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Performance management systems provide child welfare agencies with tools to monitor program components,
make real-time changes, and build an empirical base for the intervention. The two primary components of the
performance management system discussed in this paper are balanced scorecards and dashboards. The goal is
to provide an overview of the process, to describe how a performance management system was developed
and the rationale behind it, and to provide examples of how the process was implemented at a national and
site level. The paper provides an overview of performance management systems and an example of how perfor-
mancemanagement tools can be applied to child welfare agencies. These tools can assist in planning and quality
improvement and can be used to support the ongoing development of an empirical base for service programs.

© 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Over the last two decades, there has been a significant movement
towards establishing an evidence-base to support whether a particu-
lar service or program has the desired effects on certain problems
and/or with certain populations. One of the challenges of establishing
this evidence-base is the amount of resource and time it takes to ob-
tain feedback onwhat works. Service program evaluations often focus
on data from a program from the prior year or two, and the feedback
loop on making program improvements may be nonexistent. While
this “rearview mirror” approach may ultimately contribute to an em-
pirical base, through randomized controlled trials, a gap exists in how
to move programs forward ensuring that programs incorporate
evidence-informed practices, are implemented based on a strategic
plan, incorporate feedback loops, and incrementally add to the pro-
gram's empirical base (McCue Horwitz, Chamberlain, Landsverk, &
Mullican, 2010; Ryan & Schuerman, 2004).

Today's technological resources and business models on organiza-
tional improvement are essential to taking our social service program
models to the next level (Chorpita, Bernstein, & Daleiden, 2008;
Eckerson, 2011; Kaplan & Norton, 1992; McCue Horwitz et al., 2010;
Pecora, Seelig, Zirps, & Davis, 1996). Given these advancements it is
possible to capitalize on the opportunities to use real-time knowledge
rights reserved.
of progress both within and across social service programs. This
knowledge can be used to generate an ongoing feedback loop. Perfor-
mance management systems are one tool that organizations and pro-
grams can use where they glance in the rearview mirror, but
continually look forward to make real-time changes and progress.

Utilizing performance management systems within social services
provides a framework to ensure that the organization's strategy is exe-
cuted successfully and outcomes are in the intended direction with
variances managed. Performance management systems become a crit-
ical component of organizational vision/management and can serve
multiple purposes. For example, at the practitioner level, the data
from the system can help practitioners understand the impact their
work has on their clients, or in other words, build an evidence base
that guides decision making. For management, the data can be aggre-
gated across sites and used to determine how the organization is pro-
gressing on its strategic plan, identifying the most feasible practices
and deploy from there how variance were achieved or addressed. This
information can be communicated, in a single frame of reference, across
an organization via dashboards that monitor operational processes.
Scorecards can also be used tomonitor strategic goals by creating a pro-
cess that identifies the organization strategy, assists in planning on how
to implement the overarching goals, is capable of monitoring and ana-
lyzing the ongoing data, and creates a mechanism to act and/or adjust
strategies so they better reflect the intended goals (Eckerson, 2011).
Specifically, performance management systems enable strategic com-
munication and refinement, while increasing visibility and coordination
to stakeholders with information that can be acted upon quickly

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.12.008
mailto:cash.33@osu.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.12.008
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01907409


656 S.J. Cash et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 34 (2012) 655–659
(Poister, 2010). These systems can also be used to help monitor pro-
gram implementation. Program implementation replication within
family-based services has not been addressed adequately. Pecora,
Reed-Ashcraft, and Kirk (2001) write that there is a significant need in
this field to “achieve program consistency and rigor with respect to
model specification, staff selection, staff training, program funding,
quality control, staff turnover, and planned program refinement in con-
trast to model ‘drift’ (p. 21). Literature on performance management in
social services and more specifically in child welfare is significantly
limited. This paper seeks to add to this limited knowledge base through
describing how a performance management system, using both bal-
anced scorecards and dashboards, within a non-profit organization,
was implemented to address the needs identified in the literature
(Pecora et al., 2001).

2. Performance management systems

2.1. Balanced scorecards

In 1992, Kaplan and Norton introduced the Balanced Scorecard
(BSC) as an innovative business management tool, reflective of a re-
port card with an organizational global focus. The goal of the BSC
was to move from focusing solely on financial indicators, usually gen-
erated in the accounting department, to a more comprehensive sys-
tem that includes linked intangible and tangible measures that
contribute to a company's well-being (Bieker, Dyllick, Gminder, &
Hockerts, 2001; Bontis, Dragonnetti, Jacobsen, & Roos, 1999; Kaplan
& Norton, 1996, 2001; Norreklit, 2000). The BSC capitalized on tech-
nological advances to help businesses and managers change their
evaluation system from checklists and ad hoc performance measures
to integrated measures that could be used to identify areas where im-
provement could be seen on a more regular basis. Thus, the BSC pro-
vides a way to continually look forward using a priori measurements,
without having to look back and make retrospective changes based
on out-of-date data (Niven, 2006). The BSC was developed for the
for-profit sector, and has now been applied to the non-profit sector
as well in order to account for the variations in organizational goals,
funding structures, and consumer types (Modell, 2004; Niven, 2008;
Santiago, 1999).

