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the essential reference for Clusters
PERFORMANCE

· The ultimate goal of Clusters is to improve operational performance and accountability by enabling stakeholders at all levels in a given sector to plan and coordinate effectively all activities relating to emergency preparedness and response. Such improvement can best be stimulated by setting up performance management systems based on peer review of relative attainment against a core set of standards. Indicators provide a way to measure and determine progress towards achieving these standards. They can also be useful in guiding strategic thinking and planning in country-specific contexts.
· Performance Management is essentially about measuring, monitoring, and enhancing performance of individuals as contributors to overall organizational performance. However, the need to improve operational performance at the collective or Cluster level has yet to be addressed: Those working in Clusters continue to work to vague job descriptions and muddled lines of accountability, where individual and organizational performance is seldom measured, and where staff take on added responsibilities without additional incentive to increase the quality or quantity of their work – in fact, quite the opposite; to introduce perverse incentives where extra demands are placed on families and careers with every chance that criticism is the sole compensation. In addition, external pressure for Clusters to meet even basic levels of performance is weak and subject to the dependent relations still prevalent within the complex web of cluster partnerships.
· Most so-called ‘Performance Management Systems’ founder because they are inspired by models that do not fit the contextual realities of humanitarian operations. The humanitarian endeavour is unlike that found elsewhere in the public or private sector in that it is made the more complicated by having to provide global public goods in an environment of scarce resource, uncertainty, infrastructural collapse, competition, market failure, high stress and, sometimes, danger.
· The UN’s definition is, “Performance Management amounts to those measures taken by a programme manager, based on monitoring and evaluation information, to foster continuous improvement …”.
· Performance management requires:
· Ensuring that meaningful information reaches the right people at the right time so that the right decisions are made, the right actions undertaken, and the right outcomes achieved

· Coherently and consistently deciding and communicating what needs to be done, where, when, and by whom

· Drawing up an ‘action plan’ to ensure that decisions translate into action

· Devising some means of assessing if objectives have been achieved

Data collection and analysis

· Efforts to standardize the methods of data collection are needed if uniformity and universality in comparative analyses are to be achieved. Most initiatives are considered to be ‘supply-side’ in orientation. They focus on gathering indicators with little contextual information, little explanation, and little effort to identify the meaning and interpretation of the information produced. 

· Agency managers who are users of information systems currently available indicate that data collected is too small geographically and contains insufficient information about the nature and causes of the crisis to be useful for identifying appropriate responses. According to Garfield and Mock (2007), currently available information is frequently characterised as unreliable, lacking in credibility, not in a format that easily allows decision-makers to make informed judgements about appropriate responses, and, most frequently, not available in time to decide where and how to dedicate funds.

· At the beginning of a crisis, decision-makers must know the severity of the crisis and be in a position to understand the comparative advantages of the possible response options available. It is therefore proposed that performance monitoring efforts should satisfy the following policy priorities:

1. Focus on real-time delivery of user-friendly information: Monitoring initiatives must emphasise the necessity of getting the right information to the right people at the right time to inform humanitarian action. Information products will contain both standardized quantitative information as well as contextualized qualitative information.

2. Identify only a small set of standardized indicators that are consistently measured over time: A proliferation of monitoring indicators should be avoided. Malnutrition and Mortality indicators could complement monitoring achievement against existing standards such as outlined within Sphere.

3. Address evaluation as well as monitoring needs: Indicator tracking must be built into a broader quest for impact evaluation.

4. Include financial data for cost-related analysis: Comparative cost-benefit analyses will track improvements in efficiency of resource allocation.

5. Include analyses of unintended and negative effects: Tracking efforts must anticipate unintended consequences of humanitarian action, as well as negative outcomes.

6. Include contextual analyses: Indicators alone can contribute little unless contextual analysis accompanies the data.

· Most indicators routinely collected by humanitarian agencies for management purposes track programme activities, inputs, outputs, and processes rather than outcomes. Tracking the supply of commodities delivered to disaster-affected populations that are relatively easily accessible to humanitarian organizations can become a self-fulfilling process, in which ‘suppliers’ continually justify a need for whatever is their ‘speciality’.

Hierarchy of Needs

· At the global level, Cluster Leads are responsible for drawing international capacity together to ensure effective advocacy, adequate technical support, system-wide preparedness, and enhanced surge capacity. At national level, Clusters are responsible for identifying response gaps within the context of the given crisis, and re-focusing response efforts to better address these gaps.

· There is a need to differentiate information needs at global or headquarters level from those in the field. These needs are distinct yet current monitoring mechanisms confuse the two. While headquarters requires standardized result indicators for accountability, other information is required to determine field interventions and associated delivery mechanisms: Global Cluster leads need a strategic overview of organisational performance, while country-level Cluster Coordinators require information that helps them maintain programme coherence within and across Clusters while at the same time helping to manage ‘secretariat’ functions.

What mitigates against managing performance ?

· There are inherent reasons why measuring impact is difficult in humanitarian operations, including:

· difficulty in establishing causality

· challenging operational environment where scarce resource, uncertainty, infrastructural collapse, competition, market failure, high stress and, sometimes, danger prevails

· lack of shared objectives

· preventive rather than curative approach to risk reduction

· valid planning information is not available in time

· Performance feedback mechanisms tend to focus on the concrete, the standardised and the measurable. That is why most indicators routinely collected by humanitarian agencies for management purposes track programme activities, inputs, outputs, and processes rather than outcomes. It is hard to ascribe value to less tangible things such as compassion, respect, witnessing, dignity, and advocacy. Stakeholder legitimacy does not therefore rest solely on the impact of an agency’s performance and the cost-effectiveness of its activities. 

· NGOs work in a complex web of relationships where accountability is invariably ‘upward’ to the donor, rather than ‘sideways’ to peer agencies (never government), or ‘downward’ to those affected by disaster. This tool focuses on downward accountability.

· Lack of scrutiny results in worse performance, especially when performance is measured in terms of some sort of social return or value. Nobody wants to see donor funds achieving less than they could, yet there is reluctance in the voluntary sector to accept scrutiny from outsiders. This tool therefore focuses on peer review.
· There is enough evidence from other fields to suggest that changing the terms of provider-agent transactions alters organizational behaviour. Producing measures of performance acceptable to all, therefore, might be so reductive a process that Cluster stakeholders fall back on simple measures that serve only to distort behaviour. This contention needs field-testing. 
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