness of the audit team to dialogue with the auditees (as hypothe-
sized in H 2.3). The correlation analysis also shows that the higher the agreement
with the audit criteria and the conclusions in the audit report by the auditees, the
higher the perceived usefulness of the audit (as hypothesized in H 2.5). It can also
be observed that the more concrete the recommendations made in the audit report,
the higher the perceived usefulness of the audit by the auditees (as hypothesized in
H 2.6). There was, however, no correlation between the explanation of the
shortcomings in the audit report and the perceived usefulness of the performance
audit (i.e., H 2.4 was not corroborated). With regard to the association between the

3 The same result was found in Reichborn-Kjennerud (2013a) .

@ Springer



R. Raudla et al.

Table 4 Bivariate correlations between various factors and perceived usefulness of the audit

Pearson correlation  p-value ~ Number

The performance audit report proved that the auditors 0.426%** 0.000 64
had good sector expertise

The performance audit report held good quality 0.660*** 0.000 66

The audit team open to dialogue 0.416%** 0.000 68

Agreement with the audit criteria and the way 0.418%* 0.002 53
they were used

Agreement with the NAO’s conclusions in the performance 0.453*** 0.000 69
audit report

Recommendations in the performance audit report were 0.353%* 0.004 65
sufficiently concrete

The performance audit report provided explanations about the ~ 0.124 0314 68
shortcomings found

The audited entity make changes as a consequence of the 0.408%** 0.001 67

assessments in the performance audit report

*0.05 level; **0.01 level; ***0.001 level

Answers to all questions were given on a 5-point Likert scale

PA-induced changes, the analysis shows that the more the PA was seen as having
led to changes, the more useful it was perceived to be (corroborating H 2.7).

Which Factors Contribute to PA-Induced Change?

In order to test hypotheses 3.1-3.8, we examined whether there were correlations
between the extent to which PA was seen as having led to change in the audited
organizations and the various factors outlined in Analytical Framework section. The
results of the analysis are reported in Table 5.

Of all the variables that were expected to be conducive to PA-induced change, the
only “internal” factors with a significant correlation were the perceived competence of
the audit team and the quality of the audit report. However, both of these were
significant only at the 0.1 level. Thus, we can argue that while hypotheses H 3.1. and
H 3.2 found some corroboration, hypotheses H 3.3-3.6 were not confirmed. With
regard to the “external” variables, the degree of media attention alone was not
correlated with the adopted changes but when media attention had led to political
debate and increased pressure on the minister and administration from the political
opponents, the media’s role appears significant (hence offering at least partial confir-
mation of hypothesis 3.7). Also, it can be observed that there is a correlation between
the extent of the demands of the parliamentary committee and the extent of reported
changes (hence corroborating H 3.8).

In order to explore what may have prevented audited entities from implementing the
changes recommended by the performance audit, respondents whose organizations did
not make changes were asked to list the reasons for their inaction (reported in Table 6).

As can be seen from Table 6, the predominant reason why the respondents did not
think that the performance audit had /ed to changes in the audited organization was that
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Table 5 Bivariate correlations between various factors and the extent to which the audited agency made
changes as a consequence of the assessments in the performance audit report

Pearson correlation p-value Number

The performance audit report proved that the auditors 0.251" 0.070 53
had good sector expertise

The performance audit report held good quality 0.212% 0.082 68

The audit team was open to dialogue 0.041 0.734 70

Agreement with the audit criteria and the way they were used 0.177 0201 54

Agreement with the NAO’s conclusions in the 0.071 0554 71
performance audit report

Recommendations in the performance audit report were 0.063 0.613 66
sufficiently concrete

The performance audit report provided explanations —0.082 0.501 69
about the shortcomings found

The committee of the parliament demanded that the government 0.307* 0.038 46
improve the situation as a response to the performance audit

The media showed an interest in the performance audit 0.009 0945 57

As a result of the media attention, a political debate was launched ~ 0.307* 0.028 51

As a result of the media attention, the minister and/or the 0.284* 0.050 48

administration were put under pressure from political opponents

0.1 level; *0.05 level; #*0.01 level; ***0.001 level

Answers to all questions were given on a 5-point Likert scale

the organization was already aware of the challenges and had put measures in place to
correct them. Given that, on average, an audit lasts about 13 months it is not surprising

Table 6 Reasons for not implementing changes

If you didn’t make changes, what was the reason that changes weren’t made? (you can choose more than one
option)

Answer options Response percent Response count

We didn’t have the possibility to make all these 39.0 % 23
changes as they also involved other levels
of public administration

We didn’t think that the facts in the report 23.7 % 14
were presented accurately

We didn’t agree with the assessments of the NAO 322 % 19

We weren’t responsible for making the changes 322 % 19

It is too early make changes 8.5 % 5

We were already aware of the challenges and 50.8 % 30
had put measures in place to correct them

I don’t know. 8.5 % 5

Answered question 59

Skipped question 59
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that the audited organizations started undertaking changes already during the audit itself
(and hence did not view the changes as something that had been undertaken strictly in
response to the audit report itself). In addition, frequently mentioned reasons were also:
“we didn’t agree with the assessments of the NAO”, “we didn’t have the possibility to
make all these changes as they also involved other levels of public administration” and
“we weren’t responsible for making the changes”. As pointed out by previous studies
about public administration in Estonia, the coordination of activities between the
various public sector organizations in Estonia is one of the most pressing challenges
in the Estonian public sector (OECD 2011). These challenges are clearly reflected in
the results of our study as well.

Conclusions

Given the spreading use of performance audit and increasing expectations about what it
is supposed to achieve, it is only fair to ask what the impacts of PA have been, whether
it been “delivering” its promises, and how it has been performing. While we agree with
Pollitt and Summa (1997) and Lonsdale (2000) that measuring the impact of perfor-
mance audit on a precise scale is a very difficult (if not impossible) exercise, we believe
that assessing the impacts is still an endeavor worth undertaking. This article explores
the impact of PA in Estonia by looking at its perceived usefulness of PA in the eyes of
the auditees and by examining to what extent PA (as perceived by the auditees) led to
changes in the audited organizations. In addition, we attempted to uncover which
factors increased the perceived usefulness and the extent of changes undertaken in
response to PA. Table 7 summarizes the hypotheses we tested and whether they
received support or not.

This article contributes to existing knowledge about the impacts of performance
audit in the following ways:

First, the existing empirical studies have not explicitly examined the question of
whether there is a trade-off between the accountability and improvement functions of
performance audit. Our study sought to test that and the results suggest that no such
trade-off could be observed in the Estonian context. A surprising finding of our survey
was that less than 10 % of the respondents considered performance audit to have been
used for holding the audited organization accountable for their actions. Given that the
literature on performance audit considers accountability to be one of the main functions
of performance audit, it would be highly interesting to explore in future studies whether
similar patterns could be found in other countries as well.