2.2. Performance dashboards

The performance dashboard is analogous to the dashboard in a car
or a heads-up display in an airplane, where one can look at the metric
and make real time changes, specifically focused on monitoring, ana-
lyzing, and managing performance (Eckerson, 2011; Poister, 2010;
Simpson, 2002). The dashboard provides more detailed monitoring
of critical data points to facilitate making ongoing adjustments to en-
sure that the vision and strategies are being implemented as
designed. The dashboard, in the nonprofit sector, provides a frame-
work to increase communication regarding the agency's mission
and strategies between various stakeholders and align the different
BSC perspectives to demonstrate cause and effects that can be con-
tributed to service programs (Eckerson, 2011; Niven, 2008). Addi-
tionally, dashboards help establish and maintain continuous
improvement based on real-time and current data and create an em-
pirical base for interventions and treatment approaches (Chorpita et
al., 2008; Lambert, Harmon, Slade, Whipple, & Hawkins, 2005;
Percevic, Lambert, & Kordy, 2004). Performance dashboards improve
coordination between different levels and people in the organization
and improve control over the interventions and operations by visual-
ly demonstrating progress on key indicators to improve practices. At
the core of the dashboards is the information technology system
that streamlines collection and reporting of the data used to create
the dashboard (Eckerson, 2011).
The focus of this paper is to describe the utilization of the perfor-
mance management system framework to inform key stakeholders
and build a real-time data monitoring system for an in-home family
services program. Using a performance management framework
such as the one described in this paper is a relatively new addition
to the literature base in social services and specifically child welfare.
The methods and approaches described have been tried and tested
in a large national child welfare agency proven to be promising in
their impact on programmanagement, improvement, and implemen-
tation. This is one aspect of a larger effort to build the program's
evidence-base.

3. Boys town, the balanced scorecard, and in-home family services
dashboard

3.1. Boys town

Boys Town provides services to children and families in 10 states
and the District of Columbia via an integrated continuum of services
ranging from intensive residential treatment to parent training and
education services within the community, serving over 24,000 chil-
dren in 2010. Recently Boys Town culminated a strategic planning
process that provided focus to the mission and vision of an integrated
continuum, linked in philosophy and intervention methods across all
levels. The five-year plan included several national goals and initia-
tives; a primary focus is to expand and to establish the evidence
base for Boys Town's In-Home Family Services (IHFS) program. It is
this effort to grow that has propelled further research and program
refinement for this program.

3.2. Boys town and the balanced scorecard

The first step in measuring and monitoring the strategic plan was
the implementation of a Balanced Score Card (BSC). Utilizing Kaplan
and Norton's application of the balanced scorecard, the four perspec-
tives (i.e., financial, customer, internal processes, and learning and
growth) provided the structure for the BSC with functional areas in-
corporated within. This organization of perspectives was done strate-
gically to better align national support services and build
organizational capacity. The goal was to create a tool that would be
used to measure and manage strategy at a site level, as well as a na-
tional roll up of organization-wide results.

The scorecard was based on a variance model that was designed
using designated shadings (Fig. 1) to communicate variance. This
checkerboard approach provides a standardized summary of perfor-
mance using program variability as a metric. While each affiliate
site had its own scorecard, a national roll up is also provided with a
perspective of each support service as well.

The scorecard was embraced relatively easily due to a number of
inherent organizational capabilities. First, leadership recognized the
need for a system that could monitor and manage strategy. Second,
Boys Town's culture was already established and emphasized build-
ing a work force that is highly mission focused, has high integrity, is
highly competitive, utilizes a research based approach with model fi-
delity assessment, and is familiar and comfortable with utilizing data
for decision making. As such, incorporating a process for measuring
strategy was a logical addition.

The balanced scorecard became a catalyst for an entire strategy
management system, guiding the system for not only what the organi-
zation would do but also what the organization wouldn't do. Strategy
based budgetingwas incorporated to create a methodology for aligning
operational supportwith attainable strategies.Whatwas once expected
financial support, with limited respect to performance or alignment, be-
came earned financial support based on strategic initiative alignment.
Alignment plans across all functional areas were developed to focus
all efforts on achieving the plan and detail the mapping of the strategy.



