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Introduction 
 

The following definitions are based on a number of sources and have been tailored for a variety of 
Ontario Public Service purposes such as program evaluation, performance measurement, risk 

management, results-based planning and controllership. These definitions are intended to clarify and 
encourage a common, consistent language within the Ontario Public Service governance, accountability 

and planning frameworks. 

 
Definitions 
 

Accountability 

The obligation to answer for results and the manner in which responsibilities are discharged. 
Accountability cannot be delegated. Responsibility is the obligation to act whereas accountability is the 

obligation to answer for an action. 
 

Activity 

An activity is the work performed by ministries to implement public policy and provide services to the 
public. All activities consume resources and produce products and/or services. One or more activities 

will be critical to the achievement of overall public policy objectives. Ministries must be able to 
demonstrate a direct causal link between the activity and the outcome(s). 

 

Attribution 
The demonstrable assertion that a reasonable connection can be made between a specific outcome and 

the actions and outputs of a government policy, program or initiative. 
 

Baseline 
The level of results at a given time that provides a starting point for assessing changes in performance 

and for establishing objectives or targets for future performance. 

 
Benchmarking 

The process of measuring and comparing one’s own processes, products or service against a higher 
performing process, product or service and adapting business practices to improve. 

 

Cost Benefit Analysis 
A process that assesses the relation between the cost of an undertaking and the value of the resulting 

benefits 
 

Cost Effectiveness 
The extent to which an organization, program, etc. is producing its planned outcomes in relation to use of 

resources (inputs). 
 

Cross-ministry Measure 

Measure with a desired result to which more than one ministry, but not all ministries, contribute. (See 
also horizontal measure). 

 

Customer 
The person, whether inside or outside the organization, to whom services or products are delivered. 

 
Customer Satisfaction 

The degree to which the intended recipients or beneficiaries of a product or service indicate that the 
product or service meets their needs and expectations for quality and efficiency. 



 

 
Effectiveness 

The extent to which an organization, policy, program or initiative is producing its planned outcomes and 
meeting intended objectives 

 

Efficiency 
The extent to which an organization, policy, program or initiative is producing its planned outputs in 

relation to expenditure of resources. 
 

Evaluation 
The systematic collection and analysis of information on the performance of a policy, program or initiative 

to make judgements about relevance, progress or success and cost-effectiveness and/or to inform future 

programming decisions about design and implementation. 
 

High Level Indicator 
A measure of changes in social, environmental or economic conditions. 

 

Horizontal Measure 
Measure with a desired result to which most or all ministries contribute. (See also Cross-ministry 

measure). 
 

Indicator 
A quantitative or qualitative ratio or index used to signal and indirectly measure the performance of a 

program over time. 

 
Inputs 

The resources (human, material, financial, etc.) allocated to carry out activities, produce outputs and/or 
accomplish results. 

 

Intermediate Outcomes 
Benefits and changes in behaviour, decisions, policies and social action attributable to outputs to 

demonstrate that program objectives are being met, e.g., increased employability as a result of a training 
program. 

 

Long-term outcomes 
The ultimate or long-term consequences for human, economic, civic or environmental benefit, to which 

government policy or legislation contributes, e.g., life expectancy rates, overall economic performance. 
 
 

Monitoring 

The process of collecting and analyzing information to track program outputs and progress towards 
desired outcomes. 

 

Objective 
Achievable and realistic expression of a desired result. 

 
Outcome 

The actual effects/impacts or results of the outputs. See Short-term Outcomes, Intermediate Outcomes, 

Long-term Outcomes. 
 

Output 
The products or services that result from activities. 



 

 
Performance-Based Budgeting 

A method of allocating resources that connects inputs provided to the achievement of pre-defined 
objectives. Performance-based budgeting is focused on what can be achieved for a given amount and 

allows for comparisons between expected and actual progress. 

 
Performance measure 

Quantifiable information that provides a reliable basis for directly assessing achievement, change or 
performance over time. 

 
Performance measurement 

The process of assessing results, e.g., the degree to which objectives are being achieved. 

 
Priority 

Higher-order goals of government that reflect its commitment to citizens and contribute to enduring 
human, economic, civic and environmental benefits. 

 

Qualitative data 
Non-numeric information collected through interviews, focus groups, observation and the analysis of 

written documents. Qualitative data can be quantified to establish patterns or trends, e.g., improvement 
in a child’s reading level as observed by parents and teacher. 

 
Quantitative data 

Information that is counted, or compared on a scale, e.g., improvement in a child’s reading level as 

measured by a reading test. 
 

Reliability 
The extent to which measurements are repeatable and consistent under the same conditions each time. 

 

Result 
A condition (outcome) or product (output) that exists as a consequence of an activity. 

 
Results-based Management 

A comprehensive, government-wide approach that informs results-based decision-making, ensuring that 

all government-funded activities are aligned with strategies that contribute to meeting government 
priorities or serve an important public interest. 
 

Risk 

The chance of something happening that will impact on the achievement of objectives. 
 

Risk Management 

The active process of identifying, assessing, communicating and managing the risks facing an 
organization to ensure that an organization meets its objectives. 

 
Short-term Outcomes 

First-level effects of, or immediate response to the outputs, e.g., changes in compliance rates or degree 
of customer satisfaction. 

 

Standards 
Pre-defined quantifiable levels of performance that are commonly understood and agreed upon and are 

the basis for judging or comparing actual performance. 
 



 

 
Strategy 

Plan outlining how specified ministry activities and programs contribute to a government priority and 
results or other important public interest. 

 

Target 
A clearly stated objective or planned result [which may include output(s) and/or outcome(s)] to be 

achieved within a stated time, against which actual results can be compared. 
 

Validity 
The extent to which a measurement instrument accurately measures what it is supposed to measure. 

For example, a reading test may be a valid measure of reading skills, but it is not a valid measure of total 

language competency. 
 

 


