
Don’t measure the wrong things
Why you should care about outcomes, not just outputs
As a leader who depends on data, particularly in an agile organization, you are constantly reviewing 
results. You have a delivery focus, and teams of experts who calculate and present metrics such 
as improvements in cycle times, reductions in the number of defects, and the number of projects 
delivered on time and within budget. But these metrics don’t offer a rounded assessment of 
business performance. Your goal is to deliver customer value, not just to deliver stuff. To assess 
value, you need to move beyond outputs. You need to measure outcomes.

The difference between outputs and outcomes
Output metrics capture how much you produced and 
how fast you produced it. Although popular, they are not 
good indicators of business outcomes. There are three 
main reasons for this:

1. Output metrics won’t raise flags if the problem you are 
solving is the wrong one. 

2. They don’t alert you if the customers you chose to serve are 
no longer interested in your solution.

3. They may lead you to declare success before a problem       
is solved.

Outcome metrics quantify the true performance of your 
business objectives. They track whether:

1. Your customers are happy.

2. You are building the right solutions to solve customer 
problems or meet market demand.

3. Your teams are engaged and building compelling solutions 
for the right users. 

Outcome metrics compel you to transition from a “this 
is the thing I produce” to a “this is the value I create” 
mentality, which also opens up opportunities for you and 
your teams to consider new products and services.

Begin with      
the end in mind.
STEPHEN R. COVEY
The 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People

“



The case of a mortgage servicing company
The IT team of the default servicing division of a mortgage company was measured primarily on the 
number of features planned and delivered each quarter, and the group was meeting their targets. But 
the division’s technology leader knew her organization was in trouble when the business goals on 
mortgage default rates were missed quarter after quarter.

This leader set out to put an end to measurements that turned the IT teams into “feature factories” 
and rewarded them for being reactive. In collaboration with key business groups, she set out to 
identify goals that would trigger the right behaviors across her division. A company-wide effort to 
reset goals and find the appropriate metrics was underway at the same time. Business and IT teams 
worked together to determine the division’s objectives and key results (OKRs), and to validate their 
assumptions through measurement.

The division’s key objective became to “provide best-in-class support to clients experiencing mortgage 
default.” Key results included: 15% reduction of time in mortgage default, 10% reduction in average 
default rate, and 15% reduction in loan delinquency. 

This IT team championed a new set of business objectives and metrics that led to a shift in behavior 
across the division and a renewed focus on delivering value to their customers.

Output metrics

Number of products delivered

Number of features delivered

Number of defects

Number of customers

Lines of code

Cycle time

Net promoter score (NPS)

Percent of repeat business

Customer subscription rates

Employee retention

New customer sales

Shopping cart abandonment and 
impact on sales

Outcome metrics

Measuring the right results doesn’t mean you will move away from measuring outputs altogether. 
You will likely still need to track things like delivery predictability. The key is to differentiate between 
outcome and output metrics, and choose the right metrics for the right reasons.



The outcome-measuring organization 
Measuring the desired outcomes begins with understanding your own company’s vision and 
strategy and the needs of your customers. Confirm your assumptions about the value you set out 
to deliver by talking to your customers about their needs. The responsibility for goal-setting and 
measuring is then shared across leadership, portfolio teams, and program teams.

Leadership

Sets strategic priorities and OKRs. Evaluates customer needs and confirms the 

company is trying to solve the right problems.

Portfolio

Portfolio managers create linked objectives that support the top-level OKRs. 

Objectives usually span several quarters. An example of a portfolio-level objective is 

to create a fast, seamless journey for online customers.

Program

Program managers marry the portfolio objectives to the work to be done. They set 

quarterly objectives and decide how much product functionality and what features to 

build. An example of a program-level feature is to allow the customer to complete a 

secure online purchase via credit card.

Team

Teams decide what the end result looks like. In our example, the team may decide to 

use a third party credit card app or build their own.

Individual

Employees do work that rolls up to business objectives, not work for the sake of 

staying busy. Work becomes a set of desired outcomes, not just a set of requirements. 

Customer

Customers’ needs are analyzed. Customer feedback drives your strategic objectives 

and priorities, and helps you define the desired business results.   



        While setting key business objectives, you may discover that you are serving the wrong 

customer segment or delivering the wrong solutions. When that happens, be prepared to take 

action. You will need a plan that will help you change course within a reasonable amount         

of time. 

       A business objective is not product-specific. Releasing a set of product features by a specific 

date is not the real objective. The objective is the end goal; for example, to increase market 

share by 5%. The product is the mechanism that gets you there. In order to recalibrate your 

metrics, you may have to ask your teams to share key results, shift their mindset from activity to 

value, or even reframe projects.

       It’s not the leader’s job to set every metric. Empower your teams to identify the right goals 

and measures, and give them the resources to validate these measures.

       Don’t jump into technology decisions or project plans right away.

       Set up frequent checkpoints to assess whether you are making progress toward your end 

goals. The checkpoint frequency will depend on your needs. If you check results too frequently 

(every day or week), you will be reacting to micro-level changes. On the other hand, if you wait a 

full year it may be too late. Many organizations find that quarterly checkpoints will give them a 

wealth of data points, but bi-annual checkpoints may also suffice.

Top considerations when measuring outcomes

Measuring outcomes, not just outputs, changes the momentum of your entire organization.  This 

change, starts with you.  When moving towards an outcome oriented business, here are a few 

things to consider.
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