HARVARD Kennedy School
Government Performance Lab

Results-Driven Contracting Workshop

Pre-Work Exercise

Approaching a grant or procurement process with a clear understanding of both the problem
you're trying to solve as well as a well-defined vision of success is a critical input for all results-
driven contracting strategies. What are you trying to achieve with this program? In what ways
do you want to modify the status quo? Answers to these questions will inform how you select
performance measures to track over the course of the contract and how you design performance
incentives.

In advance of the workshop on Friday, March 6, please spend 30 minutes
reflecting on and drafting responses to the questions below. If helpful, supplemental
resources for crafting problem and goal statements are also included on the pages that follow.

1. Select a high-priority grant or procurement: What is an upcoming grant or
procurement for which you are interested in improving outcomes or
refining performance measures? Please include a name for the grant or contract, a
brief description, and an estimated annual funding amount.

2. Clarify the problem you want to address: Imagine that a friend of yours, who lives
in but does not work with your jurisdiction, asks you what problem you are trying to
solve through this grant or procurement. In your own words, how would you
briefly describe the problem to them? (Feel free to actually describe the problem
out loud, but 1 or 2 bullet points will be sufficient to give GPL some context.)

3. Develop clear outcome goals: Imagine that this grant or contract has reached a
successful conclusion. Consider how you might describe the success of the project others
and the evidence you might point to as indicative of success. Given that definition of
success, what are 2-3 outcome goals you hope to achieve through this grant
or contract?

Please email your responses to Celeste Richie (celeste@resultsgamerica.org) and
GPL’s Lynda Blancato (lynda blancato@hks.harvard.edu) by Tuesday, March 3.
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PROBLEM STATEMENTS

Beginning your RFP with a problem statement that effectively communicates the challenge you are
facing is the first step in designing a procurement that is focused on results. By painting a clear
picture of the problem that the vendor will help you solve, you begin to ground the procurement in a
real issue and invite a more creative, problem-focused range of solutions. Furthermore, by opening
with a problem statement, you can specify your goals to solve that problem.

For example, a contract for homeless services may define the problem as lack of shelter bed capacity.
By doing so, the contract narrows the range of possible solutions to only those that increase the
number of shelter beds, and also likely limits possible respondents to only shelter providers. If the
problem is in fact broader, re-defining the problem as one of “housing instability” invites broader,
more creative, and potentially more cost-effective solutions.

The problem statement for your RFP should aim to have the following characteristics:

Strong problem statements...

1. Connect departmental priorities to a clear outcome goal.
Problem statements contain the seeds of the your definition of success. Tying the problem to a
specific set of goals clarifies departmental priorities for the vendor community and provides a
standard against which services will be judged.

2. Clearly explain gap between where you are and where you want to be.
Ilustrating the gap between your current and desired positions offers a clear sense of what
progress looks like. Also, explaining the gap helps providers understand what challenges they
might need to overcome to deliver services successfully.

3. Quantify key variables related to where you are and where you want to be.
Not every component of your problem may be measurable. Where possible, quantification can
help indicate the scale of the problem and how you would assess success in solving it. For social
services RFPs, quantification is particularly important in sharing characteristics of the service’s
target population.

4. Have a well-defined focus that facilitates action.
Problem statements that are too broad may make it difficult for vendors to propose detailed
solutions. Specifying a target population, describing current services, and sharing past trend
data can help narrow the definition of the problem and elicit actionable solutions.

5. Are reasonably neutral about potential problem diagnosis or solutions.
Strong problem statements assume little about why the problem exists or what solutions could
be appropriate. By avoiding specific solutions in the problem statement, you leave space for
vendors to draw on their own expertise and offer solutions you may not have considered. That
said, few problem statements are perfectly neutral. Agencies often draw boundaries around
possible solutions to reflect previous unsuccessful approaches and ensure that problem
statements are connected to overarching goals.
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Example of a good problem statement:

Rhode Island is seeking partners to execute a contract for services that <«— 1. Connects to a goal
improve employment and recidivism outcomes for formerly incarcerated
individuals at a moderate-to high-risk of re-offending (hereafter “high-risk
individuals™).

Each year more than 3,000 Rhode Islanders return to their communities
after time spent in prison or jail. Unfortunately, because of strained 2. Explains gap, but
supervision resources and the limited availability of evidence-based 5. Remains neutral
programming for ex-offenders, many released individuals find themselves
caught in a cycle of incarceration. Of the 3,331 offenders released in the <— | 3- Quantifies key
state in 2012, 54% of men and 40% of women were re-incarcerated within variables

three years of release.

) ) o 4. Sufficiently
This procurement seeks interventions that will decrease recidivism rates for ~ <4— |focused

high-risk individuals.

GOALS

While the problem statement grounds the RFP in a well-defined challenge, articulating clear goals
allows you to define for service providers what success looks like—what it looks like to solve the
problem.

A clear definition of success is a critical input for all other results-driven contracting strategies. It
informs how you will select RFP respondents, what metrics you track over the course of the contract,
how the contract is structured (and whether it is appropriate to condition a portion of payments on
demonstrated success), and ultimately how the next procurement is designed.

Strong goal statements...

1. Relate to outcomes rather than outputs, inputs, or processes.
Inputs are the ingredients that go into the activities that are implemented under the contract,
like dollars spent, number of staff, materials used, etc. Outputs are the activities themselves, like
clients served, workshops offered, job referrals made, etc. Outcomes are the intended results or
measurable effects of the contracted activities, like improved employment and wage outcomes.
Inputs and outputs are important for monitoring vendor progress, but outcome goals should be
the overarching focus of the contract.

2. Lend themselves to quantification.
The benefits of quantifying your problem also apply to your goals. Quantifiable goals define

success in a way that can be used to guide and assess the vendor’s work. However, not every goal
will be easily quantifiable. In these cases, cities creatively develop measures through survey data
or use alternative measures that are closely related to the goal. In practice, quantifiable goals
lead naturally to a set of performance metrics.
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3. Are focused enough to narrow the range of possible responses or interventions to
address the problem, i.e., are actionable and realistic.
Defining your goal precisely can offer useful guidance to vendors. Offering data, critical
information, or illustrative examples could provide helpful additional information about your
goal. But, be careful! The more specific your goal, the more you narrow the range of possible
solutions.

4. Arebroad enough to encompass the impact you want to have on
residents/beneficiaries and allow room for operational innovation by focusing on
the “what” instead of the “how.”

Goals should be specific enough to be actionable, but not so specific that vendors focus only on
those activities and not on the problem itself.

Examples of good goals

e “Increase access to, enrollment in, and sustained participation in after-school and summer
programs targeted to youth in grades K-8.”

e “Replace six highway overpasses within 2 years without disrupting weekday commuter
traffic.”

¢ “Reduce the number of sustained citizen complaints, instances of excessive use of force, and
on-duty injuries for officers while maintaining public safety”