Second, our study shows that when investigating the impacts of performance audit
on the audited organizations, it is fruitful to look at both types of impacts — perceived
usefulness and resulting changes — because their scope may vary. In the Estonian case,
while 40 % of the auditees found PA to have been useful, only 21 % agreed that it led to
the adoption of changes in the audited organizations. While it could be argued that
scrutinizing the changes PA has brought about captures the more direct impacts of PA,
our research indicates that examining the perceived usefulness of PA helps to gauge the
impacts of the audit more broadly and it could be used to provide a more holistic
picture of the role of PA in the public sector. Indeed, our analysis suggests that although
there is a correlation between the perceived usefulness of the audit and the extent of
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Table 7 The hypotheses and the empirical support

Hypotheses Support

H 1: There is a trade-off between the two functions of performance audit No
(accountability and improvement)

H 2.1: The higher the perceived expertise of the members of the audit team the Yes
higher the perceived usefulness of PA

H 2.2: The higher the perceived quality of the audit report, the higher the perceived Yes
usefulness of PA

H 2.3: The higher the perceived willingness of the auditors to engage in a Yes

dialogue during the audit process, the higher the perceived usefulness of PA

H 2.4: The more extensive the explanation of the shortcomings in the audit report, No
the higher the perceived usefulness of PA

H 2.5: The higher their agreement with audit criteria and the audit conclusions by Yes
the auditees, the higher the perceived usefulness of PA

H 2.6: The more concrete the recommendations made in the audit report, the higher Yes
the perceived usefulness of PA

H 2.7: The more changes made as a result of the performance audit, the higher the Yes
perceived usefulness of PA

H 3.1: The higher the perceived expertise of the members of the audit team, the more Yes
extensive the changes adopted in response to PA

H 3.2: The higher the perceived quality of the audit report, the more extensive the Yes
changes adopted in response to PA

H 3.3: The higher their perceived willingness of the auditors to engage in a dialogue No
during the audit process, the more extensive the changes adopted in response to PA

H 3.4: The more extensive the explanation of the shortcomings in the audit report, No
the more extensive the changes adopted in response to PA

H 3.5: The higher the auditees’ agreement with audit criteria and audit conclusions, No
the more extensive the changes adopted in response to PA

H 3.6: The more concrete the recommendations made in the audit report, No
the more extensive the changes adopted in response to PA

H 3.7: The more attention performance audit received from the media, Partial
the more extensive the changes adopted in response to PA

H 3.8: The more attention the parliamentarians paid to the performance audit, Yes
the more extensive the changes adopted in response to PA

changes it brought about, the auditees can perceive the performance audit to be useful
even if it does not lead to specific changes in policies or organizational practices.
Third, our analysis indicates that when examining the factors that facilitate the
implementation of changes recommended in the audit report, it is useful to distinguish
explicitly between internal and external factors because these factors may play a
different role and have different weights in terms of their influence. Such an analytical
approach can help to better disentangle the factors that can enhance the impacts of PA
and to develop better normative suggestions for improving PA. As our empirical
analysis suggests, while the internal factors — the expertise of the audit team, the quality
of the audit, the willingness of the auditors to engage in a dialogue during the audit
process, the auditees’ agreement with the audit criteria and audit conclusions, and the
concreteness of the audit recommendations — played a significant role influencing the
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perceived utility of the performance audit, they appeared to have less bearing on
inducing changes in response to PA.

Fourth, our survey results corroborate the findings of the existing empirical studies
(undertaken in Canada and the US) with regard to the role of parliamentarians in
facilitating the adoption of changes in response to PA (Brown and Craft 1980; Morin
2004, 2008, 2014). Finding a similar pattern in a very different context can be viewed
as offering additional support to the conclusion that explicit actions by the members of
the legislature can play an important role in increasing the effectiveness of PA in
bringing about changes in public sector organizations.

Fifth, our study demonstrates that when scrutinizing the influence of media coverage
on the impacts of PA, it is worth paying attention to whether media attention led to
more extensive political debates and increased pressure on the minister and adminis-
tration from political opponents. Our survey results suggest that degree of media
attention alone was not correlated with the adopted changes, but when the media
attention led to political debate and increased pressure from the opposition, the media’s
role became significant.

Sixth, our survey reveals that among the explanations offered by the auditees
themselves the predominant explanation for not undertaking changes in response to
the recommendations in the audit report was that the audited organization was already
aware of the challenges and had put measures in place to correct them. This is a novel
finding that has not been observed by the existing empirical studies. It suggests that in
further research about the impacts of PA it would be useful to take an in-depth look at
the changes that are implemented during the time frame in which the audit is taking
place and what kind of factors trigger these changes. In particular, one could pay
attention to the mechanisms that are at play here. First, it is possible that the attention of
the auditors to a specific sector or policy area can act as an accelerator of change that
had been contemplated by the auditees already. Second, it is also plausible (especially
when the audits are lengthy) that during the early meetings between the auditors and
auditees, the latter internalize the ideas of the auditors and come to view them “as their
own” (with the result that they view themselves as the main change actors rather than
the audit(ors) when asked about the reasons for change).

Finally, our empirical findings suggests that in many cases PA does not lead to the
implementation of changes within the audited organizations, thus providing contradic-
tory evidence to several existing empirical studies which have found PA to produce
changes (see Van Loocke and Put 2011). Thus, we would argue that still more studies are
needed to investigate whether and how PA gives rise to changes in public sector
organizations. In future studies it would also be useful to distinguish, for example,
between short-term and long-term impacts of PA, small-scale and large-scale changes,
and symbolic and actual steps taken in the audited organizations in response to the audit.

In interpreting and drawing conclusions from our empirical study — especially with
regard to the impacts of performance audits on organizational changes — it has to be
kept in mind that the survey measured the perceptions of the audited officials, which,
we are aware, is a clear limitation of our study. In future research about the impacts of
performance audit, it would be useful to triangulate survey findings with more in-depth
qualitative case studies about specific audits and to use process-tracing to examine
closer the mechanisms through which the factors we have discussed influence the
impacts of performance audit.
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Using a Comparative Method in Performance Audit for
Evaluating Effectiveness of the Elite-Sports Policy:
The Case of Estonia

Kiilli Taro and Eerik Hanni

ABSTRACT

In 2011, the Estonian National Audit Office conducted a performance audit of the
Estonian national elite-sports policy. The elite-sports system was assessed based on
the international research methodology called SPLISS (Sports Policy Factors Lead-
ing to International Sporting Success) developed by a group of international schol-
ars. The article demonstrates how scientific research can contribute to performance
auditing. It helps auditors to fulfill the task of giving more in-depth exploratory, not
only descriptive, analysis. However, the Estonian case demonstrates that success in
the highly competitive international sporting arena may occur despite the shortcom-
ings in public policy. Other contextual factors outside public policy and the avail-
ability of resources may lead to success. Although SPLISS aims for comprehensive
and systematic diagnosis of a sports system, it does not fully explain why some
nations are more successful in international competitions than others. SPLISS is
useful in developing an audit methodology, but the unclear cause-and-effect rela-
tionship between sports policy and success of athletes creates difficulties in giving
policy advice. But advising governments on better policy performance is considered
to be an essential part of a modern performance audit.

Keywords: elite-sports policies, SPLISS, Estonia, performance audit, performance
measurement

1. Introduction

Sports development is increasingly becoming a public-policy priority. Govern-
ments, with the help of different state agencies, are getting more and more involved
in the delivery and management of sports. The trend of governmentalization is
accompanied with globalization and commercialization (Houlihan and Green 2008).
Competition in international sports is increasing, and more nations are adopting
strategic approaches to develop world-class athletes. This phenomenon has resulted
in increasing amounts of money being invested in elite-sports development by many
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nations. There is also a growing interest in tracing the factors leading to interna-
tional sports success (De Bosscher et al. 2008, 2011; Green and Oakley 2001; Grix
and Carmichael 2012). Increasing public funds invested in elite sports call for more
in-depth analysis of the effective use of those public resources and sports-policy
performance.

In 2011, the Estonian National Audit Office conducted a performance audit of
the Estonian national elite-sports system. The effectiveness of the sports system was
assessed based on a comparative international research methodology called SPLISS
(Sports Policy Factors Leading to International Sporting Success) (Riigikontroll
2012). In 2015, a comparative SPLISS study involving 15 nations (including
Estonia) will be published (De Bosscher et al. 2015). Estonian data in this forthcom-
ing study was collected during the performance audit in 2011. The authors of the
article at hand also conducted the audit.

The results of the SPLISS study indicated several underdeveloped elite-sports
policy areas in Estonia (e.g. talent identification, athletic and post-career support)
that are considered to be critical for sporting success. The overall assessment of the
Estonian elite-sports policy case does not promise sporting success in the interna-
tional arena. But contrary to these expectations, Estonian athletes have been fairly
successful in the international arena, especially in per-capita results. In this study,
success in elite sports is defined as rankings in international sporting indexes and
change in the number of medals won at the Olympic Games and international cham-
pionships.

