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“We have all worked hard over our careers 
(and particularly in the last six years!J) to 
demonstrate to the public and elected officials 
that we are an agency that gets things done, and 
can be trusted with the funds we are given.  We 
have gained credibility as a premier 
transportation agency over the years, and we 
know we can do even better”.

- Paula Hammond, 
WSDOT “Interim” Secretary of Transportation on 
October 15, 2007
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Even when an agency is performing well, it is still 
possible that citizens can be dissatisfied with 
agency performance. Why?

• Dissatisfaction occurs when an agency does not 
effectively communicate performance to citizens.

• The onus is on the agency to effectively communicate 
its performance and solicit citizen input.

• Reporting on performance measures is an opportunity to 
tell the story and provide information that allows 
citizens and policy-makers to understand the message



4

The problem is that citizens are not 
understanding the message.

• Agencies, being the technical experts that they are, often 
make the mistake of reporting performance from an 
unnecessarily complex and/or technical perspective.

• The communication of performance information must 
be done in an effective manner that provides citizens 
with the tools they need to understand and evaluate
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Effective Communication: A Practitioner’s Guide 
to Performance Journalism

• The combination of quantitative reporting and 
storytelling

• Share the performance of an agency’s complex and 
divers programs and projects clearly and concisely in a 
format that everyone can easily understand and explain 
to their neighbors.

• A collaborative effort between executives, performance 
analysts, and program experts across the agency is 
essential- no silos allowed!



6

The Seven Principles of Performance JournalismThe Seven Principles of Performance Journalism
1.1. Good StoriesGood Stories

2.2. Good WritingGood Writing

3.3. Good DataGood Data

4.4. Good GraphicsGood Graphics

5.5. Good Format/PresentationGood Format/Presentation

6.6. Quality ControlQuality Control

7.7. Good TimingGood Timing
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•• Clear, concise, unbiased writing using the Clear, concise, unbiased writing using the whatwhat, , whywhy, , 
whowho, and , and when when approach is the key to this first approach is the key to this first 
principleprinciple

•• Narrative Reporting Requires DisciplineNarrative Reporting Requires Discipline

•• Be an investigative reporterBe an investigative reporter

•• Candor builds credibility: Tell the story of when things Candor builds credibility: Tell the story of when things 
go right and wronggo right and wrong

Principle One: Good Stories Combined With 
Good Graphics: Use  Narrative Reporting To 
Make It Real And Tell The Story
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Example of candid, narrative reporting
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•• Use plain English that is clear, concise, and free of Use plain English that is clear, concise, and free of 
industry jargonindustry jargon

•• Could someone (i.e. your mother) take that information Could someone (i.e. your mother) take that information 
presented in graphical and text form and explain it to presented in graphical and text form and explain it to 
her next door neighbor over the weekend barbeque? her next door neighbor over the weekend barbeque? 

•• Good writing does not mean Good writing does not mean ““dumbingdumbing downdown”” the the 
narrativenarrative

Principle Two:Principle Two: Good Writing: Use a Reader Good Writing: Use a Reader 
Friendly ApproachFriendly Approach
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Example of good writing
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•• Unyielding pursuit for data integrity and quality Unyielding pursuit for data integrity and quality 

•• Agencies must balance this need for data perfection Agencies must balance this need for data perfection 
against a need to publish in a timely manner against a need to publish in a timely manner 

•• Address the issue of incomplete or data limitationsAddress the issue of incomplete or data limitations

Principle Three:Principle Three: Good DataGood Data
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Example of good data applicationExample of good data application
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In general, good performance journalism graphics: In general, good performance journalism graphics: 

•• Are quickly comprehended and understood by the readerAre quickly comprehended and understood by the reader

•• Are relevant to the data and topic Are relevant to the data and topic 

•• Are formatted with a sense of balance, proportion, and Are formatted with a sense of balance, proportion, and 
clarity of designclarity of design

•• Can stand on their own if lifted from the pageCan stand on their own if lifted from the page

•• Have data, analysis and scale integrityHave data, analysis and scale integrity

•• Answer some Answer some fundamental fundamental questionsquestions

Principle Four: Principle Four: Good Graphics. Every Graph Tells 
A Story, Every Graph Asks A Question
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Effort was great! Data was good! Effort was great! Data was good! 
Presentation was lousy.Presentation was lousy.

Impact was poor.Impact was poor.

