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Preface

In preparing this report, the task
force followed several of our own
recommendations about communi·
catlng better. In particular, we used
• writer/editors and graphics

designers as Integral members of
the team that prepared the report,

• extensive graphics,
• a simple cover, with a descriptlve

(non·senSlltional) title as the most
prominent elemen~ and

• a types~ three column format to
shorten the line length and
Improve readabl1lty.

GAO does not now have the
capacity to routlnely produce reports
this WIly. We lack, among other things,
proper contractual arrangements and
enough writer/editors, graphics
personnel, and designers. To prepare
this report, we needed special
asslslllnce from the sllIff of the OffIce
of Administrative and Publishing
Services (OAPS). They worked with us
for long hours under very tlght dead·
lines to write, rewrite, edl~ design,
typeset, and print this report We are
very grateful for their Interes~

enthusiasm, and expertise.
In addltlon, we are Indebted to the

many secretaries who typed and
retyped this document on nights and
weekends. Without their dIligence and
care, we would not have been able to
meet our tight deadlines.
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Executive Summary

iv

The ComptroUer General asked the
Task Force on Reports to examine the
quality, communication, and
timeliness of GAO products and to
make recommendations for improve
ment We found much acceptable in
GAO's present reporting. Nevertheless
- given the Office's expectations for
excellence - too much falls below
GAO standards and not enough
appears to be exem~. Accordingly,
we make recomme ons for
improvements in each of these three
areas.

In response to a further charge from
the Comptroller General, we also
recommend adopting a productiulty
measurement and improvement
program.

Quality
Many present report weaknesses

derive from GAO's emphasis on report
review - quality control - rather than
building quality into jobs during
planning and implementation -quality
assurance. Moreover, the specialized
skills necessary to do our work in the
1980's are not adequately available to
job managers. We propose improving
skill levels and moving toward an
integrated team "pproach for job
planning "nd execution, with
8Ccompanying reductions in report
review.

Execute Jobs OaIng an Integrated
Team Approach

As a long term goal, GAO should
plan "nd execute jobs with teams of
generalists and functional and subject
specialists in operating positions
throughout the job. This means
locating design and methodology
experts as well as staff with statistics,
automated data processing (ADP),
economics, and other basic evaluation
skills in the divisions (whenever

possible) rather than as advisors to
them. To begin moving toward this
goal, we recommend immediately:
• Adopting a design team

approach for job scoping within
each division, with centralized
support as needed; and

• setting standards and
establishing GAO·wide training
programs {or generalis/.
evaluators so they have the
necessaty levels of quantitative
and other functional skills.

Strengthen QuaDty Auurance
Only quality assurance can "build

quality in" dUring job planning and
execution, rather than trying to fix
problems dUring draft review. The task
force recommends clarification of
quality standards - particularly for fact
sheets and briefing papers - and a
number of quality assurance
improvements:

Story Co"'~,~"u.

Require that division staff and
management meet to agree on what
the audit has shown and what the
report will say, before most jobs leave
implementation.

Axrnc:y Commrnts.Prrr Rtv;rws, oltd
RrJrrrndng.

Expand the use of these techniques
to assure that our reports are correct
and fair. Clarify certain policies and
procedures regarding when and how
each is to be used.

Devohle and Regularize C1eansnce
Autholity

With the strengthened planning and
execution that can come from
integrated teams and other
recommended quality assurance
improvements, the GAO should, over
time, decrease quality control by
moving release authority for most
products to division director and
associate director levels.

In particular, we recommend that
division directors release most GAO



reports, and thlIt associate directors
release reports to agencies, reports to
Members of Congress without
recommendlltlons, and most other
typo;s of GAO products (e.g" fact
sheets). In both cases, there should be
prior appl'OVlll of a knowledgeable
"cold reeder" outside the report
release authority - the Assistant
Comptroller General (ACG) for
Planning and Reporting for division
director releases, the comparable
division counterpart to the ACG for
auoclate director releases, or another
knowledgeable GAO manager.

Communication
Excellent audit work demands

excellent communication. But current
report design and printing quality do
not support the messages we have to
convey, Better writing and presentation
- by Integrating writer/editors as
evaluation team members and using
more graphics - will help us
communicate more effectively. We
also recommend Improvements In
layout and design and in printing
quality.

DeYeJop Design and Prtntlng
Stanclarda

GAO leeks quality standards for
design and printing. Therefore, the task
force recommends adopting a design
standards manua/and reviewing our
printing contract to ensure quality in
report production,

Relocate Publ18hlng to
Manegement Lelld

Given the number of reports GAO
produces. we must consider publishing
a primal)' function, Yet, many
presentation and procedural aspects of
publishing currently receive inadequllle
attention because we lack a
management "focal point" and
advocate for communication and
printing quality, We recommend

establishing such a senior position,
with responsibilities that Include
• Developing a comprehensive

communtclltlons policy,
• Developing the design standards

manual and printing standards
dlsculsed above,

• Recruiting publishing
professionals,

• Expanding the use of
writer/editors and graphics artists,
and

• Encouraging development and
use of new communications Ideas
and techniques.

Stnltlhten Out QAO'. "Product
Une"

The task force makes specific
recommendations regarding the
vehicles GAO uses to communlcllle. In
particular, we suggest that all GAO
reports ofJob results be covered In
"GAO blue," which has become the
hallmark of our products, In addition,
we recommend that standards be

• d~ned for briefing papers and fact
sh~ so they can be used more
confidently as formal attributable
responses by GAO to congressional
needs for quick Information,

TlmeUness
GAO Jobs too often take longer than

acceptable. Indeed, they usually
significantly exceed our own planned
limeframes, We Identified many
apparent causes, staff overload and
writing problems among them.
Whatever the cause, however, the
impact generally presents itself during
report writing and clearance.

AMPS and PPMA., together, provide
a potentially strong framework for
assuring timely job performance (as

well as encouraging quality assurance).
They should be updated and Issued as
a coordinated planntng and tnicklng
system, using common terms and
deetslon points, and their potential
benefits should be stressed,

The stol)' conference (discussed
under Quality, above) II equally
VIlluable al a timeliness tool. The task
force expects these conferences, by
requiring agreement on basic
messagel before draftlng, will prevent
some repeated redraftJng which results
from audit Inadequacies and/or
disagreements on audit results.
Additionally, they provide a convenient
forum to add resources (e,g" writers)
where special presentlltlon problems
Clln be anticipated,

DeYeJop Job T1mefnme Qulde1lnell
The task force also recommends

that each dlvlslon establish timeframe
guidelines for primal)' products and set
Individual Job budgets using them as
benchmarks. The gUidelines budgets
would help set expectations regarding
acceptable timeframes and provide the
basis for time overrun alerts,

EatUl18h Staff~gQuldeUnu
TImeliness sometimes suffers

because headquarters managers
undertake too many jobs. To help
prevent this, we recommend division
guidelines for the number of
assignments managers (GS 14'5 and
GS 15'5, in particular) can handle
without overloads.

Productivity
GAO will be striving to improve

quality and timeliness dUring
predictably austere years. A
productivity measurement and
Improvement program Is necessary to
help us do more with fewer resources.
We recommend establishing a single
organization to implement a program
monitoring a market basket of
performance indicators - efficiency,
quality and timeliness - with
improvement actions at the division
level.

v
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Chapter 1

Striving for Excellence

GAO tuls a proud heritage. We pride
ourselves on strMng for excellence In
our wor!<. We pride ourselves on the
commJtment and quality ci our stIIff,
and on our contJnuJng contrlbutJons to
effldent, effective, and honest
govemment. We pride ourselves on
our reputlltJon.

Mindful of this GAO commitment
and reputlltJon, the new Comptroller
General asked the tIIsk force to revlew
the quality, tJmeliness, and
communlcatJon of GAO's reports. This
document reports our deliberatJons
and recommendatJons.

!'hue 1
The Comptroller General established

the tIIsk force In April 1982 to find
ways to shorten the time between
completing an audit and sending the
report draft to final processing. Phase 1
ended when we presented our initial
findings, conclusions, and options to
him Informally In May 1982.

!'hueD
Phase II of our work began when the

Comptroller General asked us to
extend our exllminatlon of the time
liness of GAO reports and broaden the
scope ci our investigation into related
issues: (1) product quality (including
the methodologies used on jobs), (2)
the content of our products and how
we might better communicate the

results of our work, and (3)
proc:luc:tMty, and whether a program to
measure and Improve It would be
appropriate for GAO,

ThIs report presents the results of
these efforts. The methodology used Is
summarized briefly on pages 2 and 3.
DetaIled discussion of the methods
used and the datil collected appears In
the second volume, the Tec:hnlcal
Report, for those wishing additional
technlcall'lformatlon.

This study Is a management analysis
of the needs of GAO rather than a
formal GAO evaluation or audit. We
used the combined experience of the
tllsk force members to evaluate and
supplement the datil and to develop
recommendations, Those
recommendations are, In some cases,
far reaching; we believe they will enable
GAO to move confidently Into the
1980's,

Meeting 1'1_ OI8IIengea
What does "moving Into the 1980's"

Imply? GAO staff will need new skills to
operate effectively In Increasingly
technical and automated environ·
ments. And, given the growing
complexity of govemment selVices and
operations, we will need deeper
understandings of specific program
and subject areas. The tIIsk force
recognized that new levels of
commitment to doing exemplary work
are also essential if, indeed, GAO is to
continue to serve as a "model" to

other agencies, Throughout our
deliberations, we recognized the value
ci GAO's carefully developed methods
for performing and documenting
assignments. A solid foundation on
which to build already exists,

Theme.
We observed four recurring themes

as we carried out our wor!<. They
structure this report.

Theme I: Product Qu.uty Should
Be Exemplary

In general, we are doing many things
well - Indeed, better than many other
organizations. This Is the perception of
both intemal and extemal sources, Too
little ci our work, however, Is
exemplary, and too large a proportion
ci it falls to meet our standards for
ac:ceptllbUity. We believe GAO should
strive to be much more than
ac:ceptable, espedally In areas central
to our purpose. For GAO, "ac:c:eptllble"
has never been good enough, We
must strive to be exemplary - to build
a better reputation rather than rest on
past merit.

Theme D: HIghly 8IdIIed Staff Is
RequIred to Produce Excellent
Products

In the 1980's, analyzing and
evaluating govemment programs and
functions requires that personnel 
including"generalists" - have a set of



basic quantitative. design. and analytic
skills. as well as familiarity with
computer system operations. These
skills are in addition to essential writing
capabilities. solid foundations in one or
more subject areas. and basic GAO
audit techniques. The definition of skill
requirements for the general evaluator
and/or manager. thus. has changed
with the times. GAO staff needs the
right skills mixture if we are to produce
excellent products.

Theme III: Management Must
Provide the Tools and Incentives

Staff skills cannot translate into
product excellence without manage-

ment and procedural support In
particular, we must: (1) emphasize
procedures and techniques necessary
to develop quality products. rather than
investing heavily in attempts to identify
and resolve problems after the fact.
and (2) create standards and
incentives that support staff attempts
to produce quality products. Thus. we
need a management structure and
organizational tools to help staff
anticipate and meet the demands that
will be placed upon GAO. In short,
management must provide the
environment, tools, training, guidance.
and incentives that will foster
excellence.

Theme IV: We Must Communicate
WeD

The communication of the results of
our work is one of our most important
jobs and we must be able to do it
effectively. The excellent performance
of a job is no longer sufficient;
excellent presentation of the results
must accompany it. if our work is to
realize its potential.

• • • • •
The reader will recognize these four

themes throughout the report - in
Quality. Timeliness. and Communica·
tions. as well as in Productivity.

Gatherlng and Reviewing Infonnation
After collecting information on the full range of issues affecting GAO reports. we analyzed it. sifted it using our best

judgment, and developed the findings. conclusions, and recommendations contained in this report Our data
collection and analysis procedures included (1) interviews. (2) report reviews. (3) report reviews by the Offices of
General Counsel and Policy. (4) detailed study of long jobs. (5) a timeliness profile analysis. (6) a productivity analysis.
and (7) a literature/history search. This box is intended to suggest the range of people and organizations who helped
us understand these complex issues.

Intenl\ews
The Congreu, Our Prtmary Cuatomer.

We met with 28 staff members from 14 congressional committees to leam their views on our:
• Methodologies.
• Report quality.
• Timeliness. and
• Communication to the Congress.
0ubIde Org...WltIon••

Our conversations with officials of more than 50 other organizations covered our: (1) methodologies In auditing
and evaluating. (2) report quality. (3) report formats. and (4) communication.
• 10 Executive Branch agencies whose operations we audit,
• 5 Inspectors General's offices.
• 6 consulting firms and 5 research organizations that do work similar to ours.
• 22 organizations with experts In printing. design. packaging. and editing. and
• 3 congressional agencies: the Congressional Budget Office. the Congressional Research Service. and the

Office of Technology Assessment.

GAO~.

We spoke with over 50 staff members: specialists who assist evaluators on Jobs. dMslon directors. regional
managers. and mlddle level managers. We leamed their views on GAO's current work. Including:
• The processes they use to develop their reports (what does and does not work).
• Product quality. and
• Timeliness constraints they face.

Report Reviews
To assess the current quaUty of reports. we randomly selected a sample (stratified by dMslon) of 112 reports

Issued to the Congress. Its committees. Its members. or to agency heads In the year ending 30 June 1982. Task
force members read these reports and scored them (with ratings from 1 to 5) on 10 speclftc quaUty criteria ranging
from written expression and appropriate methodology to logical adequacy and proper balance. From these scores. .
we developed data on the quality of GAO reports and what areas need correellon. To determlne whether the reports

2



had identifiable patterns of weakness, we compared our report review results with complaints we collected from
outside sources or heard during the Interviews.
Job QwoJJty SuI>oampl••

We selected 25 of the 112 jobs as being representative of weak methodology. support, balance. or writing. or
because the report merited special study. We examined their job mes and master report folders for agency
comments. referencing, and time pressures or constraints that might have affected the report.

Methodology SuI>oampl••
To check the vaUdIty of our design and methodology for ratings. we asked the Institute for Program Evaluation

(IPE) to review a selection of 10 each of the strongest and weakest reports from the original batch of 112. They
examlned methodology, evidence, conclusions, and recommendations. suggesting altematlve methodologies,
where appropriate.

OfRcea of General Counsel and PoUcy Report Review
To further check the vaUdlty of our ratings, these OfIIces agreed to use our criteria to score the 21 reports that

came to each of them for final processing during a 4-week period.
Sample of Long Jobs

The task force probed tlmeUness problems by selecting from each of 10 dMslons (we excluded IPE because It
had produced very few reports during this time period), those 7 jobs that took the longest time to complete during
the year ending 30 June 1982. In our detaDed analyses of these 70 jobs - and of the 25 jobs chosen In Phase I 
we reviewed the job file and master report folde:'S to Ieam why they had taken so long.