According to the World Sporting Index developed by the UK Sport, in per-capi-
ta results Estonia ranked 7th globally in 2006 and 15t in 2010 (Riigikontroll 2012).
Furthermore, a very recent alternative analysis by Sporting Intelligence states that
Estonia is even the world’s second best nation at winning gold medals when the size
of the population is taken into account (the first is Jamaica) (Harris 2012).

In 2000, Estonian athletes won a total of 62 medals at the Olympic Games, world
championships and European championships. Taking into account some setback
years this number has increased to 138 in 2014 (Estonian Sports Register). As the
competition has increased as well as the number of events, the market share of med-
als has not risen accordingly.

Since regaining its independence in 1991, the most successful Olympic Games
for Estonia were the Torino Winter Games in 2006. In Torino, Estonian athletes won
three gold medals (2.04% of all medal points, 42nd place in country ranking)
(Raudsepp et al. 2013). Since 2000 Estonian athletes have won at least one medal in
every Olympic Games, except in Sochi where 24th place was the best result. The
Estonian Olympic Committee declared that the performance of the Estonian athletes
at the Sochi Olympic Games was “below expectations” (Estonian Olympic
Committee 2014b).

The performance audit of the Estonian elite-sports system concentrated on the
use of public funds. The SPLISS framework was utilized to identify and describe the
essential parts of the sports system and develop audit criteria. Audit criteria are
needed for comparing facts (“what is”) against norms (“what should be”). SPLISS
has defined the desirable “what should be” state of elite-sports policy (Riigikontroll
2012, Put 2011). This audit was a first attempt to put Estonian elite-sports policies
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into such an all-encompassing and multi-dimensional framework. But it did not go
into the conceptual issues of performance measurement and did not aim to explain
the gap between the high status of Estonia in international rankings and its moderate
to low scores on sports policy in the SPLISS framework.

The article at hand focuses on the usefulness of the SPLISS framework in ana-
lyzing elite-sports-policy effectiveness. The research question is whether the com-
parative methodology of SPLISS is suitable for use in the performance audit. Does
it help to define good performance of the Estonian elite-sports policy and fulfil the
performance-audit task of giving advice on how to improve policy performance?

Based solely on the Estonian case, we aim to conceptualize the performance
measurement in the field of elite-sports policies in a context of a small state where
resources are scarce. The case of elite-sports policy is especially interesting because
the policy field could be considered easily measurable by the results in interna-
tional competitions. This academic insight into the Estonian case could contribute
to the performance-audit methodology as well as SPLISS-framework development.
It also helps to further the significantly meager discussion on elite-sports public
policy in Estonia.

In general, the effectiveness of a public policy can be defined as the extent to
which the policies are achieving the objectives that they are supposed to achieve
(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; European Commission 2009). Objectives can be
described as outputs (direct results of an activity) or outcomes (wider societal aims
of public policy). In the context of the current article and the SPLISS study, the
objective of elite-sports policy is defined as success in international competitions.

At first, some conceptual issues of elite-sports-policy performance measurement
in the context of elite-sports policy are discussed. Secondly, the SPLISS model,
Estonian data collection, data analysis and results are described in more detail. This
is followed by the discussion on the usefulness of the SPILSS model for performance
measurement in a performance audit and its limitations in providing governments
with policy advice.

2. Conceptualizing performance audit in the public sector

Public-sector performance has been at the very center of public-management debate
in the last 15-20 years (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; Talbot 2010). Alongside the rise
of New Public Management reforms and the more recent economic crisis, the public
sector worldwide has been under constant pressure to improve its performance in
pursuit of more efficiency and effectiveness, and in order to revive the citizens’ trust
in public institutions. Despite the conceptual controversy and severe academic
criticism (see e.g. Bevan and Hood 2006; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; Radnor 2008,
Talbot 2010; Van de Walle 2009), performance management and measurement have
become more extensive, intensive and external during the last few decades (Pollitt
and Bouckaert 2004).

Following the rise of performance movements, Supreme Audit Institutions (SAI)
of many countries have introduced the practice of performance auditing. Nowadays,
performance audit is considered an essential element of “an audit portfolio” for an
SAI (Lonsdale 2011). By holding a substantial, if not predominant, position and
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gaining much public attention it has even shifted the overall balance of the audit
work in SAIs (Lonsdale 2011; Pollitt and Summa 1999). For example, in the
Estonian SAI, performance audit takes up nearly 60 percent of audit staff. In recent
years, over one-third of the published audit reports have been performance audits.
There are many definitions of performance audit (see Furubo 2011, INTOSAI
2003, Pollitt and Summa 1999, for example). The definition by the International
Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI), probably the best-known
one, is based on the concept of the three E’s (economy, efficiency and effectiveness)

Performance auditing is an independent and objective examination of gov-
ernment undertakings, systems, programs or organizations, with regard to
one or more of the three aspects of economy, efficiency and effectiveness,
aiming to lead to improvements.

The concept of the three E’s is derived from the performance management “input-
output-outcome” model (see Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; Pollitt and Summa 1999,
9-10). The model envisages public policy as a process in which certain inputs (e.g.
financial support, skills, organizational authority in the case of sports policy) are
combined using a defined process (talent identification, training facilities, coaching
etc.) with the aim to produce a specific “product” or “output” (performance of elite
athletes) that will hopefully lead to desired outcomes (e.g. increased participation in
leisure sports, country’s prestige in the international arena). Outputs are the final
products of government activity. Outcomes are the consequences of outputs and
describe wider societal aims, often influenced by other externalities outside govern-
ment policy. There is also a division between intermediate (in the short term) and
final (in the long term) outcomes (Van Dooren et al. 2010, 16-36).

Government activities in elite-sports policy are clearly targeted mainly at one
objective (output), that is, to perform successfully against the best athletes, mostly
during international competitions (De Bosscher et al. 2011). There are various meth-
ods by which the success of elite athletes and national sports systems can be mea-
sured: the number of medals won during the Olympic Games or other events; top six
or eight places; the relative success (e.g. controlling for population, wealth) or even
the number of participants qualifying to take part (De Bosscher et al. 2010). All of
these methods appear to correlate significantly (ibid.).

Though the output of elite-sports policies is clearly measured by medals won, the
wider societal objectives (outcomes) of elite sports are hazy (Shibli et al. 2013). It is
evidential that “sports for all” policy is part of a healthy lifestyle extending peoples’
lives. But what is the societal aim of elite sports? According to common assumption,
elite sports support participation in leisure sports. Olympic and world champions are
expected to be role models encouraging thousands of people to take up some form
of sports activity. Elite-sports success is thought to lead to a better image abroad, to
bolster national identity and to stimulate domestic mass participation. This leads to
a healthy nation and a wider pool from which to choose future elite stars, which,
again, leads to increased elite-sports success (Grix and Carmichael 2012). However,
there are some scholars who state that a causal relation between the “sports for all”
and elite sports is disputable (van Bottenburg 2002; Hanstad and Skille 2010).
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Traditional definitions of the three E’s operationalize the production process and
input-output-outcome ratio. Economy is associated purely with the measurement of
inputs. The purpose of economic activity is to minimize the resource consumption.
The combination of inputs and outputs defines the efficiency of the public policy.
Efficiency is explained as “keeping the costs down” or “getting the most out of the
given input”. Effectiveness means achieving the intended outcomes from an activity.
It is also defined as output and outcome ratio. (Pollitt and Summa 1999; Van Dooren
et al. 2010)

Although the INTOSAI standard quotes the three main performance-audit crite-
ria (sometimes also called norms) of economy, efficiency and effectiveness, modern
performance audits have gone much further in interpreting what is “good manage-
ment” or “good performance”. In practice, most performance audits concern an
assessment of management and policy practices, rather than a direct assessment of
effectiveness and efficiency (Pollitt and Summa 1999; Put 2011). As performance
audit is first and foremost targeted at evaluating government activities and the use of
public funds, it is expected to be concerned with output evaluation, in the sense that
it can assess only what is directly influenced by the government. Output evaluation
refers to the use of efficiency criteria, but evaluating efficiency has turned out to be
especially complicated in the public sector because of the absence of adequate com-
parative data to evaluate whether there is enough output for a given input (Stone
2001, 61-85). In reality, efficiency evaluation is replaced with the assessment of
effectiveness, and the definition of outcome has been shifted to the final goal of
public policy, which is under the control of the government activity. Effectiveness
evaluation, therefore, has obtained the meaning of assessing whether public policy
has achieved the defined goals (output or outcome) (Riigikontroll 2009; Van Dooren
et al. 2010).

