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WHAT KIND OF LEADER ARE YOU?

The world is demanding more and more of organisational leaders. The world wants 
more transparency—to see the truth about how organisations are performing. 
And yet, leaders are struggling to inspire their leadership team to fulfil their mission, 
reach their strategic goals and realise the vision, and they fear what this call for 
transparency may reveal about their organisations. But the best leaders aren’t 
panicking because they practise evidence-based leadership.

Prove It! is the first-of-its-kind guidebook to the PuMP® approach to evidence-based 
leadership. Used throughout the world by organisations in numerous industries, 
the training process is quick, engaging and gives leaders a tangible, translucent 
way to quantifiably prove how well their organisation fulfils its mission and makes 
the world a better place.

Performance measure specialist and PuMP® creator Stacey Barr shares the 
principles, habits and processes leaders must master to inspire high-performance 
in their organisations. This motivating, easy-to-grasp book based on her widely 
popular workshops gets you up and going on:

•	creating useful and meaningful measures of performance people actually 
use, value, and remain excited about

•	tightly aligning your core business strategies to the intangible goals too 
important to track with trivial counts or milestones 

•	making lasting improvements in performance while streamlining your 
measurement and reporting process to reduce costs, effort and cycle time

•	concretely communicate goals to your team so they truly understand what 
they are contributing to.

Making the best strategic decisions and being a true evidence-based leader 
comes down to knowing the facts, and Prove It! gives you everything you need 
to measure performance and improve it.

STACEY BARR is a performance measure specialist and creator of the PuMP® 
methodology. Known for her high level of practicality, interactive teaching style 
and innate ability to balance the technical and social sides of performance 
measurement, Stacey is the author of Practical Performance Measurement. 
Find out more at staceybarr.com.
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PREFACE
Th is is a book for leaders. Organisations have a mission, a vision and
a set of strategic goals. Th ey have these things because organisations
exist to achieve something, to make some diff erence in the world, to
serve a purpose. And the job of leaders is to bring that to fruition — to
make the conceptual goals a tangible reality. 

But how can we know how well that’s happening, or if it’s happening 
at all? How can we know if we are leading our organisations to make a
measurable diff erence? Most leaders talk about productivity, effi  ciency,
eff ectiveness, quality, engagement, best practice, sustainability and
profi tability. And yet we struggle to inspire our leadership team, and
everyone throughout the organisation, to:

• do what’s most needed to fulfi l the mission
• realise the vision
• achieve the strategic goals.

Th e world is demanding more and more of organisational leaders.
Th e world wants more transparency — to see the truth about how 
organisations are performing. And not just in terms of profi t, but
also how they treat people and the planet. Th e world wants more
accountability, holding leaders responsible for the performance
of their organisations. Many leaders may be kept awake at night,
panicked by what transparency might reveal about their organisation’s
performance and how they might be held to account. 
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But the best leaders won’t be panicking. Th e best leaders already 
know how their organisations are performing, in terms of profi t,
people and the planet. Th ey know that performance has improved
under their leadership, and they can prove it because they measure
it. Th ey can prove it because they practise evidence-based leadership.

If we want to know the impact of our leadership on our
organisation — if we want to know what legacy we will leave — we
have to prove it. And to prove it, we have to measure it. What our gut
says, and what ‘they’ say, is not proof. A fi nished improvement project
or change initiative or capital investment or new product line is not
proof. For proof we need objective measures of the results that these
investments were supposed to improve.

Measuring performance is like gravity. It pulls our att ention and
action toward a centre, toward the most important things we should
focus on and improve. When we measure the important performance
results, we move more directly toward those results and we achieve
them sooner and with less eff ort. 

When an eagle circles the sky, hunting for a meal, she sees her prey,
she works out how far it is from her, and she lines up the most direct
path toward it. Instinctively, she lets gravity pull her toward her goal,
eff ortlessly and rapidly.

For leaders of organisations, performance measurement is the
gravity that speeds up and takes eff ort out of our pursuit of what we
want. So we get bigger and bett er improvements for less eff ort. And,
on an organisational scale, evidence-based leadership is the process
of using measurement as the gravity to draw the whole organisation
toward the results that matt er most.

Evidence-based leaders can prove how well their organisation
is delivering what matt ers most, measurably and objectively and
convincingly.
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Th is book is about a system of evidence-based leadership. It maps 
out the principles, habits and processes that leaders must master to 
create high-performance organisations. Organisations that can:

• measure their impact
• demonstrate how well they fulfi l their mission and realise

their vision
• make the world bett er than they found it.

Th e evidence-based leadership map is like any map for a territory we
want to explore: there isn’t only one path to follow. My hope is for
this book to guide you through the territory of high-performance 
organisations. I hope it shows you what’s possible, helps you navigate
and points out things you otherwise wouldn’t have noticed. Let’s
begin our adventure!

Stacey Barr
September 2016
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CHAPTER 2

EVIDENCE-BASED
LEADERSHIP

A s Pulitzer Prize-winning author Carl Sagan noted in Cosmos:
If we lived on a planet where nothing ever changed, 
there would be little to do. There would be nothing 
to fi gure out. There would be no impetus for science. 
And if we lived in an unpredictable world, where things 
changed in random or very complex ways, we would
not be able to fi gure things out. Again, there would be 
no such thing as science. But we live in an in-between
universe, where things change, but according to 
patterns, rules, or, as we call them, laws of nature ...