TImeliness Profile
To understand the time It takes to produce reports for the Congress, Its committees and members. and

agencies. we examined AMPS data for aD jobs started, In process, or completed over the past few years. We used
the data to analyze estimated and actual job so :hedules. ovenuns, and closeouts. and to Identify characteristics of
long jobs.

Productivity AnalysIs
We examlned the concept of productivity, paying particular attention to:

• AppDcatlon of productivity measurement 1.0 organizations similar to GAO.
• Whether the concept appears appropriate for GAO, and
• Alternative systems that mlght suit GAO.
Uterature/Hlatory Search

We reviewed studies of GAO's operations by extemal groups, Intemal groups and task forces, and by the
Congress. Thus, we uncovered (1) suggestions concemlng productlvlty and product quality, content, and
timeliness: (2) actions taken: and (3) results. In addition, we analyzed GAO manuals and training programs to
famlllarize ourselves with current policies and procedures and assess whether they require changes to meet the
OfIIce's future needs.

3



Chapter 2

BuDding Quality In

Emphasis on "quality" - both of
products developed and job
performance - is not new at GAO.
Concern with quality products and job
performance is manifest throughout
many of the Office's directives and
publications and has been the focus of
numerous past studies. One of the
task force's major purposes was to
examine the level of quality in selected
GAO products and the practices and
procedures which influence that level.

We found that, although most GAO
reports are at least minimally
acceptable, too many are
unacceptable. And too few are
"ex~mplary," I.e., substantially exceed
mInimum standards for issuance. This
finding was so striking that it led to one
ci the major themes of our work:
reports and products central to the
Office's mission must be consistently
~cellent, In an organization proud of
its Important mission and committed
to excellence, being"merely
acceptable" is simply unacceptable. -

Against this background, we
examined quality·related practices and
procedures and developed
recommendations for modifying them
where necessary. We believe adoption
ci these recommendations will help
build in quality as products are
developed.

4

Standards for Quality at
GAO

GAO's institutional commitment to
quality appears in the contents of the
policy manuals which guide report
writing and job performance. Each
document, including the Report
Manual, the General Policy Manual,
Standards for Audit of Governmental
Organizations, Programs, Activities,
and Functions (the "Yellow Book")
and the Project Manual, includes '
statements and guidelines on quality.
These guidelines are relatively
complete for reports; report
presentation quality standards are
stated directly and concisely as rules or
requirements in the Report Manual.
But for other products, the standards
ci quality are increasingly sketchy, until
they become virtually non-existent for
briefing papers and fact sheets.

Standards of quality for job
performance are found throughout the
Project Manual, presented as
procedures to be followed on the job,
and are not concisely stated. As an
organization, then, we lack easily used
:md accessible standards for quality of
Job performance and quality of
products other than reports.

The Quality of Recent GAO
Reports

According to the comments of
internal, external, and published
sources of criticism of GAO reports,
our products mostly receive mixed, but
generally adequate, marks. Outsiders

whom we interviewed generally
perceived our work as adequate or
good, but internal studies over the past
several years have identified various
problems.

Concerns EzpreuecI by Outsiders
Not surprisingly, the concerns

expressed by outsiders reflect the
orientation of the groups they
represent, The overall reaction from
the Hill was good. About two-thirds of
the comments were positive, but the
remainder were Significant: more
specifics are needed in the reports,
GAO is "co-opted" by agency J
comments, the contents of the reports '1
are watered down or unduly cautious.
TImeliness, as addressed in Chapter 3
of this report, is still the Hill's major
concern.-

The Executive Departments also
expressed generally positive feelings
and some concems about GAO
reports. Specifically, they wanted better
communication between the GAO
study team and the audited agency.
Further, they were concerned about (
the "balance" (e.g., fairness, presence
c:i inaccuracies by omission of detail,
etc.) in reports.

-For addillonAl detail. see the TechnIcal
Report. Volume II 0( !hIs report
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Intemal StucIJeJ of Report and Job
QualIty

GAO studies in recent years heve
genemlly Identified complelnts or
disS8tisfections ebout product quelity
(such es the "post cerd survey"
performed by the Office of
Congressionel Reletions, published in
March 1981) or 8bout our quelity
essumnce procedures (such es the
Study of Referencing Policies end
Practices by the Office of Internal
Review, Februery 1982).

Other internal studies heve focused
on the edequecy end sophistication of
our job designs end methodologies.
Because of this concem, the Institute
for Progmm EV81U8tion WllS created in
1980; subsequently, GAO's aWllreness
of the importllnce of careful job design
and use of proper methodologies has

\

been heightened. However. no study
hes thoroughly exllmined the quelity of
GAO reports in all facets.

CrlterIII of QuaIlty Devdopod for Rmew of
Reporto

As part of its efforts, therefore, the
task force tried to test complaints
levied against GAO products and
obtain a more systernatic rating of

report quality than has been performed
to date. The lack of a single definition
of the quality standards to be met In
reports and products led the members
to develop and use a set of criteria
embodying our own standards of
qUlllity to evalUllte and mte recent
GAO reports. The criteria, which are
shown in figure 1, were developed after
study and compilation of concems
complaints, and disS8tisfactions a~ut
GAO reports from various published
sources, internal studies, and in
communications with the Hill, which
supplemented the task force members'
experience.

The criteria were combed from the
contents and general guidelines of the
policy rnenuels to assure their
completeness. Finelly, before their use
they~ fu.rther supplemented by a '
lIst of constdemtions" and details
taken from GAO's policy manuals
which would interpret and define each
criterion and prompt the task force
member rating the report to consider
all importllnt aspects when applying it
They formed a useful mechanism that
task force members could apply to
address the question of report quality
WIth a roughly standardized measure.·

ReporU RmewbyT"Force/llemben
(Ising the criterlll in figure 1, the task

force rated 112 reports randomly
selected from Group land II reports
issued dUring the year ending 30 June
1982. The Sllmple WllS stratified by
dMslon.

The deer majority of reports WllS
rated "acceptable" or better. Based on
a scele of I to 5·· for eech criterion,
figure 2 shows the( on eech of 9 of the
10 criterie, the proportion of reports
f11ll1ng Into the acceptable or better
c8tegory WllS between 76 end 90
percent Between 18 and 35 percent of
the reports (depending on the
criterion) WllS rated ebove standllrd
(I.e., "4") or exemplary ("5"). In
anaJyzlng the ratings, the task force
focused on IndMduel crlterie rather
than on total scores for eech report
since the criterie were not weighted to
reflect the reletive Importllnce,and
aggregated totals could be misleeding.

Conversely, In each cetegory,
between 17 end 23 percent of the
reports were below standard (received
a rating of "1" or "2"). And
approxirnetely 12 percent of the
reports were rated below standerd in
more than one cetegory. Individual
criterie were compared egainst each
other to identify 8reas which
co~istently received low or higher
ratings. All the ratings were close
indicating no specific p8ttem of •
weakness end no speciel problem
areas on which we should focus.

We had e mixed reaction to these
statistics; pleasure thet, hllVing epplied
wh<rt we considered to be stringent
standerds, e Ilorge proportion of our
work WllS of adequate quality, but
substantial concem 8bout both the
large percentage which fell below our

'The (ulilisting ofdls5a1/s{octions and
conslderaUons {or each criterion can be found
in the Technical Report.

.,../ .. eqUllted to "embarrassing, (oils to meet
standards": "3" means "acceptllble and meets
9"'0 standards for issuance": "5" means
exemp/aly." etc.
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SUMMARY RATING OF
REPORTS READ BY TASK FORCE

ON INDIVIDUAL CRITERIA

OVERALL
RATINGS BY

SIGNER
% OF
REPORTS
100%

18%
32%

80% ..

.
g~ ·1:'

60%
.:~,

..

H';i':;"j
40%

i~:
k:-~

.~
20"10

I.X
IX
ex; lID

RATED 3S +
RATED 25-34
RATED 24 OR BELOW

Maunum pamlI~w. 50 1*',.,x.M 1M CTtteN
I.-.d It.... not -.qhMld by ImpOI"IIU'Il;.W. -0~ aq
Ql1lQIlIed~ thoukl bfo VII!'Wtld With CIIulJOrl.

significant later when we discuss
devolving report release authority to
the divisions from the Comptroller
General.
Quality 01 Rtports by Reqwuor

We examined the sample of reports
to determine whether self·initiated work
tends to be c:l higher quality than that
prepared in response to congressional
requests. Our review of four criteria 
substantial message, appropriateness
of methodology, adequacy of support,

r-...... A......
L-~SbuodanI aDd Exaopluy

(Bat'" ".'. or "5")

signed by the dMSlOn wrectors (32
percent vs. 18 percent). Reports signed
by the Comptroller General may differ
from those signed by division directors
along other variables which could
affect the ratings; in particular, they
more often include ones which were
complex, costly, controversial, or with
broad conclusions and recommenda·
tions. Thus, almost by definition, the
Comptroller General will sign reports
which will receive higher ratings on
some of our criteria. This data never·
theless brings into question the
speculation by some at GAO that
division director-signed reports are of
less quality than reports signed by the
Comptroller General. This becomes

65% A.......,.w.
-othodolo9Y

55% Ad8qaAcy 01--
55% AdoqaAcy 01

~

51% CIuIly 01
0,., ••

51%
Ia_..--

61% IIJPl
QuOOlIoa

47% E_H. •
01 "rtt1a9

50%
Ad__

01-....

48% P_Utlllty
aDdTlmoU-

40· CO
PEIICENT 01' REPOBT5

KEY

0 ..- 0--SbuodanI sbuodanlo
(Ba.ed "I" or "2") (Ra'M "3")

Reports were roted on a Jeale of 1-5.

17%

19%

21%

21%

22%

Quality of Rtport.s by ;lner
Approximately equal proportions of

the reports signed by the Comptroller
General and the division directors were
of acceptable quality or better (see
figure 3). However, more of the reports
signed by the Comptroller General
were rated above standard than those

17%

20%

standards and the small percentage
which could be called outstanding.

Additional useful information about
the quality of our reports-and what
influences it-came from reviewing the
relationships between our ratings and
other report characteristics. Three such
relationships are highUghted here:
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RATINGS OF REPORTS BY REQUESTOR
FOR FOUR CRITERIA

ADEQUATE AND BETTER
(RATED "3" OR BETTER)

SELF-INITIATED COIfORE'IIONAL
BEODES'l'

SUBSTANTIVE 84% 77%MESSAGE
APPROPRIATENESS 95% 76%OF METHODOLOGY
ADEQUACY OF 72% 76%SUPPORT
ADEQUACY OF 71% 74%SOLUTIONS

ABOVE STANDARD AND EXEMPLARY
(RATED "4" OR "5")

SUBSTANTIVE 35% 25%MESSAGE
APPROPRIATENESS 22% 14%OF METHODOLOGY
ADEQUACY OF 32% 17%SUPPORT

ADEQUACY OF 28% 15%SOLUTIONS

FIQl,lN 4

and adequacy of solutions - found
no appreciable difference, by
requestor, In reports rated adequate or
above, as shown In figure 4. However,
a ilIrger proportion of the self·lnltlated
work was rated above stllndard ("4") or
exemplary ("5") In all four areas than
were the congresslonally·requested
reports.

Presence or Absence 01 Agency Comments

We also considered the reilltionship
between obmlnlng agency comments
on reports and report quality,
particularly In the ratings for balance of
presenmtion. Although a report need
not have obmlned agency comments
to be judged adequate In overall rating,
it was more likely to be exemplary If It
had obmlned them. (See figure 5.)
Adequacy of balance (rating of 3 or
more), In particular, was not slgnlfl·
cantly different In reports when agency
comments were obmlned than when
they were not obmlned. Here again,
though, when comments were
obmined, more reports which had
agency comments were found to be
above standard (43 percent to 26
percent). This pattem of ratings held
true for other criteria thought to be
affected by agency comments:
adequacy of solutions, perceived
tirpeliness and utility, and overall score.

IPE'I _ of Selected ReporU
To support our review and to clarify

our ratings on selected criteria
(specifically, appropriateness of
methodology, clarity of methodology
statement, adequacy of support for
findings, and adequacy of solutions). a
group of 10 of the lowest and 10 of the
highest rated reports was reviewed by
IPE staff. Without knowing how we had
rated the reports, the IPE reviewers
were asked to comment on the sound·
ness of the methodology employed
and on its adequacy to support the
central message, conclusions, and
recommendations of the report. Where
altemative methodologies seemed
particularly appropriate, these were to
be identified. We wanted their review

because of (1) the crucial role design
and methodology play in quality, (2)
pertinent criticisms previously received
from the Outside Reader Panel,· and
(3) the need to supplement the
"generalist manager" orientation of the
msk force with specific expertise.

In almost every instance, IPE's
comments agreed with our ratings and
comments; that Is, the reports which
had been judged as methodologically
good by the task force members
received similar comments from IPE
experts, and vice versa, and most often
for the same reasons. This
corroborated our ratings in most
cases. Additionally, the IPE memos
provided valuable detail about
methods and choices and. in some
cases, identified altematives which

might have enhanced the design and
execution of the studies if they had
been available.

The IPE subsample results-mken
with the methodology ratings and the
comments of extemal and intemal
specialists-showed that generalist
managers and experts can agree on
what are serious methodological and
design problems and what are not.

-In December J979 the Comptroller General
conuened a panel of methods consultants to
reuiew GAO's evaluation methodologies and
detennlne whether improuements were
needed. We refer to this group as the "Outside
RelJder Pl11lel" since its members were experts
affiliated at the time with organizations other
than GAO.
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00%

60%

40%

A CnacIIII DIotlnctIon
The distinction between quality

control and quality assurance is
crucial. it influenced the task force's
deliberations and findings, and it
underlies the theme of our
recommendations - that"quality
must be built in." This implies
particular attention to quality
assurance, for quality control cannot
build quality in - it can only prevent
the release of ullilCceptably low quality
products.

PItnclI-I~ for QullIJty
Auunnoe and Conln>l

The principal responsibility for
quality assurance throughout a job
rests with the programming division
and with regional management The
group director is the key link in the
quality assurance and quality control
system. He or she is the only person
close enough to the job to have
in depth and continuing contact, yet
senior enough to be expected to
manage job products with perspective.
The group director and ewluator·in·
charge (Ele) are responsible for the
primary quality assurance procedures
used in assignments: workpaper review
and day-tcxIay supervision of staff.