Regardless of the specific definition of outputs, outcomes, efficiency and effec-
tiveness, any assessment in performance audit is based on a comparison of facts
(“what is”) against norms (“what should be”) (INTOSAI 2003, Pollitt and Summa
1999, Put 2011), thus evaluating programs, processes or effects of policy using
specified criteria. Without audit criteria auditors would not know what constitutes
good public management and could not come up with clear conclusions in an audit.
This search for adequate and applicable audit criteria has led SAls to turn to scien-
tific research.

Also the more recent academic discourse on performance audit has retreated
from the concept of the three E’s and application of the production-process logic.
Nowadays, the discourse on performance audit is more focused on its role and tasks.
One of the most recent definitions by Furubo (2011) states that

Performance auditing is an evaluative activity which produces assessments
regarding performance or information about performance, of such a reliable
degree and with such a freedom from investigatory and reporting constraints,
that they can be used in the realm of accountability.

This emphasizes that performance audit is an evaluative activity. It has gone beyond
concerns with regularity and compliance. Performance audit has developed from
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being a mere accountability mechanism towards contributing to the wider policy
debate. In addition to reporting on performance, it is also expected to give policy
advice to governments and to give guidance on how public administration can
improve in keeping up with the wider performance agenda. To achieve this end,
audit reports should include explanatory analysis of a policy process. However, most
performance audits contain information that explains what went wrong, as opposed
to why things went wrong (Put 2011). Therefore, in order to formulate relevant rec-
ommendations and contribute to improving the performance of the government
agencies, SAIs need information that explains shortfalls in the expected results.
These more “diagnostic” performance audits (Put 2011) should overcome the
explanatory deficiency of auditing.

As one of many forms of policy analysis and evaluation, performance audit is “a
hybrid activity, making use of whatever means it can find to generate sufficiently
robust evidence for its purposes” (Lonsdale 2011, 15). Although the role of a perfor-
mance auditor may be crucially different from that of an evaluator by being part of
the authoritative system of control (see Pollitt and Summa 1999), performance audi-
tors turn more and more to the wide array of evaluation and scientific methods, mak-
ing use of the best available qualitative as well as quantitative methods.

3. The SPLISS research model

While the literature on elite-sports development has been rapidly growing during the
last decade, scholarly research lacks an all-encompassing framework for the evalua-
tion of the effectiveness of elite-sports policies in relation to its goals (De Bosscher et
al. 2011). The deficiency in the literature is caused by the difficulty of directly com-
paring nations and sports systems on a comparable basis, due to cultural differences
and the uniqueness of each sports system. Furthermore, there is also a lack of pub-
licly available and quantifiable data on sports policies (De Bosscher et al. 2010).

In 2002 a consortium of research groups from three nations (Belgium, the
Netherlands and the United Kingdom) launched an international comparative study
on elite-sports policies to fill the gap in scientific research on the relationship
between elite-sports policies and international sporting success and to benchmark
their nation against other competitors. This initial project was named SPLISS 1.0
(“SPLISS” stands for Sports Policy factors Leading to International Sporting
Success) and lasted until 2008. It involved an overall elite-sports comparison of elite-
sports policies in six nations (Belgium, Canada, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway and
the United Kingdom). The pilot project was aimed at developing a research model to
analyze why some nations succeed and others fail in high-performance sports (De
Bosscher et al. 2010).

The second stage of the benchmarking study, called SPLISS 2.0, was initiated to
better understand which (and how) sports policies lead to international sporting suc-
cess and to obtain a better insight into the effectiveness and efficiency of elite-sports
policies of nations at an overall sports level. Data collection was organized between
2010-2014 from 15 countries (Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Denmark,
Estonia, Finland, France, Japan, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Portugal, Spain,
South Korea and Switzerland). The SPLISS 2.0 study builds on the model and meth-
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odologies developed in SPLISS 1.0, and its comparative results will be published by
the end of the year 2015.

There are several factors determining a country’s success in elite sports. These
factors could be classified at three levels: micro-level factors, such as athletes’ genetic
predisposition or family support, macro-level factors such as macro-economic well-
being, climate and population, and finally meso-level factors such as sports policies
and politics. Macro-level factors have a major impact on elite-sports success, but they
are largely out of the control of policy-makers (De Bosscher et al. 2010, 2015). In
recent decades macro-level factors, such as GDP or population, have become less
good predictors of nations’ performance than they had been earlier. The main reason
is that nations put more resources into elite-sports development (Green and Oakley
2001). In successful sporting countries elite-sports development models become
increasingly similar. Sports have grown increasingly central to policy or the strategic-
level role. Sports success enhances the sports organizations and makes governments
increase their spending on elite-sports support. Along with intensified competition
sports organizations around the world are looking for more effective operating models.
These factors are determined by sports policies. Elite athletes have a greater chance of
success depending on the effectiveness of policy and the investment made in elite
sports. It is suggested that besides the factors determining the personal success of an
individual athlete it is also possible to distinguish certain sports-policy factors that
have an impact on the overall sporting success of a nation (De Bosscher et al. 2010).

The SPLISS methodology is based on the concept of nine sports policy areas or
“pillars” which have an impact on the success of the elite-sports system. The influ-
encing policy areas are as follows:

+ Pillar 1: financial support — the public expenditure at the national level of
elite sports;

 Pillar 2: organization and structure of sports policies (integrated approach to
policy development) — effective management, working communication sys-
tem and clear task descriptions, simple administration through common
sporting and political boundaries;

« Pillar 3: participation in sports — a broad base of sports participation provides
a supply of young talents and the opportunity for training;

+ Pillar 4: talent identification and development system — a well-organized
scouting and development system provides new talents;

 Pillar 5: athletic and post-career system — in only a few sports can athletes
make a living from their sports earnings, some countries have programs for
supporting their athletes financially and also support their university studies
or retraining after finishing their elite-sports career — it helps athlete to con-
centrate on his/her elite-sports career while needed,

« Pillar 6: training facilities — training in a high-quality environment;

 Pillar 7: coaching provision and coach development — the qualification and
motivation system for coaches;
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 Pillar 8: (inter)national competition — sufficient competition experience for
athletes;

 Pillar 9: scientific research — the systematic gathering and dissemination of
scientific information, innovation.

The nine-pillar model is based on a review of literature, pilot studies and interviews
with athletes and high-performance experts. Each pillar is made measureable by
6-21 critical success factors. Each critical success factor is measured by one to four
different research instruments: 1) the overall sports-policy inventory — a specific
questionnaire on every pillar assembled by experts to be answered by researchers
collecting data via interviews or using secondary data sources, document analysis
etc; 2) an elite athletes’ survey; 3) an elite coaches’ survey and 4) a sports federa-
tions’ survey.

The researchers behind SPLISS model suggest that the application of theories
derived from the organizational-effectiveness literature in relation to national sports
organizations (micro-level) and applying them at a macro or country/region level
could present a viable option through which one can develop a method to evaluate
the effectiveness of elite-sports policies (De Bosscher et al. 2010, 2011). The opera-
tional research model of SPLISS is similar to the process model of “input-output-
outcome” that performance audit is based on. In SPLISS it is described as an “input-
throughput-output-(outcome) model” (De Bosscher et al. 2010, 2011, 2015; Shibli
2013; see Figure 1).

