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RESULTS-ORIENTED GOVERNMENT

GPRA Has Established a Solid
Foundation for Achieving Greater Results

What GAO Found

GPRA'’s requirements have established a solid foundation of results-oriented
performance planning, measurement, and reporting in the federal
government. Federal managers surveyed by GAO reported having
significantly more of the types of performance measures called for by GPRA
(see figure below). GPRA has also begun to facilitate the linking of
resources to results, although much remains to be done in this area to
increase the use of performance information to make decisions about
resources. We also found agency strategic and annual performance plans
and reports we reviewed have improved over initial efforts.

Although a foundation has been established, numerous significant challenges
to GPRA implementation still exist. Inconsistent top leadership commitment
to achieving results within agencies and OMB can hinder the development of
results-oriented cultures in agencies. Furthermore, in certain areas, federal
managers continue to have difficulty setting outcome-oriented goals,
collecting useful data on results, and linking institutional, program, unit, and
individual performance measurement and reward systems. Finally, there is
an inadequate focus on addressing issues that cut across federal agencies.

OMB, as the focal point for management in the federal government, is
responsible for overall leadership and direction in addressing these
challenges. OMB has clearly placed greater emphasis on management issues
during the past several years. However, it has showed less commitment to
GPRA implementation in its guidance to agencies and in using the
governmentwide performance plan requirement of GPRA to develop an
integrated approach to crosscutting issues. In our view, governmentwide
strategic planning could better facilitate the integration of federal activities
to achieve national goals.
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Washington, D.C. 20548

March 10, 2004
Congressional Requesters

As you requested, we have assessed the effectiveness of the Government
Performance and Results Act (GPRA), in light of its 10-year anniversary in
2003. Our review focused on GPRA’s accomplishments, challenges to its
continued implementation, and an agenda for achieving a sustainable,
governmentwide focus on results.

Upon issuance, we will send copies to the Director of the Office of
Management and Budget and executive branch agencies (see appendix VII
for alist). We will also make copies available to others upon request. In
addition, this report will be available at no charge on the GAO web site at
http://www.gao.gov.

If you have any questions concerning this report, please contact Patricia A.

Dalton at (202) 512-6806 or daltonp@gao.gov. The major contributors to
this report are listed in appendix XII.

Wil ——

David M. Walker
Comptroller General
of the United States
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Executive Summary

Purpose

From defending the homeland against terrorists, to preventing the spread
of infectious diseases, to providing a reliable stream of social security
income to retirees and supporting the transition from welfare to work, the
federal government provides funding and services to the American public
that can affect their lives in critical ways every day. However, the federal
government is in a period of profound transition and faces an array of
challenges and opportunities to enhance performance, ensure
accountability, and position the nation for the future. A number of
overarching trends, such as diffuse security threats and homeland security
needs, increasing global interdependency, the shift to knowledge-based
economies, and the looming fiscal challenges facing our nation drive the
need to reconsider the proper role for the federal government in the 21st
century, how the government should do business (including how it should
be structured), and in some instances, who should do the government’s
business.

Without effective short- and long-term planning, which takes into account
the changing environment and needs of the American public and the
challenges they face and establishes goals to be achieved, federal agencies
risk delivering programs and services that may or may not meet society’s
most critical needs. At a cost to taxpayers of over $2 trillion annually, the
federal government should be able to demonstrate to the American public
that it can anticipate emerging issues, develop sound strategies and plans
to address them, and be accountable for the results that have been
achieved.

Concerned that the federal government was more focused on program
activities and processes than the results to be achieved, Congress passed
the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (GPRA).! The act
required federal agencies to develop strategic plans with long-term,
outcome-oriented goals and objectives, annual goals linked to achieving
the long-term goals, and annual reports on the results achieved. Now that
GPRA has been in effect for 10 years, you asked us to assess the
effectiveness of GPRA in creating a focus on results in the federal
government. Specifically, this report discusses (1) the effect of GPRA over
the last 10 years in creating a governmentwide focus on results and the
government’s ability to deliver results to the American public, including an
assessment of the changes in the overall quality of agencies’ strategic plans,

"Pub. L. No. 103-62.
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Executive Summary

annual performance plans, and annual performance reports; (2) the
challenges agencies face in measuring performance and using performance
information in management decisions; and (3) how the federal government
can continue to shift toward a more results-oriented focus.

To meet our objectives, we reviewed our extensive prior work on GPRA
best practices and implementation and collected governmentwide data to
assess the government’s overall focus on results. We conducted a random,
stratified, governmentwide survey of federal managers comparable to
surveys we conducted in 1997 and 2000. We also held eight in-depth focus
groups—seven comprised of federal managers from 23 federal agencies
and one with GPRA experts. We also interviewed top appointed officials
from the current and previous administrations. Finally, we judgmentally
selected a sample of six agencies to review for changes in the quality of
their strategic plans, performance plans, and performance reports since
their initial efforts. The agencies we selected included the Departments of
Education (Education), Energy (DOE), Housing and Urban Development
(HUD), and Transportation (DOT) and the Small Business (SBA) and Social
Security Administrations (SSA). In making this selection, we chose
agencies that collectively represented the full range of characteristics in
the following four areas: (1) agency size (small, medium, large); (2) primary
program type (direct service, research, regulatory, transfer payments, and
contracts or grants); (3) quality of fiscal year 2000 performance plans based
on our previous review;” and (4) type of agency (cabinet department and
independent agency). Appendix I contains a more detailed discussion of
our scope and methodology. We performed our work in Washington, D.C.,
from January through November 2003 in accordance with generally
accepted government auditing standards.

Background

GPRA is the centerpiece of a statutory framework that Congress put in
place during the 1990s to help resolve the long-standing management
problems that have undermined the federal government’s efficiency and
effectiveness and to provide greater accountability for results. GPRA was
intended to address several broad purposes, including strengthening the
confidence of the American people in their government; improving federal
program effectiveness, accountability, and service delivery; and enhancing

2U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Opportunities for Continued
Improvements in Agencies’ Performance Plans, GAO/GGD/AIMD-99-215 (Washington,
D.C.: July 20, 1999).
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Executive Summary

congressional decision making by providing more objective information on
program performance.

GPRA requires executive agencies to complete strategic plans in which
they define their missions, establish results-oriented goals, and identify the
strategies that will be needed to achieve those goals. GPRA requires
agencies to consult with Congress and solicit the input of others as they
develop these plans. Through this strategic planning requirement, GPRA
has required federal agencies to reassess their missions and long-term
goals as well as the strategies and resources they will need to achieve their
goals. Agencies developed their first strategic plans in fiscal year 1997, and
are required to update the plans every 3 years since then.

GPRA also requires executive agencies to prepare annual performance
plans that articulate goals for the upcoming fiscal year that are aligned with
their long-term strategic goals. These performance plans are to include
results-oriented annual goals linked to the program activities displayed in
budget presentations as well as the indicators the agency will use to
measure performance against the results-oriented goals. Agencies
developed their first annual performance plans in fiscal year 1999 and are
required to issue plans annually thereafter to correspond with budget
submissions to Congress.

Finally, GPRA requires agencies to measure performance toward the
achievement of the goals in the annual performance plan and report
annually on their progress in program performance reports. If a goal was
not met, the report is to provide an explanation and present the actions
needed to meet any unmet goals in the future. These reports are intended
to provide important information to agency managers, policymakers, and
the public on what each agency accomplished with the resources it was
given. Agencies issued their first annual performance reports on their
fiscal year 1999 performance in fiscal year 2000 and are required to issue a
report on each subsequent performance plan.

The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) plays an important role in
the management of federal government performance and specifically
GPRA implementation. Part of OMB’s overall mission is to ensure that
agency plans and reports are consistent with the President’s budget and
administration policies. OMB is responsible for receiving and reviewing
agencies’ strategic plans, annual performance plans, and annual
performance reports. To improve the quality and consistency of these
documents, OMB issues annual guidance to agencies for their preparation,
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Executive Summary

including guidelines on format, required elements, and submission
deadlines. GPRA requires OMB to prepare a governmentwide performance
plan, based on agencies’ annual performance plan submissions. OMB also
played an important role in the pilot phase of GPRA implementation by
designating agencies for pilot projects in performance measurement,
managerial accountability and flexibility, and performance budgeting, and
assessing the results of the pilots. Finally, GPRA provides OMB with
authority to grant agencies waivers to certain administrative procedures
and controls.

Recent OMB guidance—OMB Circular A-11, July 2003—requires agencies
to submit “performance budgets” in lieu of annual performance plans for
their fiscal year 2005 budget submission to OMB and Congress. According
to OMB, performance budgets should satisfy all the statutory requirements
of GPRA for annual performance plans. In addition, agencies are to include
all performance goals used in the assessment of program performance
done under OMB’s Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) process.”
Moreover, the guidance states that until all programs have been assessed
by PART, the performance budget will also for a time include performance
goals for agency programs that have not yet been assessed using PART.
The expectation is that agencies are to substitute new or revised
performance goals resulting from OMB'’s review for goals it deemed
unacceptable.

Results in Brief

Among the purposes of GPRA cited by Congress was to improve federal
program effectiveness and service delivery by promoting a new focus on
results, service quality, and customer satisfaction by setting program goals
measuring performance against goals, and reporting publicly on progress.
Furthermore, GPRA was to improve congressional decision making by
providing more objective information on achieving objectives, and on the
relative effectiveness and efficiency of federal programs and spending. Ten
years after enactment, GPRA's requirements have laid a solid foundation of
results-oriented agency planning, measurement, and reporting that have

SPART is a diagnostic tool developed by OMB that it has been using to rate the effectiveness
of federal programs with a particular focus on program results. OMB’s goal is to review all
federal programs over a 5-year period using the PART tool. OMB used the tool to review
approximately 400 programs between the fiscal year 2004 budget cycle and the fiscal year
2005 budget cycle—234 programs were assessed last year and 173 were assessed this year.
Some reassessed programs were combined for review for the 2005 budget, which is why the
number of programs assessed over the 2 years does not add up to exactly 400 programs.
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Executive Summary

begun to address these purposes. Focus group participants and high-level
political appointees, as well as OMB officials we interviewed, cited positive
effects of GPRA that they generally attributed to GPRAs statutory
requirements for planning and reporting. Performance planning and
measurement have slowly yet increasingly become a part of agencies’
cultures. The results of our stratified, random sample survey of federal
managers indicate that since GPRA went into effect governmentwide in
1997, federal managers reported having significantly more of the types of
performance measures called for by GPRA—particularly outcome-oriented
performance measures. Survey data also suggested that more federal
managers, especially at the Senior Executive Service (SES) level, believed
that OMB was paying attention to their agencies’ efforts under GPRA.
GPRA has also begun to facilitate the linking of resources to results,
although much remains to be done in this area.

Beginning with agencies’ initial efforts to develop effective strategic plans
in 1997 and annual performance plans and reports for fiscal year 1999,
Congress, GAO, and others have commented on the quality of those efforts
and provided constructive feedback on how agency plans and reports
could be improved. According to our current review of the strategic plans,
annual performance plans, and annual performance reports of six selected
agencies, these documents reflect much of the feedback that was provided.
For example, goals are more quantifiable and results oriented, and agencies
are providing more information about goals and strategies to address
performance and accountability challenges and the limitations to their
performance data. However, certain serious weaknesses persist, such as
lack of detail on how annual performance goals relate to strategic goals and
how agencies are coordinating with other entities to address common
challenges and achieve common objectives.

While a great deal of progress has been made in making federal agencies
more results oriented, numerous challenges still exist. As we have noted
before, top leadership commitment and sustained attention to achieving
results, both within the agencies and at OMB, is essential to GPRA
implementation. While one might expect an increase in agency leadership
commitment since GPRA was implemented governmentwide beginning in
fiscal year 1997, federal managers reported that such commitment has not
significantly increased. Furthermore, although OMB has recently
demonstrated leadership in its review of performance information from a
budgetary perspective using the PART tool, it is unclear whether the results
of those reviews, such as changes in program performance measures, will
complement and be integrated with the long-term, strategic focus of GPRA.
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Executive Summary

OMB provided significantly less guidance on GPRA implementation for the
fiscal year 2005 budget, compared to the very detailed guidance provided in
prior years. Without consistent guidance from OMB on meeting GPRA
requirements and following best practices, it may be difficult to maintain
the improvements in agency performance plans and reports or bring about
improvements in areas where weaknesses remain. The commitment of top
leadership within agencies, OMB, and Congress is critical to the success of
strategic planning efforts. However, GPRA specifies time frames for
updating strategic plans that do not correspond to presidential or
congressional terms. As a result, an agency may be required to update its
strategic plan a year before a presidential election and without input from a
new Congress. A strategic plan should reflect the policy priorities of an
organization’s leaders and the input of key stakeholders if it is to be an
effective management tool.

Managers reported they had more performance measures, but indications
that managers are making greater use of this information to improve
performance are mixed. Additionally, managers reported several human
capital-related challenges that impede results-oriented management,
including a lack of authority and training to carry out GPRA requirements,
as well as a lack of recognition for completing these tasks. Unfortunately,
most existing federal performance appraisal systems are not designed to
support a meaningful performance-based pay system in that they fail to link
institutional, program, unit, and individual performance measurement and
reward systems. Fewer than half of federal managers reported receiving
relevant training in critical results-oriented management-related tasks.
Managers also reported significant challenges persist in setting outcome-
oriented goals, measuring performance, and collecting useful data. In
some agencies, particularly those that have a research and development
component, managers reported difficulties in establishing meaningful
outcome measures. Managers also identified difficulties in distinguishing
between the results produced by the federal program and results caused by
external factors or nonfederal actors, such as with grant programs. Timely
and useful performance information is not always available to federal
agencies, making it more difficult to assess and report on progress
achieved. Finally, agency officials believe that Congress could make
greater use of performance information to conduct oversight and to inform
appropriations decisions. GPRA provides a vehicle for Congress to
explicitly state its performance expectations in outcome-oriented terms
when establishing new programs or in exercising oversight of existing
programs that are not achieving desired results.
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Mission fragmentation and overlap contribute to difficulties in addressing
crosscutting issues, particularly when those issues require a national focus,
such as homeland security, drug control, and the environment. GPRA
requires a governmentwide performance plan, where these issues could be
addressed in a centralized fashion, but OMB has not issued a distinct plan
since 1999. Most recently, the President’s fiscal year 2004 budget focused
on describing agencies’ progress in addressing the President’s Management
Agenda (PMA) and the results of PART reviews of agency programs. Such
information is important and useful, but is not adequate alone to provide a
broader and more integrated perspective of planned performance on
governmentwide outcomes. GAO has previously reported on a variety of
barriers to interagency cooperation, such as conflicting agency missions,
jurisdiction issues, and incompatible procedures, data, and processes. A
strategic plan for the federal government, supported by a set of key
national indicators to assess the government’s performance, position, and
progress, could provide an additional tool for governmentwide
reexamination of existing programs, as well as proposals for new
programs. Such a plan could be of particular value in linking agencies’
long-term performance goals and objectives horizontally across the
government. In addition, it could provide a basis for integrating, rather
than merely coordinating, a wide array of federal activities.