Qu*Y Auunnoe
In contrast, ..quality assurance"

refers to those procedures done before
report development to assure that the
report, when written, will be of high
quality. These activities are inherent
parts of job performance, and involve
management decisions in seoping,
planning, staffing, and
implementation-all of which lIffect the
ultimate performance of the job.

generally occurs at the end of
assignments, once there is a product
(albeit a draft) to review. Typically, at
GAO it is chain<Jf-command report
review.

20%

II"

RATINGS ON
BALANCE BY
PRESENCE OF

AGENCY
COMMENTS

100% 1%

% OF
REPORTS

RATINGOF5
RATINGOF4
RATINGOF3
RATING OF 2
RATING OF 1

QoIIIIIty Control
..QUality contror' is the traditional

GAO approach to ensuring quality in
products. The task force uses the term
to refer to procedures and checkpoints
that verify quality while reports are
being written and after drafts are
completed, and that prevent release of
unacceptable products. Quality control

_ of .., ()peratlc>MI Report Smnple by
OP..,dOOC

At our request, the Office of Policy
(OP) and the Office of the General
Counsel (OGe) rated current reports
being reviewed in their offices for final
sign-off during a four week period.

Each office reviewed approximately
25 reports using the task force's
criteria and rating forms. Analysis of
the forms showed dose similarity
between the ratings given by task force
members and the OP and OGC
reviewers. As in the sample of I 12
reports, no individual criterion was
identified lIS being significantly weaker
than any other, and no pattems of
special problems appeared. These
results by individuals with experience
and training in report review seemed to
support our findings.

Quality-Related
Procedures

In examining the processes GAO
uses to control and assure product
quality, we made a critical distinction
between quality control and quality
assurance. We believe this distinction
is wluable and should be retained and
used in the Office.

Report _ for Impooct of Qudly-ReIated-In a further study of 25 of the 112
reports, chosen be<:lluse they justified
further examination (in some cases
because they received particularly low
scores on certain criteria), the task
force tried to associate particular
ratings with selected procedures used
or omitted in job performance and
report preparation. In those 25, we
analyzed the use of referencing,
agency comments, the division's report
review process, and the existence of
any documented time pressures.

We found no major problems in
these areas which would correlate with
the apparent report weaknesses.
Nevertheless, we noted that full
referencing occurred in only .15 of the
cases. Since referencing raised many
points for clarification when it did
occur, some of us were concemed
about the consequence of this
omission.
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JOBS WITH AND
WITHOUT SURVEY

PHASES
12 MONTHS ENDING 6-3)-82

The Iurwr PhaM
Given WMA's Importllnce, we were

concemed to find that 41 percent of
the jobs completed In the year ending
30 June 1982 IlIcked II survey phllse
(see figure 6) lind thus bypassed this
part of the manllgement decision
process. This Is not limited to IIny one
type of job. Although II survey phllse
may not be WIlrrllnted In 1111 Jobs, we

expected. Top lind middle
management (lIssoclste c1Jrectors,
divisIon directors, lind, more l'llrely, lin
ACG) participate In these go/no go
decisions, which occur lit the
beginning of major job phases.
However, l'llrely does management
IIppear to take part In decision making
or monitoring lit other planning or
Implementation points In II job, unless
II problem has llrisen.

131
51% •

60 •41% ~%

93 115
63% ~""

142 •85'." 15"

'Cong",,'ona' R~llIth~fI)lc.. Off/co of
Technology /weMmtnt and Cong,...lonal
Budget Off/co.

thlnk the proportion without surveys Is
excessive. In particular, the task force
WIlS concemed llbout the IIbsence of
guidelines or cr1ter1ll for when this
Importllnt IISpect of quality IISSUl'IInce
should be skipped.

Tbe Story Cuidaz.""
The task force Identified sevel'lll

other gllps In the current quallty
IlSsUl'llnce process. There WIlS concem
about the IIbsence of II clellr procedure
for declclJng on report content before
the beginning of report drafting. In
InteMewa with GAO's sister IIgencles·
In the Leglsilltlve bl'llnch, and wlth
orgllnizlltlons which produce like
products, we found the story

[::::J NO SURVEY[::::J SURVEY

168
2Cs

258
lA's

148
les

146
IB's

au.uty Aaunlnce 11Irough ppMt\
The Project P1l1nnlng lind

Management Appl'Ollch (WMA) Is the
comerstone of GAO's qUllllty
llSSul'llnce system. HlIVIng reviewed the
system, we believe WMA Includes the
steps that, If followed, clln lind will
IIssure the bullclJng In of qU1l1Ity (wlthln
pl'llctlcllillmitatlons).

Thus, we believe WMA Is lin
extremely VIllullble tool which should
be strengthened lind enforced. It Is II
structured yet flexible, resullsoClriented
WilY of plllnning lind manllglng
projects. It gUides one through phllses
and decision steps ("go/no go" points)
which provide Important
opportunftles-when used-to
determine whether lind how the
IlSSlgnment should be continued or
modified, lind when products should
be prepared. The WMA process clln
be the principal means for Involving
midclJe lind top management In job
quality lind job performance.

GoINo Go DedoIon Polnto
The task force found, In this regard.

that 1111 GAO divisions make criticlIl
go/no go decisions at the beginning of
the proposal, scoping, planning, and
implementation phases. In the year
ending 30 June 1982, 240 jobs were
terminated before completion. Of
those, 11 percent were ended at
milestone 1 ("Assignment Started"), 7
percent at milestone 2 ("Seoping
Completed"). and 66 percent at
milestone 3 ("Planning/Survey
Completed"); relatively few jobs were
tenninated at other times. The
documentation used in making these
decisions varies by division and by job
size and complexity. as might be

During Phase I, we learned that the
group director Is genel'llily overioaded.
Besides the consequences for
timeliness, this hllrms GAO's quality
IlSSUl'llnce lind quallty control. We
believe Impl'O'led quality IISSUl'IInce
procedures may necessitate reduction
or redistribution of group dlrector
workloads.
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conference to be lln importzmt
technique for reviewing the strength
llnd value of job findings llnd
conclusions, llnd for determining the
best reporting mellns.

PhllSe I identified this gllp in
rellChing llgreement on II report's
content llnd thrust-before writing-lIS
II mlljor CllUse of timeliness problems.
The lllsk force believes that the story
conference also can provide II

mechllnism for resolving differences
and building consensus on what the
audit told us and whlll our report
objectives llnd llpproach should be.
Wllhout such II decision, time is
wasted writing llnd reviewing
prediclllbly unSlltisfllCtory report drafts.
As discussed in more delllil later in this
chllpter, key decision mllkers involved
in quality control (reviewing the' report)
should reach subslllntial agreement
before the writing begins.

Commu_n with Agendea
We were lliso concemed to find a

lack of mllnagement involvement
(from the group director level and up)
in entrance and exit conferences with
audited llgencies. We believe thllt
agency conferences are not generally
being effectively used lIS a quality
lISsurance mechanism. They can
provide (1) feedb<lck on the accuracy
and vlliidity of our work, (2) help to
agencies in underslllnding llnd
implementing our recommendations,
and (3) open communiclltion chllnnels
between llgency llnd GAO slllffs.

In.ohanent olaF t ....

Finally, in studying qUZllity assurance
procedures, we were concemed llbout
the very limited use of intemlll and
extemlll specilliists. This is not
surprising since GAO lacks clear
guidelines llnd criteria for when llnd
how this involvement should lllke
place. Interviews with slllff of
consulting firms and study houses
identified a number of contrasts
between their use of specialists and
GAO's. In general, in contrast to the

10

w<ry we slllff our llssignments,
consulting firms llnd study houses
hllve:
• Greater involvement of subject

mMter llnd functionlll specialists in
the planning llnd execution of jobs,
and

• Greater presence of specialists on
project staffs.

The role of specialists llnd
generalists in planning and doing jobs
is central to job quality. The next
subsection discusses it in more delllil.

The Role of Generallsb and
SpedaJIats In Quality Aasurance

In interviews with GAO managers,
we found widespread confusion and
ambiguity llbout whllt constitutes
appropriate use of functionlll and
subject llrea specialists on an assign·
ment· This contrllsts with apparent
acceplllnce of their value and potential
contributions. The lllsk force believes
this contradiction results from
insufficient training in the use of
methodologies llnd design to permit
generalist evaluators and mllnagers to
confidently recognize when special
functional skills or subiect knowledge
are needed on a job, and how to best
define llnd use these specialists to fill
the need. Even when such needs are
recognized, GAO provides no system
of convenient llccesS to specialists to
help with the definition, planning, lind
doing of a job using llppropriate
design and methodology expertise.
Therefore-not surprisingly-little use
of specilliists is mllde in proportion to
the number of jobs performed by the
Office.

The lack of a systemlltic w<ry to
involve specialists is further
compounded by the llbsence of
commonly understood operational

.-In this report. when we use the tenn
'Yunctlonal specialist. .. we mean 0 person with
high leuels ofskillin lechnlques ond methods
used to perform assignments, such as ADP.
design and methodology, legol, etc By
··s~ect.area specialist" we mean a person
who has high leuels ofexperience and/or
knowledge In 0 pOlllcular program, Issue
8T9. or agency.

definitions of genellllists, functional
specilliists, and subject llrea specialists.
Specificlllly, GAO hlls no policy or
criteria regarding the level of skills that
should be a ~se level for generlliists
or whllt is expected of functional or
subject area specialists. Part of the
problem rT1ZIY be our lack of dalll on
the present number llnd use of
generalists, functional specialists, and
subject area specialists in GAO. In
particular, GAO needs an up-to<Iate
assessment-by division, issue area,
etc.-of our professional staff
requirements in terms of abilities,
functional skills, llnd subject area
knowledge; this should then be
mlltched llgllinst actual intemal
professional resources. Without this we
Cllnnot know whether we have on slllff
enough of the particular specillities to
meet job needs.

DelIne Needed 81d1b ond Training LeveIII
for the 1980'0

We lliso identified the need to
increase the level of skills In the
generalist ewlUZltor to meet Office
needs through the 1980's. In this
decllde, the term "generalist" must
refer to lin individual who hllS a basic
level of competence in II variety of
arellS, several of which rT1ZIY formeriy
hllve been considered"specialized"
but today are basics-at least up to
some minimum practiclli JeveJ-for
successful job performance. These
skill arellS include methodology lind
design, writing, sllltistics, ADP,
economics, llnd specific lludiling
techniques. EvalUZltors need to know
enough to decide whether II job needs
particulllr specialties llnd llt whlll JeveJ
of expertise.

Imprc>oe A<:ceoa to 8pedeHoto
HistoriClllly, GAO's approach hlls

been to use functionlll specialists lIS
consultzmts to the generalist llUditors
and to keep them orgllnizlltionally and
opellltionally separate. In contrast,
organizations similar to GAO tend to
decentralize specialists and integlllte
them into the organization as team



members In an operational capacity
rather than an advisory role. ThIs
provides an opportunity for other
members of the team to work with and
leam from these specialists dUring the
course of the project. It also results in
shared responsibility and monitoring of
Job performance with specialized
perspectlves throughout the effort.

Increased use of specialists as
Integral members of an assignment
team would beneflt GAO also,
particularly In increased quality of
products and jobs resulting from close
collaboration, but also in direct and
indirect on·the-job training of co
workers and shared responsibility for
results.

Dlolncen_ for Co_ration
We Identified within GAO significant

disincentives to such collaboration.
Housing experts such as economists
and design specialists In separate
divisions from generalists creates In
itself n01TTlll1 bureaucratic disincentives
for collaboration because of the "red
tape" Involved In crossing dMslon
lines. There Is also competition
between the line divisions and IPE
regarding the areas in which IPE is to
do Its work. That competition prevents
integration of methodology and design
skills within GAO as a whole and
impairs staff collaboration. Although a
h1ghly centralized organizational
structure for design and methodology
assistance specialists may have been
appropriate in the past, the task force
generally believes it no longer to be so,
given the new skill levels needed to
meet job requirements and standards
of excellence, and the general
acceptance at the division level of the
need for this kind of assistance.

QuaI1ty Control
The task force identified three

groups of products at GAO by the
amount of quality control-that is, by
the number and types of post-draftlng
report review steps performed:
• Comptroller General-signed

reports, testimony, and bill

comments evidence the most
quality control steps and top
management involvement

• Division director·signed reports,
dMslon director testimony, and
stllff studies have less - or an
Intermediate amount of -control,
Including little Involvement of
management outside the division
chaln-of.<:ommand.

• Brieflng pllpers, fact sheets, and
questions provided to the
Congress for use In hearings have
the least quality control, often no
division director Involvement or
Involvement of management
outside the division level.

Subject Area RevIew
In considering the type of report

review performed by the different levels
of reviewers, regardless of product
type, we found that the job review
process may contllin between 3 and
10 report reviews of varying intensity
by members of division management
at all levels. These reviewers, because
of their presumed familiarity with the
programmatic content of the report,
we called "subject area" reviewers.

Ten such report reviews can occur
within a division when a report obtains
agency comments and is reviewed In
the division twice. Despite all of these
review layers, we have no certain
knowledge that all of the report is
reviewed or what specific purpose each
reviewer serves. Indeed, too many
undefined quality control reviewers can
actually harm the system of
accountability that controls quality.

Cold __

Review by management above the
division level frequentiy involves
organizational perspective but not
subject area expertise. We referred to
these reviewers as "cold readers." Cold
readers, thus, variously include the
Office of Policy, any part of the Office
of General Counsel review beyond
legal issues, and individuals within the
Office of the Comptroller General (e.g.,
Assistant Comptrollers General, the

Special Assistant to the Comptroller
General) who may be Involved In
report review. Sometimes, the OffIce
of Congressional Relations or the
InfolTTlllt!on OffIce may also be "cold
readers."

Cold reader review may occur
between four and nine times for
Comptroller General'slgned reports,
and on occasion for division director'
signed reports when requested or
when they are of a sensitive nature. We
are concemed that presently no one
can Identify pIIrticular responsibilities
and areas of focus for each reader.
Thus, In some cases, the SlIme aspect
of a product Is reviewed again and
again, while other Items may be
reviewed by no one.

UtIJe (Joe of I!xIemIII Eoperto
Review of the quality control

procedures revealed a noticeable
absence of review by outside readers
and by functional specialists. Although
advisory pIInels and special
consultants have been Involved In
report review in selected instances,
these occurred Infrequentiy compllred
to the overall quantity of reports.
Through this absence we lose an
opportunity to verify the pertinence,
accuracy, and significance of the
product for its Intended audience.

In summary, we concluded that
much of the effort to assure the quality
of GAO reports occurs after the report
is developed - during the quality
control/report review activity when a
report is on the way to being Issued.
This final review stage suffers from
both an insufficient participation by
intemal and extemal specialists and
experts and an overabundance of
review by "cold" readers.
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Recommendations
GAO must strive for excellence in all

work which is central to its mission. At
this time too large a proportion of the
Office's reports is just adequate - or
inadequate. This is a theme the reader
will recognize from Chapter 1. and is a
central task force perspective on
GAO's work.

