We often get questions from other jurisdictions about benchmarks. These are some of the more frequently asked questions and their answers. 

We also have a Japanese translation for the many visitors we receive from across the Pacific Ocean. 

First of all… we don't have all the answers - we are still developing, still learning, still changing, still experimenting. Second, what works here in our community may not be successful where you live. Third, there is no end to the effort that can be put into our benchmarks so we have to budget our time for helping others.

If you have questions we haven't answered below please email us and we will respond the best we can, and add the question and answer to this page to help others. 

What is the purpose or objective of Benchmarks? 

The benchmarks are intended to gauge conditions in the community, encourage organizations to focus on outcomes, and increase collaboration to deal with significant, long-term conditions. [See our Mission Statement: The Portland Multnomah Progress Board identifies, monitors, and reports on indicators (named Benchmarks) for important community-wide goals. The Board identifies major trends in the community and acts as a catalyst for government, business, and community groups to improve the performance of the benchmarks. ] We have not yet set targets for many of our benchmarks One of the largest challenges is how to create change with Benchmarks. We believe that measurement must produce value - whether it is better decision making, increased effectiveness, or increased involvement of members in our community. However, we also recognize that every agency has its priorities which may not place the same importance on our particular benchmark. For example, our benchmark may track the readiness of kindergartners to learn but no agency has that benchmark as its only goal. We invite any relevant agencies to get involved but we do not pressure them to divert their resources to our priorities. We hope they will see the value of collaboration, the value of measurement to focus the efforts of many, and will participate in creative ways without a large diversion of resources. 

Did you base your efforts on other examples? 

The Oregon Progress Board pioneered Benchmarks and developed a framework as well as many benchmarks that were also pertinent to our community. Information on the Oregon Progress Board can be found at http://www.econ.state.or.us/opb/index.htm
Implementing Benchmarks at the local level has some differences than at the state level. Our urban environment requires us to analyze additional benchmarks and select one that will serve our needs. Sometimes we choose wrong and have to try again. If you are considering benchmarks in your jurisdiction, you will also have to customize the process to succeed with your situation. A number of factors need to be considered: 

· the size of the region to be measured, 

· the number of other partners to involve, 

· the political climate, 

· the degree of commitment from community leaders, 

· the organizational location of the Progress Board 

· the resources available to gather data 

How do the Portland Multnomah Benchmarks relate to the Oregon Benchmarks and the Multnomah County Benchmarks? 

The Portland Multnomah Progress Board works with other organizations that gather data to select those Benchmarks that best create a balanced picture of the important elements of our community. 

The Portland Multnomah Progress Board has adopted and tracks about 76 benchmarks and the Oregon Progress Board has about 100 benchmarks. About 45 benchmarks are shared at the state level as well as in our community. Some benchmarks, such as public transit, are most important to our urban area and do not appear among the state benchmarks, whereas forestry or agriculture benchmarks are more important at a state level, and do not as large a part in our community.

Multnomah County government has adopted its own set of benchmarks, many of which are also shared by the Oregon Progress Board and the Portland Multnomah Progress Board. Again, many of the benchmarks are held in common with the other organizations, but some are also unique to the responsibilities of Multnomah County. It is our view that Benchmarks are not "owned" by any organization, rather they are a means of encouraging collaboration among many organizations. 

How did you introduce Benchmarks into the organizations? 

We work with organizations in a number of ways. In many cases we are "borrowing" the benchmarks from them. Most of our benchmark data is currently being gathered by other agencies and we are merely selecting some of their operational or indicator information to help us understand conditions in our community. In some cases we found gaps in information and we have encouraged other organizations to begin gathering it, or we have occasionally committed our own resources to help obtain the data. We have worked with the relevant organizations to ensure that we are representing the data accurately when we produce our benchmarks. We also provide technical assistance to organizations that are developing meaningful measures. Finally our analysis of the factors affecting benchmarks and the involved agencies (called Benchmark Audits) draws organizations into the discussion about measurement and outcomes and community indicators. 

How do benchmarks relate to performance measures of the organizations? 

Many agency performance measures can be "linked" to benchmarks. For example, teen pregnancy is a measure of conditions in our community, but particular organizations can measure the success of their particular efforts to influence the rate. Health clinics can track teens that they have counseled to determine whether they have had subsequent pregnancies. Schools can also track pregnancy rates of students participating in classes intended to reduce teen pregnancy. The clinics and schools are measuring their performance whereas the incidence of teen pregnancies measures occurrences in our community. 

