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The Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) has been using its Performance Journalism approach to
communicate performance results to diverse audiences including the public, the media, legislators, the governor, policy-
makers, and transportation partners around the world. WSDOT has developed this approach based on experience gained
over six years of reporting comprehensive transportation system performance information in the agency’s quarterly
performance report, Measures, Markers and Mileposts, also referred to as the Gray Notebook. These efforts resulted in
enhanced public credibility and supported two subsequent funding increases. Performance Journalism is the combination
of quantitative reporting using charts, tables, and measurements, along with narrative storytelling. The goal is to share the
performance of WSDOT’s most complex and diverse programs and projects clearly and concisely in a format that everyone

can easily understand and explain to their neighbors.

The Seven Principles of Performance Journalism
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Stories

Good Stories Combined With Good Graphics - Use Narrative Reporting
To Make It Real And Tell The Story: Clear, concise, unbiased writing using
the what, why, who, and when approach is the key to this first principle. This
requires you to be an investigative reporter. And remember, candor builds
credibility, so tell the story of when things go right and wrong.

Writing

Good Writing: Use a reader friendly approach. Use plain English that
is clear, concise, and free of industry jargon. Could someone take that
information presented in graphical and text form and explain it to their next
door neighbor over the weekend barbeque? However, good writing does
not mean “dumbing down” the narrative.

Data

Good Data: Data forms the basis of an organization’s performance report.
Thus, it is critical that organizations apply the highest standards for data
analysis. This requires an unyielding pursuit of data integrity and quality.
Organizations must balance this need for data perfection against a need to
publish in a timely manner. In addition, an agency must address the issue
of incomplete or data limitations.

Graphics

Good Graphics: Every Graph Tells A Story- Every Graph Asks A Question.
In general, good Performance Journalism graphics: 1. Are quickly
comprehended and understood by the reader; 2. Are relevant to the data
and topic; 3. Are formatted with a sense of balance, proportion, and clarity
of design; 4. Can stand on their own if lifted from the page; 5. Have data,
analysis and scale integrity; and 6. Answer some fundamental questions.

Highway Safety:

Before & After: Applying Good Graphics Principles
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The Seven Principles of Performance Journalism (continued)
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Content Driven Design

Good Format/ Presentation: Good formatting and presentation is an
essential principle of Performance Journalism, as the design of a report
should entice the reader to engage with the material, allow a quick grasp
of the message, and not distract from the content. Apart from this, it
should employ a reader-friendly page layout and group relevant information
together.

Quality Control

Quality Control: It’s Your Credibility. This requires critical thinking and a
good sense and eye for numbers. This also includes ensuring an audit trail
in addition to questioning data and text. Executives should be prepared
to edit the performance report as needed - performance reporting is not a
spectator sport.

Timing

Good Timing: Lead - Don’t Follow. Timing is everything. It is important to
start performance reporting now and to report frequently and consistently.
While there is a sense of urgency, it is important to be selective. It is not
necessary to start reporting everything immediately; rather, start small.
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Measures, Markers
and Mileposts

Gradually cover all of the most critical systems and delivery issues.

General Observations and Lessons Learned

WSDOT'’s strategy for effective communication of performance information, employing the seven principles that are collec-
tively called Performance Journalism, has been successful in gaining public support for increased funding. Seattle Mayor
Gregory Nickels comments in April of 2007 provide a succinct summary of the results obtained from the Performance
Journalism approach to performance reporting that was instituted by Secretary Douglas MacDonald: “Under [Doug Mac-
Donald’s] watch Washington State increased funding for state highway projects to an unprecedented degree. He consis-
tently emphasized accountability to the people of Washington State.” In light of the importance of effective performance
reporting methods in effectively informing the public and supporting cases for increased funding, more in-depth work in
researching, testing and validating the effectiveness of various performance reporting approaches needs to be done.

Where to Find Performance Information

WSDOT’s Accountability website, http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/
accountability/, has a number of transportation performance
reporting resources. This includes a Performance Measurement
Library, http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/Accountability/Publications/
Library.htm, which contains an inventory of performance
measurement practices of various local, national, and international
organizations and agencies.

WSDOT’s performance information, including the Gray Notebook,
the Governor’s Government Management Accountability &
Performance (GMAP) Transportation Forums, WSDOT’s Strategic
Plan, and Performance Audits relating to WSDOT, can be easily
accessed from the accountability homepage, visit: www.wsdot.
wa.gov/Accountability/.
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