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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 Lægreid 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; Lægreid 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 
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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 

 
Source: author 

FOCUS: 

Attribution 
problem in 

performance 
measurement

Attribution theory

- in social 
psychology

-in organizational 
studies

- in evaluation 
studies

Performance 
measurement

- use of 
performance 
information

- performance audit 
as a tool of 
performance 
measurement

SUB-GOAL 2: 

Attribution problem in performance 
measurement in immature policy 
environments of new democracies

SUB-GOAL 1: 

Implications of the attribution 
problem for policy advice purpose 

of performance measurement 

SCOPE 



7 

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 
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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; Nakrošis 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 
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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.  
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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 (III)): 

- 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 (III), 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, III), 
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 (II). 
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 Lægreid 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. 
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Figure 2. Classification of purposes of performance measurement 
according to end users of performance information 

 
Source: author; based on Behn 2003, Halachmi 2005, Pollitt 2006, Talbot 2007, Pollitt and 
Bouckaert 2011. 
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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 (Lægreid 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.  
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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-III, 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). It is 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 III), 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. (II) 

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 

 
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. (III) 

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. (III) 

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 
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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) 
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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; Nõmm 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; Nõmm 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. (Nakrošis 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; Nõmm 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; Nakrošis 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; Nakrošis 2008). The quality of 
performance information is poor and its use in the decision-making process is limited 
apart from external reporting (Nakrošis 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. 



35 

REFERENCES   

Andersen, S. C. 2008. “The Impact of Public Management Reforms on Student 
Performance in Danish Schools.” Public Administration 86(2), 541-58. 

Andrews, R., Boyne, G. and G. Enticott. 2006. “Performance Failure in the Public 
Sector.” Public Management Review 8(2), 273-96. 

Askim, J. 2007. “How Do Politicians Use Performance Information? An Analysis of 
the Norwegian Local Government Experience.” International Review of Administrative 
Sciences 73(3), 453-472. 

Askim, J. 2009. “The Demand Side of Performance Measurement. Explaining 
Councillors’ Utilization of Performance Information in Policymaking.” International 
Public Management Journal 12(1), 24-47. 

Baxter, L. A. and D. O. Braithwaite. 2008. Engaging Theories in Interpersonal 
Communication Multiple Perspectives. California: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Behn, R. D. 2003. “Why Measure Performance? Different Purposes Require Different 
Measures.” Public Administration Review 63(5), 586-606. 

Bevan, G. and C. Hood. 2006. “What’s Measured is What Matters: Targets and 
Gaming in the English Public Health Care System.” Public Administration 84(3), 517-
538. 

Bouckaert, G. and J. Halligan. 2008. Managing Performance: International 
Comparisons. London, New York: Routledge. 

Bouckaert, G., Nakrošis, V. and J. Nemec. 2011. “Public Administration and 
Management Reforms in CEE: Main Trajectories and Results.” The NISPAcee Journal 
of Public Administration and Policy 4(1), 9-29. 

Bovaird, T. 2014. “Attributing Outcomes to Social Policy Interventions –‘Gold 
Standard’ or ‘Fool’s Gold’ in Public Policy and Management?” Social Policy & 
Administration 48(1), 1-23. 

Christensen, T. and P. Lægreid. 2011. “Beyond NPM? Some Development Features.” 
In Christensen, T. and P. Lægreid (eds) The Ashgate Research Companion to New 
Public Management. Surrey, Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 391-404. 

Cuganesan, S., Guthrie, J., and V. Vranic. 2014. “The Riskiness of Public Sector 
Performance Measurement: A Review and Research Agenda.” Financial 
Accountability & Management 30(3), 279-302. 



36 

Curristine, T. 2005. “Government Performance: Lessons and Challenges.” OECD 
Journal on Budgeting 5(1), 127-51. 

Dan, S. and C. Pollitt. 2015. “NPM Can Work: An Optimistic Review of the Impact of 
New Public Management Reforms in Central and Eastern Europe.” Public 
Management Review, 17(9), 1305-1332. 

Davies, I. C. 1999. “Evaluation and Performance Management in Government.” 
Evaluation 5(2), 150-159.  

De Bosscher, V., Shibli, S., Westerbeek, H. and M. van Bottenburg. 2015. Successful 
Elite Sport Policies. An International Comparison of the Sports Policy Factors 
Leading to International Sporting Success (SPLISS 2.0) in 15 Nations. Aachen: Meyer 
& Meyer. 

De Lancer Julnes, P. 2006. “Performance Measurement. An Effective Tool for 
Government Accountability? The Debate Goes On.” Evaluation 12(2), 219-235. 

De Lancer Julnes, P. and M. Holzer. 2001. “Promoting the Utilization of Performance 
Measures in Public Organizations: an Empirical Study of Factors Affecting Adoption 
and Implementation.” Public Administration Review 61, 693-708. 

