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Abstract This study explores scholars’ approaches to

measure performance in nonprofit human service organi-

zations. While acknowledging that each human service

organization’s unique mission makes it challenging to

create a generalizable model across all nonprofit human

service organizations, we propose three multidimensional

frameworks for performance measurement derived from

survey and qualitative data of organizations in this sub-

sector. The frameworks will help researchers and practi-

tioners rethink, adapt to, and reflect on the implications of

their current methods of program performance measure-

ment. While contributing to the academic discussion on the

measurements used to evaluate human service organiza-

tions’ program performance, our research also offers

important insights for researchers, managers, marketers,

board members, and funders to use moving forward.

Keywords Multidimensional frameworks � Performance

models � Human service organizations � Performance

measurement � Program performance

Introduction

Nonprofit organizations measure program outcomes for

several reasons. Many rely on metrics to determine pro-

gram effectiveness, budget projection accuracy, and mis-

sion achievement (Behn, 2003). Often, nonprofit

organizations publicize their intended and unintended

successes to the clients they serve and potential donors and

stakeholders they wish to influence to increase client and

donor bases. As nonprofit organizations face increasing

pressure to fundraise, anecdotal evidence shows that

effective nonprofits with measurable results will attract

more funding. With the pressure to show results, there has

been an ongoing interest and call for research on program

performance and outcome measurement, and this is espe-

cially true for human service organizations (Bryan &

Brown, 2015; Stone & Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 2002).

Human service organizations ‘‘share an overall goal of

improving their clients’ quality of life by providing assis-

tance aimed at resolving the crisis, creating stability, or

fostering development and improvement’’ (Mensing, 2017,

p.207). This broad conceptualization captures organiza-

tions in varying service areas from economic development

to group homes, from family services to emergency assis-

tance, from senior services to childcare. While this defi-

nition does not limit human service organizations’ work to

the third sector, this study focuses specifically on nonprofit

human service organizations. While there are many ways to

categorize nonprofit human service organizations, one

useful illustration is the National Taxonomy of Exempt
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Entities’ (NTEE) ‘Core Codes’ which identifies eight

subgroups of human service organizations including crime

and legal-related; employment, food, agriculture, and

nutrition; housing and shelter; public safety, disaster pre-

paredness and relief; recreation and sports; youth devel-

opment; and human services (National Taxonomy of

Exempt Entities, 2020).

Given the variety of organization types in the broader

category of human service organizations, standardization

and generalizability program outcome measurement is

nearly impossible. While the literature exploring the suc-

cesses and failures of human service organizations is

extensive, nonprofit practitioners and researchers face

many challenges in their program outcome measurement

approaches. These challenges illustrate the diversity of

research approaches in this field. Even the most straight-

forward task of finding a standard definition of program

effectiveness and efficiency is problematic (see Sowa et al.,

2004; Mitchell, 2015).

As a result of the multidimensional and socially con-

structed nature of evaluating organizational performance

and program outcomes (Herman & Renz, 2008; Williams

& Taylor, 2012), few academic articles examine

researchers’ methodological practices and processes in

determining the best way to measure program outcomes in

human service organizations (Bryan & Brown, 2015;

Packard, 2010; Stone & Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 2002). Thus,

we ask the following questions: How do nonprofit scholars

measure program performance in nonprofit human service

organizations? What practices and processes exist to

measure successes and failures in these organizations? Is

there a ‘‘best’’ way for researchers to operationalize the

measurement of the program performance?

This research aims to advance knowledge on program

outcome measurement in nonprofit human service organi-

zations while acknowledging that each organization’s

unique mission makes it challenging to create a general-

izable model across all nonprofit human service organiza-

tions. Using survey and qualitative data on outcome

measurement from a subset of nonprofit human service

organizations, we propose three multidimensional frame-

works to measure program performance. The frameworks

will help researchers and practitioners rethink and reflect

on the implications of their current methods of program

performance measurement. While contributing to the aca-

demic discussion on the measurements used to evaluate

human service organizations’ program performance, our

research also offers important insights for researchers,

managers, marketers, board members, and funders to use

moving forward.

Literature Review

Performance measurement, the tool with which organiza-

tions can measure their progress toward achieving their

goals or mission, has inspired wide-ranging literature

within the nonprofit sector and the public and private sector

literature. This study contributes to this body of literature

by exploring the nature of multidimensional performance

measurement in human service nonprofit organizations,

specifically. This literature review will explore human

service organizations to set parameters for the organiza-

tions included in the study, provide an overview of the

literature on performance measurement in nonprofit orga-

nizations, and look more closely at multidimensional per-

formance measurement specific to human service nonprofit

organizations.