Fig. 1. Checkerboard.

Table 1
In-home family services program implementation dashboard components and
definitions.

Component Definition

Finance
Cost recovery Site revenue/site expenses
Staff turnover Number of terms during the month/number of

active employees as of end of month
Consumer feedback

Family survey Number family surveys returned / number
family surveys handed out

Agency survey Number agency surveys returned / number
agency surveys mailed

Outcomes
Goal attainment Number of family goals met at discharge/

number of family goals set
Strengths and stressors
improvement

Number of items improved/number of
completed items that could improve (ratings=
−3, −2, −1, 0, +1, +2)

Compliance
Two staff attend first
family visit

Percent of sample families in which 2 staff
attended the first visit

Approved qualified
screeners

Percent of IHFS staff (nationwide) who are
'approved' Qualified screeners

Model implementation
Model fidelity observations:
average domain ratings

Model fidelity ratings from the IHFS family
consultant assessment observation/
documentation review form by each domain

Service review/documentation
Quick and early solutions (QES) Number of cases that identified the use of QES/

total number of cases in sample
Social network map (SNM) Number of families who completed the SNM/

total number of families in sample
Strengths and stressors (SS) Percent of families who completed both intake

and discharge SS
Family problem area (FPA) Number of families who identified at least one

FPA/total number of families in sample
Goal progress assessed Number of families in which goal progress was

assessed/total number of families in sample
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Local accountability for the plan was emphasized to acknowledge that
strategy is not executed at the national level, but at the local level. Quar-
terly strategy review meetings were implemented to provide a forum
for planned monitoring of the plan at a high level with all functional
area leaders. This further emphasized the balance of resources to help
sites do the right thing to execute the strategy and build capacity from
support services related directly to site needs. Through these strategic
review meetings it became apparent that as an organization, strategy
is ever evolving; the plan is never left on the shelf. In the first year of
its implementation 82% of the measures monitored improved over the
prior year performance. The BSC alone was not responsible for this im-
pact; the system that supported the scorecardwas key to creating a cul-
ture that valued this single frame of referenced data and opened the
door to utilizing similar processes in other areas.

3.3. Boys town and the performance dashboard

Building off the success of the balanced scorecard and the plan for
growth, a major initiative was undertaken to monitor critical indica-
tors of successful implementation of the IHFS program across all na-
tional sites. Domains monitored included finance, consumer
satisfaction, outcomes, compliance, implementation (i.e., model fidelity
ratings), and service documentation. The goal was to have a successful
widespread dissemination and effective, replicable implementation of
the model.

To meet program specific needs, performance dashboards were
developed (see Table 1 for a list of the dashboard indicators and the
corresponding definitions of the indicators as used by Boys Town).
Similar to the balanced scorecard, the four perspectives (i.e., financial,
customer, internal processes, and learning and growth) were includ-
ed, with the greatest emphasis on internal processes (i.e., implemen-
tation of the revised model). Additionally, during model revision the
Balanced Scorecard's four perspectives were considered. For example,
to make the model desirable, not only did it have to have a positive
impact on the lives of children and families, but it also had to be fi-
nancially feasible, meet the needs of consumers (clients), and provide
training that would develop new skills and be easy to use for existing
and new employees.

3.4. Creating the dashboard

Since the dashboard provides a wide array of organizational data,
many agency departments contribute to the data used for monthly
reports. Specifically, systems are in place for each department to
monitor data applicable to their role. For example, the human re-
sources department provides information regarding staff turnover,
while the finance department provides cost recovery data. The staff
evaluation department is responsible for monitoring consumer
survey feedback as this information is utilized in staff certification. Fi-
nally, the research department monitors service data through a na-
tional database system that all programs and sites use for case
planning, programmanagement, program evaluation, program fidelity,
and research. The database contains information that describes youth
and families at admission, diagnostic/outcome measures, behavior or
progress shown during program stay, status at departure, and status
at some point after program departure. A service-planning module for
IHFS identifies strengths and key problems, formalizes the selection of
priorities in needs, and prompts the development of goals and interven-
tion strategies.
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3.5. How are the dashboards used?