To address these challenges, continued and sustained commitment and
leadership are needed. OMB, as the primary focal point for overall
management in the federal government, can provide this leadership and
direction working with the various management councils and work groups
of the government. Also, governmentwide planning could better facilitate
the integration of federal activities to achieve national goals.

GAO recommends that the Director of OMB (1) fully implement GPRA’s
requirement to develop a governmentwide performance plan; (2) articulate
and implement an integrated, complementary relationship between GPRA
and PART; (3) provide clearer and consistent guidance to executive branch
agencies on how to implement GPRA; (4) continue to maintain a dialogue
with agencies about their performance measurement practices with a
particular focus on grant-making, research and development, and
regulatory functions to identify and replicate successful approaches
agencies are using to measure and report on their outcomes, including the
use of program evaluation tools; and, work with executive branch agencies
to identify the barriers to obtaining timely data to show progress against
performance goals and the best ways to report information when there are
unavoidable lags in data availability; and (5) work with agencies to ensure
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they are making adequate investments in training on performance planning
and measurement, with a particular emphasis on how to use performance
information to improve program performance.

We also suggest that Congress consider amending GPRA to require that
updates to agency strategic plans be submitted at least once every 4 years,
12-18 months after a new administration begins its term. Additionally,
consultations with congressional stakeholders on existing strategic plans
should be held at least once every new Congress and revisions should be
made as needed. Further, we suggest Congress use these consultations and
its oversight role to clarify its performance expectations for agencies.
Congress should also consider amending GPRA to require the President to
develop a governmentwide strategic plan.

In commenting on a draft of this report, OMB generally agreed with our
findings and conclusions. OMB agreed to implement most of our
recommendations, but stated that the President’s Budget represents the
executive branch’s governmentwide performance plan and could also serve
as a governmentwide strategic plan. However, because of the budget’s
focus on agency-level expenditures for the upcoming fiscal year, we believe
that the President’s Budget provides neither a long-term nor an integrated
perspective on the federal government’s performance. OMB’s comments
appear in appendix VIII. Our response appears in chapter 5. We also
provided relevant sections of the draft to the six agencies whose plans and
reports we reviewed. DOE, HUD, and SSA disagreed with some of our
observations, and we changed or clarified relevant sections of the report,
as appropriate. Written comments from DOE, HUD, and SSA are reprinted
in appendixes IX, X, and XI, respectively, along with our responses.

Principal Findings

GPRA Laid the Foundation
for a More Results-Oriented
Federal Government

Prior to enactment of GPRA, our 1992 review of the collection and use of
performance data by federal agencies revealed that, although many
agencies collected performance information at the program level, few
agencies had results-oriented performance information to manage or make
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strategic policy decisions for the agency as a whole.* GPRA addressed
agencies’ shortcomings by creating a comprehensive and consistent
statutory foundation of required agencywide strategic plans, annual
performance plans, and annual performance reports. Participants in eight
focus groups comprised of experts on GPRA and federal managers from 23
agencies cited the creation of this statutory foundation as one of the key
accomplishments of GPRA. One of the premises of GPRA is that both
congressional and executive branch oversight of federal agency
performance were seriously hampered by a lack of adequate results-
oriented goals and performance information. As noted above, prior to the
enactment of GPRA few agencies reported their performance information
externally. OMB officials we interviewed as part of our current review
suggested that OMB has been a key consumer of the performance
information produced under GPRA and that it has provided a foundation
for their efforts to oversee agency performance.

Federal managers’ views of GPRA's effect on the federal government’s
ability to deliver results to the American public were mixed. When asked
about the direct effects of GPRA on the public, 23 percent of the federal
managers surveyed agreed to a moderate or greater extent that GPRA
improved their agency’s ability to deliver results to the American public.
High-level political appointees we interviewed cited a number of examples
of how the structure of GPRA created a greater focus on results in their
agencies. Participants in our focus groups had mixed perceptions of
GPRA’s effect on their agency’s ability to deliver results to the American
public. Participants indicated GPRA has had a positive effect by shifting
the focus of federal management from program activities and processes to
achieving the intended results of those programs. Another major
accomplishment of GPRA cited by focus group participants is that GPRA
improved the transparency of government results to the American public.
Other focus group participants had difficulty attributing the results their
agencies achieved directly to GPRA's requirements.

U.S. General Accounting Office, Program Performance Measures: Federal Agency
Collection and Use of Performance Data, GAO/GGD-92-65 (Washington, D.C.: May 4, 1992).
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Focus group and survey results suggest that performance planning and
measurement have slowly, but increasingly, become a part of agencies’
cultures. Compared to the results of our 1997 governmentwide survey of
federal managers, in our 2003 governmentwide survey more managers
reported having performance measures for their programs. When we
asked managers who said they had performance measures which of the five
types of measures they had to a great or very great extent, they reported
increases in all five types of measures between 1997 and 2003,” all of which
were statistically significant.

Similarly, focus group participants commented on certain cultural changes
that had taken place within their agencies since the passage of GPRA in
which the “vocabulary” of performance planning and measurement—e.g., a
greater focus on performance measurement, orientation toward outcomes
over inputs and outputs, and an increased focus on program evaluation—
had become more pervasive. This perception is partly born out by our
survey results. Consistent with our survey results indicating increases in
results-oriented performance measures, we also observed a significant
decline in the percentage of federal managers who agreed that certain
factors hindered measuring performance or using the performance
information. Finally, our survey data suggested that more federal
managers, especially at the SES level, believed that OMB was paying
attention to their agencies’ efforts under GPRA, but with no corresponding
increase in their concern that OMB would micromanage the programs in
their agencies.

*Types of measures were defined in the questionnaire as follows: performance measures
that tell us how many things we produce or services we provide (output measures);
performance measures that tell us if we are operating efficiently (efficiency measures);
performance measures that tell us whether or not we are satisfying our customers
(customer service measures); performance measures that tell us about the quality of the
products or services we provide (quality measures); and performance measures that would
demonstrate to someone outside of our agency whether or not we are achieving our
intended results (outcome measures).
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Agencies have begun to establish a link between results and resources.
Our 1998 assessment of fiscal year 1999 performance plans found that
agencies generally covered the program activities in their budgets, but
most plans did not identify how the funding for those program activities
would be allocated to performance goals.” However, our subsequent
reviews of performance plans indicate that agencies have made progress in
demonstrating how their performance goals and objectives relate to
program activities in the budget.

We reviewed a sample of six agencies’ strategic plans (Education, DOE,
HUD, DOT, SBA, and SSA) and found the quality of the selected plans
reflected improvements over these agencies’ initial strategic plans. Our
1997 review of agencies’ draft strategic plans found that a significant
amount of work remained to be done by executive branch agencies if their
strategic plans were to fulfill the requirements of GPRA, serve as a basis for
guiding agencies, and help congressional and other policymakers make
decisions about agency activities and programs.” The six strategic plans we
looked at for this 2003 review reflected many new and continuing strengths
as well as improvements over the 1997 initial draft plans, but we continued
to find certain persistent weaknesses. Of the six elements required by
GPRA, the plans generally discussed all but one—program evaluation, an
area in which we have found agencies often lack capacity. Although the
strategic plans listed the program evaluations agencies intended to
complete over the planning period, they generally did not address how the
agencies planned to use their evaluations to establish new or revise
existing strategic goals, as envisioned by GPRA. Finally, although not
required by GPRA, the strategic plans would have benefited from more
complete discussions of how agencies planned to coordinate and
collaborate with other entities to address common challenges and achieve
common or complementary goals and objectives.

%U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: An Agenda to Improve the
Usefulness of Agencies’ Annual Performance Plans, GAO/GGD/AIMD-98-228 (Washington,
D.C.: Sept. 8, 1998).

"U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Critical Issues for Improving
Agencies’ Strategic Plans, GAO/GGD-97-180 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 16, 1997).
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The six selected agencies’ fiscal year 2004 annual performance plans
addressed some weaknesses of earlier plans, but there is still significant
room for improvement. During our review of agencies’ first annual
performance plans, which presented agencies’ annual performance goals
for fiscal year 1999,® we found that substantial further development was
needed for these plans to be useful in a significant way to congressional
and other decision makers. Most of the 2004 plans that we reviewed
showed meaningful improvements over the fiscal year 1999 plans by
showing a clearer picture of intended performance, providing strategies
and resources that were more specifically related to achieving agency
goals, and providing a greater level of confidence that performance data
would be credible. But these plans also contained a number of serious
weaknesses, such as inadequate discussion of coordination and
collaboration and inconsistent or limited discussions of procedures used to
verify and validate performance data, which limited their quality and
undermined their usefulness.

Our review of the six agencies’ fiscal year 2002 performance reports
showed a number of strengths and improvements over their fiscal year
1999 performance reports, as well as areas that needed improvement. As
we found in our earlier reviews, the six agencies’ fiscal year 2002 reports
generally allowed for an assessment of progress made in achieving agency
goals. In addition, the majority of agencies discussed the progress
achieved in addressing performance and accountability challenges
identified by agency inspectors general and GAO. However, as with the
fiscal year 1999 reports, many of the weaknesses we identified in the
agencies’ fiscal year 2002 reports were related to the significant number of
performance goals not achieved or for which performance data were
unavailable. In addition, the majority of the reports we reviewed did not
include other GPRA requirements, such as a summary of the findings from
program evaluations. Finally, only one of the six agencies clearly linked its
costs to the achievement of performance goals or objectives.

Challenges to GPRA
Implementation Exist

While a great deal of progress has been made in making federal agencies
more results oriented, numerous challenges still exist to effective
implementation of GPRA. We observed in our 1997 report that we would
expect to see managers’ positive perceptions on items, such as the extent

8GAO/GGD/AIMD-98-228.
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to which top leadership is committed to achieving results, become more
prevalent and the gap between SES and non-SES managers begin to narrow
as GPRA and related reforms are implemented. However, these changes do
not appear to be happening to the extent anticipated. The need for strong,
committed, and sustained leadership extends to OMB as well. OMB has
shown a commitment to improving the management of federal programs,
both through its leadership in reviewing agency program performance
using the PART tool as well as through the PMA. As part of the President’s
budget preparation, PART clearly must serve the President’s interests.
However, it is not well suited to addressing crosscutting (or horizontal)
issues or to looking at broad program areas in which several programs
address a common goal. GPRA was designed to address the needs of many
users of performance information, including (1) Congress to provide
oversight and inform funding decisions, (2) agency managers to manage
programs and make internal resource decisions, and (3) the public to
provide greater accountability. It is not yet clear the extent to which PART
performance goals and measures will compete with agencies’ long-term,
strategic GPRA goals and objectives that were established in consultation
with Congress and other stakeholders.

We also found that, while the quality of agency plans and reports have
improved overall since their initial efforts, they continue to suffer from
certain persistent weaknesses as noted above. However, OMB'’s July 2003
guidance for preparation and submission of annual performance plans is
significantly shorter and less detailed than its 2002 guidance. Consistent,
more explicit OMB guidance on preparing GPRA documents can help
ensure that gains in the quality of GPRA documents are maintained and
provide a resource for agency managers to make further improvements in
those documents.

We also found that timing issues may affect the development of agency
strategic plans that are meaningful and useful to top leadership. The
commitment and sustained attention of top leadership within agencies,
OMB, and Congress is critical to the success of strategic planning efforts. A
strategic plan should reflect the policy priorities of an organization’s
leaders and the input of key stakeholders if it is to be an effective
management tool. However, GPRA specifies time frames for updating
strategic plans that do not correspond to presidential or congressional
terms. As aresult, an agency may be required to update its strategic plan a
year before a presidential election and without input from a new Congress.
If a new president is elected, the updated plan is essentially moot and
agencies must spend additional time and effort revising it to reflect new
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priorities. Our focus group participants, including GPRA experts, strongly
agreed that this timing issue should be addressed by adjusting time frames
to correspond better with presidential and congressional terms.

The benefit of collecting performance information is only fully realized
when this information is actually used by managers to bring about desired
results. However, federal managers reported mixed results in the use of
performance information. Focus group participants and survey
respondents noted that although many federal managers understand and
use results-oriented management concepts in their day-to-day activities,
such as strategic planning and performance measurement, they do not
always connect these concepts to the requirements of GPRA. According to
our 2003 survey results, the reported use of performance information to a
great or very great extent for nine management activities, such as setting
program priorities or setting individual job expectations for staff, ranging
from 41 to 66 percent, has not changed significantly since our first survey in
1997. One exception was the reported use to a great or very great extent of
performance information to adopt new program approaches or change
work processes, which was significantly lower than the 1997 results.
GPRA’s usefulness to agency leaders and managers as a tool for
management and accountability was cited as a key accomplishment
numerous times by focus group participants. However, a number of
alternative views indicated that the usefulness of GPRA as a management
tool has been limited. Our survey data also indicate that managers’
perceive their participation in activities related to the development and use
of performance information has been limited.

