
Assessing The Reliability of 
Performance Data 

An Auditor Roles in Government 
Performance Measurement Course 

 
   

 
Stuart S. Grifel, Instructor 

Project Team Principal 
Auditor Roles in Government Performance Measurement 

 



Course Learning Objectives 
Participants will be able to:  
 
•Develop a program to define objectives, scope, and 
methods for performing reviews related to assessing the 
reliability of performance data. 
 
•Certify the reliability of an organization’s performance 
measures utilizing a 15-step methodology. 
 
•Improve data reliability throughout the organization by 
training program managers in how to conduct a 
performance measures self-assessment.  
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Auditor Roles in Government 
Performance Measurement Project 
 Project Mission: Advance how auditors contribute 

to strengthening government performance and 
accountability by stimulating greater auditor 
involvement in improving how public performance 
is measured and managed 

 Based on practice-based research published in: Auditor 
Roles in Government Performance Measurement: A 
Guide to Exemplary Practices at the Local, State, and 
Provincial Levels by Paul Epstein, Stuart Grifel, & 
Stephen Morgan (IIA Research Foundation, 2004) 

Download this book free from: www.AuditorRoles.org   
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 A New 
Service Model:  
 
Five Roles 
Auditors Play 
in Government 
Performance 
Measurement 
 

Two Audit Roles 

Three Assistance Roles 

Role 2 
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From Input to Impact 
Cause-Effect Assumptions 

Input 

Output 

Process 

Community 
Impact 

Intermediate 
Outcome 

Long-term 
Outcome 

Other Contributing 
Factors 
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Service Delivery System 
Cause-effect assumptions that tell the “story” of a program 

      
 
   
    Processes 
(Activities  
and  
Controls) 
 

   Outputs  Outcomes   Inputs 

Service Efforts 
Financial Inputs/Outputs 
Outputs/Physical Inputs 

Inputs/Outcomes  
  

Service Accomplishments 
Unit Cost 
Productivity 
Cost Benefit and Cost Effectiveness  
  

 
= 
= 
= 

Demand 
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Summary of Program Outcome 
Model 

Results INPUTS ACTIVITIES OUTPUTS 

Benefits for 
participants during 
and after program 
activities 

Resources dedicated 
to or consumed by 
the program 

The direct products of 
program activities 

What the program 
does with the inputs to 
fulfill its mission 

e.g. 
 money 
 staff and staff time 
 volunteers and volunteer 
 time 
 facilities 
 equipment and supplies 
•Constraints on the program 
 

e.g. 
 laws 
 regulations 
 funders’ requirements 

e.g. 
 Feed and shelter 
 homeless 
 families 
 provide job training 
 educate the public about 
 signs of child abuse 
 counsel pregnant women 
 create mentoring 
 relationships for youth 

 
 

e.g. 
 number of classes 
 taught 
 number of counseling 
 sessions conducted 
 number of educational 
 materials distributed 
 number of hours of 
 service delivered 
 number of participants 
 served 

 
 

e.g. 
 new knowledge 
 increased skills 
 changed attitudes or 
 values 
 

 
 modified behavior 

 
 
 improved condition 
 altered status 
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Objectives 
 Describe measurable performance a service or program 

is expected to accomplish 

 Expression of expected performance as a number 
(sometimes a percent or other ratio) 

 Time-bound: One or more targeted amounts specified 
for specific time period(s) 

 Aligned with mission & goals 

 In sum: A performance measure with a target and time 
period or deadline is an objective 

NOTE: Other frameworks use different terms for 
“objectives” (e.g., “operational goals” or “targets”) 

7 www.AuditorRoles.org 



Objectives as Statements or Targets 
 Objectives as statements: 

 Start with an action verb (often preceded by “To”) 
 Include what will be done, how much to accomplish, 

and the time to achieve it in one statement, e.g.: 
 To increase the percent of children fully-immunized 

for their age from 80% to 95% in 2 years 

 Objectives as targets: provide the same information in a data table, 
chart, or graph: 

 

Performance Measure 
2010 
Actual 

2011 
Target 

2012 
Target 

Percent of children fully immunized 
for their age 80% 90% 95% 
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Performance Measures 

 Quantitative indicators of the 

extent to which objectives are 

being achieved. 
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Types of Performance Measures 
 Measures that follow the service delivery model: 

 Inputs: Financial costs, physical resources (staff time, materials, 
equipment) 