Outputs Outcomes
(success of elite (elite-sports

Improved elite-

Inputs Throughputs

athletes in sports influence on
competitions) society at large)*

(Pillar 1) (Pillars 2-9)

sports climate

Sources: De Bosscher et al. 2010, 2011, 2015; Shibli 2013

Figure 1: SPLISS conceptual model
* The SPLISS framework does not involve outcome analysis. It is admitted that this needs further
research.

However, the confusion with the definition of efficiency and effectiveness described
in the previous section of this article is also reflected in the SPLISS study on elite-
sports policy. It is claimed that SPLISS evaluates the “effectiveness of elite-sports
policies from a multidimensional perspective” (De Bosscher et al. 2010, 2011, 2015),
but it is actually targeted to output, not outcome, evaluation (success of elite athletes
in international competitions) (see Figure 1). Outcomes or wider objectives of elite-
sports policy on society are not the subject of the SPLISS study (ibid.). Therefore,
similarly to the developments in the performance-audit concept, effectiveness is
defined through a policy objective to perform successfully against the best athletes
in competitions, not as the output and outcome ratio. Also, the term efficiency is
adapted to the SPLISS framework. Throughputs (see Figure 1) refer to the efficiency
of sports policies, that is, the optimal way the inputs can be managed to produce the
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required outputs in elite sports (De Bosscher et al. 2008). Efficiency in this context
is not merely a “keeping the costs down” activity or “cost of a medal” indicator. The
SPLISS study does not go into the discussion of the most efficient sports system, but
concentrates on achieving better output (success of athletes) of elite-sports policies
by defining it as an effectiveness evaluation.

4. Data collection and analysis in Estonia

In Estonia, the data was collected and analyzed by the National Audit Office of
Estonia (ENAO) in 2011-2012 as part of a performance audit of elite-sports policy
and spending (see Riigikontroll 2012). The data collection corresponded to the
methodology presented in the original SPLISS framework used in the SPLISS 1.0
and 2.0 studies (De Bosscher et al. 2008, 2010, 2015). Only the scoring system
differs from the forthcoming SPLISS 2.0 study in two aspects. Firstly, those 117
critical success factors (6-21 factors in 9 pillars) containing quantitative and
qualitative data are aggregated into a final percentage score for each pillar, but the
methodology foresees that not all factors have equal weight in the final score.
Prior to the data collection in Estonia, the top-level managers of the Estonian
Ministry of Culture and the Estonian Olympic Committee were interviewed.
Interviewees were asked to give their evaluation to critical success factors and the
appropriateness of critical success factors describing and assessing the develop-
ment of the Estonian sports system. The evaluation was given on a scale from 1 to
10 and it was used later for weighting data collected by surveys and inventory. But
in SPLISS studies these weights are given by international experts, and they may
considerably differ from the Estonian scoring system, and those weights given
have also changed in the SPLISS 2.0 study, compared to the pilot SPLISS 1.0
study. Secondly, some success factors presume that there is available comparative
data from other countries because evaluation is given on a relative not an absolute
scale. Scores are given compared to the situation in other countries, not only as
expected by the experts and participants in the system. But by the time of the
Estonian analysis this comparative data was scarce. The data collection for the
SPLISS 2.0 study (which also includes the Estonian data) took place in 15 different
countries at the same time, and it was not possible to use collected data for com-
parison in the Estonian analysis due to different data-collecting and -processing
time schedules. Therefore, the Estonian scores were calculated using the so-called
absolute scale; scales minimum and maximum values were not based on the refer-
ence data (with the exception of the first pillar). The only exception is the first
pillar (financial support), where data from the SPLISS pilot study (2003) was
available for reference.

This empirical work involved a detailed questionnaire answered by athletes,
coaches and national governing bodies’ performance directors. This large-scale sur-
vey was complemented by additional interviews and secondary data analysis. Prior
to the data collection a small number of key persons in the Estonian sports system
was also asked to give an assessment of the relevancy of those success factors pro-
posed by SPLISS in the case of the Estonian system.

The data on critical success factors was collected by 1) overall sports-policy
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inventory (214 questions); 2) the elite athletes’ survey (61 questions); 3) the elite
coaches’ survey (62 questions) and 4) the sports federations’ survey (56 questions).

The data for the overall sports-policy inventory was collected by semi-structured
interviews, secondary data (statistics, surveys) and document analysis (legislation, state
budgets). The elite athletes’, coaches’ and sports federations’ surveys aimed to collect the
information on factors not easy to assess on the binary scale (yes/no). Respondents were
asked to give an assessment, usually on a 5-point ordinal Likert scale ranging from very
good to very bad. In the case of dichotomous questions scores were calculated according
to the proportion of positive responses, in the case of rating-scale questions, according
to the difference between the proportions of positive and negative ratings (see Table 1).

Table 1: Illustration of the Points Attributed to Two Types of Questions in the Elite-
Sports Climate Survey: Dichotomous Questions and Ratings

Dichotomous questions (yes/no) Ratings
Yes Score % (positive—negative) Evaluation
0-20% 1 <-19.9% 1
20.1-40% 2 —-19.9-0% 2
40.1-60% 3 0.1-20.0% 3
60.1-80% 4 20.1-50.0% 4
80.1-100% 5 >50.0% 5

Source: De Bosscher et al. 2010

All athletes participating in the Estonian Olympic Committee’s Olympic prepara-
tion program for the London and Sochi Olympics, also the promising talents sug-
gested by the sports federations and athletes that finished their career in the last two
years, were asked to answer the elite athletes’ survey. A questionnaire was sent to a
total of 122 athletes, 82 or 67% of whom answered.

The elite coaches’ survey was sent to 420 highly qualified coaches (in the two
highest qualification categories). A total of 190 coaches responded to the survey
(45% of those who were sent a questionnaire). According to SPLISS the elite coach-
es’ samples should have focused more narrowly on the elite athletes’ coaches and
coaches training young talents only. But in the Estonian case the sample was expand-
ed to all coaches holding a higher-qualification certificate to increase the number of
respondents and get a somewhat broader picture of the situation. If only those
coaches who trained elite athletes during the survey period would have been
engaged, the number would have been too small for adequate conclusions to be
drawn. The results of the survey showed, however, that most of the coaches respond-
ing to the questionnaire were at some point of their career engaged in elite athletes’
or young-talent training.

All heads of sports federations represented at the Olympics were asked to
respond to the sports federations’ survey. A questionnaire was sent to a total of 34
sports federations, 19 or 56% of whom responded.
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5. Results of the SPLISS study in Estonia

The evaluation according to the SPLISS framework revealed that most of the pillars
were moderately developed. The best score was achieved by the financial-support
pillar meaning that compared to other countries the amount of money allocated to
sports was greater in the comparative scale. However, no single pillar was very
underdeveloped; the lowest scores were given to the talent-identification and -devel-
opment system, the athletic and post-career system and to scientific research.

Preliminary results of the SPLISS 2.0 study (which will be published at the end
of 2015) indicate that Estonian scores will be even lower than calculated in the
analysis at hand (except for the talent-identification and -development system).
Scores for most pillars will be below the average results of the 15 countries partici-
pating in the SPLISS 2.0 project. It shows that when results are compared with more
recent data from other countries and factors are given different weights by foreign
experts, then the Estonian elite-sports policy scores even lower then when evaluated
by domestic athletes, coaches, sports federations and other experts.