Federal managers continue to confront a range of important human capital
management challenges. These managers report that they are held
accountable for program results, but may not have the decision-making
authority they need to accomplish agency goals. Moreover, fewer than half
of managers reported receiving relevant training. Managers also perceive a
lack of positive recognition for helping agencies achieve results.
Unfortunately, most existing federal performance appraisal systems are not
designed to support a meaningful performance-based pay system in that
they fail to link institutional, program, unit, and individual performance
measurement and reward systems. In our view, one key need is to
modernize performance management systems in executive agencies so that
they link to the agency’s strategic plan, related goals, and desired outcomes
and are therefore capable of adequately supporting more performance-
based pay and other personnel decisions.
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Managers reported persistent challenges in setting outcome-oriented goals,
measuring performance, and collecting useful data. Focus group
participants and survey respondents noted that outcome-oriented
performance measures were especially difficult to establish when the
program or line of effort was not easily quantifiable. In some agencies,
particularly those that have a research and development component,
managers reported difficulties in establishing meaningful outcome
measures. Managers also identified difficulties in distinguishing between
the results produced by the federal program and results caused by external
factors or nonfederal actors, such as with grant programs. Finally,
managers reported that timely and useful performance information is not
always available.

Crosscutting issues continue to be a challenge to GPRA implementation.
Our review of six agencies’ strategic and annual performance plans showed
some improvement in addressing their crosscutting program efforts, but a
great deal of improvement is still necessary. We have previously reported
and testified that GPRA could provide OMB, agencies, and Congress with a
structured framework for addressing crosscutting policy initiatives and
program efforts. OMB could use the provision of GPRA that calls for OMB
to develop a governmentwide performance plan to integrate expected
agency-level performance. It could also be used to more clearly relate and
address the contributions of alternative federal strategies. Unfortunately,
this provision has not been fully implemented. Instead, OMB has used the
President’s Budget to present high-level information about agencies and
certain program performance issues. The current agency-by-agency focus
of the budget does not provide the integrated perspective of government
performance envisioned by GPRA. For example, the fiscal year 2004
budget identified budget requests and performance objectives by agency,
such as the U.S. Department of Defense, as opposed to crosscutting
governmentwide themes. From this presentation, one could assume that
the only activities the U.S. government planned to carry out in support of
national defense were those listed under the chapter “Department of
Defense.” However, the chapter on the fiscal year 2004 budget discussing
“the Department of State and International Assistance Programs,” contains
a heading titled, “Countering the Threat from Weapons of Mass
Destruction.” And while OMB may have a technical reason for not
classifying this task as being related to national defense or homeland
security, it is unclear that a lay reader could make that distinction. The
fiscal year 2005 budget also identified budget requests and performance
objectives by agency, not by crosscutting theme.
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A strategic plan for the federal government could provide an additional tool
for governmentwide reexamination of existing programs, as well as
proposals for new programs. If fully developed, a governmentwide
strategic plan could potentially provide a cohesive perspective on the long-
term goals of the federal government and provide a much needed basis for
fully integrating, rather than merely coordinating, a wide array of federal
activities. Successful strategic planning requires the involvement of key
stakeholders. Thus, it could serve as a mechanism for building consensus.
Further, it could provide a vehicle for the President to articulate long-term
goals and a road map for achieving them. In addition, a strategic plan could
provide a more comprehensive framework for considering organizational
changes and making resource decisions. The development of a set of key
national indicators could be used as a basis to inform the development of
governmentwide strategic and annual performance plans. The indicators
could also link to and provide information to support outcome-oriented
goals and objectives in agency-level strategic and annual performance
plans.

Focus group members believed that one of the main challenges to GPRA
implementation was the reluctance of Congress to use performance
information when making decisions, especially appropriations decisions.
However, less than one quarter of federal managers in the 2003 survey
shared that concern. Further, a recent Congressional Research Service
review suggests that Congress uses performance information to some
extent, as evidenced by citations in legislation and committee reports.
While there is concern regarding Congress’ use of performance
information, it is important to make sure that this information is useful. In
other words, the information presented and its presentation must meet the
needs of the user. Regular consultation with Congress about both the
content and format of performance plans and reports is critical.

As a key user of performance information, Congress also needs to be
considered a partner in shaping agency goals at the outset. GPRA provides
a vehicle for Congress to explicitly state its performance expectations in
outcome-oriented terms when consulting with agencies on their strategic
plans or when establishing new programs or exercising oversight of
existing programs that are not achieving desired results. This would
provide important guidance to agencies that could then be incorporated in
agency strategic and annual performance plans.
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Recommendations for
Executive Action

GAO recommends that the Director of OMB implement five suggestions to
improve its guidance and oversight of GPRA implementation.

To provide a broader perspective and more cohesive picture of the federal
government’s goals and strategies to address issues that cut across
executive branch agencies, we recommend that the Director of OMB fully
implement GPRA’s requirement to develop a governmentwide performance
plan.

To achieve the greatest benefit from both GPRA and PART, we recommend
that the Director of OMB articulate and implement an integrated and
complementary relationship between the two. GPRA is a broad legislative
framework that was designed to be consultative with Congress and other
stakeholders, and allows for varying uses of performance information.
PART looks through a particular lens for a particular use—the executive
budget formulation process.

To improve the quality of agencies’ strategic plans, annual performance
plans, and performance reports and help agencies meet the requirements of
GPRA, we recommend that the Director of OMB provide clearer and
consistent guidance to executive branch agencies on how to implement
GPRA. Such guidance should include standards for communicating key
performance information in concise as well as longer formats to better
meet the needs of external users who lack the time or expertise to analyze
lengthy, detailed documents.

To help address agencies’ performance measurement challenges, we
recommend the Director of OMB engage in a continuing dialogue with
agencies about their performance measurement practices with a particular
focus on grant-making, research and development, and regulatory
functions to identify and replicate successful approaches agencies are
using to measure and report on their outcomes, including the use of
program evaluation tools. Additionally, we recommend that the Director of
OMB work with executive branch agencies to identify the barriers to
obtaining timely data to show progress against performance goals and the
best ways to report information where there are unavoidable lags in data
availability. Governmentwide councils, such as the President’s
Management Council and the Chief Financial Officers Council, may be
effective vehicles for working on these issues.
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Matters for
Congressional
Consideration

Agency Comments

To facilitate the transformation of agencies’ management cultures to be
more results oriented, we recommend that the Director of OMB work with
agencies to ensure they are making adequate investments in training on
performance planning and measurement, with a particular emphasis on
how to use performance information to improve program performance.

GAO also identified two matters for congressional consideration to
improve the governmentwide focus on results.

To ensure that agency strategic plans more closely align with changes in
the federal government leadership, Congress should consider amending
GPRA to require that updates to agency strategic plans be submitted at
least once every 4 years, 12-18 months after a new administration begins its
term. Additionally, consultations with congressional stakeholders should
be held at least once every new Congress and interim updates made to
strategic and performance plans as warranted. Congress should consider
using these consultations along with its traditional oversight role and
legislation as opportunities to clarify its performance expectations for
agencies. This process may provide an opportunity for Congress to
develop a more structured oversight agenda.

To provide a framework to identify long-term goals and strategies to
address issues that cut across federal agencies, Congress should consider
amending GPRA to require the President to develop a governmentwide
strategic plan.

We provided a copy of the draft report to OMB for comment. OMB’s
written comments are reprinted in appendix VIII. In general, OMB agreed
with our findings and conclusions. OMB agreed to implement most of our
recommendations, noting that these recommendations will enhance their
efforts to make the government more results oriented. OMB agreed to

(1) work with agencies to ensure they are provided adequate training in
performance management, (2) revise its guidance to clarify the integrated
and complementary relationship between GPRA and PART, and

(3) continue to use PART to improve agency performance measurement
practices and share those practices across government.

In response to our recommendation that OMB fully implement GPRA’'s
requirement to develop a governmentwide performance plan, OMB stated
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that the President’s Budget represents the executive branch’s
governmentwide performance plan. However, according to GAO’s review,
the agency-by-agency focus of the budget over the past few years does not
provide an integrated perspective of government performance, and thus
does not meet GPRA’s requirement to provide a “single cohesive picture of
the annual performance goals for the fiscal year.” To clarify this point, we
added an example that illustrates the lack of integration between
crosscutting issues in the budget.

In response to our matter for congressional consideration that Congress
should consider amending GPRA to require the President to develop a
governmentwide strategic plan, OMB noted that the budget serves as the
governmentwide strategic plan. However, the President’s Budget focuses
on establishing agency budgets for the upcoming fiscal year. Unlike a
strategic plan, it provides neither a long-term nor an integrated perspective
on the federal government’s activities. A governmentwide strategic plan
should provide a cohesive perspective on the long-term goals of the federal
government and provide a basis for fully integrating, rather than primarily
coordinating, a wide array of existing and relatively short-term federal
activities.

We provided relevant sections of the draft report to Education, DOE, HUD,
SBA, SSA, and DOT. Education and SBA did not provide any comments,
while DOT provided minor technical comments. DOE, HUD, and SSA
disagreed with some of our observations on their strategic plans,
performance plans, and performance reports; we changed or clarified
relevant sections of the report, as appropriate. Written comments from
DOE, HUD, and SSA are reprinted in appendixes IX, X, and XI, respectively,
along with our responses.

Page 21 GAO-04-38 Results-Oriented Government



Chapter 1

Introduction

From defending the homeland against terrorists, to preventing the spread
of infectious diseases, to providing a reliable stream of social security
income to retirees and supporting the transition from welfare to work, the
federal government provides funding and services to the American public
that can affect their lives in critical ways every day. However, the federal
government is in a period of profound transition and faces an array of
challenges and opportunities to enhance performance, ensure
accountability, and position the nation for the future. A number of
overarching trends, such as diffuse security threats and homeland security
needs, increasing global interdependency, the shift to knowledge-based
economies, and the looming fiscal challenges facing our nation, drive the
need to reconsider the proper role for the federal government in the 21st
century, how the government should do business (including how it should
be structured), and in some instances, who should do the government’s
business.

Without effective short- and long-term planning, which takes into account
the changing environment and needs of the American public and the
challenges they face and establishes goals to be achieved, federal agencies
risk delivering programs and services that may or may not meet society’s
most critical needs. At a cost to taxpayers of over $2 trillion annually, the
federal government should be able to demonstrate to the American public
that it can anticipate emerging issues, develop sound strategies and plans
to address them, and be accountable for the results that have been
achieved.

Concerned that the federal government was more focused on program
activities and processes than the results to be achieved, Congress passed
the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (GPRA).! The act
required federal agencies to develop strategic plans with long-term
strategic goals, annual goals linked to achieving the long-term goals, and
annual reports on the results achieved. Now that GPRA has been in effect
for 10 years, you asked us to assess the effectiveness of GPRA in creating a
focus on results in the federal government. Specifically, this report
discusses (1) the effect of GPRA over the last 10 years in creating a
governmentwide focus on results and the government’s ability to deliver
results to the American public, including an assessment of the changes in
the overall quality of agencies’ strategic plans, annual performance plans,
and annual performance reports; (2) the challenges agencies face in

"Pub. L. No. 103-62.
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Impact of Emerging
Trends and Fiscal
Challenges

measuring performance and using performance information in
management decisions; and (3) how the federal government can continue
to shift toward a more results-oriented focus.

With the 21st century challenges we are facing, it is more vital than ever to
maximize the performance of federal agencies in achieving their long-term
goals. The federal government must address and adapt to major trends in
our country and around the world. At the same time, our nation faces
serious long-term fiscal challenges. Increased pressure also comes from
world events: both from the recognition that we cannot consider ourselves
“safe” between two oceans—which has increased demands for spending on
homeland security—and from the United States (U.S.) role in combating
terrorism in an increasingly interdependent world. To be able to assess
federal agency performance and hold agency managers accountable for
achieving their long-term goals, we need to know what the level of
performance is. GPRA planning and reporting requirements can provide
this essential information.

Our country’s transition into the 21st century is characterized by a number
of key trends, including

¢ the national and global response to terrorism and other threats to our
personal and national security;

¢ theincreasing interdependence of enterprises, economies, markets, civil
societies, and national governments, commonly referred to as
globalization;

¢ the shift to market-oriented, knowledge-based economies;

¢ an aging and more diverse U.S. population;

¢ rapid advances in science and technology and the opportunities and
challenges created by these changes;

¢ challenges and opportunities to maintain and improve the quality of life
for the nation, communities, families, and individuals; and

¢ the changing and increasingly diverse nature of governance structures
and tools.
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As the nation and government policymakers grapple with the challenges
presented by these evolving trends, they do so in the context of rapidly
building fiscal pressures. GAO’s long-range budget simulations show that
this nation faces a large and growing structural deficit due primarily to
known demographic trends and rising health care costs. The fiscal
pressures created by the retirement of the baby boom generation and rising
health costs threaten to overwhelm the nation’s fiscal future. As figure 1
shows, by 2040, absent reform or other major tax or spending policy
changes, projected federal revenues will likely be insufficient to pay more
than interest on publicly held debt. Further, our recent shift from surpluses
to deficits means the nation is moving into the future in a more constrained
fiscal position.

Figure 1: Composition of Spending as a Share of GDP Assuming Discretionary
Spending Grows with GDP after 2003 and All Expiring Tax Provisions Are Extended

50 Percent of GDP

40

30

Revenue

2003 2015 2030 2040
Fiscal year

|:| Net interest

I:I Social Security
I:I Medicare and Medicaid
- All other spending

Source: GAO’s January 2004 analysis.

Notes: Although all expiring tax cuts are extended, revenue as a share of gross domestic product
(GDP) increases through 2013 due to (1) real bracket creep, (2) more taxpayers becoming subject to
the Alternative Minimum Tax, and (3) increased revenue from tax-deferred retirement accounts. After
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2013, revenue as a share of GDP is held constant. This simulation assumes that currently scheduled
Social Security benefits are paid in full throughout the simulation period.

The United States has had a long-range budget deficit problem for a
number of years, even during recent years in which we had significant
annual budget surpluses. Unfortunately, the days of surpluses are gone,
and our current and projected budget situation has worsened significantly.
The bottom line is that our projected budget deficits are not manageable
without significant changes in “status quo” programs, policies, processes,
and operations.

GPRA is the centerpiece of a statutory framework that Congress put in
place during the 1990s to help resolve the long-standing management
problems that have undermined the federal government’s efficiency and
effectiveness and to provide greater accountability for results. In addition
to GPRA, the framework comprises the Chief Financial Officers Act of
1990, as amended by the Government Management Reform Act of 1994, and
information technology reform legislation, including the Paperwork
Reduction Act of 1995 and the Clinger-Cohen Act of 1996. Together, these
laws provide a powerful framework for developing and integrating
information about agencies’ missions and strategic priorities, the results-
oriented performance goals that flow from those priorities, performance
data to show the level of achievement of those goals, and the relationship
of reliable and audited financial information and information technology
investments to the achievement of those goals.

