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Introduction 
 
Many governments are working to improve the results they achieve with 
their policies and programs. Traditionally, governments have been 
inclined to manage their policies and programs by focusing primarily on 
resources, activities, and outputs. They have tended to pay less attention 
to the effects of their programs and services on citizens. 
 
Governments are beginning to focus on the effects or results of their 
programs. That is, they are starting to “manage for results.” For example, 
when governments manage the results of social services programs, they 
focus more on the impact of those programs on people’s well being and 
independence. This management approach differs from the past 
emphasis on activities such as the number of welfare cheques issued or 
amount of employment counselling delivered. 
 
In addition to managing for results, governments must be accountable for 
their performance to legislators and the public. For governments to be 
accountable for their results, they need to change how they report on their 
performance. Shifting from reporting primarily on spending and activities 
to reporting more information on costs and results is a big change for 
governments. 
 
Good public reporting is more than just an exercise in accountability for 
governments. It has real benefits for governments. Experience shows that 
goals and objectives set out in public reports guide boards of directors, 
managers and staff and focus them on getting results. As well, 
performance commitments, made publicly, give directors, managers and 
staff powerful incentives to achieve those results. Thus, public reporting 
of plans and results helps to improve governments’ performance. 
 
In late 1999, the Government of Saskatchewan announced that it 
intended to report publicly on its results. We encourage the Government 
to act on this important announcement. 
 
To be useful to the Legislative Assembly and the public, the Government 
must prepare its performance reports using sound reporting principles. 
 
We think it is important to describe principles for performance reporting. 
First, we want to help legislators to appreciate the importance of good 
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performance reporting by the Government and its agencies. We hope this 
chapter will encourage discussion and debate on this vital issue. 
 
Second, we want the Government to consider our views when it prepares 
reporting guidelines for its agencies,. Third, we wish to show agencies the 
reporting principles we will look for when we assess their performance 
reports in future years. 
 

Research on principles for performance reporting 
 
For the purposes of this chapter, “performance information” refers to 
information that explains an organization’s financial and non-financial 
(i.e., operational) performance. Financial information describes an 
agency’s assets, liabilities, revenues, expenses, and key financial targets 
and measures. Operational information describes an agency’s progress in 
achieving its non-financial goals and objectives compared to previous 
years and to similar agencies. 
 
Generally accepted principles are well established for preparing financial 
information, but less so for preparing operational information. Because of 
the increasing demand for better public accountability information, many 
organizations are studying and experimenting with performance reporting 
principles. These organizations are starting to work together to develop a 
consensus on such principles among governing bodies, report preparers, 
and professional bodies. Such organizations include governments, 
legislative auditors, and professional bodies such as the CCAF-FCVI and 
The Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants. 
 
In our discussion of reporting principles, we draw on the experience of 
these organizations. 
 

Principles for performance information 
 
There is general agreement on the broad principles for effective 
information. Effective information is relevant, reliable, and 
understandable. In other words, information that reflects these principles 
is useful, accurate, complete, timely, and in a form that readers can 
readily understand. 
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The following sets out matters to consider when applying these principles 
to reporting on performance. While the broad principles for all effective 
information are the same, performance information is generally wider 
ranging, more diverse, and more complex in its application than financial 
information. Another matter for agencies to consider when they apply 
these principles is the cost and benefit of collecting and reporting 
performance information. The cost of developing and collecting such 
information can be significant and may outweigh the benefits gained. 
Such cost/benefit judgements ultimately should be discussed publicly 
because the main beneficiaries of public performance reporting are 
legislators and the public. 
 
The following is a discussion of these principles for performance 
information. The Exhibit provides an outline of the principles. 
 

 
Exhibit: Effective performance reports 
 
Relevant 

♦ focus on plans and results, 
♦ show how results were achieved, 
♦ set out the cost of results, 
♦ measure something of significance to users, and 
♦ reported in sufficient time to influence decisions. 

 
Reliable 

♦ are accurate and complete, 
♦ are capable of being replicated or verified, and 
♦ are neutral and fair. 

 
Understandable 

♦ balance conciseness with completeness,  
♦ show comparative information consistently,  
♦ are aggregated at an appropriate and meaningful level, and 
♦ describe performance in the context of control and risk. 

 
 

Performance information should be relevant 
 
Information is relevant if it is useful to readers. Useful performance 
information highlights actual performance compared to planned 
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performance. It also explains why the information presented is important 
to legislators and citizens. 
 
Useful performance information: 
♦ focuses on plans and results, 
♦ shows how results were achieved, 
♦ sets out the cost of results, 
♦ measures something of significance to users, and 
♦ is reported in sufficient time to influence decisions. 
 
Focusing on plans and results 
 
In the public sector, useful performance information describes what a 
government has achieved. It shows the impact of government policies 
and programs on citizens. Historically, governments have provided the 
public with information on inputs and activities with limited information 
about the effect of these activities. Information on inputs and activities 
does not permit readers to assess the actual results or outcomes of 
government activities. 
 