 Process measures, e.g.: operational activities, internal process or 
cycle times 

 Outputs: Units of service or product delivered (e.g., lane-miles 
resurfaced); numbers of people served.  Can also be quality, 
timeliness of external delivery 

 Outcomes: Conditions of places or people that programs & services 
are intended to affect, e.g., road smoothness, people’s health, 
student achievement, crime rates, perception of conditions (e.g., 
safety & security, taste of water), customer or citizen satisfaction 
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Types of Performance Measures (cont.) 
 Efficiency ratios, e.g.:  

 Unit Costs:  
 Cost/Output 
 Cost/Outcome (“Cost Effectiveness”) 

 Productivity: Output/Input 

 Measures of Demand for a service or program, e.g.: 
 Population as a whole 
 Population of a target group (e.g., #people eligible for a benefit) 
 Number of service customers 
 Number of requests for service (e.g., #calls for police emergencies) 
 Physical demand, e.g.: acres of parks, lane-miles of road (total that should 

be maintained, not that’s actually maintained), gallons of incoming sewage 
to be treated 

 Revenue for revenue producing services or functions 
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Examples of Performance Measures 
for Four Programs 

Service Efficiency Outcome Output 

Sewage 
Treatment 

Cost per gallon of 
sewage treated 

% discharge 
samples meeting 
EPA standards 

# gallons treated at 
primary, secondary, & 
tertiary levels 

Fire Protection 
(incl. Prevention) 

Average cost per 
inspection 

Deaths per 10,000 
residents 

% calls responded to 
within 4 min 

Residential Solid 
Waste Collection 

Tons collected per 
crew 

% streets rated 
clean 

# tons collected 

Library 
Circulation 

Cost per item 
circulated 

% users who found 
something they 
wanted 

# items circulated per 
capita 
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Role 2. Assess Performance Information 
  
 Practice 2a. Test Relevance or Reliability: Test or certify 

performance measurement relevance, reliability, or both. 
 

 Practice 2b. Assure Performance Reports: Audit, attest to, 
assure, or certify external performance reports. 
 

 Practice 2c. Support External Review to assess and 
improve performance information or reporting, or the 
performance basis for decision making. 
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Practice 2a: Test Relevance or Reliability 
Test or certify performance measurement relevance, reliability, 
or both 

 

  

See examples from 

 these jurisdictions at 
www.AuditorRoles.org 
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  Definitions  
 
 Relevant measures: Measures that matter to the 

intended audience (useful) and clearly relate to the 
activity being measured (aligned). Provides a 
comprehensive picture of a program’s activities and 
services (complete). 

 Reliable measurement data: Verifiable, correctly 
computed data (accurate), free from bias and 
corresponding to the phenomenon reported (valid), 
calculated the same way over time and controlled 
(consistent). 
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 The Impact of Unreliable Data 

 Your agency reported that it produced 10,000 units 
of service (UOS) at a cost of $2,000,000 = $200 per 
unit. 

 In fact, it only produced 8,000 UOS.  Cost per unit 
was actually $250. 

 Given another $1,000,000 in your budget. Based on 
previous reported output, decision makers expect 
another 5,000 UOS to be produced. 

 In fact, you can only produce another 4,000.  You’ll 
be 1,000 units short of expectations that you will 
have to explain to decision makers. 
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Users and Uses of Performance Measurement 
Data 
Users 
Managers, elected officials, citizens, budget office, media,  
private and non-profit organizations  
  
Uses 
For Decisions: 
 Policies and strategies 
 Budgeting 
 Other Resource Allocation Decisions 
For Accountability: 
 Performance Reporting 
 Contract Performance Monitoring   
For Performance Improvement: 
 Operational Performance Improvements 
  Personnel Management  
  Improvement through Comparison 
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Accurate  Computed correctly 
 Neither overstated nor understated 
 Appropriately precise 
 
Valid Corresponds to the phenomena reported 
 Correctly defined 
 Data & calculation comply with definition 
 Unbiased   
  
Consistent Consistent with previous periods 
 Controlled by adequate systems 

  

Each measure and its data should be: 

Assessing the Reliability of Performance Measures & 
Data: Sample Criteria 
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Data Issues – Questions and Answers 
Question: What are the red flags that tell you that data may be inaccurate?   
Answer:    Large numbers ending in zero; same numbers being reported    

quarter to quarter and year to year. 
 

Question:  What are some reasons for inaccurate performance data? 
Answer:     Computed incorrectly, using the wrong data source 
 
Question:  What are common reasons for management to report biased data?   
Answer.     Not wanting to look bad, want additional resources. 
 