GPRA was intended to address several broad purposes, including
strengthening the confidence of the American people in their government;
improving federal program effectiveness, accountability, and service
delivery; and enhancing congressional decision making by providing more
objective information on program performance.
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The basic requirements of GPRA for the preparation of strategic plans,
annual performance plans, and annual program performance reports by
executive branch agencies are the following:

1. The agency’s strategic plan must 2. The agency must develop annual performance plans covering each program

contain these six key elements

® a comprehensive agency mission
statement;

® agencywide long-term goals and
objectives for all major functions
and operations;

® approaches (or strategies) and the
various resources needed to
achieve the goals and objectives;

® a description of the relationship
between the long-term goals and
objectives and the annual
performance goals;

e an identification of key factors,
external to the agency and beyond
its control, that could significantly
affect the achievement of the
strategic goals; and

® a description of how program
evaluations were used to establish
or revise strategic goals and a
schedule for future program
evaluations.

activity set forth in the agencies’ budgets*

Building on the decisions made as part of the strategic planning process, GPRA requires
executive agencies to develop annual performance plans covering each program activity set
forth in the agencies’ budgets. Annual performance plans, covering the upcoming fiscal year,
are to be submitted to Congress after the President’s Budget is submitted, which generally
occurs in February. Each plan is to contain an agency’s annual performance goals and
associated measures, which the agency is to use in order to gauge its progress toward
accomplishing its strategic goals. OMB is to use the agencies’ performance plans to develop
an overall federal government performance plan that is to be submitted with the President’s
Budget. The performance plan for the federal government is to present to Congress a single
cohesive picture of the federal government’s annual performance goals for a given fiscal
year.

. The agency must prepare annual reports on program performance for the previous

fiscal year, to be issued by March 31 each year

GPRA requires executive agencies to prepare annual reports on program performance for
the previous fiscal year, to be issued by March 31 each year. In each report, an agency is to
compare its performance against its goals, summarize the findings of program evaluations
completed during the year, and describe the actions needed to address any unmet goals.
Recent OMB guidance states that executive agencies must combine their program
performance report with their accountability report and transmit the combined report for
fiscal year 2003 by January 30, 2004, and the combined report for fiscal year 2004 by
November 15, 2004.

*Program activity refers to the lists of projects and activities in the appendix portion of the Budget of the United States Government. Program
activity structures are intended to provide a meaningful representation of the operations financed by a specific budget account.
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The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) plays an important role in
the management of the federal government’s performance, and specifically
GPRA implementation. Part of OMB’s overall mission is to ensure that
agency plans and reports are consistent with the President’s Budget and
administration policies. OMB is responsible for receiving and reviewing
agencies’ strategic plans, annual performance plans, and annual
performance reports. To improve the quality and consistency of these
documents, OMB issues annual guidance to agencies for their preparation,
including guidelines on format, required elements, and submission
deadlines.” GPRA requires OMB to prepare the overall governmentwide
performance plan, based on agencies’ annual performance plan
submissions. OMB also played an important role in the pilot phase of
GPRA implementation by designating agencies for pilot projects in
performance measurement, managerial accountability and flexibility, and
performance budgeting, and assessing the results of the pilots. Finally,
GPRA provides OMB with authority to grant agencies waivers to certain
administrative procedures and controls.

Recent OMB guidance?® requires agencies to submit “performance budgets”
in lieu of annual performance plans for their budget submission to OMB
and Congress. Performance budgets are to meet all the statutory
requirements of GPRA for annual performance plans. In addition, agencies
are to include all performance goals used in the assessment of program
performance done under OMB’s Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART)
process. Moreover, the guidance states that until all programs have been
assessed by PART, the performance budget will also for a time include
performance goals for agency programs that have not yet been assessed
using PART. The expectation is that agencies are to substitute new or
revised performance goals resulting from OMB’s review for goals it deemed
unacceptable.

’The guidance on the preparation of strategic plans, annual performance plans, and program
performance reports is contained in OMB Circular A-11, Part 6.

30OMB Circular A-11, July 2003.

*PART is a diagnostic tool developed by OMB that it has been using to rate the effectiveness
of federal programs with a particular focus on program results. OMB’s goal is to review all
federal programs over a 5-year period using the PART tool. OMB used the tool to review
approximately 400 programs between the fiscal year 2004 budget cycle and the fiscal year
2005 budget cycle—234 programs were assessed last year and 173 were assessed this year.
Some reassessed programs were combined for review for the 2005 budget, which is why the
number of programs assessed over the 2 years does not add up to exactly 400 programs.
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In crafting GPRA, Congress recognized that managerial accountability for
results is linked to managers having sufficient flexibility, discretion, and
authority to accomplish desired results. GPRA authorizes agencies to
apply for managerial flexibility waivers in their annual performance plans
beginning with fiscal year 1999. The authority of agencies to request
waivers of administrative procedural requirements and controls is intended
to provide federal managers with more flexibility to structure agency
systems to better support program goals. The nonstatutory requirements
that OMB can waive under GPRA generally involve the allocation and use
of resources, such as restrictions on shifting funds among items within a
budget account. Agencies must report in their annual performance reports
on the use and effectiveness of any GPRA managerial flexibility waivers
that they receive.

OMB was to designate at least five agencies from the first set of pilot
projects to test managerial accountability and flexibility during fiscal years
1995 and 1996. We previously reported on the results of the pilot project to
implement managerial flexibility waivers and found that the pilot did not
work as intended.” OMB did not designate any of the seven departments
and one independent agency that submitted a total of 61 waiver proposals
as GPRA managerial accountability and flexibility pilots. For about three-
quarters of the waiver proposals, OMB or other central management
agencies determined that the waivers were not allowable for statutory or
other reasons or that the requirement for which the waivers were proposed
no longer existed. For the remaining proposals, OMB or other central
management agencies approved waivers or developed compromises by
using authorities that were already available independent of GPRA.

Under GPRA, another set of pilot projects, which were scheduled for fiscal
years 1998 and 1999, were to test performance budgeting—i.e., the
presentation of the varying levels of performance that would result from
different budget levels. We previously reported that OMB initially deferred
these pilots—originally to be designated in fiscal years 1998 and 1999—to
give federal agencies time to develop the capability of calculating the
effects of marginal changes in cost or funding on performance.® When the

°U.S. General Accounting Office, GPRA: Managerial Accountability and Flexibility Pilot
Did Not Work as Intended, GAO/GGD-97-36 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 10, 1997).

SU.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Agency Progress in Linking

Performance Plans With Budgets and Financial Statements, GAO-02-236 (Washington,
D.C.: Jan. 4, 2002).
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pilots began in August 1999, OMB designed them as case studies prepared
by OMB staff to demonstrate how performance information could be used
to compare alternatives and to develop funding recommendations for
incorporation into the President’s fiscal year 2001 budget submission.

On January 18, 2001, OMB reported the results of five performance
budgeting pilots that explored agencies’ capabilities of more formally
assessing the effects of different funding levels on performance goals.
OMB selected the pilots to reflect a cross section of federal functions and
capabilities so that a representative range of measurement and reporting
issues could be explored. In its report, OMB concluded that legislative
changes were not needed. OMB reported that the pilots demonstrated that
assuring further performance measurement improvements and steadily
expanding the scope and quality of performance measures is paramount,
and that the existing statute provides sufficient latitude for such
improvement.

Overall, OMB concluded that the pilots raised several key challenges about
performance budgeting at the federal level including, for example, the
following:

¢ In many instances, measuring the effects of marginal, annual budget
changes on performance is not precise or meaningful.

e While continuing to change from an almost total reliance on output
measures to outcome measures, it will be much more difficult to
associate specific resource levels with those outcomes, particularly over
short periods of time.

¢ Establishing clear linkages between funding and outcomes will vary by
the nature of the program and the number of external factors.

¢ Delays in the availability of performance data, sometimes caused by
agencies’ reliance on nonfederal program partners for data collection,
will continue to present synchronization problems during budget
formulation.
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Methodology

To meet the three objectives stated earlier, we reviewed our extensive prior
work on GPRA best practices and implementation and collected
governmentwide data to assess the government’s overall focus on results.
We conducted a random, stratified, governmentwide survey of federal
managers comparable to surveys we conducted in 1997 and 2000. We also
held eight in-depth focus groups—seven comprised of federal managers
from 23 federal agencies and one with GPRA experts. We also interviewed
top appointed officials from the current and previous administrations.
Finally, we judgmentally selected a sample of six agencies to review for
changes in the quality of their strategic plans, performance plans, and
performance reports since their initial efforts. The agencies we selected
were the Departments of Education (Education), Energy (DOE), Housing
and Urban Development (HUD), and Transportation (DOT) and the Small
Business (SBA) and Social Security Administrations (SSA). In making this
selection, we chose agencies that collectively represented the full range of
characteristics in the following four areas: (1) agency size (small, medium,
large); (2) primary program types (direct service, research, regulatory,
transfer payments, and contracts or grants); (3) quality of fiscal year 2000
performance plan based on our previous review (low, medium, high);” and
(4) type of agency (cabinet department and independent agency).
Appendix I contains a more detailed discussion of our scope and
methodology.

We performed our work in Washington, D.C., from January through
November 2003 in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards. Major contributors to this report are listed in appendix
XII.

"GAO/GGD/AIMD-99-215. Based on how we had rated agencies’ annual performance plans
on their picture of performance, specificity of strategies and resources, and the degree of
confidence that performance information will be credible, we assigned numeric values to
each agencies’ rating (e.g., clear=3, general=2, limited=1, unclear=0) and added them up to
determine overall quality of high, medium, or low. An agency’s plan was considered high
quality if its score was between 7-9, a score of 5-6 was considered medium quality, and a
score of 3-4 was low. No agencies received a score lower than 3.
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GPRA Statutory
Requirements Laid a
Foundation for
Agencywide Results-
Oriented Management

Among the purposes of GPRA cited by Congress was to improve federal
program effectiveness and service delivery by promoting a new focus on
results, service quality, and customer satisfaction by setting program goals,
measuring performance against goals, and reporting publicly on progress.
Furthermore, GPRA was to improve congressional decision making by
providing better information on achieving objectives, and on the relative
effectiveness and efficiency of federal programs and spending. Ten years
after enactment, GPRA’s requirements have laid a foundation of results-
oriented agency planning, measurement, and reporting that have begun to
address these purposes. Focus group participants, high-level political
appointees, and OMB officials we interviewed cited positive effects of
GPRA that they generally attributed to GPRA's statutory requirements for
planning and reporting. Our survey results indicate that since GPRA went
into effect governmentwide in 1997, federal managers reported having
significantly more of the types of performance measures called for by
GPRA—particularly outcome-oriented performance measures. GPRA has
also begun to facilitate the linking of resources to results, although much
remains to be done in this area.

Prior to enactment of GPRA, our 1992 review of the collection and use of
performance data by federal agencies revealed that, although many
agencies collected performance information at the program level, few
agencies had results-oriented performance information to manage or make
strategic policy decisions for the agency as a whole.! Federal agencies
surveyed indicated that many had a single, long-term plan that contained
goals, standards, or objectives for the entire agency or program. Many of
these agencies also reported they collected a wide variety of performance
measures. However, in validating the survey responses with a sample of
agencies, we found that measures were typically generated and used by
program-level units within an agency and focused on measuring work
activity levels and outputs or compliance with statutes. Little of this
performance information was transparent to Congress, OMB, or the public
and few of the agencies we visited used performance measures to manage
toward long-term objectives. Few of the agencies surveyed had the
infrastructure in place, such as a unified strategic plan with measurable
goals, an office that collected performance measures, and regular
consolidated reports, to tie plans and measures.

'GAO/GGD-92-65.
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GPRA addressed these shortcomings by creating a comprehensive and
consistent statutory foundation of required agencywide strategic plans,
annual performance plans, and annual performance reports. In contrast to
prior federal government efforts to measure performance, GPRA explicitly
emphasized that, in addition to performance indicators that agencies may
need to manage programs on a day-to-day basis, such as quantity, quality,
timeliness, and cost, agencies also needed outcome-oriented goals and
measures that assess the actual results, effects, or impact of a program or
activity compared to its intended purpose.

Expert and agency focus group participants cited the creation of this
statutory foundation as one of the key accomplishments of GPRA.
Participants agreed that GPRA created a framework in statute for federal
agencies to plan their activities in order to become more results oriented
and provided a managerial tool for program accountability. Using this
framework, agencies could develop and focus on strategies to carry out the
programs they administer; set goals and identify performance indicators
that will inform them whether or not they achieved the performance they
expected; and determine what impact, if any, their programs have had on
the American public. According to the experts in one of our focus groups,
comparing federal agencies’ current mission statements contained in their
strategic plans to what they were in the past demonstrates that the
agencies have done some “soul searching” to get a better sense of what
their role is (or should be) and how they can achieve it. Given that GPRA is
in statute, participants indicated that the use of this planning framework is
likely to be sustained within agencies.

One of the premises of GPRA is that both congressional and executive
branch oversight of federal agency performance were seriously hampered
by a lack of adequate results-oriented goals and performance information.
As noted above, prior to the enactment of GPRA few agencies reported
their performance information externally. OMB officials we interviewed as
part of our current review suggested that OMB has been a key consumer of
the performance information produced under GPRA and that it has
provided a foundation for their efforts to oversee agency performance.
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For example, during the development of the fiscal year 2004 budget, OMB
used PART to review and rate 234 federal programs. We recently reported
that one of PART’s major impacts was its ability to highlight OMB’s
recommended changes in program management and design.? PART
reviews look at four elements—program purpose and design, strategic
planning, program management, and program results/accountability—and
rate the program on how well each of these elements is executed.
However, without the foundation of missions, goals, strategies,
performance measures, and performance information generated under
GPRA, such oversight would be difficult to carry out.

Participants in most of our focus groups also agreed that GPRA has been a
driving force behind many cultural changes that have occurred within
federal agencies. Highlighting the focus on results, participants stated that
GPRA had stimulated a problem-solving approach within federal agencies
and encouraged agency managers to think creatively when developing
performance indicators for their programs. GPRA has also changed the
dialogue within federal agencies; front-line managers and staff at lower
levels of the organization now discuss budget issues in connection with
performance. Similarly, experts noted that information about performance
management and resource investments are more frequently communicated
between agency officials and Congress than in the past. Within agencies,
GPRA documents can provide a context of missions, goals, and strategies
that political appointees can use to articulate agencies’ priorities.