De Vries, J. 2010. “Is New Public Management Really Dead?” OECD Journal on 
Budgeting 2010/1. 

Dolowitz, D. and D. Marsh. 2000. “Learning from Abroad: The Role of Policy 
Transfer in Contemporary Policy-Making.” Governance: An International Journal of 
Policy and Administration 13(1), 5-24. 

Drechsler, W. 2005. “The Re-Emergence of ‘Weberian’ Public Administration after 
the Fall of New Public Management: The Central and Eastern European Perspective.” 
Halduskultuur–Administrative Culture 6, 94-108. 

Dunleavy, P., Margetts, H., Bastow, S. and J. Tinkler. 2006. “New Public Management 
Is Dead − Long Live Digital-Era Governance.” Journal of Public Administration 
Research and Theory 16 (3), 467-494.  

Feinstein, O. N. 2002. “Use of Evaluations and the Evaluation of their Use.” 
Evaluation 8(4), 433-439. 

Gedeon, J. A. and R. E. Rubin. 1999. “Attribution Theory and Academic Library 
Performance Evaluation.” The Journal of Academic Librarianship 25(1), 18-25. 



37 

Green, S. G., and T. R. Mitchell. 1979. “Attributional Processes of Leaders in Leader-
Member Interactions.” Organizational Behavior and Human Performance 23, 429-
458. 

Greene, J. C. 1999. “The Inequality of Performance Measurements.” Evaluation 5(3), 
160-172. 

Halachmi, A. 2005. “Performance Measurement: Test the Water Before You Dive In.” 
International Review of Administrative Sciences 71(2), 255-266. 

Hammerschmid, G., Van de Walle, S. and V. Stimac. 2013. “Internal and External Use 
of Performance Information in Public Organizations: Results from an International 
Survey.” Public Money & Management 33(4), 261-268. 

Hatry, H. P. 2013. “Sorting the Relationships Among Performance Measurement, 
Program Evaluation, and Performance Management.” In Nielsen, S. B. and D. E. K. 
Hunter (eds) Performance Management and Evaluation. New Directions for 
Evaluation 137, 19-32. 

Holzer, M. and K. Yang. 2004. “Performance Measurement and Improvement: An 
Assessment of the State of the Art.” International Review of Administrative Sciences 
70(1), 15-31. 

Heider, F. 1958. The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. New York: Wiley. 

Hood, C. 2007. “Public Service Management by Numbers: Why Does it Vary? Where 
Has it Come From? What Are the Gaps and the Puzzles?” Public Money & 
Management 27(2), 95-102. 

Johnsen, Å., Meklin, P., Oulasvirta, L. and J. Vakkuri. 2001. “Performance Auditing in 
Local Government: An Exploratory Study of Perceived Efficiency of Municipal Value 
for Money Auditing in Finland and Norway.” European Accounting Review 10(3), 
583-599. 

Kelley, H. H. 1973. “The Processes of Causal Attribution.” American Psychologist 
28(2), 107-128. 

Kelly, J. M. and D. Swindell. 2002. “A Multiple-Indicator Approach to Municipal 
Service Evaluation: Correlating Performance Measurement and Citizen Satisfaction 
across Jurisdictions.” Public Administration Review 62(5), 610-621. 

Lægreid, P., Roness, P. G. and K. Rubecksen. 2006. “Performance Management in 
Practice: The Norwegian Way.” Financial Accountability and Management 22(3), 251-
70. 



38 

Lonsdale, J. 2000. “Developments in Value-For-Money Audits: Impacts and 
Implications.” International Review of Administrative Sciences 66, 73-89. 

Lonsdale, J. 2011. “Introduction.” In J. Lonsdale, P. Wilkins and T. Ling (eds) 
Performance Auditing: Contribution to Accountability in Democratic Government. 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 1-21. 

MacKenzie, M. and A. Blamey. 2005. “The Practice and the Theory: Lessons from the 
Application of a Theories of Change Approach.” Evaluation 11(2), 151-168. 

Martinko, M. J., Harvey, P. and M. T. Dasborough. 2011. “Attribution Theory in the 
Organizational Sciences: A Case of Unrealized Potential.” Journal of Organizational 
Behavior 32, 144-149. 

Martinez, A. D., Martinko, M. J. and G. R. Ferris. 2012. “Fuzzy Attribution Styles.” 
Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies 19(1), 17-24. 

Mayne, J. 2001. “Addressing Attribution through Contribution Analysis: Using 
Performance Measures Sensibly.” Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation 16(1), 1-
24. 

Mayne, J. 2007. “Challenges and Lessons in Implementing Results-Based 
Management.”  Evaluation 13(1), 87-109. 

Meyer-Sahling, J.-H. and K. Yesilkagit. 2011. “Differential Legacy Effects: Three 
Propositions on the Impact of Administrative Traditions on Public Administration in 
Europe East and West.” Journal of European Public Policy 18(2), 311-22. 