Understanding Performance and the Limitations

Much like performance measurement, the literature

describes performance itself as a vast and multidimensional

concept. Poister (2008) describes the components of per-

formance, including ‘‘effectiveness, operating efficiency,

productivity, service, quality, customer service, and cost-

effectiveness’’ (p.3). Berman (2015) suggests that organi-

zational ‘‘performance is about keeping public and non-

profit organizations up-to-date, vibrant, and relevant to

society’’ (p.3). As such, the varying dimensions of per-

formance are leveraged by nonprofit professionals and

scholars to show stakeholders their value and achievements

toward overarching goals (Micheli & Kennerley, 2005;

Micheli & Mari, 2014). Given the vast nature of perfor-

mance overall, the measures and indicators developed to

describe and quantify it are equally extensive.

Despite the broad nature of performance definitions,

they all relate back to a common core, success in relation to

an organization’s objectives and goals (Cho & Dansereau,

2010; Tomal & Jones, 2015). In nonprofit human service

organizations, performance itself may be the measurement

of organizational progress against mission attainment, but

performance can also take into account factors and norms

external to the organization (i.e., legal measures, environ-

mental complexity, technical requirements) (Andrews

et al., 2006; Richard et al., 2009). When organizations

undertake performance measurement, the choice of which

factors to measure, both internal and external to the orga-

nization, dictate the scope of the evaluation. (Buonomo

et al., 2020).

Nonprofit human service organizations undertake mea-

suring performance to define the multidimensional aspects

of performance through performance indicators, observe
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them in light of organizational activity, and measure pro-

gress toward overarching organizational goals (Poister,

2008). Although each of these steps is a critical way of

describing organizational worth to stakeholders, there are

limits to this process. In the words of Osborne and Gaebler

(1992), ‘‘what gets measured gets done.’’ Performance

measurement impacts nonprofit professionals and scholars’

understanding of organizational progress and success

(Poister, 2008). Once performance measurement occurs, it

becomes more challenging to consider the components of

organizational performance that have not been measured

(Poister, 2008; Micheli & Kennerley, 2005; Micheli &

Mark, 2014). Therefore, organizations tend to focus more

attention on the components of performance that are being

measured at the expense of those that are not (Micheli &

Kennerley, 2005; Micheli & Mari, 2014). Understanding

performance, and the activity of performance measurement

undertaken by nonprofit organizations, shape our under-

standing of progress toward organizational goals.

Performance Measurement

Next, we explore the multidimensional measures of pro-

gram performance within the nonprofit literature. After

reviewing how scholars have addressed performance

measurement in nonprofit organizations, we conclude by

looking more closely at human service nonprofit organi-

zations’ performance measures.

Nonprofit Performance Measurement

For years, nonprofit scholars and practitioners alike strug-

gled to measure performance because the for-profit busi-

ness models that relied upon financial statements alone

were insufficient (Beamon & Balcik, 2008; Forbes, 1998;

Henderson et al., 2002). More recent performance mea-

surement approaches had to overcome this nonprofit con-

straint to display performance measures taking into account

much more than financial well-being in the for-profit sense,

creating a multidimensional understanding of performance

(Ebrahim, 2005; Henderson et al., 2002; Herman & Renz,

2008; Kaplan, 2001; Sowa et al., 2004).

Much of the literature on nonprofit performance mea-

surement undertakes the creation, application, and analysis

of performance measurement frameworks. These frame-

works help nonprofit practitioners develop performance

measurement systems (Rouse & Putteril, 2003) and lend

some understanding of the many dimensions of nonprofit

performance measurement.

One such multidimensional approach to performance

measurement developed in the early 2000s, known as the

Balanced Scorecard, considers the financial and internal

perspectives, customer perspectives, and organizational

learning and growth (Chan, 2004; Kaplan, 2001).

The more traditional financial standards of performance,

such as debt ratios, rates of overhead spending, budget size,

and precise financial controls (Kaplan, 2001), are included

from the financial perspective. The internal processes

consider innovation and measurable operating perfor-

mances, such as organizational capacity. The customer

perspective relies on ‘‘market share, customer retention,

new customer acquisition, and customer profitability’’

(Kaplan, 2001, p.357). In the nonprofit space, these ‘‘cus-

tomers’’ are ‘‘clients.’’ Finally, the organizational learning

and growth perspective measures employee motivation,

capacity, and mission alignment. The balanced scorecard

has been used in many sectors and applied to the nonprofit

sector throughout the literature (Chan, 2004; Gumbus &

Wilson, 2004; Messeghem et al., 2018; Niven, 2008; Per-

kins & Fields, 2010; Ronchetti, 2006).