Views on GPRA’s Effect on
the Federal Government’s
Ability to Deliver Results to
the American Public Were
Mixed

A key purpose of GPRA was “to improve the confidence of the American
people in the capability of the Federal Government, by systematically
holding Federal agencies accountable for achieving program results.”
When asked about the direct effects of GPRA on the public in our 2003
survey, an estimated 23 percent of federal managers agreed to a moderate
or greater extent that GPRA improved their agency’s ability to deliver
results to the American public; a larger percentage—38 percent—chose a
“no basis to judge/not applicable” category.

When a similar question was posed in our focus groups with experts and
federal managers, participants’ views were generally mixed. Some federal

2U.S. General Accounting Office, Performance Budgeting: Observations on the Use of
OMB’s Program Assessment Rating Tool for the Fiscal Year 2004 Budget, GAO-04-174
(Washington, D.C.: Jan. 30, 2004).
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managers in our focus groups agreed that GPRA has had a positive effect
on raising awareness on many performance issues, and that in and of itself
is a way of delivering results. The information gathered and reported for
GPRA allows agencies to make better-informed decisions, which improves
their ability to achieve results. Other participants stated that while certain
aspects of GPRA-related work have been positive, agencies’ ability to
deliver results and public awareness of their activities cannot always be
exclusively attributed to GPRA. For example, some participants stated that
many agencies rely on grant recipients to carry out their work, and
delivering results to the American public depends, to a large extent, on the
diligence of these organizations to implement their programs; such results
would not change dramatically if GPRA were no longer a requirement.

A number of the political appointees we interviewed cited examples of
outcomes they believe would not have occurred without the structure of
GPRA. For example, a former deputy secretary of the Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA) stated that “the Results Act brought about a
fundamental rethinking of how we managed our programs and
processes. . . . We developed a strategic plan that was veteran-

focused. . . . We made every effort to define program successes from the
veteran’s perspective.” A former Chief Financial Officer (CFO) cited
Customs Service goals to reduce the quantity of illegal drugs flowing into
the United States and the Food and Drug Administration’s focus on
speeding up the approval of new drugs as examples of outcomes that can
make a big difference in people’s lives.

Another major accomplishment of GPRA cited by our focus group
participants is that GPRA improved the transparency of government results
to the American public. As noted above, prior to GPRA, few agencies
reported performance results outside of their agencies. Focus group
participants indicated a key accomplishment of GPRA was its value as a
communication tool by increasing the transparency to the public of what
their agencies did in terms the public could understand. For example,
information on agencies’ strategic plans, performance goals, measures, and
results are easily obtainable from agency Web sites. One focus group
participant commented that GPRA helps bureaucrats explain to
nonbureaucrats what the federal government does in terms they can better
understand. Other comments indicated that because of GPRA agencies
could now tell Congress and the American public what they are getting for
their money.
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More Managers Reported A fundamental element in an organization’s efforts to manage for results is

Having Performance its ability to set meaningful goals for performance and to measure

Measures performance against those goals. From our 2003 survey we estimate that
89 percent of federal managers overall said there were performance
measures for the programs they were involved with. This is a statistically
significantly higher percentage than the 76 percent of managers who
answered yes to this item on our 1997 survey. (See fig. 2.)

|
Figure 2: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported That There Were
Performance Measures for the Programs with Which They Were Involved
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Source: GAO.

#There was a statistically significant difference between 1997 and 2003 surveys.
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Moreover, when we asked managers who said they had performance
measures which of five types of measures they had to a great or very great
extent, they reported increases in all five types of measures between 1997
and 2003,? all of which were statistically significant. (See fig. 3.) Notably,
managers indicated the existence of outcome measures, defined as
“performance measures that demonstrate to someone outside the
organization whether or not intended results are being achieved,” grew
from a low of 32 percent in 1997 to the current estimate of 55 percent, a
level that is on par with output measures for the first time since we began
our survey.

Figure 3: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported Having Specific Types of
Performance Measures to a Great or Very Great Extent
Percent
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Performance measures

Source: GAO.

®There was a statistically significant difference between 1997 and 2003 surveys.

3Types of measures were defined in the questionnaire as follows: performance measures
that tell us how many things we produce or services we provide (output measures);
performance measures that tell us if we are operating efficiently (efficiency measures);
performance measures that tell us whether or not we are satisfying our customers
(customer service measures); performance measures that tell us about the quality of the
products or services we provide (quality measures); and performance measures that would
demonstrate to someone outside of our agency whether or not we are achieving our
intended results (outcome measures).
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Similarly, focus group participants commented on certain cultural changes
that had taken place within their agencies since the passage of GPRA in
which the “vocabulary” of performance planning and measurement—e.g., a
greater focus on performance management; orientation toward outcomes
over inputs and outputs; and an increased focus on program evaluation—
had become more pervasive. This perception is partly born out by our
survey results. Since 1997 those reporting a moderate to extensive
knowledge of GPRA and its requirements shifted significantly from 26
percent to 41 percent in 2003, while those reporting no knowledge of GPRA
declined significantly from 27 percent to 20 percent. (See fig. 4.)

|
Figure 4: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported Their Awareness of GPRA
Percent

100
90
80
70
60
50 41
40 38
30 27 26

—
20 26 w

10

19972 2000 20032
Year

—e— Moderate to extensive knowledge
—O— No knowledge
Source: GAO.

¥There was a statistically significant difference between 1997 and 2003 surveys.

Consistent with our survey results indicating increases in results-oriented

performance measures and increasing GPRA knowledge, we also observed
a significant decline in the percentage of federal managers who agreed that
certain factors hindered measuring performance or using the performance
information. For example, as shown in figure 5, of those who expressed an
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opinion, the percentage of managers who noted that determining
meaningful measures was a hindrance to a great or very great extent was
down significantly from 47 percent in 1997 to 36 percent in 2003. Likewise,
the percentage that agreed to a great or very great extent that different
parties are using different definitions to measure performance was a
hindrance also declined significantly from 49 percent in 1997 to 36 percent
in 2003.

Figure 5: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported Hindrances to Measuring
Performance or Using the Performance Information to a Great or Very Great Extent
Percent
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Source: GAO.

Note: Percentages are based on those respondents answering on the extent scale.
*There was a statistically significant difference between 1997 and 2003.

Finally, our survey data suggested that more federal managers, especially at
the Senior Executive Service (SES) level, believed that OMB was paying
attention to their agencies’ efforts under GPRA. Moreover, there was no
corresponding increase in their concern that OMB would micromanage the
programs in their agencies. In our survey, we asked respondents to assess
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the extent to which OMB pays attention to their agencies’ efforts under
GPRA. As seen in figure 6, in 2003, the percentage of respondents who
responded “Great” or “Very Great” to this question (31 percent) was
significantly higher than in 2000 (22 percent). Of those, SES respondents
showed an even more dramatic increase, from 33 to 51 percent. We also
asked respondents the extent to which their concern that OMB would
micromanage programs in their agencies was a hindrance to measuring
performance or using performance information. The percentage among
those expressing an opinion that it was a hindrance to a great or very great
extent was low—around 24 percent in 2003—with no significant difference
between 2000 and 2003.

|
Figure 6: Percentage of Federal Managers and SES Managers Who Reported That
OMB Paid Attention to Their Agency’s Efforts under GPRA to a Great or Very Great
Extent
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#There was a statistically significant difference between 2000 and 2003 surveys.
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GPRA Has Begun to
Establish a Link between
Resources and Results

Among its major purposes, GPRA aims for a closer and clearer linkage
between requested resources and expected results. The general concept of
linking performance information with budget requests is commonly known
as performance budgeting. Budgeting is and will remain an exercise in
political choice, in which performance can be one, but not necessarily the
only, factor underlying decisions. However, efforts to infuse performance
information into resource allocation decisions can more explicitly inform
budget discussions and focus them—Dboth in Congress and in agencies—on
expected results, rather than on inputs.

GPRA established a basic foundation for performance budgeting by
requiring that an agency’s annual performance plan cover each program
activity in the President’s budget request for that agency. GPRA does not
specify any level of detail or required components needed to achieve this
coverage. Further, GPRA recognizes that agencies’ program activity
structures are often inconsistent across budget accounts and thus gives
agencies the flexibility to consolidate, aggregate, or disaggregate program
activities, so long as no major function or operation of the agency is
omitted or minimized. In addition, OMB guidance has traditionally
required agencies to display, by budget program activity, the funding level
being applied to achieve performance goals. OMB’s guidance on
developing fiscal year 2005 performance budgets also encourages a greater
link between performance and funding levels, however, it places greater
emphasis on linking agencies’ long-term and annual performance goals to
individual programs. At a minimum, agencies are to align resources at the
program level, but they are encouraged to align resources at the
performance goal level. Resources requested for each program are to be
the amounts needed to achieve program performance goal targets.

Our 1998 assessment of fiscal year 1999 performance plans found that
agencies generally covered the program activities in their budgets, but
most plans did not identify how the funding for those program activities
would be allocated to performance goals." However, our subsequent
reviews of performance plans indicate that agencies have made progress in
demonstrating how their performance goals and objectives relate to
program activities in the budget.

‘GAO/GGD/AIMD-98-228.
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Over the first 4 years of agency efforts to implement GPRA, we observed
that agencies continued to tighten the required link between their
performance plans and budget requests.” Of the agencies we reviewed over
this period, all but three met the basic requirement of GPRA to define a link
between their performance plans and the program activities in their budget
requests, and most of the agencies in our review had moved beyond this
basic requirement to indicate some level of funding associated with
expected performance described in the plan. Most importantly, more of the
agencies we reviewed each year—almost 75 percent in fiscal year 2002
compared to 40 percent in fiscal year 1999—were able to show a direct link
between expected performance and requested program activity funding
levels—the first step in defining the performance consequences of
budgetary decisions. However, we have also observed that the nature of
these linkages varied considerably. Most of the agencies in our review of
fiscal year 2002 performance plans associated funding requests with higher,
more general levels of expected performance, rather than the more
detailed “performance goals or sets of performance goals” suggested in
OMB guidance.

Although not cited by our group of experts, participants at six of our seven
focus groups with federal managers cited progress in this area as a key
accomplishment of GPRA. However, the participants also commented that
much remains to be done in this area. The comments ranged from the
general—GPRA provides a framework for planning and budgeting, to the
more specific—GPRA created a definition of programs and how they will
help the agency achieve its goals/objectives and the amount of money that
will be required to achieve said goals/objectives. One of the comments
implied that GPRA has helped to prioritize agency efforts by helping
agencies align their efforts with programs or activities that make a
difference. A political appointee we interviewed echoed this comment,
stating that GPRA was pushing the department to think about what it gets
out of the budget, not just what it puts into it—12 to 15 years ago the “so
what” was missing from the budget process. Another political appointee
we interviewed stated that the department was in the process of tying its
goals to its budget formulation and execution processes and linking
program costs to departmental goals. A former political appointee

’GA0-02-236; U.S. General Accounting Office, Performance Budgeting: Initial Experiences
Under the Results Act in Linking Plans With Budgets, GAO/AIMD/GGD-99-67 (Washington,
D.C.: Apr. 12, 1999); and Performance Budgeting: Fiscal Year 2000 Progress in Linking
Plans With Budgets, GAO/AIMD-99-239R (Washington, D.C.: July 30, 1999).
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discussed how his department used program performance information to
inform a major information systems investment decision.

Furthermore, GAO case studies on the integration of performance
information in budget decision making found that performance information
has been used to inform the allocation of resources and for other
management purposes at selected agencies. For example, the Veterans
Health Administration provides its health care networks with performance
information on patterns of patient care and patient health outcomes, which
can be used to analyze resource allocation and costs and reallocate
resources as appropriate.® Officials at the Administration for Children and
Families said that training and technical assistance and salaries and
expense funds are often allocated based on program and performance
needs.” The Nuclear Regulatory Commission monitors performance
against targets and makes resource adjustments, if needed, to achieve
those targets.®

Although there has been progress in formally establishing the linkages
between budgets and plans, our survey results are somewhat conflicting
and have not reflected any notable changes either in managers’ perceptions
governmentwide as to their personal use of plans or performance
information when allocating resources, or in their perceptions about the
use of performance information when funding decisions are made about
their programs. Our 2003 survey data show that a large majority of federal
managers reported that they consider their agency’s strategic goals when
they are allocating resources. As shown in figure 7, on our 2003 survey, an
estimated 70 percent of all federal managers agreed to a great or very great
extent that they considered their agency’s strategic goals when allocating
resources. However, using our 1997 survey responses as a baseline, it was
not a statistically significant increase over 64 percent of the managers who
responded comparably then. As shown in figure 8, a similar, but somewhat

U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Efforts to Strengthen the Link
Between Resources and Results at the Veterans Health Administration, GAO-03-10
(Washington, D.C.: Dec. 10, 2002).

"U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Efforts to Strengthen the Link
Between Resources and Results at the Administration for Children and Families, GAO-03-
09 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 10, 2002).

8U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Efforts to Strengthen the Link

Between Resources and Results at the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, GAO-03-258
(Washington, D.C.: Dec. 10, 2002).
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smaller, majority (60 percent) of managers who expressed an opinion on
our 2003 survey agreed to a great or very great extent that they used
information from performance measurement when they were involved in
allocating resources. In 1997, the comparable response was about the
same at 62 percent. When we asked managers on another item, however,
about the extent to which they perceived funding decisions for their
programs being based on results or outcome-oriented performance
information, only 25 percent of federal managers in 2003 endorsed this
view to a great or very great extent. In 1997, 20 percent of managers
expressed a comparable view, again not a significant increase. (See fig. 9.)