Question:  What are the risks of a measure that is poorly define? 
Answer:     May be interpreted differently by those involved with the measure 
 
Question:  Why is it important for measures to be enduring and relatively 

      stable? 
Answer:     Need to be able to discern measurement trends over time. 
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Assessing Performance Data Reliability 

Self-Assessment  
 10 step process 

 Conducted by department 
management  

 Departments can replicate 
process on an ongoing basis 

 Resource Guide for 
Business Planning: Revised 
2005, step #29, pp. 62-76 

Certification Audit 
 15 step process including 

various steps specific to any 
audit 

 Results placed in one of four 
assessment categories 

 Performed by auditors 

 Results reported externally 

Find these steps & many other tools for assessing reliability at: 
AuditorRoles.org click on “Auditor Toolkit/Tools for Role 2” 
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Step 1: Choose Measure to Review: 
Suggested Criteria: 
 Reliance on measure to support or facilitate key 

departmental management or operational decisions 

 Concerns with measurement system controls 

 Changes in organizational structure/key personnel 

 Relative dollars involved related to the measure 

 Concern or interest by elected officials or executive 
management  

 Patterns of unexpected performance 

 Reported in external documents 
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Computer-Processed Data 
 GAO-09-680G - Assessing the Reliability of 

Computer-Processed Data 

 Data reliability assessment is performed for 
computer processed data that materially 
supports findings, conclusions, 
recommendations 

 Assessment steps 
 Review existing information (step 2) 
 Electronic testing (step 5) 
 Review selected system controls (step 9) 
 Trace sample (step 10) 
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Step 2: Obtain Measure Definition and   
Background Information 

 Measure definition will provide criteria 
to compare against current measure 

 Identify where measure definition is 
kept and if it is being updated on a 
regular basis 

 If measure definition does not exist 
auditor will need to develop it 
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Step 3: Develop Objectives, Scope, & 
Methodology 

 Planning is key to conducting successful audits of 
performance information and performance 
reports 

 Essential to good planning is: 

 Clear objectives 

 Scope and limitations 

 Sound methodology 
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Examples of Objectives in Question 
Form 

 Are the department’s key indicators of effectiveness 
related to the goals and mission of the organization? 

 Has the department complied with annual performance 
reporting requirements of State law? 

 Has management developed and implemented an 
internal control system to ensure is reasonably reliable 
performance measurement data? 
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Audit Scope Examples 

 Asses relevance of all 
performance indicators 
for prior and current 
fiscal year 

 Include only key 
indicators in the review 

 Limit review to the 
three largest 
departments  

 Only review reliability of 
indicators for the prior 
period 

 

 

 Assess reliability of 
performance data from 
five regional offices 

 Check source 
documents for past two 
years 

 Include performance 
data from prior two 
fiscal years 

 Evaluate key indicators  
with available source 
documentation  
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 Methodology: Developing Audit Test Examples 

Determine if:  

 All key indicators required by law are included 

 Performance data is derived from reliable and 
controlled sources 

 Cost of service data includes all program 
activities 

 The department deviated from the measure 
definition 
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Objective, Scope, and Methodology 
Example:  

 Audit objectives: Evaluate whether the solid waste 
services department is accurately reporting their 
performance measurement data to the database; and 
whether the department has sufficient controls in place over  
the collection, analysis and reporting of their performance 
measurement data.  

 Scope: Review data for five key performance measures. 

 Procedures: Auditor recalculates measures or asks management 
to reproduce or recreate measures during auditor’s physical 
observations; auditor analyzes the flow of data to evaluate whether 
proper controls are in place.   
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Step 4: Hold Entrance Conference 

 Discuss audit process 

 Request documents 

 Ask department to identify those 
individuals responsible for the 
measure 
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Step 5: Summary Documentation (Recalculation) 

Determine if the measure result reported to the 
performance measures database is accurate  

 Gather summary documentation for the 
measure. Shows the final calculations that 
support the performance data reported to 
performance measures data base. 