Table 2: Scores given to elite-sports policy pillars in Estonia

Pillar ls(f:::;f)ig (;clzlxe) Description
Financial support* 4 _
Integrated approach to policy development 3 Moderate level of development
Participation in sport 3 Moderate level of development
Talent-identification and -development system 2 Limited development
Athletic and post-career support 2 Limited development
Training facilities 3 Moderate level of development
Coaching provision and coach development 3 Moderate level of development
(Inter)national competition 3 Moderate level of development
Scientific research 2 Limited development

* Evaluation given on a comparative scale according to the SPLISS pilot study data from 2003. Other
pillars’ scores were calculated using the absolute scale.
Source: Riigikontroll 2012; authors

The SPLISS methodology combines information gathered from many sources into a
single rating. Ratings of one pillar are implicated by a number of critical success
factors, some of which may receive the highest scores and others the lowest scores,
giving the whole pillar the total moderate score. For example the coaching-provision
and coach-development pillar’s critical success factors got extremely bipolar scores.
By the qualification the coaches were assessed as highly professional, but coaches’
working conditions were assessed as poor.
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Thorough analysis of survey data on pillars which got lower scores exposed a num-
ber of problematic areas. Therefore, we took a closer look at the pillar concerning
coaching provision and coach development due to the extremely diverse estimates
by athletes, sports-federation leaders and coaches themselves. These success factors
were also estimated as important by the managers from the Ministry of Culture and
the Estonian Olympic Committee during the critical success-factor estimation pro-
cess prior to conducting the surveys. In addition, the financial-support pillar as the
most controversial factor in comparing Estonian and international data needs more
explanation.

5.1. Financial support

The central government of Estonia spends 15-17 million Euros a year on sports
development and management. Approximately half of the budget is spent on elite
sports. Additionally, local-government expenditure on sports activities fluctuates
between 40 and 60 million Euros per year. This is mostly allocated to grassroots
sports, but local governments may occasionally support elite athletes as well. In
2008, the Estonian central-government spending on sports activities was double the
amount of money spent for the same purpose in the year 2000. However, as a result
of the rapid growth in total budget during the same period, the proportion of the
overall state budget spent on sports activities decreased from 1% to 0.4%. Following
the financial crises, the total government spending decreased after 2008 by almost
30% in absolute terms. The percentage of the state budget spent on sports activities
was rather stable between 2008 and 2013 but decreased to 0.2% in 2014 as a result
of the increase in total budget (Estonian Olympic Committee 2014a; Riigikontroll
2012). Sports activities in Estonia are primarily funded by the public sector. This is
similar to the tradition in Eastern European countries, where public funding of
sports has a much larger role than in many Western countries (Eurostrategies et al.
2011). According to the official statistics private sponsorship constitutes only 6-8%
of the total funding of sports activities.

The amount of financial support to elite-sports policies is probably the most
controversial factor in international comparison, as this is directly dependent on
the size and wealth of the country (pool of talents is the other factor dependent on
the country’s size/population). The government can decide on its public-policy
priorities and favor some policy areas for others, but the total amount of resourc-
es available stays limited to smaller and less wealthy countries regardless of the
priorities set.

As the study at hand is focused on government activities, more weight in evalu-
ation is put on the relative amount of finances spent on elite-sports policies (as per
head of population) and government expenditure. The SPLISS framework also takes
into account the total national expenditure and the absolute cash terms. In Estonia,
half of the government expenditure on sports is targeted towards elite sports; this
proportion is lower on average in the 15 countries covered by the SPLISS study. It
indicates that the government considers elite sports to be a policy priority. But in
absolute terms, Estonian expenditure on elite sports is lacking when compared to
other countries (De Bosscher et al. 2015). This explains why financial support is
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considered to be at a good level of development in our study but receives much lower
scores in SPLISS when put into an international comparative perspective. One of the
main findings in the SPLISS 2.0 analysis was that the best predictor of output
appears to be the absolute amount of funding allocated to elite sports. More money
generally means more medals, though not quite automatically, as elite-sports success
is the result of the way the resources are invested in a blend of factors (De Bosscher
et al. 2013, 2015).

5.2. Coaches’ professionalism

The SPLISS pilot study confirmed that critical success factors linked to coaches’
work had a slightly more significant correlation towards elite-sports success — coun-
tries getting higher scores in the coaching-provision and coach-development pillar
also proved to win more medals (De Bosscher et al. 2008).

In many countries most of the coaches work as volunteers, but in Estonia due to
several reasons only few coaches do voluntary work, at least formally (Eurostrategies
etal. 2011). Most of the coaches working as volunteers have lower qualification than
respondents in the present survey. Coaches answering to the questions in the present
survey should be highly qualified in order to be able to train elite athletes or prepare
young talents to become elite athletes.

Issues related to the appreciation of coaches” work and work conditions have
been a subject of the public discussion in Estonia for the last decade. The sports-
system reform at the beginning of the present century abolished a number of govern-
ment sports schools and created the environment for the establishment of private
sports clubs. The reform was meant also to attract more private funding to the sports
system but actually led to a reduction of social guarantees and was associated with
social insecurity for coaches.

In the surveys all three target groups (elite athletes, coaches and sports-federa-
tion leaders) were asked to name the areas which needed most effort by decision
makers and resources put into development. All three named coaching provision and
coach development most frequently. The coaches’ survey helped bring out some of
the most problematic issues which need to be dealt with primarily. Firstly, 31% of
the coaches work without an employment contract, probably getting paid via differ-
ent scholarships schemes, which does not guarantee any social benefits, for example
unemployment and health insurance, in case they will be needed. Shortly after the
SPLISS analysis in Estonia was conducted the Estonian Tax and Customs Board took
measures to stop coaches’ work-financing through scholarship schemes as this is not
in accordance with the tax law. In 2014 and 2015 the government allocated some
extraordinary public funds to compensate the additional tax costs to the sports clubs
and federations. The issue of financing coaching, especially for young athletes, is
still open for discussion and requires a public-policy decision from the government.

The survey showed that 30% of the coaches spent personal money for their train-
ing job — a common situation in case of voluntary work or hobby but slightly surpris-
ing in the case of high-level professionals. 60% of the coaches could not find enough
time to adequately supervise their most talented athletes. Finally 66% of the coaches
who responded said that their living and employment conditions were poor. Also all
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the sports-federation leaders answered that their federation could not offer world-
class living conditions to the coaches. At the same time 74% of the athletes respond-
ed that their coaches’ competence was at the world’s highest level.

It is possible to conclude that nearly one-third of the highly qualified coaches are
working factually as volunteers or part-time workers because they do not get paid at
all or for a full job. Most coaches need to find other jobs to get enough income for a
living. The success or failure of Estonian athletes is based largely on coaches’ enthu-
siasm. However, there is resentment towards the insufficient state activities to ade-
quately support professional coaching.

5.3. Talents

Talent identification and development with the help of special training and support
services is considered a key factor of a successful sports system. However, for sev-
eral reasons, this is an underdeveloped area in most countries. Attention was drawn
to the need for a systematic talent-identification system, financial and scientific
support to sports federations in creating such a system, special support services or
programs for the young talents and the existence of a legal framework that would
allow young talents to be treated, taking into account the elite athletes’ needs (for
example a flexible education system).

Out of 19 sports federations that responded to the questionnaire only 7 stated that
they had some sort of monitoring system for talent search and only 3 estimated it to
generate results. Only 1 monitoring system relied on scientific evidence, and only 1
sports federation systematized collected information on the development of young
athletes in a database. However despite the lack of systematic talent identification the
talented young athletes are given more attention by the sports federations, clubs and
coaches. Most often more frequent and more intensive training is available to them
(73% of the athletes responded) as well as medical support services (70%) and com-
bining education and training (26%). 60% of the young athletes had been offered
special treatment in recognition of their status as an elite athlete by their secondary
school or university. In most cases special treatment meant flexible class schedules,
minimized attendance obligations, flexible examinations or individual study; only
25% of the athletes responded that they considered the support offered to them as
young athletes sufficient to support their career.