Figure 7: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported They Considered Strategic
Goals to a Great or Very Great Extent When Allocating Resources
Percent
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Figure 8: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported They Considered

Performance Information to a Great or Very Great Extent When Allocating Resources
Percent
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Note: Percentages are based on those respondents answering on the extent scale.
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Figure 9: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported That Funding Decisions
Were Based on Results or Outcome-Oriented Performance Information to a Great or
Very Great Extent
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Beginning with federal agencies’ initial efforts to develop effective strategic
plans in 1997 and annual performance plans and reports for fiscal year
1999, Congress, GAO, and others have commented on the quality of those
efforts and provided constructive feedback on how agency plans and
reports could be improved. On the basis of our current review of the
strategic plans, annual performance plans, and annual performance reports
of six selected agencies—Education, DOE, HUD, DOT, SBA, and SSA—we
found that these documents reflect much of the feedback that was
provided. For example, goals were more quantifiable and results oriented,
and agencies were providing more information about goals and strategies
to address performance and accountability challenges and the limitations
to their performance data. However, certain weaknesses, such as lack of
detail on how annual performance goals relate to strategic goals and how
agencies are coordinating with other entities to achieve common
objectives, persist. A detailed discussion of our scope and methodology
and the results of our reviews of the six agencies’ most recent strategic
plans, annual performance plans, and annual performance reports
compared to initial efforts are contained in appendixes III, IV, and V,
respectively.

Quality of Selected
Strategic Plans
Reflects Improvements
over Initial Drafts

Under GPRA, strategic plans are the starting point and basic underpinning
for results-oriented management. GPRA requires that an agency’s strategic
plan contain six key elements: (1) a comprehensive agency mission
statement; (2) agencywide long-term goals and objectives for all major
functions and operations; (3) approaches (or strategies) and the various
resources needed to achieve the goals and objectives; (4) a description of
the relationship between the long-term goals and objectives and the annual
performance goals; (5) an identification of key factors, external to the
agency and beyond its control, that could significantly affect the
achievement of the strategic goals; and (6) a description of how program
evaluations were used to establish or revise strategic goals and a schedule
for future program evaluations.
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Our 1997 review of agencies’ draft strategic plans found that a significant
amount of work remained to be done by executive branch agencies if their
strategic plans were to fulfill the requirements of GPRA, serve as a basis for
guiding agencies, and help congressional and other policymakers make
decisions about activities and programs.! Our assessment of 27 agencies’
initial draft strategic plans revealed several critical strategic planning
issues that needed to be addressed. These planning issues were as follows:

¢ Most of the draft plans did not adequately link required elements in the
plans, such as strategic goals to annual performance goals.

¢ Long-term strategic goals often tended to have weaknesses.

¢ Many agencies did not fully develop strategies explaining how their
long-term strategic goals would be achieved.

e Most agencies did not reflect in their draft plans the identification and
planned coordination of activities and programs that cut across multiple
agencies.

¢ The draft strategic plans did not adequately address program
evaluations.

We noted that Congress anticipated that it may take several planning cycles
to perfect the process and that strategic plans would be continually refined
as various planning cycles occur. We also recognized that developing a
strategic plan is a dynamic process and that agencies, with input from OMB
and Congress, were continuing to improve their plans.

Agencies have now had 6 years to refine their strategic planning processes.

Although the six strategic plans we looked at for this review reflected many
new and continuing strengths as well as improvements over the 1997 initial
drafts, we continued to find certain persistent weaknesses. As depicted in
table 1, of the six elements required by GPRA, the plans generally discussed
all but one—program evaluation, an area in which we have found capacity
is often lacking in federal agencies.? Although the strategic plans generally

'GAO/GGD-97-180.
2U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Challenges Agencies Face in

Producing Credible Performance Information, GAO/GGD-00-52 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 4,
2000).
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listed the program evaluations agencies planned to complete over the
planning period, they generally did not address how the agencies planned
to use their evaluations to establish new or revise existing strategic goals,
as envisioned by GPRA. Finally, although not required by GPRA, the
strategic plans would have benefited from more complete discussions of
how agencies planned to coordinate with other entities to address common
challenges or achieve common or complementary goals. Appendix III
provides a more detailed discussion of (1) the required and other useful
elements we reviewed to assess strategic plan strengths and weaknesses
and (2) changes in the quality of the six agencies’ strategic plans we
reviewed.

Table 1: Agencies’ Progress in Addressing

Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element included in agency strategic plan?

Relationship
between long-

Mission Long-term term goals and External
Agency strategic plans Plan year statement goals Strategies  annual goals factors Evaluations
Department of Education 1997 X X X X X
2002 X X X X X
Department of Energy 1997 X X X
2003? X X X X X
Department of Housing and Urban 1997 X
Development 2003 X X X X X
Small Business Administration 1997 X X X X
2001° X X X X X
Social Security Administration 1997 X X X X X X
2003 X X X X X X
Department of Transportation 1997 X X X
20032 X X X X X

Sources: GAO analysis of agencies’ strategic plans in effect at the time of our review. See also, U.S. General Accounting Office, The Results Act: Observations on the Department of Education’s June 1997

Draft Strategic Plan, GAO/HEHS-97-176R (Washington, D.C.: July 18,

1997); Results Act: Observations on DOE’s Draft Strategic Plan, GAO/RCED-97-199R (Washington, D.C.: July 11, 1997); The Results

Act: Observations on the Department of Transportation’s Draft Strategic Plan, GAO/RCED-97-208R (Washington, D.C.: July 30, 1997); The Results Act: Observations on the Social Security Administration’s

June 1997 Draft Strategic Plan, GAO/HEHS-97-179R (Washington, D.
(Washington, D.C.: July 11, 1997); and The Results Act: Observations

C.: July 22, 1997); The Results Act: Observations on the Small Business Administration’s Draft Strategic Plan, GAO/RCED-97-205R
on the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s Draft Strategic Plan, GAO/RCED-97-224R (Washington, D.C.: Aug. 8, 1997).

#The 2003 plans for DOE and DOT were in draft form during the time of our review.

PAt the time of our review, the most recent SBA strategic plan was for fiscal years 2001-2008. SBA
released a new strategic plan for fiscal years 2003-2008 in October 2003.
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Strategic Planning Strengths
and Improvements from
Initial Draft Plans

Consistent with our review of agencies’ 1997 strategic plans, the recent
strategic plans we reviewed generally contained mission statements that
were results oriented, distinct from other agencies, and covered the
agencies’ major activities. DOT’s mission statement had improved by
reflecting additional language from its enabling legislation that we
recommended adding during our 1997 review. Still improvement could be
made in this area as is shown by DOE’s mission statement. DOE’s mission
was results oriented but did not address the department’s activities related
to energy supply and conservation.

Our review of the current strategic plans also revealed improvements in the
development of agencies’ long-term, strategic goals—essential for results-
oriented management. Although GPRA does not require that all of an
agency’s long-term, strategic goals be results oriented, the intent of GPRA
is to have agencies focus their strategic goals on results to the extent
feasible. In addition, as required by GPRA, the goals should be expressed
in a manner that could be used to gauge success in the future and should
cover an agency’s major functions or activities. All of the strategic plans
we reviewed contained long-term, strategic goals that demonstrated
improvements in the quality of their 1997 goals. Agencies’ long-term
strategic goals generally covered their missions, were results oriented, and
were expressed in a manner that could be used to gauge future success.
For example, SBA improved the quality of its long-term goals by focusing
more on key outcomes to be achieved and less on process improvements,
as was the case in its 1997 plan. In some cases, we observed strategic goals
that addressed the agency’s organizational capacity to achieve results, such
as SSA’s long-term goal to strategically manage and align staff to support its
mission.
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We also found improvements in how agencies’ current plans addressed
performance and accountability challenges we had identified, a key
weakness we identified in our earlier review. Each of the agency plans we
reviewed discussed the long-term goals and strategies to address the
challenges that we had identified. For example, Education’s strategic plan
contained a long-term strategic goal to modernize the Federal Student
Assistance programs and address identified problems in this area, which
we have designated as high risk since 1990.> SSA noted that it considered
GAO-identified performance and accountability challenges when it
determined its strategic goals and objectives, however not all of the
challenges are clearly addressed in the plan.

A third area of improvement we observed was in the description of the
strategies agencies planned to use to achieve their long-term strategic
goals. In our review of agencies’ 1997 draft strategic plans, we found that
many agencies did not fully develop strategies explaining how their long-
term strategic goals would be achieved. In contrast, all six of the current
strategic plans we reviewed contained strategies that appeared logically
linked to achieving the agencies’ long-term goals.

Other strengths and improvements we observed in meeting GPRA’s basic
requirements involved the reporting of external factors that could affect
the achievement of the long-term goals and the identification of
crosscutting activities, although as indicated below these discussions could
be improved. The six agencies reviewed for this report each reported on
external factors in current strategic plans. For example, for each of the
strategic objectives in DOT’s strategic plan, DOT lists factors external to its
control and how those factors could affect the achievement of its
objectives. Although not a requirement, some of the better plans we
reviewed discussed strategies to ameliorate the effect of external factors.
For example, for an external factor on teacher certification under a goal on
reading, Education’s plan states that the agency “will work with the states
and national accreditation bodies to encourage the incorporation of
research-based reading instruction into teacher certification
requirements.”

3Since 1990, GAO has periodically reported on government operations that it identifies as
“high risk” because of the greater vulnerabilities to fraud, waste, abuse, and
mismanagement. See U.S. General Accounting Office, High-Risk Series: An Update, GAO-
03-119 (Washington, D.C.: January 2003).
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We have frequently reported that a focus on results, as envisioned by
GPRA, implies that federal programs contributing to the same or similar
results should be closely coordinated to ensure that goals are consistent
and, as appropriate, program efforts are mutually reinforcing. This means
that federal agencies are to look beyond their organizational boundaries
and coordinate with other agencies to ensure that their efforts are aligned.
During our 1997 review, we found that most agencies did not reflect in their
draft plans the identification and planned coordination of activities and
programs that cut across multiple agencies. In contrast, each of the six
current agency strategic plans that we reviewed identified at least some
activities and programs that cut across multiple agencies. For example,
SBA’s 1997 plan contained no evidence of how the agency coordinated with
other agencies, but the current plan contained a separate section
describing crosscutting issues in the areas of innovation and research
assistance, international trade assistance, business development
assistance, veterans affairs, and disaster assistance.

Critical Strategic Planning
Issues Needing Further
Improvement

First, consistent with our 1997 review, the strategic plans we reviewed did
not adequately link required elements in the plans. Although all of the
agencies we reviewed provided some information on the relationship
between their long-term and annual goals, the extent of information
provided on how annual goals would be used to measure progress in
achieving the long-term goals varied greatly. In the case of DOE, the plan
provides a very brief description of the overall relationship between its
long-term and annual goals with examples, but does not demonstrate how
it will assess progress for each of its long-term goals and objectives.
Another plan, DOT'’s, refers the reader to the annual performance plan for
information about annual goals. We have reported that this linkage is
critical for determining whether an agency has a clear sense of how it will
assess progress toward achieving its intended results.

Second, although the agencies’ descriptions of their strategies had
improved since our initial reviews, with few exceptions, their strategies
generally did not include information on how the agencies plan to align
their activities, core processes, human capital, and other resources to
support their mission-critical outcomes and whether they have the right
mix of activities, skills, and resources to achieve their goals. Such
information is critical to understanding the viability of the strategies.
Furthermore, none of the agencies discussed alternative strategies they
had considered in developing their plans. Without such discussions, it is
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unclear whether agency planning processes were truly strategic or simply a
recasting of existing activities, processes, etc.

HUD was the only agency that provided any details of how it intended to
coordinate with other agencies to achieve common or complementary
goals for its crosscutting programs or activities. For example, to support
its goal of “Equal Opportunity in Housing,” HUD’s plan states that HUD and
the Department of Justice continue to coordinate their fair housing
enforcement activities, especially with respect to responding quickly and
effectively to Fair Housing Act complaints that involve criminal activity
(e.g., hate crimes), a pattern and practice of housing discrimination, or the
legality of state and local zoning or other land use laws or ordinances. We
have reported that mission fragmentation and program overlap are
widespread throughout the federal government.* As such, interagency
coordination is important for ensuring that crosscutting programs are
mutually reinforcing and efficiently implemented.

Finally, the draft strategic plans did not adequately address program
evaluations. In combination with an agency’s performance measurement
system, program evaluations can provide feedback to the agency on how
well its activities and programs contributed to achieving strategic goals.
For example, evaluations can be a potentially critical source of information
for Congress and others in assessing (1) the appropriateness and
reasonableness of goals; (2) the effectiveness of strategies by
supplementing performance measurement data with impact evaluation
studies; and (3) the implementation of programs, such as identifying the
need for corrective action. Evaluations are important because they
potentially can be critical sources of information for ensuring that goals are
reasonable, strategies for achieving goals are effective, and that corrective
actions are taken in program implementation. Five out of the six current
plans that we reviewed included a discussion of program evaluations,
however for most of these plans the discussions lacked critical information
required by GPRA, such as a discussion of how evaluations were used to
establish strategic goals or a schedule of future evaluations. For example,
DOE'’s plan stated that internal, GAO, and Inspector General (IG)
evaluations were used as resources to develop its draft strategic plan, but
specific program evaluations were not identified.

1U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Using the Results Act to Address
Mission Fragmentation and Program Overlap, GAO/AIMD-97-146 (Washington, D.C.:
Aug. 29, 1997).
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Fiscal Year 2004
Annual Performance
Plans Addressed Some
Weaknesses of Earlier
Plans, but Still Have
Room for Significant
Improvement

According to our review of agencies’ first annual performance plans, which
presented agencies’ annual performance goals for fiscal year 1999, we
found that substantial further development was needed for these plans to
be useful in a significant way to congressional and other decision makers.
Most of the fiscal year 1999 plans that we reviewed contained major
weaknesses that undermined their usefulness in that they (1) did not
consistently provide clear pictures of agencies’ intended performance,

(2) generally did not relate strategies and resources to performance, and
(3) provided limited confidence that agencies’ performance data will be
sufficiently credible. Although all of the fiscal year 1999 plans contained
valuable information for decision makers, their weaknesses caused their
usefulness to vary considerably within and among plans.

As shown in table 2, our current review of agencies’ fiscal year 2004
performance plans found that five agencies—Education, HUD, SBA, SSA,
and DOT—improved their efforts to provide a clear picture of intended
performance, with SSA and DOT being the clearest. Furthermore, the same
five agencies improved the specificity of the strategies and resources they
intended to use to achieve their performance goals, with DOT being the
most specific. Finally, the same five agencies—Education, HUD, SBA, SSA,
and DOT—made improvements in the area of greatest weakness—
reporting on how they will ensure performance data will be credible.
However, only DOT’s plan provided a full level of confidence that the
performance data the agency intended to collect would be credible.
Appendix IV provides a more detailed discussion of (1) the required and
other useful elements we reviewed to assess the clarity of the picture of
intended performance, the specificity of the strategies and resources, and
the level of confidence in the performance data and (2) changes in the
quality of the six agencies’ annual performance plans we reviewed.