Miller, H. T. and C. J. Fox. 2007. Postmodern Public Administration. New York: M.E. 
Sharpe. 

Nakrošis, V. 2008. “Reforming Performance Management in Lithuania: Towards 
Results-Based Management.” In Peters, G. (ed.) Mixes, Matches, and Mistakes: New 
Public Management in Russia and the Former Soviet Republic. Budapest: OSI/LGI, 
53-116. 

Newcomer, K. E. 2007. “Measuring Government Performance.” International Journal 
of Public Administration 30, 307-329. 

Nielsen, S. B. and N. Ejler. 2008. “Improving Performance? Exploring the 
Complementarities between Evaluation and Performance Management.” Evaluation 
14(2), 171-192. 



39 

Nõmm, K. and T. Randma-Liiv. 2011. “International Organizations As Performance 
Management Promoters: the Case of the OECD Recommendations for Estonia.” Paper 
presented at the EGPA conference in Bucharest, 7-9 September 2011. 

OECD. 2007. Performance Budgeting in OECD Countries. Paris: OECD. 

OECD. 2011. “Estonia. Towards a Single Government Approach.” Public Governance 
Reviews, OECD, Paris. 

Perrin, B. 1999. “Performance Measurement: Does the Reality Match the Rhetoric? A 
Rejoinder to Bernstein and Winston.” American Journal of Evaluation 20(1), 101-11. 

Peters, G. 2008. Mixes, Matches, and Mistakes: New Public Management in Russia 
and the Former Soviet Republic. Budapest: OSI/LGI. 

Pollitt, C. 2006. “Performance Information for Democracy: The Missing Link?” 
Evaluation 12(1), 38-55. 

Pollitt, C. and G. Bouckaert. 2011. Public Management Reform: A Comparative 
Analysis - New Public Management, Governance, and the Neo-Weberian State. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

Pollitt, C. and H. Summa. 1999. “Performance Audit and Public Management 
Reform.” In C. Pollitt, X. Girre, J. Lonsdale, R. Mul, H. Summa and M. Waerness 
(eds) Performance or Compliance? Performance Audit and Public Management in 
Five Countries. New York: Oxford University Press, 1-10. 

Put, V. 2011. “Norms Used: Some Strategic Considerations from the Netherlands and 
the UK.” In J. Lonsdale, P. Wilkins and T. Ling (eds) Performance Auditing: 
Contributing to Accountability in Democratic Government. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing, 75-94. 

Put, V. and G. Bouckaert. 2011. “Managing Performance and Auditing Performance.” 
In Christensen, T. and P. Lægreid (eds) The Ashgate Research Companion to New 
Public Management. Surrey, Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 223-236. 

Radin, B. A. 2009. Challenging the Performance Movement: Accountability, 
Complexity, and, Democratic Values. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press. 

Radnor, Z. 2008. “Hitting the Target and Missing the Point? Developing an 
Understanding of Organizational Gaming.” In W. Van Dooren and S. Van de Walle 
(eds) Performance Information in the Public Sector: How It Is Used. Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 94-105. 



40 

Raudla, R. 2012. “The Use of Performance Information in Budgetary Decision-Making 
by Legislators: Is Estonia Any Different?” Public Administration 90 (4), 1000-1015. 

Raudla, R. 2013. “Pitfalls of Contracting for Policy Advice: Preparing Performance 
Budgeting Reform in Estonia.” Governance: An International Journal of Policy and 
Administration 26(4), 605-629. 

Raudla, R. and R. Savi. 2015. “The Use of Performance Information in Cutback 
Budgeting.” Public Money and Management 36(6), 409-416. 

Reichborn-Kjennerud, K. 2013. “Political Accountability and Performance Audit: the 
Case of the Auditor General in Norway.” Public Administration 91(3), 680-695. 

Rossi, P., Lipsey, M. W. and H. E., Freeman. 2004. Evaluation: A Systemic Approach. 
California: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Staw, B. M. 1975. “Attribution of the “Causes” of Performance: A General Alternative 
Interpretation of Cross-Sectional Research on Organizations.” Organizational 
Behavior and Human Performance 13, 414-432. 

Talbot, C. 2007. "Performance Management." In E. Ferlie, L. Lynn and C. Pollitt (eds) 
The Oxford Handbook of Public Management. New York: Oxford University Press 
Inc., 491-517. 

Talbot, C. 2010. Theories of Performance: Organizational and Service Improvement in 
the Public Domain. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press. 

United States General Accounting Office. 1997. Managing for Results: Analytic 
Challenges in Measuring Performance. GAO/HEHS/GGD-97–138. Washington, DC: 
United States General Accounting Office. 

United States General Accounting Office. 2011. Performance Measurement and 
Evaluation: Definitions and Relationships. Washington, DC: United States General 
Accounting Office. 

Van de Walle, S. 2009. “International Comparisons of Public Sector Performance. 
How to Move Ahead?” Public Management Review 11(1), 39-56. 