Another framework, known as the Multidimensional and

Integrated Model of Nonprofit Organizational Effective-

ness, looks at nonprofit effectiveness at two levels; man-

agement and programmatic, each broken down into

capacities and outcomes (Sowa et al., 2004). The first level,

management capacity, captures the ‘‘characteristics that

describe an organization and the actions of managers

within it’’ (Sowa et al., 2004 p.714), such as leadership

attitude, leadership evaluations, leadership tenure, staff

turnover, and strategic planning and board performance

(Brown, 2005; Green & Griesinger, 1996). Meanwhile, the

programmatic level focuses on services provided, inter-

vention strategies, and program capacity.

Frameworks such as those proposed by Sowa et al.

(2004) and Kaplan (2001) provide a valuable mechanism

for organizing and conceptualizing nonprofit performance

measurement. However, there is a wealth of literature that

expands the performance measurement categories, as

mentioned above. The literature addresses the need for

performance measurement to be aligned with the organi-

zational mission (Sheehan Jr., 1996; Sawhill & Wil-

liamson, 2001). It also broadens how nonprofit

organizations can balance financial measures like

fundraising efficiency, continuous improvement, and pub-

lic support (Lu et al., 2020; Ritchie et al., 2007). A 2016

study by Willems suggests that within the nonprofit setting,

the mental models of nonprofit leadership impact organi-

zational performance. They measured facets like leadership

team dynamics and stakeholder involvement in decision-

making to impact nonprofit performance in moments of

crisis (Willems, 2016). Not only is leadership attitude

impactful, but so is the experience (positive or negative) of

the clients served (Carman, 2007). Still, others focus on the

social connection between an organization and its
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community, specifically their ability to leverage social

capital (Moldavanova & Goerdel, 2018).

Recently, nonprofit organizations are connecting orga-

nizational resilience to performance. Organizational resi-

lience is defined as ‘‘the dynamic capability of an

enterprise, which is highly dependent on its individuals,

groups, and subsystems, to face immediate and unexpected

changes in the environment with proactive attitude and

thought, and adapt and respond to these changes by

developing flexible and innovative solutions’’ (Kamalah-

madi & Parast, 2016, p. 124). Specific to nonprofit orga-

nizations, organizational residence is ‘‘the ability of an

organization to respond and adapt to incremental changes

and sudden disruptions while also constantly anticipating

and preparing for future challenges in order to sustainably

meet [the organization’s] mission’’ (Quad Innovation

Partnership, 2020, p. 2). Organizational resilience has been

measured through a variety of key performance indicators

that differ depending on the type of organization, including

financial security, ability to innovate, strength of an orga-

nization’s mission, personnel and culture, collaboration

and community outreach, diversity, and organizational

values among many others. Given the nature of the non-

profit sector with competing organizations working on

similar causes and competing for resources, in addition to

the recent pitfalls and consequences of externalities such as

the coronavirus pandemic, it is important to consider the

factors that might determine a nonprofit organization’s

resilience in the sector.

Nonprofit Human Service Organization

Performance Measurement

The breadth of literature on performance measurement

provides a convincing argument for the multidimensional

nature of nonprofit performance measurement, and this is

especially applicable to nonprofit human service organi-

zations whose missions widely vary (Carnochan et al.,

2014; Kim, 2005). The diversity of clients served makes

identifying appropriate measures even more challenging

(Carnochan et al., 2014). Many social service nonprofits

have resigned to the most straightforward measure of

organizational performance; the number of people served

(Carman, 2007). However, there are numerous other per-

formance measurements identified in the literature.

LeRoux and Wright (2010) suggest overcoming the

hurdles facing these organizations by including client

perspectives in creating performance measures, providing

staff with access to the data they need and creating a

diversity of funding streams. Sufficient program funding

and effective and efficient resource allocation, and staff

motivation and commitment to the program have also been

identified as significant factors in determining the success

or failure of nonprofit human service organization pro-

gramming (Packard, 2010). Scholars also measure the

professionalism of nonprofit human service organization

staff related to performance and found a positive relation-

ship between performance and employee empowerment,

control, equity, training, and working conditions (Schmid,

2002).