ShiIl1ng to QlWIty Auurance
To accomplish our objective of

producing excellent work requires an
explicit shift in organizational focus
from report review quality control
procedures to consistent and applied
use of quality assurance techniques
which would more reliably build quality
in, early on, as the job is planned and
executed. Quality cannot generally be
"added on" to a product after the fact;
the product can only be "patched up"
at that stage, with accompanying
morale damage. As discussed in
Chapter 3, there are also timeliness
implications to product "fIXes."

The task force believes that a shift of
emphasis to quality assurance
procedures will have several beneficial
results. It will make it possible to lessen
the number of quality control review
steps, with potential improvements in
morale and accountability resulting.
Additionally, the substantial staff time
requirements of repetitive report
reviews will decrease' as efforts are
shifted to quality assurance activities.
enhancing job performance as well as
product quality.

Succeuful Technlqueo
In our study of like organizations, the

task force identified an emphasis from
the outset on quality assurance
through use of;

·This refers Lo use 0{ staff lIme rather than
length of time Lo perform ajob. Concurrent
review may nor take too much calendar time
bur each person still ends up spending much
valuable time reading drafts.

12

• Integrated teams of highly skilled
staff trained in key programs and
function areas.

• A small number of clearly defined
quality control checks and report
reviewers. and

• Sharing of signature or product
release authority with lower levels
of the organization rather than
reserving it to top management

Some groups in GAO already use
some of these techniques. For
example, the General Govemment
Division has shown good results with a
"design team" similar to the integrated
team concept•• Use of these
techniques appears to help build in
quality and increase accountability for
products and job performance.

In this environment-where littie
significant staff growth can be
anticipated to supplement quality
assurance-we think the shift in
emphasis from chain·okommand
quality control review to "building in"
quality assurance is both the most
feasible and the most efficient way to
improve our work Without requiring
significant additional resources. it can
help involve appropriately skilled
personnel earlier in the project, thus
developing drafts which are more
easily completed with fewer quality
control steps.

The following recommendations
pursue that course.

Recommendation 2-1.Take Steps
to Emphasize QualIty Asswance by
Improving Access to and Use of
Subject Area and Functional
SpeclaIlsts

Personnel at all levels expressed
uncertainty about the definitions and
relative responsibilities of generalists

U'n our rating o{ the 112 reports, GGD's
ratings on the methodology·related criteria
were high. Indeed. more 0( their reports were
above standard or exemplary in these areas
than those of any other diuision.

and specialists on particular jobs.
Specialists are inadequately used in job
planning, and there are iJI-defined
procedures for recognizing when more
skills are needed. Moreover, we too
often have neither the time nor the
opportunity to identify or eliminate a
problem late in the job.

The task force has set forth a goal
toward which GAO should work to
address these problems. The goal is
followed by steps GAO should take to
improve job and product quality in the
more immediate future.

GoaJ
The task force recommends that

GAO plan and execute its jobs using ,
an integrated subject and functional
team approach. The integrated team
would consist of staff with the needed
mixture of functional. subject area, and
management skills and experience.
These staff members would be defined
as members of the job team in
proportion to the time their skills are
needed to complete a particular job.

The approach would require the
issue area or associate director (who
would remain the central responsible
individual for assignments) to have
either through his or her education or
on staff - a level of design and
methodological, statistical, economics,
and ADP skills to adequately define job
requirements during planning.

The issue area director and E1C
should have other subject area and
functional specialists available to the
integrated team, as needed, to
augment the level and types of skills
they possess. These individuals would
become team members-serving as
operating staff members-for the
duration of their usefulness. They
would participate in the design,
performance. and/or analysis
functions; their involvement in
particular jobs could be heavy or Iigh~

depending on the particular job.
Under this approach. specialists

would exist as close to line
management as possible in
furtherance of the integration goal.



They would be 10000ted In divisions
which can provlde enough work to
ITllIke thllt possible and efflclen~ and
otherwise at a multidMslon or GAO
level as shared resources, Although
evaluators should retain prlrTlllry
responsibility for writing quality, wrlter/
editors should be recognized as equal
professional members of the project
team, While they should be IlVllllable to
work wtth the team during the audl~

their Involvement would logically
Increase dUring the last half or third of
the job.

WIthin this conce~ the deputy
director for planning and reporting
within all divisions should provlde a
focal point for revlew and appl'OVlll of
the team's plan for each assignment
This can help coordinate needed job
resources and, most Important, assure
early management Involvement In
project planning, We recognize that
neither the organizational structure nor
the training levels nor the quantity of
skilled staff In the agency can support
this approach at the present time, and
that It will take some years to
accomplish. All three need to be
coordinated to that end.

AdIona WhIch c.n 8wt l'Iaw
As first steps In moving toWllrd the

goal of integrated teams In the
divlsions, and In order that greater
access to specialists can be llVlliiable In
the current system, GAO should:
• Set standards for generalists

regarding minimum quantitative,
technical, and writing skill require
ments, In support of the minimum
skill level requirement for writing,
we believe that proven writing
capability-the ability to
conceptualize Ideas and data and
compose them into a report
must be a prerequisite for
movement into Tier II of the
contemplated new personnel
system.

• Establish and implement a training
program to bring generalists up to

these minimum skill levels over
some set period of time.

• DefIne In more specific terms the
respective roles and responsl·
blllties of generalists, subject
matter speclallsts, and functional
specialists,

• Identify systematically GAO
subject matter experts and
functional specialists by name and
location to aid decisions on
bringing expertise to bear on jobs.

In addition, the task force believes
divisions should move now to adopt a
..design team" approach for the
seoplng phase of a job as the first step
In developing Integrated project teams.
The assodate director should be
responsible for convening the design
team, Including personnel with all skills
and Interests relevant to a particular
job (e.g., design, methodology, legal,
ADP, economics, etc.) dUring the
scoplng phase of jobs.

Mow 8pedaU1la Into Dlvtalolll
Establishing design teams should be

accomplished by the movement of
specialists from centralized groups Into
those divisions which have sufficient
need of their skills to support them lit
this time.

Centralized responsibilities (for ADP,
economics, design and methodology,
and writing) should be continued for:
• Enhancement of GAO use of

state-of·the-art applications,
Including, for example,
demonstration programs for
design and methodologies in
partnership with respective issue
area directors;

• Technology transfer and
development of skills to upgrade
GAO evaluator capabilities,
including curricula for training and
skill development of staff; and,

• Quality assurance responsibilties
in job planning for design,
methodology, and other
specialized skills by participation in
and/or ongoing assistance to the
Assignment Review Group.

Recommendation 2·2. Devolve
811lllllture Authority

Intemallnterviews with division
directors and the experience of task
force members further revealed that
division directors generally hold
themselves responsible for the quality
of all reports Issued by their divisions
and, accordingly, most directors read
all or most reports, In addition, they
tend to be held accountable by others
for the contents of their Individual
reports. Given that the Comptroller
General has announced his Intention
thllt there be larger divisions In the
future, and that division directors will
play larger roles In the management of
the Offlce as a whole,o we concluded
that division directors cannot continue
to serve as the senior quality control
checkpoints for report quality and also
adequately perform their requisite
administrative functions,

We believe GAO should-over
time-move release responsibility for
most products to the division director
level, the associate director level In
charge of Issue areas, and to regional
ITllInagers.oo The changes in
organization announced by the Comp
troller General, the similarity of quality
between Comptroller General and
division dlrector'signed reports, the
Increasing size of divisions, and the
emphasis on Increased accountability
for reports and products at lower levels
within the organization support this
proposal. Further, the new emphasis
on subject area expertise argues for
Increased responsibility and authority
at the level of the issue area director.

·Comptrolfer General Memorandum 0{24
September 1982.

"The U1Sk force felt that. in time, il mighl be
possible to deuolue more aUlhortty.

13



PROPOSED RELEASE AUTHORITY

lIeI.n Autbooll, Type of BepoIt

We propose that division directors
expand the use of outside peer readers
and review panels and reduce the
number ci intemal final product
reviews where-;er staff capabilities
permit. This should be done in
accordance with the uniform quality
control procedures listed in
Recommendation 2-3.

RecommencIation 2-5. He
Emphulze Policy Regarding
AgencyCommenta

Obtaining agency comments can be
an important quality assulllnce feature
because it helps assure the accuracy of
the data, the appropriateness of its
interpretation, and the balance of the
presentation. Further, communication
with agencies about reports helps
prevent inappropriate interpretations by
GAO or by the audited agency. Finally,
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Comptroller General for Planning
and Reporting.

• All reports, fact sheets, briefing
papers, and testimonies which are
to be signed or issued by an
associate director should be
reviewed by the deputy division
director for planning and reporting.

• OGC should review all GAO
testimony and reports to agencies
and members of Congress and
testimony which will be signed or
given by an associate director.

Recommend8t1on 2-4. Expand (he

of Outalcle Peer Readers and
RevIew Panda

When the chain-okommand review
ci reports within divisions becomes
excessive, it can damage accountability
and morale. In addition, division
management review does not provide
the outside perspectives which can
benefit report quality.

'7he Illrge/S do nO! deal with regional
manager signmU1'e or release 0( reports
speci/ic/llly. There Is /1150 poIe11lIal for
increasing the regional managelS' roles in this
area.

Accordingly, figure 7 shows those
officials whom we recommend be
authorized to release GAO's products.

The authorities identified in figure 7
lire intended to be genellll release
authorities. We expect that numerous
exceptions to these pattems will
occur-e.g., when unusually significant
or sensitive reports lire to be issued. In
such instances, decisions regarding
release must be made on a case-by
case basis.

Provision is made in these targets for
a "cold reader" review of each report,
outside the signature release
responsibility for each category of
reports, by using the staff and office of
the Assistant Comptroller Genellli for
Planning and Reporting on products to
be signed or released by the division
director, and the office of the deputy
division director for planning and
reporting on products to be signed or
released by the associate director. •
The cold reviewer and the signer,
together, should determine the need to
obtain in·house peer review where
appropriate, by calling upon the most
qualified individual-even if other than
the routine reviewer-to seNe as a
"second partner" reviewer for the
report, regardless of his or her
organizational location.

RecommendatIon 2-3. Institute
Onlfonn QuaIlty Control
Plocedurea

GAO's report review steps should be
clarified for different product types. We
suggest procedures be adopted
immediately to regularize the quality
control process:
• AD reports, financial audits, and

testimonies which are to be signed
or given by a division director or
the Comptroller Genellll should be
reviewed by the Assistant

14



we found that reports with agency
comments more often were rated as
attaining higher lellels of quality.

Therefore, GAO should strongly
reemphasize its policy d obtaining
agency comments on reports to the
Congress and agency heads. Written
or oral comments should be obtained
from an appropriate lellel agency
official who clearly understands that he
or she is commenting for the
department or the agency. Comments
on reports to the Congress should be
obtained from the department or
agency head, or a designee.
Comments on reports to agency heads
should be obtained from the
responsible assistant secretary, bureau
director, or his or her designee.

On congressional requests, GAO
should make every effort to gain
permission to obtain formal agency
comments. Where the requestor will
still not permit formal agency
comments, the requestor should be
asked to provide a letter to that effect.
In cases where comments are not to
be obtained, permission should be
sought to release the report to the
department or agency, and to other
congressional sources, at the same
time it is released to the requestor. In
any event, GAO should hold a closeout
conference with appropriate
department offICials to obtain informal
comments and to assure the factual
accuracy d the data collected.

In addition, GAO should consider
revising its report release policy, which
presently allows a requestor to restrict
the release of a report for up to 30
days. Changing this policy could
relieve criticism that agencies are
sometimes faced with neither prior
knowledge of the GAO-identified
problems nor prior access to the
report. Agencies feel that this lack of
prior knowledge calls into question
GAO's objectivity on some
congressionally'requested
assignments.

Recommendlltlon 2-6. ne..eJop a
Conclae Statement of QualIty
Standarcla

As an important step in moving
toward clearer definitions of quality in
the GAO environment, we should
develop a concise statement (or
statements) of quality standards for
products other than reports-for
briefing papers and fact sheets, in
particular. Such a statement could
facilitate understanding, accessing, and
following the quality gUidelines.
Further, GAO should encourage IPE's
experimentation with systematic
measurement of product and job
quality. If, indeed, a system can be
established in GAO which effectively
monitors and measures report and job
quality and utility, it would have great
value for the organiultion as a whole.

ReconunencIadon 2-7. Require Full
and Complete Referencing on
Reporta

GAO's credibility rests on the factual
accuracy d its reports. Hence,
necessary and prudent steps must be

taken to verify and Vlliidate their
contents. Our review of 25 reports
found that 7 d the 25 were not fully
referenced-an unacceptably large
proportion.

We recommend that GAO modify its
current policy of permitting selective
referencing and require full and
complete referencing on aU report
products. While referencing can and
should be supplemented by such
mechanisms as outside peer review on
selected products, these techniques
are not an acceptable substitute for the
quality assurance provided by full and
complete referencing.

Recommendation 2-8. Adopt a
Story Conference

Our emphasis on quality assurance
requires that the necessary tools and
procedures be in place. The story
conference is one such Vllluable
technique which should be formalized
and added to AMPS as a milestone. It
can benefit both timeliness and quality
by providing an important opportunity
for deciding report message and
content before the staff begins drafting.

The story conference should occur
before the end of the audit implementa·
tion stage (mi1estone 5), and should
cover the choice and format of the
product as well as substance. The
conference should resolve what to SlXY,
the value of continuing as planned,
necessary changes, and additional
resources required to draft the report.
Format issues might include whether
to use chapter or letter format, or
whether another means of communica·
tion would be more effective.

15
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The Itory conference could be two
ltaged, at the option of the e1Mslon.
FIrst, staff or progrem pertldpenls
could agree on findings, obJec:tIves,
conclusions, proposed recommendll·
tlons, etc. Second, staff who would
revtew the report (Issue IIree coordl·
nators, representatlves from the Offices
cl PoUcy or the Oenerel Counsel, etc.)
would meet to (l) prevtew their
posltlons on the meJor meueges for
this proposed report, (2) resolve IIny
dlfferences In IIdvence of writing, lind
(3) Identlfy who should comment on
the dreft Itself. The decisions of both
meetlngsshould be documented.

Recommendation 2·9. Rntae PPlIlA
to Integnlte with AMPS and
Support QualIty AllIII'Ml:e

PPMA provides other Vlllueble
opportunities to support quality
llIIurence beceuselt encoureges
cereful Job plennlng lind control by
Identifying ellllntllli steps In building
qUll11ty Into Job pelformence. However,
Its usefulness Is hempered by the Ieck
clsuflldent coordlnetlon wlth AMPS,
which Is stlllin dreft fonn lind Is not
CWTent wlth the Office's operetlng
procedures. Moreover, OAO does not
enforce the use of AMPS lind PPMA,
end does not Indlcllte when It Is
llCc:eplllble not to use them.

