
What they don’t tell you in Harvard 
Business Review… 

HBR warns ‘Don’t come up short’ with your balanced scorecard. But 

its classical remedies – strategy, measurement, performance – miss

the big picture. When it comes to performance, people are the problem.

THE BALANCED SCORECARD IS 
LOOKING LIKE OLD NEWS. In the 
November 2003 edition of HBR Ittner and 
Larcker* make the unarguable claim that few 
companies realise the benefits from scorecards. 
But the reasons they identify and the remedies 
they propose are entirely analytic. Link your 
measures to your strategy, they advise. Set the 
right targets. Measure correctly, and validate the 
linkage between these measures and actual 
performance. Then all will be well, and benefits 
will flow.

Unsurprisingly, in the real world this is only part of 
the picture. Boardrooms all over the country are 
awash with strategic, well executed scorecards 

MBF’s Positive Spin on Business 
Intelligence.
MBF reacted to pressures in its core Private 

Health Insurance business with a bold new 
strategy aimed at growth and excellence. The  
acquisitions of NRMA heath and Clearview, 
and the Be Positive advertising campaign  
raised the profile of this once sleepy Sydney 
Mutual. 

CFO Bill Cotter was determined to sustain the 
momentum and recently introduced a 
balanced scorecard. “We were a new 
executive team, so it was vital that the 
scorecard helped us bond, rather than 
encourage finger pointing and infighting,” says 
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awash with strategic, well executed scorecards 
which fail to make much impact, because they 
have been designed and executed with 
insufficient attention to the people who will use it. 
But when it comes to having their own 
performance measured, people – even executive 
level people – will be a whole lot less cooperative 
than usual. And that is what a scorecard is – a 
highly public performance report for the executive 
team. So, overcoming senior reluctance to submit 
to additional detailed scrutiny of their 
performance is usually the difference between 
success and failure. Fortunately there are some 
tried and tested ways to do this.

Deal with the initial hostility, which can 

degenerate into boredom. There is clear 
evidence that projects can die of boredom – they 
take so long to deliver that they lose the interest 
of the business which moves on to the next 
enthusiasm du jour. Scorecards, which usually 
start out a goal behind, can ill afford to let this 
happen. The solution? – Keep them excited! 
There are many ways to do this. One useful 
technique is to manage the flow of new 
information (which scorecard projects tend to 
generate in abundance,) so that executive teams

encourage finger pointing and infighting,” says 
Cotter. The key was to have all executives 
sign up to the same four measures of 
performance, which would contribute 60% of 
each individual’s bonus. The first page of 
MBF’s scorecard shows ONLY these four 
metrics – and the scorecard is the only place 
this information can be easily found.

become used to learning something useful and 
interesting every time they are exposed to the 
developing scorecard. Prototyping is a great way 
to get useful information onto the executive table 
quickly. Exploit the bells and whistles in the tool 
you select – automatic email alerting of sub 
standard performance, for example, punches far 
above its weight in stimulating top team 
excitement. Take control of the project’s PR –
sunny side up is the order of the day. And most 
important of all – get it done quickly. Fast is better 
than good in almost all cases. 

David Hughes is Managing Director of Amica 
Consulting, a specialist performance 
improvement consultancy. David worked with 
MBF to introduce their balanced scorecard
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Nothing dampens CEO enthusiasm faster 
than bookkeeping squabbles at the 

executive table… 
Defend it, especially when it is 
vulnerable. Scorecards inevitably challenge 

executive performance – that is a fundamental 
part of their usefulness. But particularly when just 
introduced, there is an understandable tendency 
to ‘play the man rather than the ball,’ that is, to 
attack the numbers rather than the performance 
they point out. Nothing dampens CEO 
enthusiasm faster than bookkeeping squabbles at 
the executive table. The solution? – do not make 
anyone look bad in the first three months. 

There will be plenty of valuable and fascinating 
information in the first launch, so controversies 
can be deferred. Accentuate the positive, Put off 
target setting in areas where performance is off –
you can always compare to last year. If there is 
an unavoidable blip – pre-brief the accountable 
exec. Avoid bombshells. If there is some doubt 

boss, Few things are more effective at 
concentrating executive attention than signs of 
CEO concern. 

Help them to understand it. At its core, 

the power of a scorecard comes from its cross-
functionality – which implies unfamiliarity in many 
cases. Scorecards are often complex, and 
frequently contain innovative ways of measuring 
and presenting performance. So executive users 
need to be trained. The solution? – take control 
of the top team performance management 
process for the first three months after launch of 
the scorecard – after all, if this process does not 
now focus on the scorecard, you have built the 
wrong one. 

The original premise of the balanced scorecard 
remains as valid as ever – businesses will exec. Avoid bombshells. If there is some doubt 

about the accuracy of a metric which is likely to 
be challenged, drop it with good grace. And most 
important of all – ensure that the scorecard has a 

savvy, streetwise advocate at the executive table.

Make sure they use it. It is obvious that 

information is only as good as how well it is used. 
But it is rare beyond measure to see a project 
where use gets the same attention as function.
Scorecards can not afford this imbalance – most 
users would prefer not to use them in the first 
place. The solution? – design it for use. 

A combination of carrot and stick works well here. 
A scorecard which provides information on the 
determinants of reward has a high chance of 
being used! If it will be used in real time, then the 
performance system is more important than any 
other information source. Kill off old reports 
immediately to eliminate alternatives. Most 
important of all – enlist the power of the 

MBF’s Customer Experience
Like most Financial Services companies, MBF 
has customer retention high on its list of 
objectives. And like all companies, the totality of 
the customer experience contributes to the 
decision to stay or go. MBF’s scorecard has the 
following metric:

The Customer Experience
• Preventable Exits
• Complaints
• Affordability
• Customer Out of Pocket
• Distribution Service Levels
• Claims turnaround times

This cross-functional evaluation of a key 
strategic driver demonstrates the power of a 
scorecard with across the board acceptance.

remains as valid as ever – businesses will 
perform substantially better if the focus is on the 
drivers of success, not just the financial 
outcomes. As in everything else, managing the 
people aspects is the true key to unlocking this 
potential value.

. 

* Coming up short on Non Financial Performance 

Measurement, by Christopher D.Ittner & David F. 

Larcker, Harvard Business Review, November 2003
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