In the past, nonprofit organizations, including those in

the human services space, have struggled to create mean-

ingful organizational and programmatic performance

measures. The response to this hardship has been to create

a multidimensional understanding of performance mea-

surement that considers organizational finances, like in the

for-profit sector, and nonprofit leadership, management,

programs, funding, and clients.

Proposed Multidimensional Frameworks
for Performance Measurement

This section proposes three multidimensional frameworks

to measure the performance of nonprofit human service

organizations. The frameworks are derived from the con-

structs and variables discussed in the literature above in

addition to survey data on the characteristic used to eval-

uate the program effectiveness of 396 nonprofit human

service organizations. Survey data were collected by

Excellence in Giving’s (2020) Nonprofit Analytics Pro-

gram and include both qualitative and quantitative metrics

of program effectiveness. In addition, survey and qualita-

tive data from a study on nonprofit organizational resi-

lience in human service organizations are also used to

develop the frameworks since resiliency is often deter-

mined by performance indicators. The resiliency study was

conducted by the Quad Innovation Partnership (2020) to

identify the factors that define and determine organiza-

tional resilience. The survey data and qualitative informa-

tion collected from the organizational resilience study were

analyzed and compared to existing frameworks in the

nonprofit performance measurement literature, creating

three new multidimensional frameworks to measure non-

profit human service program performance.

The multidimensional frameworks below focus on the

constructs of financial performance, clients served, and

organizational resilience. Since the three constructs are

closely related, the frameworks include similar variables

but are distinct from one another. The proposed frame-

works are intended to assist future researchers and practi-

tioners as they develop dynamic measurement systems that

track performance over time. We anticipate the frame-

works can also be used to compare program outcomes

between organizations. In the following subsections, we

describe each multidimensional framework, offer insights
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into potential ways to operationalize the framework’s

components, and discuss its advantages and limitations.

We must note, however, that the frameworks offered below

are only a starting point for practitioners and researchers.

Individual organizations will need to determine whether

variables in the framework are specific to their organization

and whether essential variables are missing. Since human

service organizations come in many sizes and forms, the

frameworks are to be used as a starting point that can be

built upon and adapted to each organization’s needs.

Financial Performance Framework

As illustrated in Fig. 1, the financial performance frame-

work consists of seven financial indicators that would allow

a scholar or practitioner to gain insight into a nonprofit

human service organization’s success. As exemplified by

the fundraising diversity and overhead spending indicators,

the framework highlights the importance of a variety of

funding sources and a willingness to pay for fundraising

and qualified leaders when measuring a nonprofit human

service organization’s financial success. The proposed

framework also highlights the importance of measuring the

number of individual donors and the organization’s size

through public financial support and capacity indicators.

All of the financial performance framework components

can be operationalized from information that most human

service nonprofit organizations track. Financial capacity

may be more challenging to operationalize, but potential

options include total income plus total expenses, total

income, or total program service expenses.

A strength of the financial framework is that it allows

scholars and practitioners to create an easily operational-

izable measure of an organization’s performance. Most, if

not all, of our proposed indicators are easily operational-

ized, as illustrated from the Excellence in Giving (2020)

survey and qualitative data. Examples include easily

accessible debt to equity measures and funding source data.

Many variables in the financial framework can be opera-

tionalized from information nonprofit human service

organizations provide to the Internal Revenue Service in

the U.S. and other governing agencies. A weakness of the

financial performance measurement framework is that it is

internally focused.

Clients Served Performance Framework

The clients served performance framework in Fig. 2 pre-

dicts that size, quality, and leaders’ attitudes are associated

with the number of clients served in a human service

organization. With more staff, nonprofits can serve more

people. Financial capacity is also an essential component

of the clients served framework since financial stability

increases the number of clients served. Finally, social

capital and the community characteristics where the orga-

nization works are also critical in affecting the number of

clients served. An organization’s standing in a community

and the characteristics of that community can affect the

number of people willing to come to that organization for a

service while impacting its ability to attract donors and

influence public perception surrounding its mission. Social

capital and community characteristics could be opera-

tionalized through coding of an independently conducted

survey given to a diverse array of community members.

Special care should be given to how those community

members are selected.