It appeared that the most difficult, but crucial period for becoming a successful
athlete were the years right after graduating secondary school (starting from the age
of 18-19 in Estonia). Amateur athletes at that age are not usually able to achieve
internationally outstanding results that could guarantee them special funding by the
Olympic Committee. According to elite athletes it takes 3-5 years to be clear if the
young athlete could be successful at the international level. During this time, it is
extremely difficult for young athletes to combine their training schedule, follow the
right nutrition plan, attend university/vocational school and also have essential time
for resting. These years are the most important during an athlete’s career. However,
during these years it is also most difficult to obtain supporting services and funding.

Talent identification and development is the only pillar that will probably score
better in the SPLISS 2.0 study than in the evaluation at hand. It may indicate that
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though there is no generic public system to identify young talents, the relative sport-
ing success at international competitions proves that talents are found from a small
pool of people (the Estonian population is 1.3 million). And once young talents are
identified, then they get extra attention.

It needs to be pointed out that many successful athletes in Estonia come from
families where parents are coaches themselves and often train their children (e.g.
Olympic medalists Andrus Veerpalu and Kristiina Smigun-Vihi or more recent suc-
cessful athletes like Rasmus Mégi or Kelly Sildaru). Talent identification and devel-
opment thus comes from within the family.

5.4. Athletic and post-career support

The support services ensure athletes’ good physical and mental preparation for com-
petition. Post-career support is aimed at preparing athletes for the activities after the
end of their career — legal advice, direct financial support or support for their stud-
ies, for example. Support services were a fairly well-developed area in most coun-
tries participating in the SPLISS study.

The athletes’ survey confirmed that participation in international competitions
was most commonly supported. Financial support for this purpose was received by
61% of the surveyed athletes. Travel costs were covered for 57%. Somewhat less
common was the reimbursement of purchases of sports equipment (43%) and train-
ing-related costs (43%). Rarely did benefits occur that were indirectly related to
sporting activities, such as free or favorably priced cars (13%), as well as free meals
at training facilities (17%).

The most accessible support services oriented towards athletes’ physical condi-
tions were massages, which have been used by 95% of the surveyed athletes, sports-
medical service (86%), strength and endurance tests (73%) and physiotherapy (71%).
All other services that were included into the questionnaire were used with lower
frequency and were not available to most of the athletes (biomechanics analysis, nutri-
tion coaching, physiological and psychological counseling, legal, financial and career
counseling). For young athletes it is more difficult to access support services. More
than half of the athletes (59%) had massage services available at their main training
base, to get any other service athletes would usually have to go to find it elsewhere.

Career-planning services are offered for athletes only in exceptional cases. More
than half (53%) of the athletes surveyed acknowledged, however, that they were
concerned about their post-career activities, 36% admitted that these concerns were
interfering with, and had negatively affected, their career as elite athletes. While
career planning services are usually not available for everybody, the Estonian
Olympic Committee has initiated several actions over the last decade to improve the
athletes’ post-career opportunities. For example, universities and defense forces have
increased the number of athletes on their payroll or using scholarships provided by
them; also special grants are offered in collaboration with the International Olympic
Committee for the athletes, including free training and support in their search of
employment. However, there was no information about athletes’ use of the latter.

In Estonia, many athletes have used the opportunity to choose and hire their sup-
port staff themselves, independently from the national team. These personalized
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teams are not directly connected to the government activities or official sports poli-
cies, but athletes may also get support services and funding from the government and
the Olympic Committee. This is a common feature in elite sports worldwide. In
addition to a personalized approach, in the Estonian case a reason for this is also the
small total number of athletes. There is often only a single or few athletes in a disci-
pline, especially competing internationally.

6. SPLISS as a tool for performance evaluation

Models like SPLISS help to define “good performance” and “good management” in
order to assess the performance of government institutions. As noted earlier, the
search for adequate and applicable audit criteria in order to evaluate and explain, as
well as improve, government policy has lead SAIs to turn to scientific research (Pol-
litt and Summa 1999; Lonsdale 2011). Although SPLISS recognizes the importance
of other factors situated at the macro level (e.g. population, wealth, natural resourc-
es, cultural factors, religion) and the micro level (e.g. the individual athlete and their
close environment), it focuses on the meso-level factors that could be influenced by
the sports policies (De Bosscher et al. 2010). This makes it a beneficial systematic
tool for policy analysis and particularly suitable for evaluating the activities of state
institutions in public-sector performance audits.

In the case of the audit “Activities of the State in Supporting Elite Sports”
SPLISS was used as a starting point to develop audit methodology, as well as a
source of comparative information about elite-sports policies in other countries. The
most important benefit for the audit was the exploitation of a mapping system (defi-
nition of sports-policy components) created by the SPLISS group. This contributed
significantly to the preliminary analysis and audit planning phase. As a result, it was
relatively simple to get a compendious picture of the national sports system.

From the methodological point of view, it has to be noted that all of the SPLISS
pillars definitely do not have an equal role in leading to sporting success. One can
argue whether one or the other critical success factor is important enough and should
affect the total score of some pillars (whether the weighting system of different sub-
factors is adequate), but taking into account the systematic approach to the sports
system, the individual sub-factors do not have too much significance, because sports
leaders were directed to assess separately the importance of any single factor. It is
still possible to get a good overview of the sports system. The model helps to ascer-
tain its essential parts and problems, though what the importance of those single
factors is, is still not clear. Apparently, this downside will benefit from the interna-
tional comparisons.

The SPLISS framework is also useful for comparing nations. Nevertheless, it
should not be isolated from qualitative descriptions and from a broader understand-
ing of an elite-sports system. Therefore, for the purpose of an in-depth analysis of
the Estonian elite-sports support system, we added to the methodology some more
interviews with politicians, (former) athletes, sports managers, coaches, researchers
and public servants responsible for sports administration. In addition to that, a focus
group of experts, public servants and politicians was organized to discuss the results
of SPLISS.
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The main critique on the SPLISS analytical model stems from the conceptual prob-
lem of policy analysis: how to differentiate between cause-and-effects relationship
and pure correlation. This is also called the “attribution problem” (Talbot 2010, 48).
In public-policy analysis, correlation is often mistaken for causation. Although, the
case of elite-sports policies is unique because outcomes are clearly measurable
(international success), it is still difficult to attribute changes to public-sector activi-
ties in a reliable and valid way. The developers of the SPLISS framework also remain
somewhat vague in the discussion whether the model explains causality in sports
policy-making or not. On the one hand, they claim that SPLISS is a helpful tool to
find the causal relationship between sports policy and success of the athletes at an
international level (De Bosscher et al. 2010). On the other hand, in the Flanders case,
it was found that in spite of the increasing elite-sports expenditures in Flanders
(inputs) and the development of the throughputs (processes), this has not as yet led
to better results (outputs) at an international level (De Bosscher et al. 2011). And the
Estonian case demonstrated that a country may be highly ranked in international
sporting indexes despite the deficiencies in its sports-policy factors. It seems that the
SPLISS model presents an opportunity to compare what different countries are
doing, but actually does not explain what determines success or failure in elite sports.
Even the developers of the SPLISS model admit the limitation. Inputs and through-
puts (policy factors) in this model are the sports-policy factors that may increase
chances of international success (outputs), but do not guarantee success (De Bosscher
et al. 2010).