Van Dooren, W. 2008. “Nothing New Under the Sun? Change and Continuity in the 
Twentieth-Century Performance Movements.” In W. Van Dooren and S. Van de Walle 
(eds) Performance Information in the Public Sector: How It Is Used. Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 11-23. 

Van Dooren, W., Bouckaert, G. and J. Halligan. 2010. Performance Management in 
the Public Sector. London: Routledge. 



41 

Van Loocke, E., and V. Put. 2011. “The Impact of Performance Audits: A Review of 
Existing Evidence.” In J. Londsdale, P. Wilkins and T. Ling (eds) Performance 
Auditing: Contribution to Accountability in Democratic Government. Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar, 175-208. 

Verheijen, T. 2003. “Public Administration in Post-communist States.” In G.B. Peters 
and J. Pierre (eds) Handbook of Public Administration. London: Sage, 489-99. 

Weiner, B. 1986. An Attributional Theory of Motivation and Emotion. New York: 
Springer-Verlag. 

White, H. 2010. “A Contribution to Current Debates in Impact Evaluation.” Evaluation 
16(2), 153-164. 

Wholey, J. 1996. “Formative and Summative Evaluation: Related Issues in 
Performance Measurement” Evaluation Practice 17(2), 145-9. 

World Bank. 2003. “Understanding Public Sector Performance in Transition Countries: 
An Empirical Contribution.” Document of the World Bank. 

World Bank. 2006. “EU-8 Administrative Capacity in the New Member States: The 
Limits of Innovation?” Report Number: 36930-GLB. 

  



42 

SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN 

Omistamise probleem tulemuslikkuse hindamisel avalikus sektoris: 
õppetunnid tulemusaudititest Eestis 

Kuigi avaliku sektori tegevuse tulemuslikkuse kohta info kogumine on sama vana kui 
avalik haldus (Hood 2007; Pollitt ja Bouckaert 2011), tõusis 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 eelkõige küsimustele, mis 
eesmärgil tulemusi mõõdetakse ning kas ja kuidas tulemusinfot üldse kasutatakse. 
Selgub, et tegelikult panustatakse tulemusinfo kasutamisse hoopis vähem kui selle 
tootmisse ehk tulemuste mõõtmisse (loe lähemalt I; Lægreid et al. 2006; Pollitt and 
Bouckaert 2011).  

Üks oluline põhjus, miks tulemusinfo ei leia oodatud määral kasutamist, tuleneb 
tulemuste hindamise olemuslikust probleemist – suutmatusest selgelt ja üheselt 
arusaadavalt defineerida avaliku sektori tegevuse eesmärke ehk tulemusi, mille täitmist 
peaks mõõtma. Teine probleem, miks tulemusinfo leiab oodatust vähem kasutamist, 
seondub tulemuste mõõtmise tehnilise (Curristine 2005; Mayne 2007), analüütilise 
(United States General Accounting Office 1997; Bovaird 2014) või metodoloogilise 
(Davies 1999) väljakutsega tõestada põhjuslikku seost valitsuse tegevuse ja mõõdetud 
tulemuste vahel. Isegi kui avaliku sektori tegevuse tulemuste hindamiseks suudetakse 
välja mõelda sobilikud indikaatorid ning neid mõõta, siis määratleda, milline panus oli 
just konkreetsel hinnataval tegevusel või programmil saavutatud tulemustesse, on 
tihtipeale väga keeruline. Teha vahet põhjuslikkusel, korrelatsioonil ja lihtsalt 
juhuslikkusel on metoodiliselt raske, vahel ka võimatu. Seda nimetataksegi omistamise 
probleemiks tulemuste hindamisel. Omistamise probleemi on peetud peamiseks riskiks 
või nõrkuseks tulemuste hindamisel avalikus sektoris (Cuganesan et al. 2014). Senises 
tulemusjuhtimise ja tulemuste mõõtmise kirjanduses tunnistatakse omistamise 
probleemi küll oluliseks, kuid sellegipoolest ei leia see enamasti põhjalikumat 
käsitlemist. Veel vähem pööratakse tähelepanu omistamise probleemi laiematele 
tagajärgedele. 