In this light, the tllsk force
recommends _rei revtslons to
PPMA lind AMPS:
• In PPMA, decision pepers should

be required to IIld go/no go
decisions lit the end of the seoplng
phllse.

• When seoplng Is welved, the Fonn
100 should Justlfy the welver lind
en llSslgnment pilln be required,

• At Illllst one qUllllty IIssurence
milestone should be lidded In the
Implementlltlon phlllll, before the
"Audit Work Completed"
milestone. The milestone should
occur when one-third of the
plllnned Implementetion steff
days have been used and should
Include II detenninlltion that
stllffing and tlmeframes targets
can be met,lInd the job is worth
continuing.



Chapter 3

Reducing Job Time

which tracks assignments, was
implemented in April t 979, following
recommendations of the Task Force
on Improving GAO's Effectiveness.
And, in t 978, PPMA was recom·
mended by an internal study group.

'These tal/jobs showed up In both P!lllSe I
and P!lllSe /I 0{our work.
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Over the years, congressional
studies have chastised GAO on timeli·
ness, and we ourselves have often
studied the matter. Some
recommendations have resulted in
management actions to decrease the
time GAO takes to do our work and
process a report For example, AMPS,

Importance of TImeliness
"Timeliness," when applied to

GAO's products, can be ambiguous. It
can mean either delivering a product
early enough so the recipient can use it
for its intended purpose (i.e., utility), or
simply completing work within accept·
able time constraints.

The utility aspect of timeliness is part
eX the larger issue of report quality
(chapter 2). In this chapter, timeliness
issues concem the calendar time it
takes to do our jobs, particularly those
long jobs that overrun their budgeted
time limits. These "tail" jobs were a
phenomenon in the task force's
deliberations. The term refers to the
jobs stretching out beyond the normal
parameters eX a bell-shaped frequency
distribution eX assignments, forming a
"tail" at the end of the curve." (See
figure 8.) An aberration from the
normal distribution of GAO reports,
"taU" jobs sometimes last as long as
four years, and, as we will see, almost
always take far longer than their
budgeted time. These are th!! jobs that
hurt GAO's reputation for timeliness.

The failure to promptly complete
assignments and issue reports has
been a perennial GAO concem.
Indeed, the past decade has seen more
than a dozen studies on this problem.
Although some of these studies have
helped cut the time it takes to
complete jobs and products, many
people still perceive GAO to be
deficient in this area.

]7
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Despite these Improvements, Inter·
views with congressional staff and
discussions with GAO'. Office of
Congressional Relatlons (OCR)
revealed thet many people stili perceive
timeliness liS II major GAO problem. In
congressione1 inteMew5, B of 11
committee stllff members comment·
Ing on timeliness c\elmed It Is a
s1gnlflcllnt problem. Furthermore, OCR
Ildvlsed us thet congresslone1 staffs'
prime crltldsm Involves timeliness.
One OCR staff member told the wk
force thllt GAO's three biggest
problems lire "timeliness, timeliness,
lind timeliness."

Proftle of Report nnte1lneu
Given these perceptions, whllt Is the

reality? The Ilverege GAO repOrt takes
Ilbout a year to complete. Budgeted at
7.5 months, It overruns 4.5 months
or 60 percent (See figure 9.) This
statistic Is even more striking when
seperately computed for the mllJor
types of GAO products. As figure 10
shows, everege job fength Vllries
grelltly depending upon product type.
Reports to Chllirmen Ilverege less thlln
10 months, while those to the
Congress (liS a whole) Ilverege Illmost
1B months. But 1111 four product types
(on the everege) hllve overruns.
renging from 45 percent for group 2
reports to Ilgency heeds, to llbout 76
percent for committee members'
requests.

Having established thllt, on the
everege, ellch primary product takes
signlflcently longer to produce than is
planned, we wanted to know the
proportion of GAO's assignments
which overrun, either dUring survey or
implementation. According to AMPS
data. about eo percent of our jobs
overrun their survey completion and/or
final due date.· And overruns occur at
all AMPS milestones. (See figure 11)
Those most frequently overrun.
however, involve audit completion,
wrltlng and report review.

As figure 12 shows, the timeliness
profile of jobs in process has changed
little in recent years. While the number
of jobs in process from October 1980

18

TYPICAL JOB
TIMELINESS

PROFILE
(IN MONTHS)

11.9
MONTHS

Survey and Review 6.8

F.q\Ol99

to September 1982 declined dremlltlc
ally-perticularly in recent months
there has been little change over the
past yellr in the proportion of long jobs
in process more than 24 months. We
'00 noted that both the number of
jobs in wrltlng and the proportion in
wrltlng more then 12 months heve
been relatively stable.

Lastly, figure 13 shows that GAO

·A/t£rAMPS ml/eswne J (Plannlng/Suroey
completed). new time esl/1TUltes are made for
mileswnes 4 through 12 (lmplemental1on
SUuted through Assignment Completed). A}ob
can ouenun milestone 3, never recover the lost.
time. yet end up on schedule at milestone 12
because of the re-estlmale "acjjustment"
between J and 4. Thus. in determining
overruns. both the Pfanning/Suroey and
lmpl.ement4t1on phAses were analyzed.

hes reduced neither budgeted nor
lletulll job times over the pest few
years.

Why Long Job. Take 80
Long

We bied to determine (1) why long
jobs take so much time, lind (2)
whether they lire problem Jobs thet
overrun their budgeted tlmefremes.
Thus, we reviewed job mes lind master
report folders for 25 long jobs In Phllse

TIMELINESS PROFILE
OF GAO

REPORTS TO
TIlE CONGRESS .AND

AGENCY HEADS

17.7 7.2
------+'69% 14.4-

-------11----+4•5
45%

_
-r-9;.:;6..,-~10.5 9.93.6
--+60%~7.~2t--11

_-+_-+-3.1-+-_-+-_-;
76°'0

4.1

O NO....
AUTKOIUZED

o oVl:lunnr

Data for 12 months endmg 6130182
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NUMBER
OF JOBS

-Not all of these fel!SOns are bad or bespeak
error or mismlt/1lt.gemenL Some are simply the
price of the priority decisions u;e make or the
result 0( unforeseen circumstances.

"When llJob is begun, it is not 4lways known
whether report drafting and processing and
other time-eonsuming efforts wlil occur At the
same Ume os efforts on otherJobs, pllItIcuiarly
since the big tlme-consuming part o{ aJob {or
headquarters personnel may be a year or more
away.

(l) work on congressional requests, (2)
handle agency comments on other
reports, (3) process reports, or even (4)
serve on a task force. While certainly
one should not fault management for
moving staff to higher priority jobs, this
movement can nevertheless have
unfortunate consequences for both
jobs. Generally, if we had more staff, or
fewer jobs, there would be less
frequent ..either/or" dedsions
necessary.

Report Wrtllng _

Too many GAO staff members
charged with preparing report drafts
require intensive supervision. The task
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ExpIanatIona
In reviewing the files for the 95 jobs,

various explanations of job length and
overruns emerged. Figure 15 shows
the reasons most often cited, and the
percentage of jobs in which the reason
was considered either a primary or
secondary cause of the job overrun.
The types of problems that occurred in
the eight areas most often dted as
primary reasons for overruns are
discussed below.'

OF JOBS
II

I and for 70 jobs-the seven longest
jobs in each division for the year
ending 30 June 1982-in Phase II.

Initially suspecting that some jobs
were planned to last as long as they
did, we learned that nearly all the jobs
overran, and the average overrun for
the 95 jobs was more than a year.
Figure 14 shows that overruns of the
70 jobs reviewed in Phase II occurred
in all stages, with the largest overrun
during reporting.

"
,

•
•
•
,

•
•
•

,1981.. .. • ,
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Wuhlngton s_<MtIoM/Hlgher PrIorIty
Work

Although GAO field offices will not
accept jobs they cannot staff,
Washington often does without
terminating other jobs. This creates an
overload which can seriously affect
report drafting and processing." The
task force noted that in more than half
the jobs It reviewed, staff members
were taken off ongoing assignments to

,-------------------, ....-------------------,
NUMBER &PERCENT
OF CONGRESSIONAL

AND AGENCY REPORTS
IN PROCESS OVER 24 MONTHS

PEFICElm-----------------'NUMBER PERC
OF JOBS OF JOBS

II



force noted report wrltlng problems In
almost half the Jobs reviewed: report
drafts Identlfled problems, but not '
causes; staff had to stop drafting and
perform addltlonal audit work to
produce a convtndng first draft: and
sometimes staff at the associate
director level and above had extensive
problems wtth the content of drafts,
Indicating they were surprised by the
mesllIges of the report. The task force
noted, as shown on figure 16, that
whatever the reason died for overruns,
the slippage of calendar detes always
most seriously effected timeliness at
mllestones 5-10, the Report Writing
and Revtew stzlges. The task force
wondered whether this means that
whenever a problem occurs, the report
becomes more cllfflcult to write? Or
perhaps staff Is reluctant to report that
early mllestones are not mel (The
letter would Indicate an "I can make up
the dlfference" philosophy which Is not
bome out later In the job by actual
performance.)

__TlmeUnderatM.u11meJob

CouIdBe~ToT.

Given the complexity of some
lISslgnments we reviewed, the staff who
planned some jobs seemed unTl!llllstic

about the time needed to complete
them, particularly when they had to
review many agendes and vtslt
multlple locations. In one Instance, a
division estimated It would take 2
weeks to go from audit work
completed to first product delivered,
another 2 weeks to get the report sent
to final processing, 2 more to get the
report Issued, and 2 to get the
assignment completed. "Audit work
completed" to "first product delivered"
aetullily took 1eweeks, and It took an
addltlonal 6 months to get the report
Issued.

u."oliIIIInQlIy RegIona and Other SlIdr-The inability to assign suflldent
regional office personnel to a job
promptly, and the loss of key
personnel to a job for VllriOUS rellSOns,
frequently led to job overruns. In more
than a third of the jobs reviewed, the
llIsk force SllW assignments where
unllVllllablllty of staff caused regional
offices to delay beginning the
assignment (or to understaff It): and
Instances where key staff members on
the assignment became III, were
promoted into another division, or left
the agency. The latter problems, while

certainly not predictable on a case-by
case besis, are common but generally
unantldpaled occurrences.

antOl' •••,He Incr,.. In WOI1c: acop.
Almost a third of the Jobs reviewed

were effected by unforeseen Increases
In work scope. Sometimes this
occurred when the requestor of the
review desired additional Information.
In other Inslllnces, an Increase In
scope was needed when late
developments affected an almost
completed review or report.

MuIttpIe OrglUllutlon JmooIwrnent
In over a quarter of the jobs

reviewed, the Involvement of more
than one region, division. or agency
caused time deleys. We saw several
Instances where GAO steff had
dlfflculty pulling together summaries
from several regional offices and/or
coordinating work among severel GAO
dlvtslons. A regression analysis
performed by the llIsk force showed
that an average of 9 days would be
added to report processing for each
agency involved, 6.4 deys for each
region Involved, and 17.3 days If two or
more dlvtsions were involved.

TRENDS IN BUDGETED
lOB TIMES

FY 1900-82

TRENDS IN ACTUAL
lOB TIES

FYl900-82
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(!>6) (6-7)(7·10)

REASONS WHY LONG JOBS OVERRAN
PERCENT OF 'Ollt! WBERE

REASONS CITED AS A REASON

to the responsible manager in
Washington, if a field office is drafting
the report; the date the report is
delivered to the Washington manager
who would normally receive draft
reports from the field, if the
Washington staff prepares the report;
or when the Project Manager delivers
the draft report to the next level of
review.

The ambiguities in milestones 5 and
6 become more important when one
considers setting guidelines for
milestones. Unless clarified, they can
make it very difficult to establish
acceptable timeframes for milestones.

liEHIJiiinG I I I ,I
eM" • '. ,.LlI

SolO) L-----"'c:=:=,.
Average Budgeted Time 14.7 roonths
Average OJemm 13.5 months

80iiGEI
ViilBiWH

1. Washington staff overload/staff pal on
higher priority work 53

2. Bepad wrIIIng problems 48
3.An~ lime undenlaleslime job

-.ld be expeded to lake 39
4. UIIIIenIaffinq By Jieglons and Olber Staff

Problems 36
5. Unf••eeable Increase In work scope 31
6. MulIIpIe O"JanluKon Involve..n1 27
7. Problems oNalnlng cIaIa from agendes 19
8. Insnffldenl fronI end planning 14

FlQUre 14

and milestone 6, First Product
Delivered.

Under the AMPS User's Manual
definition, "audit work completed" is
the date when, in the judgment of the
audit manager or team leader, the
"predominant effort" ceases to be
detailed audit work and becomes
extemal report preparation. In most
cases, this would be when the last
participating organization submits its
draft product.

There are three possibilities listed in
the Manual for dating this "first produd
delivered": t he date the product is
received, or is expected to be delivered

AVERAGE BUDGEiED TIllIE AND OVERRUNS OF SAMPLE
OF 70 LONG REPORTS BY PRINCIPAL PRASE

PIJUOIIIIG,
lCOPINGa

SUBVEi L..__-1~'"
(MD •

1-3) (MJ~ 1--5.4--8

-.ObtaInIng Deta From Aa-
GAO had problems obtaining data

from agencies in nearly 20 percent of
the jobs reviewed. Although these
delays were generally not outright
denials of access to records, they did
delay assignments. Thus, one agency
required us to supply our questions in
written fonn, to which it provided
written responses; another withheld
infonnation (temporarily) due to
business confidentiality; and one
military service refused to cooperate
with GAO until the Office of the
Secretary of Defense required
cooperation. In some instances,
demand letters from the Acting
Comptroller General were required to
obtain the data.

IJUlulIIdent Front End PlannIng
Insufficient front end planning was a

problem frequently identified by the
task force. About one in seven of the
long jobs we reviewed had planning
deficiencies which ultimately affected
job timeliness. Seven of nine division
directors and most regional managers
said this was a problem.

Lack of Guidelines and Control
In speaking with division directors

and other GAO personnel, we
concluded that the lack of GAO·wide
guidelines about how long jobs should
take hampers efforts to control
timeliness. In addition, two systems
with great potential for controlling
timeliAess - AMPS and PPMA - are
not well integrated. They have other
problems as well.

AMPS does not track multiple
products within an assignment, so it is
not possible to tell whether each
product of a multiple product
assignment is meeting its milestones.
In addition, some jobs with multiple
products appear to take inordinate
amounts of time when, in fact, each
product was completed within a
reasonable timeframe.