Reviewing and discussing the dashboards at a national level has
paid off as adherence to implementation continually increased as a
result of ongoing monitoring from a single frame of reference. The
purpose of the monthly review process is to share organizational
knowledge and innovation for continuous quality improvement of
the IHFS Boys Town model and includes as primary consumers site
program leaders/practitioners and national support services. When
strengths are identified, sites are asked to share implemented innova-
tions (e.g., what systems or processes have been put in place to make
things work at the site). For areas below expectation, barriers and
challenges are discussed and plans are formulated with the site to
help them improve in the particular area. Due to the lessons learned
by data monitoring, additional reporting mechanisms and processes
have been added. With national support services present, site direc-
tors can quickly respond to any adjustments in training, administra-
tion, consultation and/or evaluation. In addition, these data points
are monitored by immediate supervisors to assess model implemen-
tation, which allows supervisors to target ongoing training and
coaching of direct service staff. Depending on the indicator that has
fallen below expectations, the larger organization is also able to mo-
bilize additional supports (e.g., coaching, training, observations, and
supervision) for the site.

National dashboards allow the organization to have a snapshot of
the entire program and across all sites. However, given the complexity
in the structure and context inwhich theprograms operate at the differ-
ent sites throughout the U.S., there are times, when it is necessary to
look at site-specific dashboards so that adjustments can be appropriate-
ly targeted. At the site level, monthly dashboards provide the opportu-
nity to see incremental changes, both positive and negative. When it is
determined that there is a decrease (indicating an area that requires at-
tention) in ratings on any of the indicators, immediate action can be
taken, this process is also known as “drilling down” (Eckerson, 2011).
Specifically, if one of the implementation indicators (e.g., Teaching) is
below expectations, immediate action can be taken that will optimally
reverse the trend as quickly as possible (see Fig. 2).

During the last year, one of the IHFS site's dashboard showed several
indicators in the Service Review/Documentation dashboard (see Fig. 3
for the breakout of this component) that were below expectations.
Data in October 2010, only 12% of families had a Family Problem
Area1 (FPA) identified, and 0%were assessing progress.When the fidel-
ity issue was discovered, the research teammet with the program staff
to discuss any staff confusion andmisunderstandings of themodel com-
ponent. To provide clarity to the process, a refresher trainingwas devel-
oped and provided to meet this site's needs and systems were
developed to avoid duplication of Boys Town and contract require-
ments. During the months following specific monitoring on the model
component for this site was conducted to assist in any other implemen-
tation concerns. Due to the combined efforts, from administrators and
practitioners, to increase implementation of the model, the site has
made significant increases in core components of the model that are
critical to the successful implementation of the model. From October
to December 2010, the percentage of families where an FPA was identi-
fied increased from 12% (October) to 100% (December). For Progress
Assessed, there was also improvement from October to December,
with 0% of families having their Progress Assessed in October to 50%
of families with Progress Assessed in December. This example demon-
strates how the dashboard was used to identify an area of variance
1 Family Problem Areas are generated from individual items on the Strengths and
Stressors assessment (Berry, 2009), where practitioners in conjunction with the family
identify specific areas of stress that is currently affecting their family. These FPA's are
then used identify and provide targeted services to the family. For a more in-depth dis-
cussion on the In-Home Family Services program model, please see Ingram, Cash, Oats,
Simpson, & Thompson (under review).
and the issuewas quickly addressed; the dashboard provided an almost
immediate feedback loop.

While dashboards are often used to discuss areas that need im-
provement, they are also used to convey positive results across and
to the sites. Site directors have used the dashboards to praise the
staff on their adherence to the model or for meeting/exceeding
benchmarks. The discussions that occur at the site level with all of
the staff also serve as an engagement process to keep the staff in-
formed and actively engaged as an integral part of the national orga-
nization. The staff are provided with the opportunity to talk about the
findings and to problem solve ways to increase, for example, model
fidelity or client outcomes.

4. Conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to 1) provide a background on per-
formance management systems, 2) describe how a performance
management system was implemented and used in a national child
welfare organization, and 3) demonstrate how the system was used
to create real-time feedback that contributes to program manage-
ment, evaluation, and successful implementation. These are critical
components of establishing the evidence base for interventions. The
example provided in this paper demonstrates that the tools and pro-
cesses are very applicable to today's social service programs. The per-
formance management process at Boys Town has contributed to an
ability to operationalize a strategic plan, create indicators to monitor
the plan at multiple levels, communicate the program's implementa-
tion and effectiveness to multiple stakeholders across multiple sites
through an ongoing feedback loop, and contributes to the program's
evidence base. The tools provide a visual indication of the progress
and allow for ongoing monitoring of any programmatic changes sug-
gested as a result of ongoing data and feedback. The days of program
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Fig. 3. Snapshot of service review/documentation by site.
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evaluations based on old data without feedback loops should be in
the past. The technological tools and business-defined performance
management processes canmove our field forward, with differentiating
impact, so that we can continue to find ways to move forward glancing
back, while still moving forward.
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