Käesolev väitekiri põhineb definitsioonil, mille kohaselt tulemusjuhtimine on selline 
juhtimisviis, kus infot tulemuslikkuse kohta kasutatakse juhtimisotsuste tegemiseks, 
kusjuures tulemusinfo loomine ja selle kasutamine toimub kindlaks kujunenud 
tulemuste mõõtmise protsessi raames (Radnor 2008, 95; I). See on rutiinne protsess 
sisendite, väljundite, mõju ja nende vaheliste seoste hindamisel (Newcomer 2007). 
Kuigi tulemusi on võimalik mõõta ka üksikisiku ja organisatsiooni tasandil, analüüsib 
käesolev väitekiri tulemuste mõõtmisega seotud küsimusi poliitika või programmi 
tasandil. 
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Väitekiri keskendub peamiselt omistamise probleemi tagajärgedele tulemusinfo 
kasutamisel  ja sellel on kaks alaeesmärki. Esiteks näidata, kuidas omistamise 
probleem takistab eelkõige tulemuste hindamise nõuandva funktsiooni täitmist, sest 
sellisel juhul on põhjusliku seose olemasolu tegevuse ja tulemuse vahel kõige 
kriitilisem. Teine alaeesmärk uurib tulemuste mõõtmise algatuste rakendamist 
spetsiifiliselt Eesti kontekstis ja selgitab, miks omistamise probleem võimendub vähem 
arenenud poliitikakujundamise oskuste ja traditsioonidega uutes demokraatiates (vt 
joonis 1).   

Teoreetiline osa hõlmab avaliku halduse kirjandust, mis keskendub eeskätt tulemuste 
mõõtmise eesmärkide ning tulemusinfo kasutamisele. Selleks, et täita tühimikke 
senises diskussioonis just omistamise probleemi alge ja tagajärgede seletamisel, 
kombineeritakse avaliku halduse distsipliinis põhjusliku seose otsimise käsitlust teistes 
sotsiaalteadustes enam analüüsimist leidnud omistamise teooriat puudutava 
kirjandusega. Eeskätt on omistamise teooria tuntud sotsiaalpsühholoogiast ning leidnud 
rakendamist näiteks organisatsiooniteoorias juhtimise uurimisel ning programmide 
evalveerimise kirjanduses, mis on tulemuste hindamise uurimissuunale päris lähedane. 
Sotsiaalpsühholoogiast pärit omistamise teooria aitab seletada, et inimpsühholoogiale 
on loomult omane otsida põhjuslikke seoseid ja omistada tulemustele seletatavaid 
põhjuseid, ka juhtudel, kui need seosed puuduvad (Heider 1958, Kelley 1973, Weiner 
1986). Inimesed kasutavad tulemusinfot nii omaenda edu ja ebaedu kui ka sotsiaalsete 
nähtuste seletamisel subjektiivselt. Selline põhjusliku seose tõlgendamine mõjutab 
inimeste käitumist ja motivatsiooni. Teiste sotsiaalteaduste distsipliinide 
tähelepanekuid kasutades on võimalik saada kasulikke õppetunde ka avalikus halduses 
omistamise probleemiga tegelemiseks.  

Väitekirjas näitlikustatakse omistamise probleemi erinevaid tahke empiirilise 
materjaliga, mis pärineb erinevatest valitsuse dokumentidest ja aruannetest, 
Riigikontrolli tulemusaudititest (I, III) ning doktoritöö raames läbi viidud 
rahvusvahelisel võrdleval metoodikal põhineval tulemusauditite mõju analüüsist (II).  
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Joonis 1: Väitekirja ulatus ja fookus 

 
Allikas: autor 

Kokkuvõttes otsitakse väitekirjas vastust kolmele uurimisküsimusele: 

- Mis on põhjusliku seose omistamise probleemi tagajärjed tulemuste 
mõõtmisele avalikus sektoris? 

- Kuidas takistab omistamise probleem eelkõige nõuandva funktsiooni täitmist 
tulemuste hindamisel? 

- Kuidas mõjutab omistamise probleem tulemuste mõõtmist ja tulemusinfo 
kasutamist just ebaküpse poliitikakujundamise keskkonnaga uutes 
demokraatiates? 

Väitekiri põhineb kolmele algupärasele teadusartiklile: 

1) “Performance measurement and performance information in new democracies: 
A study of the Estonian central government” (I) (kaasautor Tiina Randma-
Liiv) on ülevaateartikkel, mis uurib avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse mõõtmise 
praktikaid Eesti keskvalitsuses alates 1991. aastast. Artikkel toob välja, et 
ebaküpse poliitikakujundamise keskkonna tunnused nagu administratiivne 
ebastabiilsus, nõrk strateegilise planeerimise ja poliitikaanalüüsi võimekus, 
vajakajäämised poliitikate rakendamisel ning mitteteadlik poliitikate 
ülevõtmine, muudab avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse mõõtmise uutes 
demokraatiates raskemaks ülesandeks kui väga kõrgelt arenenud riikides.  