AMPS also cannot adequately track
assignments in a manner that pennits
comparisons among divisions because
of ambigUities in the definitions for
milestone 5, Audit Work Completed,

FlQure 15
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5.6

Recommendation 3-1. Establish
'I1me Guidelines

GAO needs to establish guidelines
for job times. This would define
management's rellllstlc time goals
toWllrd which staff could strive. Some
divisions elready have time guidelines
(some formal, some informal). They
are generally In the fonn of total assign·
ment time Iirnltetlons. These guidelines
need to be made more explicit
Development and oversight of the
guidelines should be the shared
responsibility between each GAO
division and the Office of the
Comptroller General. This would allow
practical tradeoffs in division guide
lines, on a case-by-case basis. Thus,
the task force believes the Comptroller
General should reach agreements with
each division director on the time
frames for GAO's primary products
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Recommendations
The task force developed six

recommendations to reduce job time.
Two of them deal with establishing and
monitoring tlmeframes; two are
directed toward staffing problems; and
the final two concem job execution.

Condu.lons
We believe the budgeted calendar

times GAO has been setting for its
assignments are good targets. (See
figures 9 and 10.) If we met them, jobs
would average about 7.5 months. But
GAO does not take Its budgeted
assignment tlmeframes as serious
constraints. In fact, we miss them
consistently and by significant margins.
Only about 20 percent of GAO's Jobs
appear to be completed within
originally estimated time constraints.

Moreover, GAO seems to have a
number of problem jobs that overrun
their budgeted tlmeframes by as much
as a year or more. These primarily
occur because of (1) staff being put on
higher priority work. (2) staffing .........
problems, (3)unforeseeeble work scope . complete jobs in a reasonable
increases, (4) problems obtaining timeframe. Shortening the length of
agency data, (5) the involvement of long jobs also would improve the
multiple organizations, and (6) average timeframe for GAO jobs.
signifiCllnt report writing problems. Not knowing what constitutes
Since GAO has no commonly acceptable times, end lacking reliable
understood and accepted guidelines projections of when a significant
for how long various types of jobs overrun is going to occur,
should take. we do not know what the management Cllnnot manege the time
ecceptable timeframes for jobs should consequences of GAO's work.
be. But we do know that the Hill thinks
GAO has a timeliness problem, and
that GAO's data shows that, on the
average, jobs take considerably longer
than estimated.

The best opportunities for redudng
time, obviously, are the long jobs.
Reducing their time would decrease
the number and length of tail jobs,
which hurt our reputation for
timeliness and could improve the HiII's
perception of GAO's ability to

PPM!\, when properly Implemented,
Clln Improve a job's timeliness by
assuring conslderetlon of the right
Issues, approllch, timing, and stefllng
early enough to avoid writing or
audltlng deleys. The task fort:e found
that PPMA does not get as much
explicit conslderetlon by GAO staff as It
Wllmmts. It would receive more
llttentlon If It were more directly tied to
~,and If Its go/no go decision
points were better combined with the
appropriate~ milestones.

22



(lA's, 1B's, 1C's, and 2·s). They would
cover products issued dUring a specific
period of time (e.g., one year).

Divisions would set job budgets
using the guidelines lIS benchmarks,
Vllrying above or below the guidelines
depending upon the circumstllnces of
the job. They would monitor actulll
performance against the~ budget
milestones and provide early alerts to
the OffICe of the Comptroller General
for assignments in danger of serious
OYemJns.

Recommendation 3-2. Revise
AMPS and ppJl\A
~ and PPMA provide potentially

VllIUllble pIllnning, information, and
control mechanisms that could help
lISsure more timely job completions.
PPMA-when followed-provides
disciplined planning and requires that
we consider the merits of a job at each
go/no go decision point This can
eliminate surprises in the writing stllge
and reduce job timeframes.

In chapter 2, on Quality, we
recommend updating and issuing
~ and PPMA lIS a coordinated
planning and tracking system using
common terms and decision points.
This will have Vllluable timeliness
benefits, too. In addition, current
milestone ambiguities could be
resolved in the following ways:
1. Define milestone 5, Audit Work

Completed, in the~ User's
ManUlll, as the date when the story
conferenceisc~,orwhen

work required by that conference
is completed. Chapter 2 provides a
detailed discussion of what a story
conference entails.

2. Define milestone 6. First Product
Delivered, in the~ User's
ManUlll, as the date when the
report draft reaches the llSSOciate
director for initial review.

The task force was asked by the
Office of Program Planning to consider
whether GAO should revise~ to
track multiple products of one
assignment Some divisions are using
separate job codes for indMdUllI
products associated with a single

assignment, which somewhat distorts
the average division·by<lMsion
assignment timeframes. Given the
additional cost of revising~, we
do not recommend such a revision.
When additional products are required
beyond those originally contemplated,
and these require more than a certain
specific number of additional staff days
(e.g., 50 days), we suggest a new job
code for the additional work.

Recornmenclatlon 3-3. Establish
Staff LolIdlng GuIdelines

Washington staff overload, especially
at the GS 14 and 15 levels, was
present in a large number of overruns.
We recognize, however, that one can
scarcely resist beginning a new
assignment since the problems that
may occur (often in the report writing
stage) cannot be anticipated.

To help control against such
overloadings, we recommend that
division directors and their
headquarters managers (GS 14 and
15) agree on stllff loading gUidelines,
that is, the number of assignments
managers can reasonably be expected
to handle without overload.

This is already happening in parts of
GAO. The Human Resources Division.
for example, counts"assignment
points" for each assignment Once GS
14 or 15 staff have reached a particular
total, division management closely
monitors the undertaking of new work
until one or more of the ongoing
assignments is finished. If additional
assignments must be accepted.
division management is alerted that an
overload situation could be present,
and can tailor time expectations and
staffing decisions accordingly.

Recornmencladon 3-4. Control
ReJeue of Staff

When moving staff to a higher
priority job hurts the timeliness of an
ongoing job beyond some estllblished
minimum number of calendar days,
the division director should be required
to document that effect on the
ongoing job by noting it on the new
job's Form 100. Thus, the director and
the Office of the Comptroller General

would identify this effect on current
jobs as part of the approVllI process for
new work. The director would proceed,
but the Office of the Comptroller
General could "manage" the relative
impact by exception, as desired. The
division director thus makes the
decision, subject to review (and
redirection) at the Comptroller
General's option, and the Office of the
Comptroller General has "bought into"
the decision.

Recornmenclatlon 3-5. Try to
Reduce Multiples on a Job

The task force believes that in some
cases, one staff (headquarters or
regional) should do a job at its multiple
locations, rather than splitting it among
separate regional staffs. This reduces
the "Ieaming curve" and can eliminate
communications problems in writing.

In addition, field stllff can do some
jobs alone, without division leadership.
This would be particularly appropriate
for repetitive audits. Divisions also
could do field work directly in a similar
manner.

Recommendation 3-6. Get the
Report Story Agreed Upon In
Advance

Report writing problems will be
partly alleviated by the story
conference discussed in Chapter 2.

The story conference would occur
before the end of the audit implemen·
tation stage (milestone 5). It can
provide another go/no go decision
point, and if carried out properly, will
result in some jobs being killed that
might otherwise have turned into
problem jobs. For the majority of jobs
that continue. it will ensure agreement
as to what will be said in the report,
and line up the appropriate writing
help. The latter is particularly important
on jobs where staff writing capabilities
are weak. or writing the report will be
difficult

The story conference also can
establish the format for communi·
cating the findings. Chapter 4
discusses the role of the story
conference with regard to writing and
format
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Chapter 4

Communicating Better

Given the number ci reports we
distribute, GAO Is ectually e publishing
house, end we should commit
ourselves to excelience In
communic8tlon es in other erees.
HllVIng done OUf jobs weli, we must
elso communicete weli. Using·the
most eppropriete llWHable methods
end selectlng the most suitable medi8
end formets, we must then produce
them es welJ es possible.

A Broad Range of 'HUes
To better understand the quality of

our own products and production
pmctices, we compered them with
other egencies·. Our conversations
with communications pl':lfessionals
and our own deliberations covered a
mnge d issues:
• The strengths and weaknesses of

our own products;

• Options I'llr1glng from the color of
our COlleTS to whether we should
ch8nge titles, cover summaries, or
dlgests;

• The quality ci writing end gmphics
in our reports;

• Our use of writer/editors end
gmphic designers;

• The Identiflcetlon of eudit teems In
our reports; and

• The use of other reporting
formats, such es video 18pes end
automated de18 bases linked to the
HIIJ.

Much Room for ImproYeDtent
We concluded thllt while our work

and methods compare adequately with
those of similar organizations, we cen
improve OUI communications in I'Tlany
specific ways. Our recommendations

for Improving the mnge end quelity of
GAO's reporting methods eppeer later
In this chapter.

Given the close rel8tlonshlps emong
writing, design, end printing, the reeder
wllJ notice some overiep of Issues.
These three erees ere Indeed not
discrete end isoleted units. This
discussion wlii recognize their
insepemble netures. For the sake of
clerity, however, the dlscusslon wllJ
heve two perts: (I) how we
communicate, and (2) how we
produce our reports.

How We Communicate
Much of our communicetion occurs

through chapter and letter reports,
supplemented by VIlriouS other forms.
These include testimony, comments
on legislation, questions prepered for
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congressional use at hearings, fact
sheets, and closeout letters.

Our Preaent Fonnata 
ClneDmlned and Ad Hoc

Despite the crucial importance of
effective communication, GAO
provides scant formal gUidance
goveming chapter, letter, and other
formats. Decisions about format and
appearance generally take place at the
group director and staff level, usually
based on the length of the report and
how quickly it can be produced. Under
present policy, if it is short-under 10
pages of text excluding appendices
and if it is needed qUickly, a report may
go out as a leller; otherwise, it usually
will be a chapter report. But our
decentralized decision making and
loose gUidance allow considerable
variation in how we use formats,
especially the leller.

Lacking an organizational focal point
responsible for developing
communication standards and for
encouraging and coordinating
experiments, our other formats are
even less well defined. Thus, fact
sheets and briefing papers have only
the sketchiest official guidance, while
the opportunities presented by new
formats (e.g., video) remain largely
unexplored. The resulting lack of any

consistent design identity is apparent
in figure 17. No one has made a
comprehensive review of our
communications policies and
practices, and there has been little
sustained enthusiasm or
encouragement for seeking new ways
of communicating effectively.

The GAO Report: Many _ To ConaIder
Since chapter and letter reports are

our most important formats, they
received the most scrutiny. The issues
we considered fall into three areas:
Format issues
• Chapter vs. letter formats,
• Naming the audit staff in our

reports, and

• Digests.
Problems noted by users

• Writing style,
• "Sensational" titles, and
• Weak conclusions and

recommendations.
Design issues raised by experts
• Use more visuals
• Simplify cover and remove cover

summary, and
• Shorten lines and use

phototypesetting to improve
readability.

Fonnot'-
Chapter us. Letter Formats. Neither

the chapter format's structural
constraints nor the letter format's lack
cl structure seemed to cause serious
problems. Despite some redundancy
in the chapter format, few people were
strenuously negative about it, and
some said they valued well'placed
repetition.

Overall, we believe the two formats
are appropriate for different purposes.
Chapter format helps structure long or
complex topics, whereas letters lend
themselves to quicker and easier
writing and reading of more
straightforward reports-single-issue,
congressional request, or
informational. A 10·page limit suits
letters, since details can be attached,
but we should avoid encumbering
them with appendices of more than
about 15 or 20 pages.

Naming the Audit Staff in Our
Reports. Naming offers advantages
and disadvantages. Our sister
agencies-OTA, CRS, and CBO
name the staff members who prepare
their products, as do many study
houses, such as MITRE and RAND;
however, consulting firms, as a rule, do
not Naming names would give our
staff personal and professional
recognition and thus might make it

nn I •• ' rca -.r
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easier to attract specialists from
universities and other places which
VIllue professional recognition. It would
also identify cont.llct points for further
infolTTllltion. On the other hand, people
named might draw individual criticism,
and our reports might appear to be the
views of a group of individuals, not of
the whole organizlltion.

We could not reach a consensus on
the issue, but ewntually concluded,
with almost half the members voting
the other vmy, that we should continue
our present policy. We did agree,
howewr, that a contact person should
be named somewhere, perhaps in the
transmitl1llletter.

Digests. Since the Interviews
produced little complaint and ewn
some favorable comments about our
digests, we do not propose changes.
Some members, howewr, suggested
changes to improve communication.
Thus, we discussed (l) using
separately bound executive summaries
to supplement the digest and text of
long reports, (2) using abstracts in
reports where appropriate, and (3)
reorganizing digests to place a short,
highlighted statement of the overall
message at the beginning (which
would move the cover sumlTlllry
inside). Any change in the digest will
depend partly on whether and how we
change the cover summary.

-.Noted Ill' Uoen.'

Congressional users had few
criticisms of our fOlTTlllts, but agencies
were more critical. Three points came
up repeatedly.

Witting Style. Although the
agencies liked GAO's writing style, four
congressional users found It bland and
uninteresting. According to one
person, our reports read "as if they
were written by people who don't like
to write." Better use of professional
writer/editors can help solve both this
and the following problem.

"Sensational" Td/es. Our titles drew
heavy criticism. Some criticized them
for (l) being too negative, (2) seeking
headlines, (3) creating resistance to the
report, and (4) being more dramatic
than the findings. Design experts and
media users Judged they were too
long.

The proper tone of a title is difficult
both to specify and to achieve. Titles
should (1) specify the issue or
program discussed, (2) lead with that
issue, and (3) identify what aspects it
covers, without seeking headlines or
being inflammatory.

Weak Conclusions and Recom·
mendations. Sewral agencies felt that
recommendations and conclusions
were not specific enough (although
one felt they were too specific), and
one objected to conclusions phrased
as if they were the only possible
solution.
DeolQnt-_by~-'

The experts-the heads of
publishing, design, and editing
operations at govemment agencies,
study houses, consulting firms, and
joumals, as well as independent
professional design consultants-had
few favorable comments. They made
numerous suggestions about how our

fOlTTlllts could be Improved at little or
no additional cost and, in some cases,
with cost savings.

Use More VIsuals. Graphics and
other visual display techniques can
make our presentations clearer, briefer,
more vivid, and more appeallng.
Visuals can attract more busy readers
to our reports and convey the message
to them more rapidly, more effectively,
and more memorably. Through
policies and funding, we should
encourage more use c:i graphs,
photos, drawings, charts, maps, etc.

