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Abstract 

The turbulence of the current competitive environment emphasizes the importance of the role played by performance 
measurement systems in generating an improvement of business results. Starting from this consideration, the work 
pursues a twofold goal: firstly, it tries to verify the existence and the degree of a research interest about this topic; 
secondly, it seeks to identify, in measurement and evaluation systems, which factors are capable of producing an 
effect on performances of public organizations. In order to well respond to the research purposes, the work begins 
with a systematic literature review, which highlights a growing attention of scholars on all those variables considered 
critical in conducting and managing public organizations. The study, highlighting the existence of six variables to be 
advantageously taken into account in managing public organizations, especially in light of the potential influence that 
they seem to exert on different types of business performances, could be considered as a useful tool for both 
practitioners (managers of public organizations) and scholars (professors, researchers, students, etc.) aimed at 
helping to become aware about the advantages arising from an adequate management of performances measures. The 
main research limitation is the lack of an empirical analysis of public companies performance plans, which should be 
thoroughly examined to allow a possible further generalization of the theoretical findings achieved.  

Keywords: performance, performance evaluation, performance measurement, public organizations, systematic 
literature review 

1. Introduction 

The turbulence and complexity of the current competitive environment make central the role played by performance 
measurement systems in generating an improvement of company results (Manning & White, 2014). The attention 
given to the development of evaluation and measurement systems stems from the conviction that an adequate 
management of some conditions could improve performances of companies (Newcomer, Baradei, & Garcia, 2013; 
Lynch-Cerullo & Cooney, 2011; Herranz, 2010), increasing efficiency in the use of their resources and effectiveness 
in the implementation of their strategies (Li, 2015). 

Starting from this consideration, the work pursues a twofold goal: firstly, it tries to verify the existence and the 
degree of a research interest about this topic; secondly, it seeks to identify, in measurement and evaluation systems, 
which factors are capable of producing a positive or negative effect on performances of public organizations. 

The paper consists of three sections: at first, it deploys a systematic literature review, used for locating, sorting, 
collecting and analysing contributions considered relevant for the research purposes; later, it describes the results 
obtained with regard to the interest of academic world about the measurement and evaluation of business 
performances and variables considered influential in shaping positively or negatively performance of public 
organizations; finally, conclusions are presented, highlighting both paper limitations and ideas for future research. 

2. Methodology: Systematic Literature Review 

In order to well respond to the research objectives, the work begins with a systematic literature review on the 
assessment and measurement of public organizations performance. The decision to resort to this method rather than 
to a non-systematic review is basically due to the attempt to develop a subsequent discussion about the existence of a 
real academic interest in the stimulus factors of business performances, starting from a set of contributions strictly 
selected, i.e. minimizing the discretion in the choice of contributions to be analysed. 
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The full text of the selected papers has been recovered from "Web of Science" and, when not available, from external 
sources. The Table 1 shows the title, authors, name of journal and (decreasing) publication date of each of the 35 
selected articles: 

 

Table 1. Selected papers 

 

TITLE 

 

AUTHOR(S) JOURNAL DATE 

 

Use and Utilization of Performance 
Information in Hungary: Exemplary 
Cases from the Local-Government and 
the Higher-Education Sectors 

Hajnal & 
Ugrósdy 

 

NISPACEE JOURNAL OF 
PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION AND 
POLICY 

2015 

Performance Management and 
Performance Appraisal: Czech 
Self-Government 

Špalková, 
Špaček, & 
Nemec 

NISPACEE JOURNAL OF 
PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION AND 
POLICY 

2015 

Measuring for Absorption: How the 
Institutionalisation of EU Cohesion 
Policy Influences the Use of 
Performance Indicators in Hungary 

Mike & 
Balás 

NISPACEE JOURNAL OF 
PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION AND 
POLICY 

2015 

The paradox of performance regimes: 
strategic responses to target regimes in 
Chinese local government 

Li 
PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION 

2015 

External government performance 
evaluation in China: a case study of the 
'Lien service-oriented government 
project 

Yu & Ma 
PUBLIC MONEY & 
MANAGEMENT 

2015 

Policy Evaluation via Composite 
Indexes: Qualitative Lessons from 
International Transparency Policy 
Indexes 

Michener  WORLD DEVELOPMENT 2015 

External Government Performance 
Evaluation in China: Evaluating the 
Evaluations 

Yu & Ma 
PUBLIC PERFORMANCE 
& MANAGEMENT 
REVIEW 

2015 

Measuring Social Return on Investment
Moody, 
Littlepage, 
& Paydar 

NONPROFIT 
MANAGEMENT & 
LEADERSHIP 

2015 

Measuring E-government performance 
of provincial government website in 
China with slacks-based efficiency 
measurement 