FOOKUS: 

Põhjusliku seose 
omistamise 
probleem 
tulemuste 
mõõtmisel

Omistamise teooria

- sotsiaal-
psühholoogias

- organisatsiooni-
teoorias

- programmide 
evalveerimises

Tulemuste 
mõõtmine

- tulemusinfo 
kasutamine

- tulemusaudit kui 
tulemuste 
mõõtmise vahend

ALAEESMÄRK  2: 

Omistamise probleem  tulemuste 
mõõtmisel uute demokraatiate 

ebaküpsetes poliitikakeskkondades

ALAEESMÄRK 1: 

Omistamise probleemi tagajärjed 
tulemuste mõõtmise nõuandva 

eesmärgi täitmisele

ULATUS
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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 üks tulemuslikkuse mõõtmise 
vahend ise panustab avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse parandamisse. Artikkel 
põhineb koostöös Põhjamaade teadlastega välja töötatud võrdleval metoodikal 
ja originaalsel analüüsil, mis hindab, kas tulemusauditiga kokku puutunud 
avaliku sektori töötajad tajuvad, et auditid olid kasulikud ja viisid muutusteni 
poliitikakujundamises või organisatsiooni praktikates. Eestis läbi viidud 
küsitlus näitas, et avaliku sektori töötajad peavad tulemusauditeid küll 
kasulikuks, kuid need ei vii tihti muutusteni senistes poliitikates või 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 Eesti suhteliselt kõrge positsioon 
rahvusvahelistes medalite edetabelites ei ole kooskõlas rahvusvahelises 
poliitikauuringus antud kesise hinnanguga Eesti tippspordi süsteemile. Seega 
kõrged sportlaste tulemused on saavutatud vaatamata vajakajäämistele 
spordipoliitikas ja edu aluseks võivad olla hoopis muud tegurid kui riiklik 
spordipoliitika. Artikkel viitab, et ebaselge põhjuslik seos Eesti spordipoliitika 
ja sportlaste tulemuste vahel muudab õppimise Eesti spordisüsteemist ja 
tulemuste hindamise nõuandva eesmärgi täitmise keeruliseks.   

Avalikus sektoris võib tulemuste mõõtmise eesmärgid jagada laias laastus kaheks: 
sisemised ehk juhtimise funktsioonid ning välimised ehk demokraatlikud funktsioonid 
(vt joonis 2). Eesmärgiks võib olla lihtsalt kirjeldada olukorda, pakkuda informatsiooni 
saavutatud tulemuste kohta, ja sellisel juhul ei olegi põhjusliku seose olemasolu ja selle 
tõestamine väga oluline. Selline info avaldamine aitab kaasa avaliku sektori avatusele, 
toetab valitsuse tegevuse legitiimsust, võimaldab tähistada edu või tõsta teatud 
teemasid poliitilisse agendasse. Ent juhtudel, kui muutub tähtsaks edu või ebaedu 
põhjuste selgitamine ja oodatakse nõu andmist, kuidas paremate tulemuste 
saavutamiseks edasi toimida või milliseid eelarvelisi otsuseid teha, muutub põhjusliku 
seose olemasolu valitsuse tegevuse ja saavutatud tulemuste vahel kriitiliseks. Näiteks 
ei ole võimalik Eesti tippsportlaste edu pinnalt soovitada Eesti riiklikku spordipoliitikat 
teistes riikides üle võtta, sest tõenäoliselt on senise edu aluseks hoopis muud või lisaks 
muud tegurid kui riiklik poliitika (nt traditsioonid, eraalgatuslikud tiimid jne) (III).  

Väitekiri näitab, et vastavalt sellele, mis eesmärgil tulemusi mõõdetakse, tuleb 
tähelepanu pöörata ka põhjusliku seose olemasolule ja selle tõestamisele tulemuste 
hindamisel. Omistamise probleem on küll eelkõige tehniline või metoodiline 
väljakutse, kuid see ilmneb just tulemusinfo kasutamisel. Ootused, et tulemuste 
mõõtmine täidab üheaegselt mitut eesmärki, näiteks võtta valitsus vastutusele ning 
mõjutada eelarve otsuseid, seavad metoodiliselt täiesti uued väljakutsed. Ja mida enam 
keskendutakse mitte üksnes väljundi, vaid ka laiema mõju hindamisele, seda 
olulisemaks muutub omistamise probleem. Ilma omistamise probleemi lahendamata ei 
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ole seega võimalik anda adekvaatset hinnangut valitsuse tegevuse tulemuslikkusele või 
jagada nõu teadmistepõhiseks poliitikakujundamiseks. (I; III) 

Joonis 2. Tulemuste mõõtmise erinevate eesmärkide ja omistamise 
probleemi seose olulisus  

 
Allikas: autor; Behn 2003, Halachmi 2005, Pollitt 2006, Talbot 2007, Pollitt ja Bouckaert 2011 
põhjal 
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auditite poole, mis  seletaks ka valitsuse tegevuse ja poliitikamuutuste ning poliitikate 
mõju vahelisi põhjuslikke seoseid (Put 2011). Tagajärjena on tulemusauditid läinud 
metoodiliselt järjest keerulisemaks ning põhjalikumaks. Kui algselt põhines tulemuste 
hindamine suuresti kvantitatiivsete indikaatorite mõõtmisele, siis üha enam  võetakse 
lisaks appi kvalitatiivseid sotsiaalteaduslikke meetodeid (Lonsdale 2011). (II, III) 