"GAO/GGD/AIMD-98-228.
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Table 2: Characterizations of Agencies’ Fiscal Year 1999 and 2004 Annual
Performance Plans

Picture of
intended Strategies and
performance resources Data credible
(unclear, limited, (no, limited, (no, limited,
general, clear) general, specific) general, full)
Agency 1999 2004 1999 2004 1999 2004
Department of Limited General Limited General Limited General

Education

Department of Energy Limited Limited General General Limited Limited

Department of Housing Limited General Limited General Limited General
and Urban Development

Small Business Limited General Limited General Limited General
Administration

Social Security Limited Clear Limited General No General
Administration

Department of General Clear General Specific  Limited Full
Transportation

Sources: GAO analysis of agencies’ fiscal year 2004 annual performance plans and U.S. General Accounting Office, Results Act:
Observations on the Department of Education’s Fiscal Year 1999 Annual Performance Plan, GAO/HEHS-98-172R (Washington, D.C.:
June 8, 1998); Results Act: Observations on DOE’s Annual Performance Plan for Fiscal Year 1999, GAO/RCED-98-194R (Washington,
D.C.: May 28, 1998); Results Act: Observations on the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s Fiscal Year 1999 Annual
Performance Plan, GAO/RCED-98-159R (Washington, D.C.: June 5, 1998); Results Act: Observations on the Small Business
Administration’s Fiscal Year 1999 Annual Performance Plan, GAO/RCED-98-200R (Washington, D.C.: May 28, 1998); The Results Act:
Observations on the Social Security Administration’s Fiscal Year 1999 Annual Performance Plan, GAO/HEHS-98-178R (Washington,
D.C.: June 9, 1998); and Results Act: Observations on the Department of Transportation’s Annual Performance Plan for Fiscal Year 1999,
GAO/RCED-98-180R (Washington, D.C.: May 12, 1998).
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Plans Generally Provided a
Clearer Picture of Intended
Performance, Except for
Crosscutting Areas

At the most basic level, an annual performance plan is to provide a clear
picture of intended performance across the agency. Such information is
important to Congress, agency managers, and others for understanding
what the agency is trying to achieve, identifying subsequent opportunities
for improvement, and assigning accountability. Our current review of
agencies’ fiscal year 2004 performance plans found that five of the six
agencies provided a clearer picture of intended performance than their
fiscal year 1999 plans did, although only two of the 2004 plans—DOT’s and
SSA's—received the highest rating possible. As shown in table 2, except for
DOT, the six agencies we reviewed for this report initially provided a
limited picture of intended performance. Most of the fiscal year 1999
performance plans we previously reviewed had at least some objective,
quantifiable, and measurable goals, but few plans consistently included a
comprehensive set of goals that focused on the results that programs were
intended to achieve. Moreover, agencies did not consistently follow OMB’s
guidance that goals for performance and accountability challenges be
included in the plans. Agencies’ plans generally showed how their missions
and strategic goals were related to their annual performance goals and
covered all of the program activities in the agencies’ budget requests.® In
addition, many agencies took the needed first step of identifying their
crosscutting efforts, with some including helpful lists of other agencies
with which they shared a responsibility for addressing similar national
issues. However, the plans generally did not go further to describe how
agencies expected to coordinate their efforts with other agencies.

The fiscal year 2004 plans improved the picture of performance by making
annual goals and performance measures more results oriented, objective,
and quantifiable. For example, Education’s plan included a measure for the
number of states meeting their eighth grade mathematics achievement
targets under the long-term goal to improve mathematics and science
achievement for all students. We previously criticized Education’s 1999
plan for lacking such outcome-oriented measures. Another overall
improvement we observed was that all of the plans described intended
efforts to address performance and accountability challenges we and
others had previously identified. For instance, to address the
governmentwide high-risk area of strategic human capital management,

®Program activity refers to the list of projects and activities in the appendix portion of the
Budget of the United States Government. Program activity structures are intended to
provide a meaningful representation of the operations financed by a specific budget
account.
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HUD states that to develop its staff capacity, it will complete a
comprehensive workforce analysis in 2004 to serve as the basis to fill
mission critical skill gaps through succession planning, hiring, and training
initiatives in a 5-year human capital management strategy. The clarity of
DOE’s plan remained limited because its annual goals were not clearly
linked to its mission, the long-term goals in its strategic plan, or the
program activities in its budget request.

Although five of the six agencies improved the clarity of the picture of
intended performance, improvement is still needed in reporting on
crosscutting efforts. In both the 1999 and 2004 plans, many agencies
identified their crosscutting efforts, with some including helpful lists of
other agencies with which they shared a responsibility for addressing
similar national issues. Our review of fiscal year 2004 plans shows that the
six agencies we reviewed still did not discuss how they expected to
coordinate with other agencies to address common challenges or to
achieve common or complementary performance goals. As we have
reported previously, improved reporting on crosscutting efforts can help
Congress use the annual performance plan to evaluate whether the annual
goals will put the agency on a path toward achieving its mission and long-
term strategic goals. In addition, the plans can aid in determining efforts to
reduce significant program overlap and fragmentation that can waste
scarce resources, confuse and frustrate program customers, and limit
overall program effectiveness.

None of the six agencies’ plans indicated an intention to request waivers of
specific administrative procedural requirements and controls that may be
impeding an agencies’ ability to achieve results. This provision of GPRA
allows agencies greater managerial flexibility in exchange for
accountability for results. We previously reported on the results of the
pilot project to implement this provision of GPRA and found that the pilot
did not work as intended.” OMB did not designate any of the seven
departments and one independent agency that submitted a total of 61
waiver proposals as GPRA managerial accountability and flexibility pilots.
For about three-quarters of the waiver proposals, OMB or other central
management agencies determined that the waivers were not allowable for
statutory or other reasons or that the requirement for which the waivers
were proposed no longer existed. For the remaining proposals, OMB or
other central management agencies approved waivers or developed

"GAO/GGD-97-36.
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compromises by using authorities that were already available independent
of GPRA.

Plans More Specifically
Related Strategies and
Resources to Performance
Goals

To judge the reasonableness of an agency’s proposed strategies and
resources, congressional and other decision makers need complete
information on how the proposed strategies and resources will contribute
to the achievement of agency goals. Agencies generally improved their
plans by better relating strategies and resources to performance.
Education’s, HUD’s, SBA’s, and SSA’'s 1999 plans had a limited discussion,
while DOE’s and DOT’s 1999 plans had a general discussion. In 2004, five of
the six plans—Education’s, DOE’s, HUD’s, SBA’s, and SSA's—provided
general discussions of how their strategies and resources would contribute
to achieving their performance goals. DOT’s 2004 plan improved to include
a specific discussion.

Our review of the 1999 plans found that most agencies’ performance plans
did not provide clear strategies that described how performance goals
would be achieved. In contrast, the 2004 performance plans we reviewed
generally provided lists of the agencies’ current array of programs and
initiatives. Several plans provided a perspective on how these programs
and initiatives were necessary or helpful for achieving results. For
example, DOE and HUD included in their plans a “means and strategies”
section for each of their goals that described how the goal would be
achieved. One strategy DOE identified to meet its goal of contributing
unique, vital facilities to the biological environmental sciences was to
conduct peer reviews of the facilities to assess the scientific output, user
satisfaction, the overall cost-effectiveness of each facility’s operations, and
their ability to deliver the most advanced scientific capability.

In addition, each of the agencies’ plans identified the external factors that
could influence the degree to which goals are achieved. Some of the better
plans, such as DOT’s and SBA’s, provided strategies to mitigate the negative
factors or take advantage of positive factors, as appropriate. For example,
for its transportation accessibility goals, DOT’s plan states that as the
population ages, more people will require accessible public transit, for
which states and local agencies decide how best to allocate federally
provided resources. One of the strategies DOT intends to employ to
address this external factor is the “Special Needs of Elderly Individuals and
Individuals with Disabilities” grant program. The plan states the grant
program will help meet transportation needs of the elderly and persons
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with disabilities when regular transportation services are unavailable,
insufficient, or inappropriate to meet their needs.

Agencies’ 2004 plans did not consistently describe all the resources needed
and how they would be used to achieve agency goals. Our review of
agencies’ fiscal year 1999 plans found that most did not adequately
describe—or reference other appropriate documents that describe—the
capital, human, information, and financial resources needed to achieve
their agencies’ performance goals. The 2004 plans we reviewed generally
described the funding levels needed to achieve their performance goals
overall and in some cases broke out funding needs by high-level
performance goal. For example, SSA’s plan provides a general perspective
on the financial resources needed to achieve its performance goals because
it provides budget information by account and program activity. However,
the plan is neither structured by budget program activity or account, nor
does it provide a crosswalk between the strategic goals and budget
program accounts. In contrast, HUD’s plan presented its requested funding
and staffing levels at the strategic goal level, but did not present budget
information at the level of its annual goals. In addition, although the plans
make brief mention of nonfinancial resources, such as human capital,
information technology, or other capital investments, little information is
provided on how such resources would be used to achieve performance
goals.

Plans Continue to Provide
Less Than Full Confidence
That Performance Data Will
Be Credible

Credible performance information is essential for accurately assessing
agencies’ progress towards the achievement of their goals and, in cases
where goals are not met, identifying opportunities for improvement or
whether goals need to be adjusted. Under GPRA, agencies’ annual
performance plans are to describe the means that will be used to verify and
validate performance data. To help improve the quality of agencies’
performance data, Congress amended GPRA through the Reports
Consolidation Act of 2000 to require that agencies assess the completeness
and reliability of the performance data in their performance reports.
Agencies were also required to discuss in their report any material
inadequacies in the completeness and reliability of their performance data
and discuss actions to address these inadequacies. Meeting these new
requirements suggests the need for careful planning to ensure that agencies
can comment accurately on the quality of the performance data they report
to the public.
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As shown in table 2, although five of the six agencies we reviewed
improved in reporting how they plan to ensure that performance data will
be credible, only one agency—DOT—improved enough over its 1999 plan
to provide a full level of confidence in the credibility of its performance
data. Four agencies—Education, HUD, SBA, and SSA—improved enough
to provide a general level of confidence. However, DOE provided the same
limited level of confidence in the credibility of the performance data as in
its 1999 plan. Regarding all 24 of the fiscal year 1999 performance plans we
reviewed, we found most provided only superficial descriptions of
procedures that agencies intended to use to verify and validate
performance data. Moreover, in general, agencies’ performance plans did
not include discussions of documented limitations in financial and other
information systems that may undermine efforts to produce high-quality
data. As we have previously noted, without such information, and
strategies to address those limitations, Congress and other decision makers
cannot assess the validity and reliability of performance information.

We found that each of the 2004 plans we reviewed contained some
discussion of the procedures the agencies would use to verify and validate
performance information, although in some cases the discussion was
inconsistent or limited. For example, the discussions of SBA’s verification
and validation processes for its indicators in the 2004 plan were generally
one- or two-sentence statements. SBA also noted that it does not
independently verify some of the external data it gathers or that it does not
have access to the data for this purpose. In contrast, the DOT plan referred
to a separate compendium available on-line that provides source and
accuracy statements, which give more detail on the methods used to
collect performance data, sources of variation and bias in the data, and
methods used to verify and validate the data.
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Strengths and
Weaknesses of
Selected Agencies’
Fiscal Year 2002
Annual Performance
Reports

In addition, all of the agencies except DOE discussed known limitations to
performance data in their plans. These agencies’ plans generally provided
information about the quality of each performance measure, including any
limitations. According to DOE officials, DOE’s plan generally does not
discuss data limitations because the department selected goals for which
data are expected to be available and therefore did not anticipate finding
any limitations. However, in our 2003 Performance and Accountability
Series report on DOE, we identified several performance and
accountability challenges where data were a concern, such as the need for
additional information on the results of contractors’ performance to keep
projects on schedule and within budget.> DOE’s contract management
continues to be a significant challenge for the department and remains at
high risk.

Finally, the remaining five agencies also discussed plans to address
limitations to the performance data. For example, DOT’s plan provided a
general discussion of the limitations to the internal and external sources of
data used to measure performance. Detailed discussions were contained in
an appendix to the plan and separate source and accuracy statements. This
information had been lacking in its 1999 plan. Education, HUD, SBA, and
SSA also provided information on limitations to their performance data and
plans for improvement.

Key to improving accountability for results as Congress intended under
GPRA, annual performance reports are to document the results agencies
have achieved compared to the goals they established. To be useful for
oversight and accountability purposes, the reports should clearly
communicate performance results, provide explanations for any unmet
goals as well as actions needed to address them, and discuss known data
limitations as well as how the limitations are to be addressed in the future.
Compared to our reviews of the six agencies’ fiscal year 1999 performance
reports, we identified a number of strengths and improvements as well as
areas that continued to need improvement. Because the scope of our
review of the fiscal year 2002 reports was broader than that for the fiscal
year 1999 reports we previously reviewed, we were unable to make specific
comparisons for the three characteristics we used to assess the fiscal year
2002 reports. However, we discuss comparative information on aspects of

8U.S. General Accounting Office, Major Management Challenges and Program Risks:
Department of Energy, GAO-03-100 (Washington, D.C.: January 2003).
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the reports where available. Table 3 shows the results of our assessment of
the six agencies’ annual performance reports for fiscal year 2002.
Appendix V provides a more detailed discussion of (1) the required and
other useful elements we reviewed to assess the clarity of the picture of
performance, the clarity of the linkage between costs and performance,
and the level of confidence in the performance data and (2) changes in the
quality of the six agencies’ annual performance plans we reviewed.

|
Table 3: Characterizations of Agencies’ 2002 Annual Performance Reports

Picture of Resources linked
performance to results Data credible
(unclear, limited, (no, limited, (no, limited,
Agency general, clear) general, clear) general, full)
Department of Education Limited Clear General
Department of Energy General Limited Limited
Department of Housing General No General
and Urban Development
Small Business Limited General General
Administration
Social Security General Limited General
Administration
Department of General No Full

Transportation

Sources: GAO analysis of agencies’ fiscal year 2002 annual performance reports and U.S. General Accounting Office, Observations on
the Department of Education’s Fiscal Year 1999 Performance Report and Fiscal Year 2001 Performance Plan, GAO/HEHS-00-128R
(Washington, D.C.: June 30, 2000); Observations on the Department of Energy’s Fiscal Year 1999 Accountability Report and Fiscal
Years 2000 and 2001 Performance Plans, GAO/RCED-00-209R (Washington, D.C.: June 30, 2000); Observations on the Department of
Housing and Urban Development’s Fiscal Year 1999 Performance Report and Fiscal Year 2001 Performance Plan, GAO/RCED-00-211R
(Washington, D.C.: June 30, 2000); Observations on the Small Business Administration’s Fiscal Year 1999 Performance Report and
Fiscal Year 2001 Performance Plan, GAO/RCED-00-207R (Washington, D.C.: June 30, 2000); Observations on the Social Security
Administration’s Fiscal Year 1999 Performance Report and Fiscal Year 2001 Performance Plan, GAO/HEHS-00-126R (Washington, D.C.:
June 30, 2000); and Observations on the Department of Transportation’s Fiscal Year 1999 Performance Report and Fiscal Year 2001
Performance Plan, GAO/RCED-00-201R (Washington, D.C.: June 30, 2000).