 If necessary, recreate numbers reported in 
performance measures data base.  
Determine if they are within a tolerable range 
of plus or minus five percent. 
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Examples of Summary Documentation  

 Computer printouts that reproduce summary 
calculations of the reported performance 

 Archived computer printouts produced at the 
reporting date that documents the summary 
calculations 

 Quarterly summary calculation documentation 

 Spreadsheets 

 Manual calculation sheets 
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Recalculation Example 

Number of M 
applications 
processed  

Number of N 
applications 
processed 

Number of O 
applications 
processed 

Number of P 
applications 
processed 

Total number 
of 

applications 
processed 

Quarter 
1 

     20      30      10      45      105 

Quarter 
2 

     40      30      35         30      135 

Quarter 
3 

     30      30      35      60      155 

Quarter 
4 

     10      10      20      65      105 

Year 
Total 

     100      100      100      200      500 
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   Recalculation Example 

Semester Total number of degrees 
awarded 

Fall    350 

Spring    500 

Summer I and II    150 

Year Total 1,000 
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     Recalculation of Acres Mowed Example 

Month
Acres Mowed 
in Summary 
Documention

Yard 
Trimmings 
in P&R 
OPS 
Database

Oct 335 349
Nov 312 312
Dec 280 277
Jan 179 179
Feb 285 280
March 302 260
April 334 295
May 385 385
June 392 305
July 403 398
Aug 425 425
Sept 438 431
Total 4,070 3,896
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Recalculation Example 
Recalculation of the Measure “Cost Per Acre Mowed” 

 Formula: 
 Total cost of acres mowed 

 Total acres mowed 

 Reported by Parks and Recreation Department 
    $115,000 
   4,070 
  Result is $28.25 
 
 Recalculated by Auditor 
   $115,000 
       3,896 
   Result is $29.51 
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Step 6: Collect Information on the Process 
Used to Generate Performance Data 

 List the steps from the initial 
generation of the performance data to 
its entry into the performance 
measures database 
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Collection Information Example 
Measure:  Cost Per Acre Mowed 
Details of process to generate & record performance data: 

1.  Mowing crews record on a daily basis various data including acres of grass 
mowed on the Daily Workload Report 

 
2.     The day following collection, Mowing Supervisors enter data, including 

acres of grass mowed, in the Operations Performance System (OPS) 
database 
 

3.  Periodically, the Manager over mowing runs reports to check data input into 
OPS against the information recorded on the Daily Workload Report 

 
4.  Monthly, the Manager enters data from the OPS system for acres mowed 

into the performance measures database 
 

5.  Monthly, quarterly, and annually a Contract Compliance Specialist reviews 
the data for accuracy 
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Step 7: Review Measure Definition to 
Verify if Required Elements Are Present  

 Common Elements: 
 - Program 
 - Activity  
 - Measure name 
 - Type 
 - Short definition 
 - Purpose/Importance 
 - Source/Collection of data 
 - Method of calculation 
 - Persons responsible 
 - Data limitations 
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Step 8: Determine Whether the Agency      
Followed the Measure Definition  

 Determine if the measure was 
calculated according to the measure 
definition 
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Reported Numbers Do Not Always Reflect 
Measure Definition 
                                  Examples 

Performance 
Measure 
 

How the measure should be 
calculated according to 
definition 
 

How the measure was 
actually calculated  
 

Average customer 
wait time 
 

Average time from when the 
customer signs entry log to the 
time that they are seen by a CSR 
 

Reported wait time began 
when the front desk clerk typed 
the customer information into 
the computer to the time they 
were seen by a CSR 
 

Average transaction 
time 
 

Average time from when the client 
arrives at window to the time that 
the transaction is completed 
 

Reported number only included 
computer time involved in the 
transactions  
 

Average case 
processing time 
 

Average processing time for all 
cases 
 

Reported number was based 
on longest time at end of each 
month 
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Step 9:  Assess controls 
Purpose:  Determine if sufficient and 
appropriate controls exist over 
performance measures data.  
 
Review controls to ensure the system 
produces:  

  Accurate data 

  Complete data 

  Timely data 
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Assess Controls 

Develop a High-Level Process Flowchart to:  

 See if the sufficient and appropriate controls 
exist at each key point in the data flow. 

 Assess critical control points and identify 
potential control weaknesses. 
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Control Examples 
 Types of Controls include:  
    Hard controls  
     - Reviews 
    - Authorizations 
    - Segregation of duties  
    - Reconciliations 
    - Documentation 
    - Procedures 
    Soft controls 
   - Management tone at the top 
   - Training  
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Are Controls Sufficient? 