Kui programmide evalveerimise raportitele heidetakse ette, et need sisaldavad liiga 
palju detailset infot ning tihtipeale lõpevad siiski tõdemusega, et „tuvastatud muutuseid 
pole võimalik omistada antud projekti tegevustele“ (White 2010), siis tavapärane 
mõõdikutel põhinev tulemuste hindamine ei ole olnudki suunatud selgitamisele, mis 
täpselt on põhjustanud indikaatorite muutuseid. Eesmärgiks on olnud kiire ja ajakohase 
info pakkumine. Piiratud ajakava tingimustes ei olegi võimalik põhjuslikke seoseid 
hinnata. (Davies 1999; Mayne 2007; Newcomer 2007) Akadeemilises kirjanduses 
juhitakse tähelepanu, et omistamise probleemile reageerimise tõttu on kaasajal 
tegelikkuses vähenenud ka erinevused programmide hindamise ja tulemuste mõõtmise 
distsipliinide vahel (Nielsen ja Ejler 2008).  

Tulemuste mõõtmine võidab ühelt poolt arenenud IT süsteemidest, andmete paremast 
kättesaadavus ja analüütilisest töödeldavusest, kuid suuremad ootused põhjuslike seose 
väljaselgitamisele sunnib üha enam pöörduma aega ja spetsiifilist ekspertiisi nõudvate 
analüüside poole. Ent mõnikord ei olegi võimalik keeruliste ja aeganõudvate meetodite 
kasutamisele vaatamata põhjuslikku seost kindlaks määrata. Saab küll informatsiooni 
olukorra kohta, kuid pole võimalik tõsikindlalt väita, et näiteks senine poliitika on 
olnud edukas või valitsuse tegevus viinud tuvastatud muutusteni. Muutuste põhjused 
võivad peituda hoopis laiemates sotsiaalmajanduslikes protsessides, 
makromajanduslikes seaduspärasustes või demograafilistes muutustes, mis omakorda 
on tulenevad näiteks elustiili muutustest, tehnika arengust jne. Sellisel juhul tuleb 
hoiduda järelduste tegemisest eesmärgil, mis eeldaks põhjusliku seose olemasolu (vt 
joonis 2). (I; II; III) 

Üks võimalus saada üle analüütilisest väljakutsest omistada tulemusi konkreetsele 
tegevusele või poliitikale, on pöörduda tagasi sotsiaalpsühholoogia teadmiste ehk 
omistamise teooria juurte juurde ning leppida, et tulemusinfo kajastab üksnes hindajate 
taju või arvamust, mitte objektiivset reaalsust (vt Staw 1975; Gedeon ja Rubin 1999; 
Newcomer 2007). Näiteks tulemusauditite enda mõju hindamine on  problemaatiline. 
Saab küll kindlaks teha auditi lõppedes toimunud muutused valitsuse tegevustes, kuid 
pole võimalik lõpuni eristada, kas muutused toimusid just auditi või muude tegurite 
tagajärjena. Kuid viimastel aastakümnetel järjest enam levinud tulemusauditi aktiivne 
läbiviimine avalikus sektoris eeldab, et  jõutakse veendumusele ka selle auditeerimise 
ehk tulemuste mõõtmise enda mõjukuses (II; III; Lonsdale 2010). Väitekiri sisaldab 
analüüsi, mis hindas just auditeeritute hinnangut küsimustele, kas tulemusauditid olid 
kasulikud ning  kas need viisid muutustele. Kui 40% auditeeritavatest arvasid, et 
tulemusauditid on olnud kasulikud, siis üksnes 21% leidsid, et auditid on viinud ka 
muutusteni auditeeritud organisatsioonis või valitsuse tegevustes. Ent samas põhjused, 
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miks auditi soovitusi viiakse ellu või mitte, ei tulene ainult auditist, vaid on seotud ka 
laiema poliitilise keskkonnaga ja teiste osapoolte (nt parlamendi ja meedia) 
tegevusega. (III)  

Lisaks tulemusinfo kasutamise eesmärgile mõjutab omistamise probleemi ilmnemise 
tõenäosust või olulisust ka keskkond, kus tulemuste mõõtmine toimub. Edukas 
tulemuste mõõtmise süsteem avaliku sektoris eeldab hästi toimivat andmete ja 
kasutatavate meetodite kvaliteedi kontrolli ning sisendite, väljundite ja mõju hindamist 
regulaarselt ning pika aja jooksul (Newcomer 2007; United States General Accounting 
Office 2011; Hatry 2013). Samuti eeldab indikaatorite põhiselt tulemuslikkuse 
hindamine, et põhjuslik seos valitsuse tegevuse ja mõõdetud tulemuse või poliitika ja 
selle mõju vahel on selgeks tehtud enne hindamissüsteemi juurutamist. 
Teaduskirjanduses rõhutatakse, et tulemuslikkuse mõõtmisega saavad tegeleda need 
riigid, kellel on palju aega, raha ja ekspertiisi ning kelle poliitiline ja administratiivne 
keskkond on stabiilne. Juhtidele seab tulemustel põhineb hindamissüsteem suuri 
analüütilisi, poliitilisi ja kommunikatiivseid väljakutseid. See on midagi palju enamat 
kui üksnes tehniline tegevus. (vt näiteks Davies 1999; Newcomer 2007; Nilesen ja 
Ejler 2008; Hatry 2013; Cuganesan et al 2014) Kui poliitikakujundajate ettevalmistuses 
ja kogemuses on puudujäägid ning metoodiline kvaliteedikontroll ei ole tugev, 
õõnestab see võimalusi edukaks tulemuste mõõtmiseks ja sellel infol põhinevaks 
juhtimiseks avalikus sektoris. Seetõttu vajab poliitiline ja administratiivne kontekst, 
kus tulemuste hindamist juurutatakse, erilist tähelepanu. (I)  