How do they relate to budget decisions? 

Benchmarks inform decision makers of conditions in the community but are only one element of the budget decision-making. Measures are not sufficient to allocate resources across multiple services, internal support services, long-term capital investments, and short-term critical needs. 

The value of benchmarks is their ability to draw together different organizations and their efforts, to encourage collaboration, inspire creativity, and increase the public's focus on the aspect of the community captured by the benchmark. 

Policy makers in Multnomah County have identified three critical benchmarks that receive increased attention in the course of their budget decisions, with additional resources applied to new and existing programs intended to improve conditions. 

What were some of the challenges of developing the Benchmarks? 

The benchmarks are intended to measure our progress toward achieving our vision for our community. Expressing that vision across all the aspects that make our community livable is extremely difficult. Just as important, developing meaningful data that tracks our condition and progress is very difficult. There were many measures devised for which there was no data. We had to seek alternative indicators that still captured the critical element in the community and work with the Board to verify that the available data was still faithful to the intent of the first-proposed Benchmark. In subsequent years we have had to review our data to ensure that it continues to be gathered consistently, and to continue seeking alternative data sources for benchmarks that we wish to track. A good example is our Special Needs cluster of benchmarks, which address the elderly or disabled populations. They represent priorities in our community but we have not yet developed good measures with reliable data. 

At the same time, the vision for our community shifts as new forces come to play. A healthy economy or deteriorating environment can change the emphasis, or add new critical conditions that we wish to track for our community. 

One aspect of benchmarks that we have yet to consistently develop are targets. While we can measure our current conditions and know that we wish them to improve, we would like to set goals or standards to which we can aspire. We do not want to set our goals too low and accessible, or too high and unreasonable. We understand that benchmarks can have practical limits, or produce diminishing returns with increased investments. We believe that extensive research is necessary to determine reasonable goals, but like budgeting we must then look across all the benchmarks to ensure that we are allocating our attention to those values which are most important to us. 

Finally, Benchmarks are long-term. They represent an understanding that the most important elements of our community do not change quickly and often require an enduring attention across generations. Maintaining that long-term commitment is the most challenging aspect of all. 

What impact have Benchmarks had? 

Benchmarks are a means of organizing and connecting our efforts to the vision for our community. The Benchmarks help explain what we are specifically trying to accomplish. We have changed some of the dialogue among officials, managers, and citizens. However, some organizations have been more successful at incorporating benchmarks and performance measurement into their management methods, while others are moving more slowly. Yet we see Benchmarks as still in their infancy. 

Measuring a condition in our community over a long term can provide us with insights into our past successes and future challenges. 

How do you publicize the Benchmarks? 

We have tried various methods for publicizing Benchmarks. We have focused on individual benchmarks, reported on general conditions in the community, and given awards for successful strategies. Our materials have consisted of:

· a thick report every two years updating each benchmark 

· a brochure summarizing the benchmarks 

· special reports on individual benchmarks 

· a new webpage in place of the thick reports 

We are exploring other ideas as well: Special reports on clusters of benchmarks as we update them 

Do you have a regular schedule of activities throughout the year? 

We are currently developing a comprehensive plan to ensure that we are continuously generating information about benchmarks. Our benchmark reports have been issued every two years and our goal is to develop more "bite size" pieces of information that allow us to focus our own and the community's attention. We believe that we can accomplish this by: 

· updating a cluster every few months and preparing special reports in those areas where an interesting or important trend is found; 

· preparing benchmark audits which analyze a particular benchmark of importance;

· working with other groups to develop forums that are related to benchmarks. 

Are there efforts to verify the data received from other organizations? 

We contact managers who oversee the collection of the data and analysts who work with the data to ensure that our interpretations are correct. In the course of our work we are often analyzing other related data and when we discover discrepancies or inexplicable patterns we discuss them with these experts. We have also had occasions when we questioned agency data and worked with them to resolve the differences. 

Do you limit the number of Benchmarks? If so, how? 

We currently have 76 benchmarks. Two years ago we only had data for fewer than 45 of the benchmarks and have succeeded in obtaining the data or an alternative data source to begin tracking 58 of these benchmarks. We may add more measures as we try to develop a comprehensive set of benchmarks that represent the important aspects of our community but would like to limit them to the most meaningful. The Oregon Progress Board has imposed a limit of about 100 benchmarks after reducing its measures from over 220 several years ago.

What makes a good benchmark? 