The Key to Effective Communication:The Key to Effective Communication:

•• A StepA Step--byby--Step, Practical, HowStep, Practical, How--to that Anyone Can Doto that Anyone Can Do

•• How to deconstruct and reconstruct ExcelHow to deconstruct and reconstruct Excel

Provided: With appreciation to Provided: With appreciation to Edward Edward TufteTufte, Professor Emeritus of Yale University, , Professor Emeritus of Yale University, 
and to and to Barb Barb FelverFelver of the Washington State Department of Social and Health Serviceof the Washington State Department of Social and Health Servicess
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Applying What You Have Just LearnedApplying What You Have Just Learned
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WhatWhat’’s Wrong with this Graph?s Wrong with this Graph?
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The Final Version, as it Appeared in the The Final Version, as it Appeared in the 
Gray NotebookGray Notebook

Real Life Gray Notebook example of an “AFTER” graph, from the December 31, 2006 edition
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•• Design of a report should entice the reader to engage Design of a report should entice the reader to engage 
with the material, allow a quick grasp of the message, with the material, allow a quick grasp of the message, 
and not distract from the content. and not distract from the content. 

•• Employ a readerEmploy a reader--friendly page layoutfriendly page layout

•• Group relevant information togetherGroup relevant information together

Principle FivePrinciple Five: Good Format/Presentation: Good Format/Presentation
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Example of good layoutExample of good layout
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Principle Six: Principle Six: Quality Control, ItQuality Control, It’’s Your s Your 
CredibilityCredibility

•• Ensure an audit trailEnsure an audit trail

•• Question data and textQuestion data and text

•• Performance reporting is not a spectator sportPerformance reporting is not a spectator sport
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Principle SevenPrinciple Seven: Good Timing: Lead : Good Timing: Lead -- DonDon’’t t 
FollowFollow

•• Timing is everythingTiming is everything
•• Where to begin:Where to begin:

•• What are we responsible for?What are we responsible for?
•• What is important for us to know about our programs? What is important for us to know about our programs? 
•• What is important for the public or media to know about What is important for the public or media to know about 

us? us? 
•• How do we know we are doing what we said we would do How do we know we are doing what we said we would do 

and are funded to do? and are funded to do? 
•• What data do we have to support any of these questions?What data do we have to support any of these questions?
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Resources and ContactsResources and Contacts
•• WSDOTWSDOT’’s  overall Accountability site:s  overall Accountability site: http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/accountability/
•• WSDOTWSDOT’’s quarterly performance report: the s quarterly performance report: the Gray NotebookGray Notebook::

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/1668E9EB-8A54-4B08-81B3-
B64CBADBB0B2/0/GrayNotebookMar07.pdf

•• Performance Measurement at WSDOT FolioPerformance Measurement at WSDOT Folio
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/07E1F62D-0BF9-47B9-AE06-
1B8F26D51A57/0/Performance_Measurement_Folio_2007.pdf

•• Bridging the Gap Between Agencies and Citizens: Performance JourBridging the Gap Between Agencies and Citizens: Performance Journalism Offers A Practical nalism Offers A Practical 
Solution to Communicate Performance Results Solution to Communicate Performance Results (Bremmer and Bryan, Unpublished(Bremmer and Bryan, Unpublished-- TRB TRB 
Submitted)Submitted)

•• Making the Case for Funding: The WSDOT ExperienceMaking the Case for Funding: The WSDOT Experience (Bremmer and Bryan, Unpublished(Bremmer and Bryan, Unpublished--
TRB Submitted)TRB Submitted)

•• Emerging Performance Measurement Responses to Changing PoliticalEmerging Performance Measurement Responses to Changing Political Pressures at State Pressures at State DOTDOT’’ss: A : A 
PractitionerPractitioner’’s Perspectives Perspective
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/139F581Fhttp://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/139F581F--0CED0CED--40E640E6--B3DBB3DB--
E89581B016DF/0/Practitioners_Perspective.pdfE89581B016DF/0/Practitioners_Perspective.pdf

http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/accountability/
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/1668E9EB-8A54-4B08-81B3-B64CBADBB0B2/0/GrayNotebookMar07.pdf
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/1668E9EB-8A54-4B08-81B3-B64CBADBB0B2/0/GrayNotebookMar07.pdf
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/07E1F62D-0BF9-47B9-AE06-1B8F26D51A57/0/Performance_Measurement_Folio_2007.pdf
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/NR/rdonlyres/07E1F62D-0BF9-47B9-AE06-1B8F26D51A57/0/Performance_Measurement_Folio_2007.pdf
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