While not as easy to operationalize as the financial

performance framework, many of the components in the

clients served framework are derived from information that

most human service nonprofit organizations track. Quan-

titative examples include staff and organizational size,

operating budget size, and financial security. Many orga-

nizations also qualitatively assess the attitudes of leaders

by tracking media releases or through personal contact. The

more conceptual variables, such as attitudes of leaders and

social capital levels, may require surveying staff, clients, or

community members. A weakness of this framework is that

some of the components of the framework are difficult to

operationalize.

Resiliency Framework

As shown in Fig. 3, the resiliency framework consists of

ten indicators that will allow a scholar or practitioner to

gain insight into a nonprofit human service organization’s

resiliency. While the financial and clients served frame-

works are conventional organizational performance

approaches, the resiliency framework attempts to build a

dynamic measure of performance that captures the orga-

nization’s more intangible aspects.

The resiliency framework adopts components from the

financial and clients served frameworks, including funding

diversity, organizational capacity, and social capital.

However, the resiliency framework also highlights the

importance of longevity when determining an organiza-

tion’s resilience. Indicators of longevity include the age of

organizations, leadership tenure, and staff turnover.

Another common theme seen in our resiliency framework

is the importance of qualified and active staff and board

members. Actively engaged, quality team members are

more likely to have planned for unusual issues that may

arise, problem-solving in real-time, and learning from

previous mistakes going forward. As indicated by an
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organization’s ability to meet its near-term financial obli-

gations and the capacity of an organization, financial suc-

cess is also predicted to be associated with a nonprofit

human service organization’s resiliency.

The variables in this framework may be the hardest to

operationalize. Many of the components in this framework

are relatively abstract, such as staff professionalism.

Scholars and practitioners attempting to operationalize this

framework should search for proxy variables that could

measure the indicators proposed in this framework. This

could include measuring the proportion of staff with a

master’s degree or above or certification in their profes-

sional field for staff professionalism. More accessible

variables to operationalize are staff turnover rates and the

ability to meet short-term financial obligations.

The idea of resiliency as a performance measure is

undoubtedly hard to operationalize. Resiliency as an out-

come could be operationalized quantitatively by the num-

ber of years the organization has existed or the number of

significant financial or global shocks the organization has

weathered. An organization could self-determine what

these financial/global shocks are for themselves if this

framework is only applied to one organization.

A vital strength of the resiliency framework is that its

indicators may be used as a marketing tool for donors.

Nonprofit human service organizations can showcase their

ability to survive or remain resilient, despite unforeseen

external and internal issues that may occur. A weakness of

this framework is the difficulty in defining resilience and at

what point an organization is resilient. Like the clients

served, model, scholars, and practitioners should be cre-

ative when attempting to operationalize the resiliency

framework.

Summary

Our review of existing frameworks in the nonprofit litera-

ture shows that nonprofit human service organizations

struggle to find meaningful ways to measure performance.

Many of the frameworks researchers and practitioners use

are adapted from the private sector or other nonprofit

subsectors (Beamon & Balcik, 2008; Forbes, 1998;
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Henderson et al., 2002). Most are insufficient when mea-

suring performance. Thus, we set out to develop useful

multidimensional frameworks that reflect nonprofit human

service organizations’ work and that can be adapted to each

individual organization. We believe the three frameworks

above will be useful tools for performance measurement in

financial performance, clients served, and organizational

resilience. The frameworks are created from an analysis of

the evaluation and resiliency data of nonprofit human ser-

vice organizations. While this article only provides an

overview of the three frameworks’ variables and con-

structs, we encourage and challenge nonprofit scholars to

operationalize and test each model so that we may learn

from one another in our efforts to advance research

approaches in our field.

Conclusions

Moving forward, in research and practice, we should

remain cognizant of the implications of the program per-

formance measures utilized. Reliance on any particular

framing to others’ expense can have a significant impact on

other equally worthy goals of an organization. For exam-

ple, overreliance on financial performance measures can

force decisions to stop services to a client population or

unnecessarily increase caseloads. Whereas overreliance on

clients served or resiliency can be more costly. Testing

these frameworks in future research, and developing a

scoring rubric for each framework, can help further refine

their efficacy in practice; thus creating opportunities to

develop clear operationalizations of the more abstract

concepts such as staff professionalism, social capital, and

leaders’ attitudes. There are various methodological

approaches in assessing the performance in human service

organizations, and organizations should seek to balance

programmatic goals with stakeholder and community

input. This brief exploration of the methods that human

service organizations measure performance and how

researchers have investigated it provides an assessment of

the current practices and research in the field and will help

students, practitioners, and scholars alike evaluate their

performance measures and further understand the sector.
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