Jacksonville Florida uses the following criteria:

· Validity: Does the indicator actually measure an important factor or issue directly related to the local quality of life, and do a diverse group of local people agree on how the movement of the indicator trend line affects the quality of life-positively or negatively?

· Availability and timeliness: Are data readily available annually? 

· Stability and reliability: Are data collected consistently, systematically, and fairly every year? 

· Understandability: Is the indicator simple to comprehend so that the general public will understand its relevance to their quality of life? 

· Responsiveness: Does the indicator respond relatively quickly and noticeably to changes in the community? 

· Policy relevance: Can the local community "make a difference" on this indicator through public policy or other public actions? (e.g. exclude climate and weather) 

· Representativeness: Taken together, does the indicator set cover major, important aspects of the local quality of life? 

· Leading indicators: Where possible, select indicators that reveal present or coming reality (e.g. cigarettes sold) rather than lagging indicators (e.g. lung-cancer deaths), so that public action can anticipate and prevent negative trends. 

· Rate indicators: Where possible, select indicators that report a rate, relationship, or linkage. The simplest example is the use of per-capita indicators rather than raw data. 

· Dollar indicators: If indicators are expressed in dollars, report them in constant dollars to eliminate the effects of inflation. 

Are some Benchmarks more important than others? 

We believe so. There are many measures of our community that we have not selected to be benchmarks, and some of our benchmarks are more important indicators than others. For example, some benchmarks are close to the heart of our economy or environment, whereas others may be of secondary importance. In addition, some benchmarks influence other benchmarks so that improving one benchmark may have positive effects on several others. 

How would you judge Benchmarks as a means of engaging citizens? 

We believe that benchmarks help focus citizen attention on the critical elements of our community over a long period of time. They are more meaningful than descriptions or complex analyses of programs. Citizens are accustomed to economic indicators, health indicators, and other measures that help them understand the world around them. Benchmarks are an extension of these ideas. Benchmarks provide meaningful accountability to citizens 

What is the staffing and budget of the Progress Board?

The Portland Multnomah Progress Board has a budget of approximately $145,000 to cover the costs of two staff, part-time interns, and supplies. 

Who pays for the Portland Multnomah Progress Board? 

The City of Portland and Multnomah County jointly fund the operations with general fund dollars. 

Why is it located in an auditor's office?

The staff had been located for three years in the Portland Mayor's Office prior to their move over to the County Auditor's Office. Several options were considered but it was decided to co-locate the staff with performance auditors who develop measures and prepare detailed reports on complex of government services. The auditor is an elected position which can also create greater public attention for benchmarks. In addition, the Portland and Multnomah County Auditor's offices had worked in partnership with the Progress Board in developing and advising on some of the benchmark data. It was also decided to move the staff with the County Auditor when he was elected City Auditor to help maintain the continuity of the office and to help the transition of the new County Auditor. 

Is there enabling legislation for the Portland Multnomah Progress Board? 

The Portland Multnomah Progress Board operated for five years on an informal basis, which is not an unusual circumstance between the two governments. Both the city and the county have passed ordinances that endorse performance measures and benchmarks. An intergovernmental agreement was recently approved by the Multnomah County Board of Commissioners and the Portland City Council to resolve some administrative issues in the transfer from the Multnomah County Auditor's Office to the Portland Auditor's Office. 

How do citizens get involved in the Benchmarks? 

Citizens helped us develop the community goals and values that were the framework for our benchmarks. The Portland Future Focus and Multnomah County's Values and Vision were independently developed by groups of citizens and community leaders in the early 1990s. Citizen task forces also assisted us in the first translation of those community goals into benchmarks. 

How do you select Progress Board members?
We seek members who can bring a rich mix of expertise and leadership from a variety of fields related to our benchmarks, including education, environment, business, and the religious community. We also ask for an on-going commitment from members because there is a "learning curve" with the benchmarks. What do Board members do? We generally meet monthly for an hour and half except during the summer. We invite guest speakers to talk about particular benchmarks, data gathering efforts, or activities in our community related to benchmarks. We offer opportunities for Board Members to discuss the broad issues and detailed questions that arise from the benchmarks. Board members also contribute to the content of our reports, our benchmark analyses, and other work. 

Are there other organizations using benchmarks? 

Obviously we owe a lot to the Oregon Progress Board, which has been a leader and guide for us. There are many other organizations tracking community indicators. The best source of information on all of them is at http://www.rprogress.org/index.html.