Wu & Guo 
TECHNOLOGICAL 
FORECASTING AND 
SOCIAL CHANGE 

2015 

The 'logic of escalation' in performance 
measurement: An analysis of the 
dynamics of a research evaluation 
system 

Woelert POLICY AND SOCIETY 2015 

Measuring results in development: the 
role of impact evaluation in 
agency-wide performance measurement 
systems 

Manning & 
White 

JOURNAL OF 
DEVELOPMENT 
EFFECTIVENESS 

2014 
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Balancing accountability and learning: 
a review of Oxfam GB's global 
performance framework 

Hutchings 
JOURNAL OF 
DEVELOPMENT 
EFFECTIVENESS 

2014 

New public service performance 
management tools and public water 
governance: the main lessons drawn 
from action research conducted in an 
urban environment 

Tabi & 
Verdon 

INTERNATIONAL 
REVIEW OF 
ADMINISTRATIVE 
SCIENCES 

2014 

The case of performance measurement 
in mobility management programs 

Majumdar, 
Sen, 
Highsmith, 
& 
Cherington 

PUBLIC PERFORMANCE 
& MANAGEMENT 
REVIEW 

2013 

Alignment of performance measurement 
to sustainability objectives: A 
variance-based framework 

Dutta, 
Lawson, & 
Marcinko  

JOURNAL OF 
ACCOUNTING AND 
PUBLIC POLICY 

2013 

Expectations and capacity of 
performance measurement in ngos in 
the development context 

Newcomer, 
El Baradei, 
& Garcia  

PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION AND 
DEVELOPMENT 

2013 

Learning as a Key to Citizen-centred 
Performance Improvement: A 
Comparison between the Health Service 
Centre and the Household Registration 
Office in Taipei City 

So  
AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL 
OF PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION 

2012 

Performance measuring in social 
enterprises 

Bagnoli & 
Megali 

NONPROFIT VOLUNT 2011 

The logic model as a tool for developing 
a network performance measurement 
system 

Herranz 
PUBLIC PERFORMANCE 
& MANAGEMENT 
REVIEW 

2010 

You Learn From What You Measure: 
Financial and Non-financial 
Performance Measures in Multinational 
Companies 

Dossi & 
Patelli  

LONG RANGE 
PLANNING 

2010 

Performance measurement and the 
search for best practices 

De Vries 

INTERNATIONAL 
REVIEW OF 
ADMINISTRATIVE 
SCIENCES 

2010 

Performance Measurement in European 
local governments: a comparative 
analysis of reform experiences in Great 
Britain, France, Sweden and Germany 

Kuhlmann 

INTERNATIONAL 
REVIEW OF 
ADMINISTRATIVE 
SCIENCES 

2010 

Supporting program management by 
developing, implementing, and 
transferring knowledge from the 
performance indicator monitoring 
system (PIMS) 

Arh & 
Schwartz 

PUBLIC PERFORMANCE 
& MANAGEMENT 
REVIEW 

2009 

Collaborative Performance 
Measurement: Examining and 
Explaining the Prevalence of 
Collaboration in State and Local 
Government Contracts 

Carman 
THE AMERICAN 
REVIEW OF PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION 

2009 
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Performance measurement: Examining 
the applicability of the existing body of 
knowledge to nonprofit organizations. 

Moxham 

INTERNATIONAL 
JOURNAL OF 
OPERATIONS & 
PRODUCTION 
MANAGEMENT 

2009 

Advancing nonprofit organizational 
effectiveness research and theory: Nine 
theses 

Herman & 
Renz 

NONPROFIT 
MANAGEMENT AND 
LEADERSHIP 

2008 

Performance regimes—The institutional 
context of performance policies 

Talbot 
INTERNATIONAL 
JOURNAL OF PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION 

2008 

A conceptual framework to evaluate 
performance of nonprofit social service 
organizations 

Median-Bor
ja, A., & 
Triantis 

INTERNATIONAL 
JOURNAL OF 
TECHNOLOGY 
MANAGEMENT 

2007 

The performance-trust link: 
Implications for performance 
measurement 

Yang & 
Holzer 

PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION 
REVIEW 

2006 

Falling from a great height: Principles 
of good practice in performance 
measurement and the perils of top down 
determination of performance 
indicators 

Jackson 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
STUDIES 

2005 

No longer unmeasurable? A 
multidimensional integrated model of 
nonprofit organizational effectiveness 