Simplify the Cover and Remove
the Cover SumrnaJY. Experts almost
unanimously agreed that the cover was
cluttered and lacked a clear visual
hierarchy among its elements; the title
needs to be the most prominent
element, the cover summary Is
confusing and awkwardly placed, and
there is a mixture of typefaces for no
apparent reason. (For more on these
and other cover design issues, see
Recommendation 4-4.)

Shorten Lines and Use
Phototypesetting to Improve
Readability. Judging by widely
accepted publishing standards, the line
length currently used in our reports is
too long for good readability. Shorter
lines. most practically achieved by
using much wider margins or
changing to a two- or three<:olumn
fOITTlllt, would be less demanding on

'The expeIlS we InWvlewecl {elt that asking
users for views on formal wa5 0{ questionable
ualue wllhout showing them alleJTUJJ.lves for
comparison. This proved to be the case. since
most specific suggestions about {ormat (os
o~ to production) came {rom the expett1

Report Titles
We constructed three hypothetical titles to lUustrate the task force's recommendations reglll'ding proper and

improper tone:
• "F1lrt Rate Tax System Benefits the Rich"
• "F1lrt Rate Tax System: An Assessment"
• "FIlIt Rate Tax System In!lluities"
The first is somewhat inflammatory because it draws a conclusion and sounds like a tabloid headline. Besides
castigllting the "rich," it reduces a presumably complex issue to simplistic polarities and prevents the reader from
IlppI'OlIChing the topic with an open mind. The second title dodges the issue entirely. "Assessment," In this instance, is
too bureaucratic and frustrates our interest The third title, howewr, seems about right because it mentions iniquities
without smearing a class of people and provoking bitter dispute.
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Product Line
1. CG Special Reports. Distinguished from usual blue covers by format, they would give the CG a forum for

discussing issues which warrant his personal advocacy. We envision two major uses:
• Synthesizing previous reports on related issues, e.g., a recent report drew together information on 25 weapons

systems, and
• Jobs that are planned from the outset to result in major public policy reports, such as our work on biennial

budgetirlll.
2. Blue Cov., Reports on Job R<sulls. The blue cover is our mark of quality and should go on every report we send to

the HiD. This includes our current line of blue covers, plus the background portion of staff studies, now to be
called "background reviews." We envision four blue book types, distinguished from one another on the cover:

• "Member Request,"
• "Committee Request,"
• "Report to the Congress," and
• "Legislatively f>l.andated:·

Whether or by whom they would be signed was left unresolved.
3. Financial Audits. These would be blue covers and would definitely be signed, for reasons of accountability. But

they would be distinguished by design from the other blue covers above. They have different purposes and a
narrower focus, are numerical rather than verbal, and address different audiences.

4. Foci heels. These and briefing papers should be official, attributable GAO communications on GAO letterhead.
They might often replace the more elaborate, slower, and more expensive blue covers, now our only way to meet
congressional requests for formal, written copy. Fact sheets would satisfy requests that require information
without analysiS, recommendations, or conclusions.·

5. Briefing Papers. These would differ from fact sheets mainly in that they wouid be written to serve as instructions
perhaps topic sentence outlines-for delivering oral briefings. More readily subject to quality control than purely
oral briefings, they would help avoid different understandings of what we think we said and what a listener heard.
They would also allow us to present written results early while a report is still in process, a practice used by
consulting firms and the task force itself. We suggest that GAO develop models of fact sheets and briefing
documents that would be subject to supervisory approval and could be delivered to the Hill.

6. Testimony
7. Program Plans. These will not change but wiD no longer appear as staff studies.

OSee ChaptLr 2 (or d/$cusslon 0(quality conIrOI taJlew (or flld shed3 and briefing papers.

our readers. Phototypesetting would
fadlitate the use of narrower columns
or wider margins because it permits
(1) smaller type, with no loss of
legibility, and (2) the layout of multiple
columns (which is more difficult to do
manually) by working directly from
word processor discs or tapes onto
automated equipment. An added
benefit of multicolumn formats is that
the smaller type and narrower margins
result in considerable savings of paper,
about one-third less for two column
versus typed and about one-half less
for three columns. This and additional
savings we could get from
phototypeseWng could make our
reports less bulky and add up to

$700,000 in cost savings over five
years, according to AFMD's estimate.

1Il1dIng hpen ADd FiletS_
Although reports draw the most

attention, briefing papers and fact
sheets are used now and have valuable
potential. Lacking formal guidance,
division use of briefing papers and fact
sheets varies widely. Some are signed
and formally transmitted for attribution,
others merely left on the Hill. Some
identify GAO, others do not The two
formats are not fully distinct from one
another, since some documents have
been labeled "briefing papers," even
though no briefing was given.

Many congressional users said they
had good experiences with briefings
because they got information quickly,
but they stressed repeatedly their need
for (1 ) details, not just conclusions,
and (2) a written product to send
constituents, use at hearings, enter in
the Congressional Record, etc.

More use of briefing papers and fact
sheets could permit faster, easier
closeout on jobs that would otherwise
require a blue book. If we can develop
formats that satisfy the congressional
need for quick information, present
that information in a sufficiently official
form, with appropriate quality
standards and review, customers might
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find them ecceptable, In some ceses,
In lieu of blue books.

If we hope to use them this WIly, we
will need clear and consistent guldence
and standards for both fact sheets end
briefing papers.

Other _ Formata
Other formats (e.g., vldeotllpes,

cassettes, or computer dm beses) ere
not likely to be as useful as primary
communlclltors for GAO, given
congresslonel need for detells and
hard copy, and the extra time and cost
of producing them. But they might
eneble us to reach a wider eudlence or
to reech our users more rapidly,
especlelly through c1Jrect links to Hili
ADP systems or the House/Senate
c1osed-elrcult 1V system.

Recommendation +1. Extend and
8tn1ghten Our Product Une

We suggest two mejor chenges:(1 )
Incorporating the Comptroller
General's concept of a set of "CG
Special Reports" end (2) estllbllshlng
fect sheets end briefing papers as
formel GAO products. We also
propose some regrouping of present
products. The first of these chenges
will distinguish special reports on
mejor issues of public policy,

overriclJng impact, or public concem
from those on less urgent Issues. The
second would better eneble us to
respond to requests more rapidly and
to close out some jobs requIring a
written product without having to
produce e full blue book. Our
proposed product line Is listed In the
box (p. 27) and Illustrated In figure 18.

Recommendation +2. Encounge
Ellpertmenta with Ponnata

Using mostly standard reports and
briefings we may be missing
communication opportunltles. We mey
be eble to communicate better or
reech e wider eudlence by meklng our
messeges more ettrllctlve or more
qUickly and easily available.

Our GE datil system mey provide e
particularly convenient WIly to speed
and simplify eccess to our results. If
our system were "linked" with the
comparable Hili system, a Hili staffer
could find an ebstract of any report we
have done since 1976, along with the
stlltus. of all our recommendations, by
sitting et e termlnelend typing In a key
word or two. The abstnsct could be
read at the termlnel or printed out to
provide e herd copy. The datil Is In the
system, req\llring only en electronic

PROPOSED GAO
PRODUCT LINE

link end access codes to be available
at Hili terminals.

We e1so recommend experiments
with putting full texts of reports into the
detll bese or with video progremmlng
through the House/Senete 1V system,
another WIly of qUickly presenting
Informetlon.

How We Produce Our
Reporta

Quality publishing Is essentlellf our
reports ere to communlcete effectively.
Poor wr1tIng, lnedequate design or
production stllnderds, end Insufflclent
rnenegement focus on publishing
undervalue a messege we may heve
spent hundreds of thousends of dollers
to develop.

Having established our product line,
we stili need to esk If our production
policies, procedures, end Institutions
are assuring quality reports. Interviews
end comparisons of our publishing
operation with other egencles' end with
Industry standerds suggest we heve
much to Improve, especially with
respect to quellty stllnderds.

(be of Wrtter/EdItoIW
More effective use of the

wrlter/eclJtor on integrated auclJt teams

Product LIDe .

ComptroUer Formal FInandaJ
General Reports Audits

Special Reports

I

am t Fact Briefing Testimony
Sheets Docuraenls
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(as described in chapter 2) can
improve the quality of our reports. But
accomplishing this will mean (l )
bringing writer/editors in earlier and
involving them more constructively in
jobs, (2) sharpening their skills, and (3)
using writer/editor skills as important
criteria in the hiring and promoting of
staff.

e.ty Imolvement In Joba
GAO's 57 writer/editors were

centralized until 1978 but were then
dispersed throughout the divisions and
regions to involve them more in the
jobs they worked on. This has
produced some of the desired effects,
but three problems remain. First, there
are no llgeney·wide editing slllndllrds;
second, early involvement in jobs has
not been effectively implemented; and
third, some editors lack necessary
skills or training. Most writer/editors
still see drafts only at the end of the
writing and reviewing process and do
only copy editing-corrections,
punctuation, etc. Although experiences
with early involvement in jobs by skilled
writer/editors working with open·
minded evaluators have been quite
encouraging, this practice is the
exception rather thlln the rule.

EdItIng _ ADd ear- Udder

lacK of skills among some
writer/editors appears to be partly
responsible for their late and minimal
use. About one-third have no formal
training. Furthermore, we were told
that the most skilled writer/editors
leave editing through conversion to
evaluator positions. They tend to leave
behind in the writer/editor positions
new employees and those who Cllnnot
obtain promotions within GAO.

This tumover was a serious concem
of the lllsk force in Phase I, but further
research suggests it is actullily II

healthy sign. We initillily thought thllt
the writer/editor career ladder, which
ends lit G&l1 (or ·12 for managing
editors) peaked too soon, causing
premature departures. But comparison
of GAO editors' salaries with national
averages suggests no economic need
to extend the editorilll Cllreer ladder.·

Instead we feel GAO should llCCept the
movement of qualified people from the
writer/editor to the evalulltor line liS an
approprillte career path for good
people who can do more for GAO than
one specialty. The real chlllienge of the
tumover is to recruit skilled
repillcements for those who can grow
and improve the qUlllificlltions of those
who Cllnnot These reflections prompt
the following recommendation:

Recommendation 4-3. Impnwe the
Cbe and QualIty ofWrlter/Editors

Uke other specialists, writer/editors
should be members of the integrated
teams we discussed earlier, and trellted
as such. The Evaluator-in-<:hllrge or
Project Manager responsible for the
written quality of a job should, when
the job calls for it," use II writer/editor
as a member of the multi-disciplinary
team (or, in some cases, as a rewriter).
Specifically, GAO should
• Articuillte a poliey that

writer/editors are a valuable and
integral part of our quality
assurance process at the division
level through their assistance to
audit staff,

• Endorse the movement of
qualified writer/editors into
evaluator positions as an
appropriate career path,

• Use the writer/editors III least as
early as the pre-drafting story
conference when needed,

• Use them as rewriters when
products require it before they can
be released,

• Make certain our standards and
recruiting poliey will hire only
skilled writer/editors, and

• Eslllblish an interim training
program for writer/editors whose
ski lis need improvement

Standarda
Weak or nonexistent design and

production standards cause problems
ranging from illck of visual identity in
our product line to poor appearance of
our typography. To see present or
potential problem areas, one has only
to compare the minimal, and very

general, advice given in Chapter 17 of
the GAO Report Manual with the
specificlltions that could be provided
by II fuli design manual, such as the
one in use lit the Environmental
Protection Ageney (figure 19). A
manual would specify and slllndardize
design matters which are now ieft to
individual choice (e.g., size, layout
grids, use of graphics). It would lliso
specify production standards (e.g.,
cover color, bindings, the blackness of
our ink, and the quality of
photographs).

DalgnS_
Lack of graphic design standllrds

leads to problems in maintaining
consistent quality, presenting a
coherent GAO image, and minimizing
costs. Most important, this void leaves
each auditor to make communication
decisions that may exceed his or her
level of competence in
communications techniques.

IIlCDI ....ent Daign c:a..uty.
Presently, so many features of our

products' appearance are left
unspecified that every EtC becomes II

part·time graphic designer. In products
other than reports, almost the whole
design may be left to the division or
individuals involved and will be no
better thlln the skills of those
individuals. Often, even when Graphics
is consulted (usually too late), it is
merely to execute II design someone
else has chosen.

1'. Agency 1__•

Because the design of our products
is not standllrdized, and because our
product designs have evolved
separately, not liS part of an overall

·~o paid wriIer/edilots an OtJenlge of
$24.000 In FY82. The agencies we inlmJiewed
paid about $25.000 for slightlym~
demanding worlc. A BLS Sludy glues lhe range
for experienced wriIer/edilots nationwide os
$17.000 10 $31.000. This lot1er figure probably
refers 10 rewrtlets, a~ skilled group of
writer/editors.
··For ex4mp1e. particularly tough or complex
presenl4l1ons. or when other st.a/fcannot write
well enough.
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communications stretegy, the Image
we present Is not visually coherent
(figure 17). The blue cover Is our only
recognlUlble agency charecteristlc; our
other products have no GAO look and
no family resemblance. For exemple,
we do not even heve a common~ of
reprodudng "GAO" on our covers.

HJoII- Coolo.

Design stenderds would seve money
both by ellminetlng the need to
completely design every product and
by mIlndetlng cost-effective designs to
begin with. In 1976, GPO estImllted
thlll. an lI!lency developing a design
stenderds mIln",,1 would seve 15
percent on publishing costs.

Pradltdton Standanb
Lack eX production standards causes

problems in (1) maintaining the quality
eX our printed products, (2) getting the
best and fastest service for a given cost
level from GPO contract printers, and
(3) determining the most cost-effective
mix of in-house and extemal printing.

QuoIIy-'
Severel problems with printing

quality caused us concem. including
inconsistent cover colors. ragged
edges due to lack of trimming, print-
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through because of poor peper stock,
frequent smudges and strey mIlrks on
peges, and poor reproduction of
photogrephs. Responsibility for these
problems Is divided among the
divisions, Publishing Services, and the
printers, but we believe the underlying
cause Is lack of standards, leading to
Inadequate specifications In our GPO
printing contrect.

....- ond ContJocl Prtnllng: .........__

-.
Presently, about 35 percent of our

reports are contrected out. The Joint
Committee on Printing's
recomrnendetlon that we COntrect out
more work-and our own report
"Agency Printing Plants: Choosing the
Least Costly OptIon" (PI..RD-81·31),
which recommends that allll!lendes
rejustlfy their in-house printing-make
this a concem. The task force did not
include a printing expert, and did not
have time for a complete analysis, but
our investigations suggest more use of
contrect printing by GAO may be both
faster and less expensive than in·house
printing.

Turnoround limo.