1990. aastate algul päris Eesti, nagu paljud teised postkommunistlikud riigid, 
haldusorganisatsiooni, millel puudus oskus ja kogemus iseseisvaks 
poliitikakujundamiseks, koordineerimiseks või hindamiseks. Sellele lisandusid 
sagedased muutused poliitilises ja administratiivses juhtkonnas. Paljud reformid ja 
arendustegevused rakendati ilma põhjaliku eelneva analüüsita ning järelanalüüsile ja 
kogemustest õppimisele pole ka piisavalt tähelepanu pööratud. Erinevad lühiajaliseks 
initsiatiivid lõppesid enne kui oleks võimalik üldse adekvaatselt nende tulemusi 
hinnata. Analüütiline võimekus ja oskus saadud tulemusinfot sihipäraselt kasutada oli 
kesine. (I; Verheijen 2003; World Bank 2006; Nõmm ja Randma-Liiv 2011; Raudla 
2012; Raudla ja Savi 2015) 

Vaatamata ebasobivatele keskkonna eeldustele ehk faktoritele (administratiivne 
ebastabiilsus, nõrk strateegilise planeerimise ja poliitikaanalüüsi võimekus, 
vajakajäämised poliitikate rakendamisel ning mitteteadlik poliitikate ülevõtmine) on 
Eesti sarnaselt teistele  postkommunistlikele riikidele paari viimase aastakümne 
jooksul aktiivselt rakendanud erinevaid tulemusjuhtimise ja sealhulgas tulemuste 
mõõtmise algatusi. Kuigi väitekirjas hoidutakse järelduste tegemisest teiste sarnase 
ajaloolise taustaga riikide kohta, sest iga administratiivne süsteem ja 
poliitikakujundamise traditsioonid on omanäolised, on välja toodud faktorid 
iseloomulikud ka teistele Kesk- ja Ida-Euroopa riikidele (see Verheijen 2003; Nakrošis 
2008; Meyer-Sahling and Yesilkagit 2011). 
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Oluline roll avaliku sektori tulemuslikkuse mõõtmise algatuste sisseviimisel on olnud 
ka välisel mõjul, 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; Nõmm ja Randma-Liiv 2011) 
Seejuures unustatakse, et ka kõrgelt arenenud ja tugeva haldusorganisatsiooniga 
riikides pole tulemuste mõõtmise rakendamine alati viinud tulemusinfo eduka 
kasutamiseni või veelgi enam, riigi tegevuse tulemuslikkuse paranemiseni. 
Tulemusinfo võib olla küll olukorrast ülevaate saamiseks vajalik ning erinevatele 
poliitikaprotsessi osapooltele enda argumentide toetamiseks kasulik, ent see ei 
garanteeri iseenesest tulemuslikumat juhtimist või mõjusamaid poliitikaprogramme.  
(I; II; III; Pollit and Bouckaert 2004; Newcomer 2007; Talbot 2007; Radnor 2008; 
Van de Walle 2009)  

Kokkuvõttes seab edukas tulemuste mõõtmine ja adekvaatne tulemusinfo kasutamine 
teatud tingimused riigi poliitilisele süsteemile ja administratiivsele võimekusele. Kui 
aga rakendada tulemuslikkuse hindamist avalikus sektoris, kus eeltingimused 
analüütilistele ja rakenduslikele oskustele, kvaliteedikontrollile ja stabiilsele 
poliitikakujundamisele pole täidetud, siis võimendab see nii tulemuslikkuse mõõtmise 
olemuslikke kui ka analüütilisi puudujääke, nagu üheste ja selgelt defineeritavate 
eesmärkide puudumine ning omistamise probleem. Seega oht omistamise probleemi 
tõttu tulemuslikkuse mõõtmisel põhimõttelisi metoodilisi vigu teha ning hiljem saadud 
infot mittesihipäraselt kasutada on eriti suur just ebaküpse poliitikakujundamise 
keskkondadega uutes demokraatiates. 
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