I fi nd this quote one of the most inspiring motivations for measuring 
organisational performance. If the world were completely predictable,
organisations would be like perfect machines: every outcome would
be produced precisely as intended. Control would be at 100 per cent.
At this extreme there is no use for measuring performance, because
performance is always perfect, with no variation. But our world isn’t
like that. And that’s why performance targets of perfection — such
as ‘zero injuries’ or ‘100 per cent on-time performance’ — feel too
confronting for people to commit to, no matt er how idealistic or ‘right’
they might seem. Our organisations are not deterministic machines.
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Conversely, if the world were completely unpredictable, with no
order at all, organisations wouldn’t exist: the concept of organising 
would be impossible. Control would be at 0 per cent. At this extreme
there would be no use in measuring performance: it would vary so
randomly that we could not observe patt erns of causation, and would
be unable exercise any degree of control over performance. But our
world isn’t like that either, which is why there is no excuse for decisions
to be purely driven by gut feel or hearsay or tradition or whim.

Our world is in between these extremes of perfect predictability 
and perfect unpredictability. Th ere is variation, but it’s not the product
of complete randomness. It’s the product of complexity, and there is
order in this complexity. So in our in-between world we have a use for
measuring performance, because it helps us quantify the variation and
observe patt erns of causation. It helps us learn how we can infl uence
performance by using or changing these patt erns.

Th e purpose of evidence-based leadership is to navigate
organisations through a world that is somewhere between the extremes

of perfect predictability and perfect
unpredictability, and measurement is the
primary tool of the evidence-based leader.
Performance measurement deepens our
understanding of the complexity in our

organisations, and speeds up our identifi cation of patt erns, so we can
constantly improve at creating the results we want.

Evidence-based leadership is not a mainstream practice in business.
According to authors Jeff rey Pfeff er and Robert I. Sutt on in their book 
Hard Facts, Dangerous Half-Truths and Total Nonsense:

Business decisions, as many of our colleagues in
business and your own experience can attest, are
frequently based on hope or fear, what others seem to
be doing, what senior leaders have done and believe has
worked in the past, and their dearly held ideologies — in
short, on lots of things other than the facts ... If doctors
practiced medicine the way many companies practice
management, there would be far more sick and dead
patients, and many more doctors would be in jail.

Measurement is the
primary tool of the

evidence-based leader.

©
 C

O
P

Y
R

IG
H

T 
M

A
TE

R
IA

L



E
vi

d
en

ce
-b

as
ed

 le
ad

er
sh

ip

15

c02 15 19 October 2016 1:33 PMM

T he rise of evidence-based
management
Th e Harvard Business Review began publishing articles on evidence-
based management in the mid 2000s, largely triggered by Pfeff er
and Sutt on’s book, which describes evidence-based management
as follows:

Evidence-based management proceeds from the
premise that using better, deeper logic and employing
facts to the extent possible permits leaders to do their
jobs better. Evidence-based management is based on
the belief that facing the hard facts about what works
and what doesn’t, understanding the dangerous half-
truths that constitute so much conventional wisdom
about management, and rejecting the total nonsense
that too often passes for sound advice will help
organizations perform better.

Th e Center for Evidence-Based Management (CEBMa) takes this 
defi nition of evidence-based management further, by outlining a 
process for practising it:

Evidence-based practice is about making decisions
through conscientious, explicit and judicious use of the
best available evidence from multiple sources …

We practise evidence-based management to increase the likelihood
of achieving the results we want from the organisation we’re
managing.

Evidence-based leadership is the application of evidence-based 
management at the most strategic level in an organisation. It has
to be practised and prioritised by all of the senior leadership team,
including the CEO and board members. If it isn’t, then evidence-
based management at lower levels won’t happen quickly or
comprehensively enough for an organisation to fulfi l its mission and
reach its vision.
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L eaders hold the space for 
high performance
Evidence-based leadership is more than evidence-based management.
An organisation’s leaders must not only practise evidence-based
management to elevate organisational performance at the strategic
level — they must also inspire and encourage and expect it from
everyone else in the organisation too.

When we are practising evidence-based management, we are using 
objective evidence to design and monitor the organisation’s strategy. Th is
evidence primarily comes from performance measures that monitor
our progress toward the vision, mission and strategic goals. Other forms
of evidence, such as research and case studies and experimental results,
inform us of the best ways to make that progress happen sooner, or in
larger steps, or with higher returns on our investment.

When we are inspiring and encouraging and expecting evidence-
based management from everyone in the organisation, we are making 
it easier for them to practise it themselves and apply it to what matt ers
most. We need to:

• make it part of our routine language and everyday conversations
• coach others in how to practise it and how to align their

decisions with what is strategically important
• recognise and reward the learning and practice of evidence-

based management even more than its impact
• support the practice of evidence-based management by 

providing:
— how-to processes
— a clear and measurable strategy
— evidence-based reporting frameworks
— analytical tools
— conversation outlines
— in-person participation.

Leaders are responsible for the direction and the culture of an
organisation, and the culture of high performance will come only 
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when they both practise and inspire evidence-based management.
Th is is what I mean by ‘holding the space’ for high performance. 
So we might defi ne evidence-based leadership as the following two
approaches:

1. the application of evidence-based management at the whole-
organisation level and the active and routine support of its 
application organisation wide

2. the alignment of all decision making and action with the 
purpose and strategic direction of the organisation.

Th ese two approaches will measurably elevate the overall performance
of the organisation and its positive impact in the world.

Managers and supervisors and staff  will not practise evidence-based 
management without it being deliberately led from the top. What the
CEO talks about and does, the rest of the organisation talks about and
does. Evidence-based leaders routinely talk about:

• the purpose of the organisation
• the evidence that the purpose is being fulfi lled
• what that evidence says about how well that’s happening.

Th ere are no short cuts. If we want high-performance organisations,
we have to be evidence-based leaders, every single day.
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