Sowa, 
Selden, & 
Sandfort 

NONPROFIT AND 
VOLUNTARY SECTOR 
QUARTERLY 

2004 

The public value scorecard: a rejoinder 
and an alternative to 'strategic 
performance measurement and 
management in non-profit 
organizations' 

Moore 
HAUSER CENTER FOR 
NONPROFIT 
ORGANIZATIONS 

2003 

Mission impossible?: Measuring 
success in nonprofit organizations 

Sawhill & 
Williamson

NONPROFIT 
MANAGEMENT AND 
LEADERSHIP 

2001 

Strategic performance measurement 
and management in nonprofit 
organizations 

Kaplan 
NONPROFIT 
MANAGEMENT AND 
LEADERSHIP 

2001 

Measuring the performance of 
voluntary organizations. 

Kendall & 
Knapp 

PUBLIC MANAGEMENT 
REVIEW 

2000 

 

3. Data Analysis 

The analysis highlights, firstly, an increasing attention of scholars to all those variables considered critical in 
conducting and managing public organizations. Such a statement is widely supported by the fact that, as shown in the 
Table 2, in recent years, with few exceptions, the number of contributions about performances evaluation and 
measurement of companies operating in public sector has generally grown exponentially. Only in 2015, in fact, there 
is around one third (28.6%) of the 35 scientific articles selected since 2000. 
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On the other hand, however, a massive and growing interest of academic world to the topic of performance and 
evaluation measurement in public sector, since the number of international scientific contributions published in 2015 
is less than 28, 6% of the total, as, instead, is for articles published in the same year compared with the pre-selected 
35 ones. 

Another datum arising from the systematic literature review carried out is that about 68.35 % of the selected articles 
has been published in four countries: USA, UK, China and Germany, demonstrating the considerable importance 
recognised in the aforementioned countries to the theme of performance evaluation and measurement of public 
organizations (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Distribution by country of the 35 scientific papers on the topic of performance evaluation and measurement 
of public organizations (Note 2) 

COUNTRY OCCORRENCES % 

USA 14 40.000 

UK 6 17.143 

CHINA 2 5.714 

GERMANY 2 5.714 

Total 24 68.571 

 

Also in this case, the meaningfulness of the results produced by the geographical distribution of the 35 identified 
articles requires a comparison with the total number of all scientific contributions published in different countries. To 
this end, it could be useful to observe the Table 4: 

 

Table 4. Scientific publications in the world 

RANKING COUNTRY N° OF SCIENTIFIC PUBLICATION 

1 USA 9360233 

2 CHINA 4076414 

3 UK 2624530 

4 GERMANY 2365108 

5 JAPAN 2212636 

6 FRANCE 1684479 

7 CANADA 1339471 

8 ITALY 1318466 

9 INDIA 1140717 

10 SPAIN 1045796 

Source: Reworking of the data published on http://www.scimagojr.com/ 
 
As it is possible to see, in line with the findings related to the set of the selected items, also at overall level, USA, UK, 
China and Germany are among the top four positions in the world as regards the number of scientific publications. 
However, it is anyway significant that more than two third of the 35 selected papers has been published in only four 
countries, also taking into account that the percentage of the world scientific works overall published in them is 
surely lower than 68.35 %. 
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4. Discussion 

The content analysis of the 35 selected articles shows that there are different theoretical approaches to performance 
evaluation and measurement of organizations, depending on the sector (public or private) to which they belong. 

Some scholars (Špalková, Špaček, & Nemec, 2015; Yu & Ma, 2015; Arh & Schwartz, 2009; Shingler, Van Loon, 
Alter, & Bridger, 2008), in fact, point out that performance evaluation and measurement of public organizations is, as 
far as possible, even more complex than private one, since these entities pursue multiple objectives, which, going 
beyond the mere economic enrichment, often are very difficult to be measured (Boyne, Gould–Williams, Law, & 
Walker, 2002). However, the continuous pressures suffered by public organizations have pushed management 
scholars to focus on the assessment and measurement of their performances (Wu & Guo, 2015; Kuhlmann, 2010; 
Yang & Holzer, 2006; Jackson, 2005; Kelly & Swindell, 2002; Sanderson, 2001). 

Many of the selected studies are consistent with the idea that the use of information necessary for decision making 
can be facilitated by developing innovative and advanced performance measurement techniques (Woelert, 2015; Tabi 
& Verdon, 2014; Hutchings, 2014). The need to comprehensively assess performancees of organizations operating in 
public sector and the importance traditionally attached to them, in fact, have gradually confined the scholars’ 
attention not only on economic and technical aspects, but also on social and, especially in recent times, 
environmental ones. Therefore, the purpose of performance evaluation and measurement techniques becomes (also) 
to provide information to guide decision-making activities in effective and sustainable way (Hajnal & Ugrosdy, 
2015). 