The In·house print shop requests
that GAO evIlluators allow 10 days for
printing requests. In our report sample,
printing required an average of 6 deys.
Our present GPO contrect allows 5 to
7 days for most work, but 3 days for 10
percent of our work. We can, however,
write our contrect to call for any
percentage we want to be done in 3
deys or less-even ovemight at a
premium rete. We would need, of
course, to determine how mllny of our
reports need quick turnaround and
how much it would cost. We might
also consider the feasiblUty and costs
eX making our printing plant more able
to respond to rush jobs, perhaps by
contrectlng out other work to clear the
decks.

Cooto

Without a standerds rnan",,~ we
cannot make precise cost
comparisons, since we cannot tell
exectIy what we would want to contract
for. But a rough comparison of present
in-house vs. contrect costs suggests
contract printing costs about half as
much ($6.14 per 1000 peges as
opposed to $11.56 for In-house), The
issue is complex, however, and a series
eX questions needs to be answered
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before GAO can reach definite
conclusions. What is the marginal cost
ci printing a report once we are
committed to a given level ci
overhead? (Does it cost only a little
extra or are variable costs such as
paper and overtime much higher than
fixed costs such as salaries and space
charges?) To what extent would
eliminating in·house printing merely
replace printers with contract
specialists? How much in premium
prices would we wind up paying
contractors for unexpected rush work?
Answers to these questions were not
fully possible in the task force's
timeframes. SUdl analysis requires
considerable expertise. We therefore
make the following recommendations.

Recommenclatlon 4-4. DesIgn
Effort

Undertake a project with a design
expert to (1) array our product line, (2)
develop a standards manual (including
speci/ications for typefaces, layout, and
all the features we need to know to
produce a report), and (3) implement
the following changes in our formats:
• 0eYeI0p a simple, uncluttered

cover, including a GAO logo to
replace the seal,

• Make the report title the dominant
visual element,

• Remove the cover summary from
the cover (consider moving it to
the inside cover, transmittal letter,
the digest, or dropping it),

• Choose a GAO blue and
standardize it,

• Typeset the report,
• Decrease the line length through

using a fonnat with two or more
columns, and

• Dellelop a caption fonnat that
clearly identifies the hierarchy of
captions.

RecommencIat:Ion 4-5. Prtntlng
Effort

We can get better quality and
timeliness on contract printing through
tighter specifications. According to
GPO and our sister agencies, precise
specifications would allow us to soive
our production qUlllity problems
such lIS VlIriations in cover color
without an expensive upgrade ci the
whole contrllct. As for timeliness we
~nspec~whateverwrnaroundtime

we WlInt at minimum premiums (even
ovemight). We therefore concluded
(although we did not do a formal audit
ci the contract) that the key to faster,
higher quality printing from GPO is

more expert and precise contracting.
Therefore, we recommend that GAO

use a printing expert to examine
• Quality standards in our GPO

contract,
• Quality standards and control over

~mera copy, and
• Quality, cost, and other

impll~tionsof changing the
proportions of printing we do
In-house.

OrganlzaUon of PubUahIng
ReaponaIbIlltla

GAO presently lacks a person with
the necessary combination of special
expertise, management Influence, and
narrowness of responsibility to be able
and committed to advocating and
fOCUsing the quality of our printed
reports.
__~of

PIIbIWllng -Most similar organizations with large-
scale publishing needs have a
centralized publishing unit reporting
directly to a high level official, such lIS

a vice president or assistant secretary.
In some organizations, that officillJ is
responsible for all extemal
communications. At. GAO, however,
publishing is part of the Office of
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Administrative and Publishing Services,
a part of the OffIce of General Services
and Controller (GS&C) (figure 20).

Because OAPS has rnany functions
other than publishing, key posillons
may be filled by people without broad
experience In pUblishing, and
publishing professl9nals may find they
have to dMde their llme between
publishing and other concems. The
manager of Prlnllng, for example, Is
also responsible for the mailroom,
among other functions. Moreover, no
one In OAPS has professional
experience In all three of the offlce's
publishing functions-graphics,
writing, and prlnllng.

~ContraID_

Quality control Is uncertain In
publishing. The dMslons are
responsible for provtdlng the camera
copy for reproduction of reports; OAPS
has no authority to reject copy that will
reproduce poorly, and little chance to
assure quality by participating early In
the preparation of the report For

example, If a photo In the dlvlslon's
copy Is unsuftable for reproduction,
Graphics can only suggest to the
cIJvlslon that It be replaced.
Unfortunately, It Is often too late, at that
point, to obtain a better picture. The
problem Is exacerbated by the IlIck of
standards, since the dMslon staff have
no criteria against which to measure
the picture.

!'Io.~ lor OM oIP1uentallon
IpecleH'b

In the example Just given, the
problem would have been less likely to
occur If a graphics specialist had been
Involved In the Job at an earlier stage.
There would have been adequate time
to get or take a better photo or to
substltute another better alternative. In
the recent past, however, budget and
procedural support for early
Involvement of graphics specialists has
been limited at best

Recommendation 4-6. Centnllze
Pub1Wlln1l Ruponatbll1ty

Because of the Importance of
communlcatlon to GAO, we
recommend establishing a senior
management official for publishing
services with authority to
• Develop and Implement a

comprehensive GAO
communlcatlons policy,

• Oversee the design standards
effort described In
Recommendatlon 44,

• Expand the use of graphics and
graphic designers,

• Clarify criteria for choosing In·
house or contractor printing, and
supervise the overall assessment
of our printing contract described
In Recommendation 4·5;

• Recruit publishing professionals,
Including writer/editors as
described In Recommendatlon 4·3,
and

• Act as a clearinghouse and
catalyst for report format Improve
ments and new Ideas.

OCG

DIREClOR
GSOC

OISS BUDGET FIN SECURITY DIRECTOR
MGT. & SAFETY OAPS

I- - ----------- I-.....IDEPUTY OIR£C1'O~I -- I
ADMIN SERV1CfS ....- 1oa.-

I
I

I I

I 1...... 1-'-' I II IDiOt..
........

.-.uut'AM
I IL ________ -- ______ -1____________ ,

MAlLM-lD \PROCUREMENT &\ I PRINTING &: IDISTRIBUTION PREP'mnON OUPUCATlNG
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Chapter 5

Assessing and Improving Productivity

This report asserts that GAO must
implOlle product quality and time
liness, staff skills, and communications
in order to adequately meet the
challenges of the 1980's. This requires
management tradeoffs among our
goals of quality, timeliness, and the
efficient use of limited resources. A
productivity management system can
help monitor the effects of these
tradeoffs and identify changes that can
implOlle performance.

Because our work tends to be
unrepetitive and non-quantifiable,
developing a system for measuring
productivity changes poses special
problems. Nevertheless, we believe that
it is feasible and that the Office will
benefit from a productivity program.

Why GAO Should Adopt a
Productivity Program

Although efficient use of resources
has always been a necessary goal for
public sector managers, emphasis has
substantially increased in recent
years..For GAO in particular, there are
three major reasons to establish such a
program.

ShrtnJdng Reaources and RaIsed
&pectatIona

Uke all govemment agencies, GAO
faces a period of austerity over the
coming years. Yet the Office is com
mited to significantly improving the
services we provide. To do so, we will
have to improve productivity.

Congreulonallntereat
During GAO's fiscal 1981

appropriations hearings, the Sub
committee on the Legislature of the
House Committee on Appropriations
requested data on GAO staff
productivity and the managerial use of
productivity measures. We could not
fully respond then, and we can expect
other such requests in the future.

GAO'. Role .. a Cioftmment
Management Model

In approximately 140 GAO reports
issued over the last decade, we have
urged other agencies to measure
and/or implOlle their productivity. Our
general practice of applying to
ourselves the relevant aspects of
recommendations we make to others,
plus our spedal responsibilities for
effective and effident government
operations, impels us to heed our own
advice.

How GAO Managers VIew
Productivity

We found differing definitions of
productivity among GAO officials,
although all appear to recognize the
concept as a relationship between
sources consumed and the resulting
output of services or products. While
all agree on the need to implOlle
productivity, GAO managers expressed
concem that our products are so
dissimilar from one another that no
productivity measures can be
developed which will be valid for
comparison and analysis. They pointed

out that GAO products can vary
substantially among dMsions, among
groups within a division, and even from
one assignment to the next for any
given group.

Programs In Organizations
SlmUar to GAO

Despite intemal concems about
developing acceptable measures, we
found a number of productivity
measurement and improvement
programs in organizations which
perfonn work similar to GAO's. Audit
groups in the Departments of Housing
and Urban Development and Health
and Human Services, the Anny, and
the Navy have (or are developing)
productivity programs. Outside the
govemment, some consulting firms 
such as Arthur D. UttIe - also have
productivity improvement programs.
They define productivity in a manner
spedfic to their purpose, using
performance characteristics such as
efficiency, quality, timeliness, and
(most notably in private sector firms)
cost performance.

Previous Efforts at GAO
GAO's past actions to measure and

improve productivity have been
sporadic and uncoordinated. Most
productivity implOllements have

"The CloIl Serolce Reform lid 0{ 1978, (01'
example. clearly sIaIe5 the need (01' high
productiuity pt!Jformance.
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While a single productivity number
combining efficiency, quality, and
timeliness could be developed, that
would require weighting the three
Indicators relative to one another. We
believe It would be a mistake to try to
combine these three Indicators Into a
single number.

Recommendatlona
Recommendation 5-1. Eatablllh a
Productlvlty Prognun at GAO

We recommend that GAO establish
a productivity Improvement program.
To provide the necessaty information,
a productivity measurement system
must be developed and Implemented.

Recommendation '-2. Use a
MJII'1Iutcet Buket" DefInItIon of
Productlvlty

We recommend that the productivity
system use a market basket apprOllch,
Including measures of quality,
timeliness, and efficiency. (Additional
indicators should be used where
appropriate.) The measurement issues
and tradeoffs discussed In the box
should be decided before
implementation.

accrued as seconcUlty results of other
changes-such as electronic work
stations, "teams:' and AMPS-rather

.than as the result of explicit attention to
any productivity Improvement
program. However, In 1976 a
productivity system was developed for
the Aeld Operations Division. It
meIIsured efficiency, timeliness, and
performllnce against gOllls for each
regional office and for the division as a
whole. The program was terminated
about two years later, when the
"teams" apprOllch was Implemented In
GAO.

Using a second system - more
recently developed for the Accounting
and Anancial Mllnagement Division
(AFMD) - GAO's Productivity Group
(In AFMD) has complied 1980 and
1981 productivity Informlltion for GAO
divisions. This Is currently awaiting
possible explInsion.

In addition, a program to assess and
Improve productivity is underway In the
Office of General Services and
Controller (GS&C).

Deftnlng Productivity for
GAO

Most commonly, "productivity" is
used synonymously with "efficiency,"
and is expressed as the ratio of output
of goods to Input of resour<:es used. In
this definition, quality and timeliness of
products are assumed to remain
stable.

We believe, however, that a program
acceptable for GAO must actively
provide for changes In timeliness and
quality, within the concept of
productivity, rather than limiting the
concept to efficiency. As shown in
figure 21, we propose that measures of
all three be developed and used
together as a group - a market
basket of productivity indicators 
leaving to management's good
judgment the necessaty comparisons
and tradeoffs between changes in
quality and/or timeliness and changes
in efficiency over the same period of
time.
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Timeliness

FlQUre2l

Efficiency

Quality

Recommendation 5-3. AalllJn
Prognun Development to a
Specific Organizational Unit;
ReHml OperatIons to the
DlvWlons

MIIny of the firms we Interviewed
stressed the Importance of establishing
centralized responsibility for
productivity activities. In addition to
demonstrating top management's
commitment to Improving productivity,
a central unit can provide an Identlfi·
able sour<:e of information and
assistance to all management levels.

In light of GAO's hlstoty on
productivity, we recommend
establishing a central unit with
responsibility for system
Implementation. Specifically, the
central unit should
• Define and establish the

productivity measures and data to
be used,

• Provide technical assistance to
divisions for implementing the
program,

• Stimulate organizational
awareness of and receptivity to
productivity Improvement, through
education and encouragement of
ideas, and

• Assist divisions In developing
improvement plans.

Operation of the program - setting
division gOllls for productivity
improvement and developing the
necessaty management changes to
address problem areas - should be
the responsibility of the divisions.



Measurement of Productivity Characteristks
Numerous measurement decisions must be made before the productivity recommendations can be implemented

In discussing productivity, the task force developed the measurement recommendations in this box.

Input-...-
For GAO's purposes, "input" - the denominator of the efficiency measure - can be staff resources, measured in

staff days expended on a job. Three factors must be accounted for:

01. ' ,! ... UnIt.

Since our jobs are monitored by region or division or GAO·wide, the staff data must be available in these
groupings.

CluoII\J 01 __

The .•quality'· d the resource - the effect of more experienced staff-must be reflected in the input measure.
This is adequately accomplished by weighting according to grade level.

DlNct ....--DoJa.
It is valuable to have both direct and indirect efficiency measures.Thus, staff expenditures must be coUected

sepllrall!1y for direct job charges and for charges thllt do not directly result in product outputs.

Output Product
"Output" - the numerator of the efficiency mellsure is the number of reports lind other products developed.

Counting outputs is reilltively simple, but accounting for the differences among them is not Ellch requires weighting,
bllsed on the investment of resources to produce it, so thllt chllnges in product mixes do not lIppelir to show changes
in efficiency. Possible approaches include length of report or number of regions involved.

CMIIty
Measurement d quality is difficult under any circumstllnces. We believe qualitlltive variables clln be used

successfully, 1Iithough quantifl!lble ones are most ofll!n preferred. Some of the quality crill!ria the task force developed
can be measured (see chllpter 2) and may be useful for this purpose. It 1Iiso may be possible to use the scores from
existing systems, such liS the PASS scores assigned by the report review staff within the Office of the ComptroUer
General, to measure quality for these purposes.

~

TImeliness mllY be measured by determining how much clilendlir time hlls eillpsed from the beginning to the end
d an assignment or to inll!rim milestones. Thus, tollll job length is one mellsure of performllnce which can be used
(e.g" a1D-month report versus an average of 18 months). A second measure involves comparison between total
eillpsed time on 1I job and the budgeted time. We believe that both types of timeliness measures lire necessary.
Together they lIUOW manllgers to track progress in decreasing lotlIl time to perform 1I job lind in improving
perfOrmllnce llgllinst budgeted schedules.

PeriocIJdty of ProcIuctJvIty Measurement
1he periodicity d computation-whether monthly, quarterly, semi·annually, or annually-is another decision to be

made. Factors which influence such a decision include number of jobs being measured, length of jobs, and whether
milestones reached or jobs completed is the focus d measurement Because many GAO jobs take more than a year
to complete we recommend a yearly interval for the measurement computations. A long period, such as a year, has
the added advantage of more accurately reflecting the average workload of the unit being measured.
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