In addition, useful performance information compares results to plans 
(e.g., objectives and targets). It explains why each performance measure 
is a good indicator of progress for a particular objective or target, what the 
measure’s limitations are, and how the agency’s actions influence the 
measure. When the public knows a government’s plans, public 
accountability increases. This knowledge gives the public a basis for 
assessing the results subsequently achieved. Useful comparisons of 
planned and actual results require candid coverage of both successes 
and shortcomings in meeting expectations. If the agency has not met 
expectations, the report should explain why. 
 
Governments that report on intended results have noted other benefits in 
addition to improved accountability for their management of public 
resources. Such reporting can increase management’s incentive to 
perform well. It also helps to focus public discussion and debate on 
government objectives as opposed to other objectives, perhaps 
unreasonable ones that the Government is not trying to achieve. 
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Showing how results were achieved 
 
Useful information describes the agency’s mandate, vision, and values; 
the goals and objectives of its programs and services; and the major 
strategies used to achieve objectives. It also covers the factors outside 
the agency that have a significant influence on the agency’s performance. 
 
Useful information includes what the agency is trying to accomplish and 
how. It explains the agency’s operating environment and its relationships 
to government-wide goals. The agency’s operating environment may 
include the nature of the business concerned and the specific challenges 
facing that business including labour relations and new technologies. 
 
Useful information outlines the major factors outside the agency that 
influence decisions or judgements about goals, performance 
expectations, and implementation strategies. These may include social 
and economic factors, and the involvement of stakeholders or partners 
whose actions influence the ability of the agency to achieve its objectives 
and targets. 
 
Information on an agency’s internal and external environment helps 
readers to interpret the meaning and judge the significance of the 
performance information that they are receiving. 
 
Setting out the cost of results 
 
Relevant performance information shows the cost of results achieved. 
Readers need this information to assess whether results achieved are 
worth the cost and to assess a government’s efficiency. 
 
In the past, governments have had limited interest in cost information. As 
a result, most government agencies have few reliable cost-accounting 
systems to tell them the expected cost of their strategies and actions and 
to help them make resource allocation tradeoffs. 
 
In addition to the cost of results, performance information should show 
the agency’s overall financial performance. Financial statements, 
prepared in accordance with generally accepted accounting principles, 
show the agency’s assets, liabilities, revenues, and expenses. 
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Performance information should also describe the agency’s key financial 
targets and measures. 
 
Measuring something of significance to readers 
 
Government agencies, often large and complex, have the ability to report 
countless results at many different levels. Because readers’ capacity to 
handle information is limited, information must focus on the agency’s 
most important results. Agencies can help focus readers on what is most 
important by dedicating a section of their annual reports to key 
performance information (e.g., objectives, key performance targets and 
measures, and actual results). 
 
Because reports need to be brief, they should indicate where the reader 
can obtain additional information on areas of particular interest. 
 
Reporting in sufficient time to influence decisions 
 
Readers, whether they are legislators, citizens, partners, or the reporting 
agency’s management and board of directors, need timely information. 
Late information is less relevant and less useful to readers for making 
decisions. 
 
Agencies should publish their performance information as early as 
possible. The Government has recently improved timing of annual reports 
through amendments to The Tabling of Documents Act, 1991. By March 
31, 2002, the Act will require all government agencies to publish their 
annual reports within four months after their year-end. 
 

Performance information should be reliable 
 
Reliable information has the following characteristics: 
♦ it is accurate and complete, 
♦ it is capable of being replicated or verified, and 
♦ it is neutral and fair. 
 
Accurate and complete 
 
Performance information should be reasonably accurate and complete. 
That is, it should be free from material error or omission. Reliability does 
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not imply absolute precision or certainty, because uncertainties are 
inherent in what is being measured and in measurement itself. Materiality 
is determined by whether or not an error in information or an omission of 
information would affect a user’s decisions. 
 
Capable of being replicated or verified 
 
Performance information should be verifiable. That is, an independent 
party should be able to reproduce the information or agree that the 
information is consistent with the underlying events. 
 
Readers can better assess the reliability of performance information when 
it describes whether the data are estimates or actuals, the degree of data 
accuracy, and the methods of data collection and verification. 
 
Government agencies often rely on performance data from outside 
sources such as Statistics Canada and the Canadian Institute for Health 
Information. Reports using outside sources of data should provide 
enough information about the sources to allow a reader to obtain the data 
directly to verify its accuracy. As well, reports should also discuss the 
reliability of the outside information by, for example, describing the 
reputation of the source or providing high-level assurance from a reliable 
party independent of the source. 
 
Neutral and fair 
 
Reliable information faithfully represents the events, results, or situations 
that it is reporting. In such cases, readers’ judgements on performance 
are not influenced by the way the information is provided, because it is 
presented in a straightforward, unbiased fashion. The information is 
neutral and fair in terms of how it is measured and the way it is presented. 
 