In this regard, other academics (Dutta, Lawson, & Marcinko, 2013) state that, for the purposes of their effectiveness, 
performance measures should be congruent with the objectives pursued by organization, controllable by managers to 
influence organization behaviour, timely, accurate and efficient in terms of costs. Consistently, Julnes and Holzer 
(2001) observe that the acquisition of information about performances can diffusely contribute to improve 
organizational learning. 

The 35 identified studies show the existence of different types of performances of organizations operating in public 
sector, of which the main ones are listed in the Table 5. Specifically, the authors have analysed the content of the 
selected contributions and have extracted all information about the several kinds of performance and their relative 
description, synthetizing them in six new categories, within each, moreover, several measures, understood as 
structural conditions potentially capable of facilitating the achievement of performance, have been identified.  

 

Table 5. Variables that could affect performances of public organizations 

PERFORMANCE 
CATEGORIES 

MISURES REFERENCES 

AVAILABILITY OF 
RESOURCES 

- Annual increase of revenues; 
- Inflows; 
- Net surplus of financial reserves; 
- Ability to acquire and manage human 

resources; 
- Intensity of relationship with resource 

providers. 
 

Bagnoli & Megali (2011); 
Kendall & Knapp (2000); 
Median-Borja & Triantis 
(2007). 

CAPACITY OF 
MAKING 

PRODUCTS 

- Punctuality of deliveries; 
- Reached achievements in relation to the 

services offered; 
- Number of users served; 
- Users’ response times: 
- Frequency of services provided 
- Quality of services provided: physical and 

cultural accessibility – timeliness operators’ 
courtesy – condition of structures. 
 

Kendall & Knapp (2000); 
Moxham (2009); Sawhill & 
Williamson (2001). 
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ORGANIZATIONAL 
SKILL 

 

- Staff satisfaction; 
- Staff training;  
- Staff executive and operative capabilities; 
- Cost, quality and cycle times of critical 

processes; 
- Ability of information system to innovate. 
 

Kaplan (2001); Moore 
(2003); Sowa, Selden, & 
Sandfort (2004). 
 
 

RESULTS IN 
TERMS OF USERS’ 

SATISFACTION 

- Customer satisfaction; 
- Customer loyalty; 
- Ability to acquire new customers. 

Penna (2011); Median-Borja 
& Triantis (2007); Poister 
(2003); Kaplan (2001);; 
Newcomer (1997); 

RESULTS IN 
TERMS OF 

BEHAVIOURAL 
AND 

ENVIRONMENTAL 
CHANGE 

- Increase of skills and knowledge; 
- Improvement of starting conditions; 
- Behavioral changes: impact on misconduct, a 

percentage of desirable behaviour, maintenance 
of new behavior. 
 

Bagnoli & Megali (2011); 
Moxham (2009); Penna 
(2011); 

PROPENSITY TO 
BUILD 

RELATIONAL 
NETWORKS 

- Relations with the funders 
- Success stories in terms of partnership 
- Consistency of activities with the mission of 

organization. 

Bagnoli & Megali (2011); 
Herman & Renz (2008); 
Talbot (2008); Moore (2003).

 

5. Implications and Conclusion 

The work, in an attempt to offer a systematization of the literature about performance evaluation and measurement, 
tries to achieve an identification of the only variables effectively connected to performances of public organizations. 

As showed in Table 5, there are six variables to be advantageously taken into account in managing public 
organizations, especially in light of the potential influence that they seem to exert on different types of business 
performances (Moody, Littlepage, & Paydar, 2015; Majumdar, Sen, Highsmith, & Cherrington, 2013; Dossi & 
Patelli, 2010; Schochet & Burghardt, 2008; Savaya & Waysman, 2005; Voytek, Lellock, & Schmit, 2004): 

 Availability of resources, understood as the ability of an organization to acquire necessary financial and 
non-financial resources, using them efficiently to pursue resilience, growth and long term sustainability 
(Kendall & Knapp, 2000). In this regard, according to Mao et al. (2016), the appropriate resource 
management is the real key to the success of any organization, public and private. In fact, having adequate 
resources, both in quantitative and qualitative terms, allows minimizing the dangerous risks in pursuing the 
organization’s mission. Therefore, according to what emerges from the analysis, in order to facilitate the 
achievement of the objectives, management should pay attention to the following five "measures": annual 
increase of revenues; inflows; net surplus of financial reserves; ability to acquire and manage human 
resources; and intensity of relationship with resource providers. 