Determine if sufficient & appropriate 
controls over performance data exist 

 
 Major areas to examine to ensure that a 

control structure exists: 

 Input 

 Process 

 Review 
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Examples of Control Weaknesses 
 No supervisory review of performance data before 

entry in performance measurement database 

 Data entry controls are lacking  

 Data input is not reconciled to data output 

 Measure definition does not exist or is lacking 

 Measure definition is not followed 

 Calculation methodology is inconsistent 

 Mathematical errors are made during the measure 
calculation 

 
 45 www.AuditorRoles.org 



Step 10: Determine Whether Source     
       Documents Support the Measure   
       Results Reported to the PM Database 

 Obtain a list of all measure items (population) 

 Determine testing criteria 

 Choose a sample of items to test 

 95% confidence level (5% risk of over-reliance) 

 Normally we start at 29 (if no errors found, only 10% chance that 
there are errors) 

 Then go to 61 items if any errors found in the 29 items 
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Step 11: Determine the Certification Category for 
the Measure 

Acceptable Certification Categories 
 Certified: Reported performance is accurate within plus or minus 5% 

and if it appears that controls are in place to ensure accuracy. 

 Certified With Qualifications:  

 Reported performance is within +/- 5%. Controls over data   collection 
and reporting inadequate to ensure continued accuracy.  

 Controls strong, but source documentation unavailable for testing (e.g., 
direct data entry with no separate record)  

 Agency calculation of performance deviated from measure definition but 
deviation caused less than a 5 percent difference   
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Additional Certification Categories 

Unacceptable Certification Categories 
 Factors Prevented Certification: 

 Documentation unavailable and controls not adequate to ensure 
accuracy 

 Deviation from measure definition and auditor cannot determine correct 
measure result 

 Inaccurate: 
 Actual performance not within 5% of reported performance               

 Greater than 5% error in the sample of documents tested 

 Agency’s calculation deviated from measure definition causing more than 
5% difference between number reported to PM database and correct PM 
result 
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  Final Steps 

Step 12: Develop audit findings and recommendations 
and draft audit report 

Step 13: Hold exit conference 

Step 14: Obtain auditee response 

Step 15: Conduct follow-up of implementation status of 
recommendations 
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Total number of requests answered annually 

         Annual                                    3rd Quarter 
 Target     Value Reported           Documentation    Value Reported 
  3,000    3,400                       258                      1,011 
 
Number of requests from Louisiana and out-of-state 
businesses answered annually 
         Annual                                    3rd Quarter 
 Target     Value Reported           Documentation     Value Reported 
   600       529                        73                        148 

 

State of Louisiana Department of 
Economic Development Business 
Services Program 
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Summary:  Steps in Conducting a Performance 
Measures Certification Audit 
 Step 1 - Choose measures to review 

 Step 2 – Obtain measure definitions and background  information 

 Step 3– Develop objective, scope, and methodology                                  

 Step 4 – Conduct entrance conference 

Step 5 – Determine if summary documentation supports the performance data reported to performance 

               measures database    

        Step 6 – Collect information on the process used to generate performance data 

 Step 7 – Review measure definition for adequacy 

 Step 8 – Determine whether agency followed the measure definition  

 Step 9 – Determine whether sufficient controls exist over performance measures data 

       Step 10 – Determine whether source documents support  measure results reported to the PM database 

     Step 11 – Determine the certification category 

     Step 12 -  Develop audit findings and recommendations and draft report 

     Step 13 – Hold exit conference 

     Step 14 – Obtain auditee response 

     Step 15 – Conduct follow-up of implementation status of recommendations 
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Helpful Hints to Ensure Reliable 
Performance Data in Your Organization 
 Audit existence and adherence to performance 

measure definitions  

 Encourage detailed measure definitions 

 Audit performance measures for adequate internal 
controls   

 Encourage incorporation of adequate internal 
controls into performance measures 

 Incorporate certification audits into audit work plan 

 Encourage adoption of self-assessment reviews  
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In Conclusion 

Auditors and Financial Managers add 
value when they: 

 Determine whether measure data meets 
criteria for reliability 

 Recommend how to strengthen controls 
that ensure the reliability of data 

 Become a champion for reliable 
performance data that contributes to 
decision making at all levels 
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Related Onsite Courses Available thru AGA 

For Management 
 Assessing and Strengthening 

Performance Management 

 Assessing Performance 
Measures and Performance 
Data 

For Auditors 
 Auditing Performance 

Management Systems 

 Auditing the Relevance & 
Reliability of Performance 
Information 

 A New Service Model: Auditor 
Roles in Government 
Performance Measurement 

 Auditing or Assessing the 
Quality of Performance Reports 

Contact the AGA Education staff at 
800.AGA.7211, ext 307, or 
education@agacgfm.org  

Course Descriptions:  www.agacgfm.org/Events---CPE/Onsite-Courses.aspx 

mailto:education@agacgfm.org�
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