Reports that consist of only positive stories soon lose credibility with 
readers. Positive stories are important, but they need to be put in the 
context of the agency’s ongoing challenges to meet its objectives and 
targets. 
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Performance information should be understandable 
 
Legislators and citizens need performance information that they can 
easily understand. Excessive detail and jargon, and vague or overly 
technical descriptions lead to confusion and misinterpretation. 
 
Understandable information: 
♦ balances conciseness with completeness,  
♦ shows comparative information consistently,  
♦ is aggregated at an appropriate and meaningful level, and 
♦ describes performance in the context of control and risk. 
 
Balancing conciseness with completeness 
 
Understandable information is concise. It focuses the reader on the most 
critical aspects of the agency’s performance by, for example, highlighting 
a few key performance targets and measures. It is important to balance 
the need for conciseness with the need for completeness. On the one 
hand, too little detail may lead to an incomplete picture of the results. On 
the other hand, excessive detail may blur the main issues. 
 
The saying, “a picture is worth a thousand words,” is true for performance 
information. Effective use of graphs, charts, and other pictures can greatly 
enhance a reader’s ability to understand and assess performance. 
 
Showing comparative information consistently 
 
To enable readers to judge whether performance is improving over time, 
understandable information provides performance comparisons for 
several prior periods. This information provides readers with a frame of 
reference for assessing performance. This frame of reference includes 
comparative information from similar organizations (where possible) and 
a discussion of best practices or standards. 
 
To enable readers to compare information over time, reports should 
convey information consistently from period to period. While consistent 
reporting is important, consistency must not be allowed to override good 
performance measurement. Report preparers should review targets and 
measures regularly and modify or replace them as needed, particularly in 
the developmental years when agencies are still improving their 
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measurement capabilities. Of course, there should be valid reasons for 
changes to targets and measures, and reports should describe any 
changes. The requirement to report changes also reduces the risk of 
agencies being selective about what they report from period to period. 
 
Aggregating at an appropriate and meaningful level 
 
Information, to be relevant, must be aggregated at meaningful levels. In 
addition to reporting performance at the individual agency level, 
governments need to report on a government-wide basis and on key 
sectors. 
 
Some public goals and objectives can only be achieved at government-
wide or sector levels. Individual agency reports may contribute little to a 
reader’s understanding of Government-wide or sector goals and 
objectives. 
 
Most governments have little experience in reporting on a government-
wide or sector basis. However, many governments are starting to 
examine how they might report at those levels. One issue is how to 
aggregate or summarize the performance results of many individual 
agencies to arrive at the overall performance of a government or a key 
sector. Unlike financial information, aggregation of operational information 
can be more complex than simply adding up outcomes of individual 
government agencies. Another issue is the scope of a government-wide 
or sector report; i.e., what agencies should be included in those reports? 
For example, should universities and school boards be included? 
 
These issues and others require much research, discussion, and debate 
as independent standard setting bodies work to develop a general 
consensus on principles for performance reporting at government-wide 
and sector levels. 
 
Describing performance in the context of control and risk 
 
Understandable information portrays the future as well as the past. 
Readers need to understand not only an agency’s past performance, but 
also its ongoing ability to maintain or improve its performance. 
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Agencies establish control to enable them to achieve their goals and 
objectives. Control covers more than just reducing the risk of errors or 
fraud. Control includes whatever permits an agency to take advantage of 
opportunities, manage risks, perform effectively, and make better 
decisions. Control consists of all elements of an agency that, taken 
together, support people in the achievement of the agency’s objectives. 
These elements include resources, systems, processes, culture, 
structure, and activities. 
 
Information on the effectiveness of an agency’s control helps readers to 
assess the agency’s long-term capacity to achieve its goals and 
objectives and manage its key risks. As we describe in our previous 
reports,1 governments face significant long-term challenges in building the 
capacity to reliably achieve their objectives and to report on their 
performance. 
 

Independent assurance 
 
The Assembly and the public need independent assurance that the 
Government and its agencies have prepared their performance 
information in accordance with sound reporting principles such as those 
set out in this chapter. 
 
Independent assurance would add credibility to performance information. 
It would enable legislators and citizens to place more confidence in our 
system of government and public institutions. Most auditors providing 
such assurance limit their opinions to performance measures. 
 
Our Office is working with all legislative auditors in Canada to share ideas 
and develop approaches for providing assurance on the credibility of 
performance information. 
 

Our recommendation 
 
1. We recommend that the Government consider the reporting 

principles outlined in this chapter as it continues to develop 
public reporting guidelines for its agencies. 

                                                
1 2000 Fall Report – Volume 3, Chapter 1, Part A, Challenges to moving to accountability for results and 
Part C, Building capacity for government performance reports. 
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Summary 
 
We hope this chapter will assist the Government to improve its public 
reporting. Relevant, reliable, and understandable reports are a key 
element of a sound public accountability system. 
 
We intend to continue to encourage good public reporting by the 
Government. We set out how we will pursue this goal over the next few 
years in our strategic plan. We invite you to review our plan at 
http://www.auditor.sk.ca/. 
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