 Capacity of making products, related to the specification quality of goods/services supplied by organizations 
with regard to the activities having a direct connection with its mission (Sawhill & Williamson, 2001). In 
this regard, it is worth specifying that the term "product" refers not only to physical goods, but also the 
intangible services. Indeed, according to several studies (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; Troisi et al., 2016; Loia et 
al., 2016), actually, all organizations provide a service, since consumers are interested in the immaterial 
benefits arising from the use of the products they purchase. Therefore, with regard to the capacity of making 
products, organizations need to consider: punctuality of deliveries; reached achievements in relation to the 
services offered; number of users served; users’ response times; frequency of services provided; and quality 
of services provided (such as physical and cultural accessibility, timeliness operators’ courtesy, and 
condition of structures). 

 Organizational skill, defined by Sowa, Selden, & Sandfort (2004) as the human and structural capacity 
enhancing the capability of organizations to offer programs and services. Precisely, the systematic literature 
review highlights the need to take into account, besides cost, quality and cycle times of critical processes, 
especially staff satisfaction, staff training, staff executive and operative capabilities. As it is possible to see, 
great relevance is attached to organization’s staff, understood as the hub of organizational success (Richman 
et al., 1988). 
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 Results in terms of users’ satisfaction, which measures the customers’ satisfaction degree achieved by 
organization via its market behaviour (Median-Borja & Triantis, 2007). According to Reinartz et al. (2004), 
in fact, customers are the true point of reference of any business strategy: organizations should point to 
retain customers by offering them goods/services capable of meeting their expectations and interests. Only 
in this way, hence, it will be possible to obtain performance capable of facilitate the achievement or 
maintenance of a favorable competitive position. In this regard, the findings of the study indicate three 
measures of the performance “users' satisfaction”: customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and ability to 
acquire new customers. 

 Results in terms of behavioural and environmental change, assessed by considering the status of the target 
population or condition influenced by a program, with reference to the benefits achieved thanks to 
organizational activities (Penna, 2011)). Specifically, results in terms of behavioural and environmental 
change consists of three measures: increase of skills and knowledge; improvement of starting conditions; 
and behavioral changes (impact on misconduct, a percentage of desirable behaviour, maintenance of new 
behavior) 

 Propensity to build relational networks, defined by Herman & Renz (2008) as the capability of focusing on 
the positive relationship with other organizations participating in value generation process. In particular, to 
obtain a positive performance, organizations should show strongly dynamic in adapting their structure to the 
external environment changes, opening up to the latter by means of the establishment of solid and 
long-lasting relationships, capable of ensuring numerous advantages in terms of bargaining power, 
economies of scale, climate of trust, etc. The measures identified through the systematic literature review 
with regard to the propensity to build relational networks are the following three: relations with the funders; 
success stories in terms of partnership; and consistency of activities with the mission of organization. 

In light of these six performance variables emerged from the systematic literature review, thus, the paper could be 
considered as a useful tool for both practitioners (managers of public organizations) and scholars (professors, 
researchers, students, etc.) aimed at helping to become aware about the advantages arising from an adequate 
management of performances measures.  

However, this is what emerges from a purely theoretical point of view and, thus, there could be practical implications 
in whole or in part different. In other words, it may happen that, although widely shared by international literature 
(Mike & Balas, 2015; Michener, 2015; De Vries, 2010; Carman, 2009; Amirkhanyan, 2008), some of the considered 
variables, theoretically incisive in terms of organization performance, in reality are rarely considered or even ignored 
in conducting public organizations. 

This consideration introduces the main limit of the present study, linkable to the lack of an empirical analysis of 
corporate performance plans, which, to be fair, should be examined in depth to allow for a possible further 
generalization of the findings emerged under a theoretical profile. The other weakness of the work is the realization 
of a systematic literature review on evaluation and measurement performance systems without taking into 
consideration neither "gray literature" nor books or book chapters, but only papers published on journals, 
extrapolated, inter alia, from a single database. 

Therefore, it might be appropriate, in future researches, to support the theoretical analysis of all types of scientific 
publications present on more than one database with an empirical observation of business plans, in order to 
concretely identify all those variables that affect results achievable by adequately managing organizations operating 
in public sector. 
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Notes 

Note 1. The values for the year 2015 are partial since publications are updated in May 2015.  

Note 2. The table only shows the countries in which are published at least 2 of the 35 pre-selected articles. 


