
PERFORMANCE METRICS 

AND THE COURTS

David N. Ammons
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill





“Benchmarking isn’t just the 

hard measure of where 

someone else is; it’s how they 

are doing it.”

–former Xerox chief executive David Kearns



Accountability



Why Measure Performance?

• Accountability/Communication

• Support of Planning/Budgeting Efforts

• To Motivate Operational Improvement

• Program Evaluation

• Reallocation of Resources

• Directing Operations/Contract 

Monitoring

• Benchmarking



Climbing the Steps Toward 
Performance Management
Be sure they are aligned!

Mission/Goals

Objectives

Performance

Measures

Performance

Management

Mission statements 

declare the agency’s 

long-range intent; its 

purpose.  Although the 

goals expressed in a 

mission statement may 

help shape the agency’s 

values and its 

organizational culture, 

they often are imprecise 

and sometimes even a 

bit vague.

Objectives are 

unambiguous 

statements of the 

agency’s performance 

intentions, expressed in 

measurable terms, 

usually with an implied 

or explicit timeframe.

Performance measures 

indicate how much or 

how well the agency is 

doing.  Ideally, they 

track the agency’s 

progress toward 

achieving its objectives.

Many agencies 

compare this month’s or 

this year’s performance 

measures to those of 

the past.  Some are 

starting to make 

comparisons with other 

agencies and beginning  

the process of 

benchmarking.



Performance measurement can…

• help your work units focus on top 

priorities 

• help you identify performance 

deficiencies and clarify the need 

for addressing them 

• help you test your strategies to 

be sure they are working.



• case clearance

• on-time processing 

• aging case index (backlog)



CourTools
Ten Major Dimensions of Performance in Court Operations

1. Access and Fairness

2. Clearance Rates

3. Time to Disposition

4. Age of Active Pending Caseload

5. Trial Date Certainty

6. Reliability and Integrity of Case Files

7. Collection of Monetary Penalties

8. Effective Use of Jurors

9. Court Employee Satisfaction

10. Cost Per Case



CourTools’

“Access and

Fairness

Survey”



How shall we use our 

performance metrics?

• Accountability only?

• Accountability AND performance 

improvement?



North Carolina Judicial District 14



Durham County Courts’ Use of CourTools

“Court Fairness”—Average Scores



Durham County Courts’ Use of CourTools
“Accessibility”—Average Scores



How many respondents gave “fairness 

and access” a low score?



Drilling Down for Details on Juror Utilization

Durham County Courts



North Carolina Judicial District 19A



Lessons from Durham, Cabarrus, 

and Elsewhere

• Performance measurement can work; and 

it works best with a feedback loop.



“People measure things that matter…or 

maybe things matter because they are 

measured.” 
–Jim Drennan, as cited by Judge Marty McGee

“Making a metric known is probably going to 

affect behavior.” 
–Judge Marty McGee

“What gets measured gets done.”

“You get what you measure and reward.”



Lessons from Durham, Cabarrus, 

and Elsewhere

• Performance measurement can work; and 

it works best with a feedback loop.

• Performance measures must be valid, 

actionable, and focused on important 

dimensions of performance.  

• Systematic performance measures often 

confirm the impressions we hold; but 

sometimes measures correct our 

misperceptions. 

• . 



Lessons from Durham, Cabarrus, 

and Elsewhere (continued)

• Performance strategy sessions are 

important. 

• Performance management works best at 

the program level, pursued by committed 

professionals. 

• Technology is important, but commitment 

to data-driven decisions is even more 

important. 



“Modern realities and budgetary 

concerns demand that our courts 

function in a manner that 

demonstrates effective and efficient 

stewardship of the resources 

entrusted to us.”

--Chief Justice Mark Martin, addressing 

the North Carolina Commission on the 

Administration of Law and Justice, 

September 30, 2015



Suggestions to the Commission

• Consider the development and use performance 

measures for management purposes as well as 

accountability.

• Consider the adequacy of current and 

prescribed metrics.
• Are the dimensions of court operations addressed by 

CourTools and AOC measures important dimension of 

performance?  Are they the most important dimensions?

• Are there gaps in the measures prescribed by CourTools or 

in the measures being collected by the AOC?

• Discontinue the collection of any measures 

having no value or use.



Suggestions to the Commission
(continued)

• Make the information needs of court officials a 

high priority.

• Consider the adequacy of the system by which 

measures are collected, compiled, and 

distributed.
• Does the system for collecting, compiling, and distributing 

performance information maximize efficiency and ease of 

access and use?

• Are measures and data provided in a format most usable for 

management purposes?



Operations 

Dashboard for 

Cabarrus 

County 

Superior 

Court—

Timeliness and 

Caseload 

Created by 

School of 

Government 

from AOC 

supplied data.



Suggestions to the Commission
(continued)

• Make the information needs of court officials a 

high priority.

• Consider the adequacy of the system by which 

measures are collected, compiled, and 

distributed.
• Does the system for collecting, compiling, and distributing 

performance information maximize efficiency and ease of 

access and use?

• Are measures and data provided in a format most usable for 

management purposes?