In most public policy areas, outputs and outcomes (for the difference, see Pollitt
and Summa 1999) are difficult to measure. Researchers also disagree on elite-sports
policies’ outcomes (e.g. boosting grassroots sports participation, enhancing the inter-
national reputation of a country, see van Bottenburg 2002; Grix and Carmichel 2012;
Hanstad and Skille 2010). But the output of elite-sports policies is clearly defined,
that is, medals won at international competitions. A widely accepted output defini-
tion of elite sports, however, does not make the policy analysis easy. It also needs to
be taken into account that in sports, the results are indeed usually clearly measurable,
but the result is mainly only a position compared to other athletes. The accomplish-
ments of an athlete are therefore relative to the success of other athletes and the level
of competition. For example, the number of events at the Olympic Games has risen
from 145 in 1956 and to 302 in 2012. During this period there has been an increase
by more than three times in the number of participating countries and participating
athletes. Also the number of medal-winning countries has risen from 37 in 1956 and
64 in 1992 to 85 in 2012 (Sports Reference). These numbers suggest that the com-
petition for medals has increased significantly. There is direct correlation between
the number of participating countries and the number of countries winning medals
and as a result, many nations have seen their share of international success reduced
(De Bosscher et al. 2008).
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7. SPLISS as a tool for policy advice

Performance audits are expected not only to evaluate the use of public resources but
also to give advice to the government in approving its activities and increasing the
efficiency and effectiveness of public policy. Governments aim for long-term strate-
gic planning and more effective, evidence-based policy-making. There is a growing
belief that nations that increasingly plan for success will increase their chances of
success (De Bosscher et al. 2008). This puts pressure on performance audits to con-
tribute to policy-making.

SPLISS is a useful tool to identify which factors (pillars) of the sports system are
well developed, and which are deficient, but it still does not really explain why some
nations are more successful in international sports competitions than others. This
explanatory weakness refers to the fact that recommendations given based on
SPLISS need to be carefully considered.

The role of macro- and micro-level factors also raises the discussion about the
possibilities of cross-national sports studies. Cross-national sports studies are often
considered to be problematic because sports are embedded in a broader cultural con-
text, where beliefs, norms, and values have been shown to have had a marked impact
on the character of sports policy (Houlihan and Green 2008). Successful policy
instruments are often dependent on the local situation (e.g. politics, geographical
situation, ethical values), which implies that similar policy actions may have different
outcomes in different nations (De Bosscher et al. 2010). Consequently, there is no
single recipe for competitiveness in sports. As micro- and macro-level factors differ
and are independent of the government’s policy in every country, there could not be
a unified single approach to achieve international sporting success. “One size fits all”
recommendations may ignore the danger of policy failure caused by uninformed,
incomplete or inappropriate policy transfer (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000; Rose 1993).

The SPLISS study has shown that countries have to invest more in order to be
successful in the escalating global sporting arms race. This means a need for more
money in cash terms, as the best predictor of output appears to be the absolute
amount of funding allocated to elite sports (De Bosscher et al. 2013, 2015). It makes
it increasingly difficult for small countries with fewer resources to compete in the
global arena. Estonia will never be able to invest as much money as Canada or
Finland. And just making a recommendation to increase resources spent on elite
sports is inappropriate in the Estonian context. Also, with a population of only 1.3
million, the pool of talent stays limited. But in elite sports, the rules of the game are
dictated by what rival nations are doing, not on the basis of what an individual coun-
try is doing (De Bosscher et al. 2013, 2015). The Estonian elite-sports policies may
be efficient, in terms of their use of available resources, but they will not compete
with big countries.

Taking into account the importance of money for international sporting success,
and the relatively low scores given to its elite-sports policies by the SPLISS method-
ology, Estonia should not have a considerable chance in this sporting arms race. But
medals won at the Olympic Games and other championships indicate that this could
be an irregular case. This finding suggests that the other factors outside the meso
level (sports policies) may have a significant influence on the success of nations.
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Meso-level factors form only a small part of the overall factors leading to interna-
tional sporting success. Arguably an additional three highly influential dimensions
were identified in the preliminary explorative surveys of SPLISS (media attention,
specific sports culture and athletes’ personal environments, e.g. parental support).
Though important, but outside the direct impact of the government’s action, they
were therefore excluded from the SPLISS study (De Bosscher et al. 2010). In these
macro- and micro-level factors the chance may hide for success for small countries
like Estonia. Does this mean that the role of the state becomes minor? Not necessar-
ily. SPLISS findings still indicate that, although a minimum amount of funding
seems necessary for success, elite-sports success is the result of the way the resourc-
es are invested in a blend of factors (De Bosscher et al. 2013). Instead of focusing
on what it does not have (i.e. resources), public policies should enhance the oppor-
tunities (i.e. personalized approach to talents, small and efficient teams, working
ethics, parental support etc.) of a small state.

8. Conclusion

In Estonia, a considerable share of the elite-sports system is financed with public
funds. That puts great expectations on the performance of elite-sports policies as
well as pressure for the efficient and effective use of public funds. It is the task of
the performance audit to evaluate the performance of the government in achieving
goals of public polices and give advice in improving policy performance.

The Estonian National Audit Office conducted a performance audit of the
Estonian elite-sports system and used the international comparative study framework
called SPLISS to develop the audit methodology. SPLISS turned out to be useful in
identifying the essential parts of an elite-sports policy and the weaknesses of the
sports system compared to what is expected, based on the practice in other countries
and “best practice” defined by policy experts, athletes and coaches. In audit termi-
nology it means that SPLISS was used for formulating audit criteria to identify what
is considered “good management” or “good performance”. However, the use of
SPLISS is limited in fulfilling the advisory function of performance audit. SPLISS
aims for comprehensive and systematic diagnosis of a sports system, as well as a
comparison of countries, but it does not fully explain why some nations are more
successful in international competitions than others.

The key findings of the Estonian SPLISS study demonstrated that despite the
relative success of elite athletes in international sports competitions most of the fac-
tors crucial to the sports system are at the moderate or even limited level of develop-
ment. There is no talent-identification and -development system in the case of most
sports. Post-career support for athletes is not sufficient. Mainly financial support for
highly qualified coaches is lacking. There are problems with implementing results of
scientific research in order to innovate in the training process and there is not enough
local applied research. Therefore, the success in elite sports is not coherently the
result of the Estonian sports system, i.e. government policy and activities. The
Estonian case revealed a controversial situation. The country has been relatively suc-
cessful in international competitions, which is the main aim of elite-sports policy, but
this does not represent the effectiveness of the public policy.
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Though Estonian governmental financial support for sports per capita is greater than
in several old EU countries, the total amount of funds invested in elite sports is
lacking. And the SPLISS study has revealed that the best predictor of output is the
absolute amount of funding allocated to elite sports. This finding is especially cru-
cial for small states like Estonia. Elite-sports policies and government actions may
be efficient and effective, taking into account the resources available, but this will
not be sufficient for participating in the escalating global sporting arms race. Elite-
sporting success appears to be the outcome of a multivariate process involving
many pillars, not only the amount of financing. A good organization of other critical
factors also contributes to the success. And finally, success may occur at random or
unsystematically.

Elite-sports policy is probably one of few public-policy fields where measuring
policy outputs seems to be fairly straightforward. Methods vary, but in principle,
success can be clearly measured in medals won at international competitions.
However, this does not explain whether the success of athletes is the result of public
policies and government involvement. The analysis of the causal relationship
between public policies and elite-sports outputs needs more understanding of sports-
policy factors leading to international sporting success. Also, views about elite-sports
public outcome or broader societal aims, i.e. reasoning for government involvement,
vary significantly.

The SPLISS model stands out among other research in the field because of the
use of quantitative data and the introduction of “measurement” in an area (comparing
elite-sports policies and systems) that is essentially qualitative in nature (De
Bosscher et al. 2010). For a performance audit, the value of the SPLISS model is not
so much the exact score of different pillars but the identification of the success fac-
tors. By focusing on the meso-level (i.e. public-policy) analysis, it is a useful ana-
lytical tool to evaluate the government performance.

While appreciating the work of scholars in developing this comprehensive
SPLISS framework, the Estonian case pointed out the limits of scientific methods in
explaining the cause-and-effect relationship of sports policies and the success of elite
athletes. Elite athletes may still be successful despite the existing sports system in
their country. And on the other hand, even a good system cannot overrule the impor-
tance of micro- and macro-level factors, such as personal abilities, cultural back-
ground, natural resources or climate.
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