Progress in Providing a
Clear Picture of
Performance

The six agency reports that we reviewed contained a number of strengths,
some of which we can describe as improvements over the reports on fiscal
year 1999 performance. A key strength of four of the 2002 reports
(Education, HUD, DOT, SSA) was a discussion of the relationship between
the strategic plan, performance plan, and performance report. For
example, SSA’s report identified relevant results that were linked to its
strategic objective to deliver “citizen-centered, world-class service,” such
as maintaining the accuracy, timeliness, and efficiency of service to people
applying for its benefit programs. The clarity of the DOE and SBA reports
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was limited by not clearly relating agency performance results to strategic
and annual performance goals. For example, the structure of SBA’s report
reflected the objectives in its draft 2003 to 2008 strategic plan rather than
those in its 2002 performance plan, making it difficult to assess progress
against the original 2002 objectives. Furthermore, although there is no
“right” number of performance measures to be used to assess progress, a
number of the plans allowed for an easier review of results by limiting the
overall number of measures presented or by highlighting key performance
measures of greatest significance to their programs. For example, SBA
discussed a total of 19 performance goals and DOT discussed a total of 40.
Although SSA discussed a total of 69 performance goals, the report
highlighted its progress in achieving 14 key goals. In contrast, Education,
HUD, and DOE presented a total of 120, 184, and 260 measures,
respectively. Furthermore, while Education and SSA each provided a table
showing progress across all its measures, the other agencies did not
provide such summary information.

As we found in our earlier reviews, the six agencies’ fiscal year 2002 reports
generally allowed for an assessment of progress made in achieving agency
goals. Some of the reports made this assessment easier than others by
providing easy-to-read summary information. For example, SSA provided a
table at the beginning of the report that summarized the results for each of
its 69 indicators with the following dispositions: met, not met, almost met,
and data not yet available. Other reports, such as HUD'’s, required an
extensive review to make this assessment. In addition, to place current
performance in context, each of the agencies’ reports contained trend
information, as required by GPRA, which allowed for comparisons between
current year and prior year performance.

In addition, the majority of agencies maintained, or demonstrated
improvements over, the quality of their 1999 reports in discussing the
progress achieved in addressing performance and accountability
challenges identified by agency IGs and GAO. For example, SBA’s report
contained two broad overviews and an appendix describing the status of
GAO audits and recommendations, as well as a description of the most
serious management challenges SBA faces as identified by the agency’s IG.

Unfortunately, many of the weaknesses we identified in the agencies’ fiscal
year 2002 reports were similar to those we found in their fiscal year 1999
reports related to the significant number of performance goals (1) which
were not achieved and lacked explanations or plans for achieving the goal
in the future and (2) for which performance data were unavailable. Three
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of the six agencies we reviewed—HUD, SSA, and Transportation—did not
consistently report the reasons for not meeting their goals. For example,
Transportation provided explanations for only 5 of the 14 goals it did not
meet. In addition, similar to our 1999 report findings, three of the six
agencies we reviewed—HUD, SBA, and DOT—did not discuss their plans
or strategies to achieve unmet goals in the future. For example, HUD
reported “substantially meeting” only 47 percent of the performance targets
in fiscal year 2002. However, although HUD provides various reasons for
not meeting all its targets, it offers no information on plans or time frames
to achieve the goals in the future. Finally, we continued to observe a
significant number of goals for which performance data were unavailable.
For example, performance data for 10 of SBA's 19 performance goals were
unavailable.

In addition, the majority of the reports we reviewed did not include other
GPRA requirements. The reports generally did not evaluate the
performance plan for the current year relative to the performance achieved
toward the performance goals in the fiscal year covered by the report. The
reports also did not discuss the use or effectiveness of any waivers in
achieving performance goals. In addition, for two of the agencies—DOE
and SBA—program evaluation findings completed during the fiscal year
were not summarized. As we have previously noted, such evaluations
could help agencies understand the relationship between their activities
and the results they hope to achieve.
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Progress in Linking
Resources to Results

Although linking costs to performance goals is not a requirement of GPRA,
both GPRA and the CFO Act emphasized the importance of linking
program performance information with financial information as a key
feature of sound management and an important element in presenting to
the public a useful and informative perspective on federal spending. The
committee report for GPRA suggested that developing the capacity to
relate the level of program activity with program costs, such as cost per
unit of result, cost per unit of service, or cost per unit of output, should be a
high priority. In our survey of federal managers, this year we asked for the
first time the extent to which federal managers had measures of cost-
effectiveness for the programs they were involved with. Only 31 percent of
federal managers we surveyed reported having such measures to a great or
very great extent, lower than any of the other types of measures associated
with GPRA we asked about by at least 12 percent (see fig. 3 in ch. 2). Under
the PMA, the current administration has set an ambitious agenda for
performance budgeting, calling for agencies to better align budgets with
performance goals and focus on capturing full budgetary costs and
matching those costs with output and outcome goals. All this suggests that
agencies will need to develop integrated financial and performance
management systems that will enable the reporting of the actual costs
associated with performance goals and objectives along with presentations
designed to meet other budgetary or financial purposes, such as the
accounts and program activities found in the President’s Budget and
responsibility segments found in financial statements.’

%According to OMB’s Statement of Federal Financial Accounting Standards No. 4—
Managerial Cost Accounting Standards, July 31, 1995, a responsibility segment is a
component of a reporting entity that is responsible for carrying out a mission, conducting a
major line of activity, or producing one or a group of related products or services. In
addition, responsibility segments usually possess the following characteristics: (1) their
managers report to the entity’s top management directly and (2) their resources and results
of operations can be clearly distinguished from those of other segments of the entity.
Managerial cost accounting should be performed to measure and report the costs of each
segment’s outputs.
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Of the six agencies we reviewed, only Education’s report clearly linked its
budgetary information to the achievement of its performance goals or
objectives. Education’s report laid out, using both graphics and text, the
estimated appropriations associated with achieving each of its 24
objectives. In addition the report provided the staffing in full-time
equivalent employment (FTEs) and an estimate of the funds from salaries
and expenses contributing to the support of each of these objectives. SBA's
report contained crosswalks that showed the relationship between SBA’s
strategic goals, outcome goals, performance goals, and programs. Because
SBA shows the resources for each program, a reader can infer a
relationship between SBA’s resources and performance goals. However,
the linkage between resources and results would be clearer if results and
resources were presented by performance goal as well. SSA provided a
limited view of the costs of achieving its performance goals by providing
the costs associated with four out of five of its strategic goals."” However,
as reported by the IG, SSA needs to further develop its cost accounting
system, which would help link costs to performance.!! DOE also provided
a limited view of the costs of achieving its performance goals by organizing
its performance information by budget program activity and associated net
costs. According to DOE officials, the department plans to link its
individual performance measures to the costs of program activities in
future reports. Neither HUD nor DOT provided information on the cost of
achieving individual performance goals or objectives.

Progress in Providing
Confidence in the
Credibility of Performance
Data

To assess the degree to which an agency’s report provided full confidence
that the agency’s performance information was credible, we examined the
extent to which the reports discussed the quality of the data presented. As
shown in table 3, only DOT’s report provided a full level of confidence in
the quality of the data. The other agencies provided general or limited
confidence in their data.

9SSA noted that its fifth strategic goal, “Valued Employees,” supports the accomplishment
of all its basic functions, so its resources are inherently included in the other four goals.

UAccording to the IG, SSA began to implement an improved cost accounting system in fiscal
year 2002, which was to be phased in over the next 3 to 4 years.
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All six agencies in our current review complied with the Reports
Consolidation Act of 2000 by including assessments of the completeness
and reliability of their performance data in their transmittal letters. In
contrast, we found that only 5 of the 24 CFO Act agencies included this
information in their fiscal year 2000 performance reports.”?> Of the six
agencies in our current review, only DOE provided this assessment in its
fiscal year 2000 report. For example, the Secretary of DOT stated in the
transmittal letter that the 2002 report “contains performance and financial
data that are substantially complete and reliable.” However, only two of
the six agencies also disclosed material inadequacies in the completeness
and reliability of their performance data and discussed actions to address
the inadequacies in their transmittal letters. For example, SBA stated in its
transmittal letter that it is “working to improve the completeness and
reliability of the performance data for the advice provided to small
business through SBA’s resource partners.” SBA explained that data for
this aspect of its performance are collected through surveys, which are
inconsistent and not comparable, and for which client responses are
difficult to obtain. SBA stated that it is working to improve the survey
instruments it uses to obtain performance data.

In addition to the requirements of the Reports Consolidation Act, we have
previously reported on other practices that enhance the credibility of
performance data that are not specifically required by GPRA. For instance,
discussions of standards and methods used by agencies to assess the
quality of their performance data in their performance reports provide
decision makers greater insight into the quality and value of the
performance data. None of the reports explicitly referred to a specific
standard they used, however, DOE described its method for assuring data
quality. The report states that the heads of DOE’s organizational elements
certified the accuracy of their performance data. DOE subsequently
reviewed the data for quality and completeness.

Other useful practices that help foster transparency to the public and assist
decision makers in understanding the quality of an agency’s data include:
(1) discussion of data quality, including known data limitations and actions
to address the limitations, and (2) discussion of data verification and

12J.S. General Accounting Office, Performance Reporting: Few Agencies Reported on the
Completeness and Reliability of Performance Data, GAO-02-372 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 26,
2002).
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validation procedures, including proposals to review data collection and
verification and validation procedures.

All six agencies’ reports described data limitations, although discussions
were mostly brief and very high level. One exception was DOT, which
directed readers to the DOT Web site to obtain an assessment of the
completeness and reliability of its performance data and detailed
information on the source, scope, and limitations of the performance data.
HUD and SBA also discussed plans for addressing the limitations. For
example, HUD stated that to address problems with its indicator on the
number of homeowners who have been assisted with the Home Investment
Partnership Program (HOME), HUD has established a team of managers,
technical staff, and contractors to make a series of improvements to the
Integrated Disbursement and Information System beginning in fiscal year
2003 that should reduce the need to clean up the data.

Each of the six agencies’ reports also discussed the procedures they used
to verify and validate their performance data. However, these discussions
ranged from the very general description of the DOE method (noted
previously), to the very detailed discussions provided by DOT. DOT
provides an on-line compendium that discusses the source and accuracy of
its data. Furthermore, DOT’s 2002 report also describes strategies being
undertaken to address the quality of its data. The report states that a DOT
intermodal working group addressed data quality issues by developing
departmental statistical standards and by updating source and accuracy
statements for all of DOT’s data programs. The working group also worked
to improve quality assurance procedures, evaluate sampling and
nonsampling errors, and develop common definitions for data across
modes.
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While a great deal of progress has been made in making federal agencies
more results oriented, numerous challenges still exist to effective
implementation of GPRA. The success of GPRA depends on the
commitment of top leadership within agencies, OMB, and Congress.
However, according to federal managers surveyed, top leadership
commitment to achieving results has not grown significantly since our 1997
survey. Furthermore, although OMB has recently shown an increased
commitment to management issues, it significantly reduced its guidance to
agencies on GPRA implementation compared to prior years, and it is not
clear how the program goals developed through its PART initiative will
complement and integrate with the long-term, strategic focus of GPRA.
Obtaining leadership commitment to implement a strategic plan depends in
part on the usefulness and relevance of agency goals and strategies to
agency leaders, Congress, and OMB. However, GPRA’s requirement to
update agency strategic plans every 3 years is out of sync with presidential
and congressional terms and can result in updated plans that do not have
the support of top administration leadership and key congressional
stakeholders.

As noted in chapter 2, more federal managers surveyed reported having
results-oriented performance measures for their programs and we would
expect to have seen similar increases in the use of this information for
program management. However, we did not observe any growth in their
reported use of this information for key management activities, such as
adopting new program approaches or changing work processes.
Additionally, managers noted human capital-related challenges that impede
results-oriented management, including a lack of authority and training to
carry out GPRA requirements, as well as a lack of recognition for the
results achieved.

Consistent with our previous work, federal managers in our focus groups
reported that significant challenges persist in setting outcome-oriented
goals, measuring performance, and collecting useful data. However, our
survey data suggested that federal managers do not perceive issues, such
as “difficulty distinguishing between the results produced by the program
and results caused by other factors” and “difficulty obtaining data in time to
be useful,” to be substantial hindrances to measuring performance or using
performance information.

Additionally, mission fragmentation and overlap contribute to difficulties in

addressing crosscutting issues, particularly when those issues require a
national focus, such as homeland security, drug control, and the
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Top Leadership Does
Not Consistently Show
Commitment to
Achieving Results

environment. GAO has previously reported on a variety of barriers to
interagency cooperation, such as conflicting agency missions, jurisdiction
issues, and incompatible procedures, data, and processes. We have also
reported that OMB could use the provision of GPRA that calls for OMB to
develop a governmentwide performance plan to integrate expected agency-
level performance. Unfortunately, this provision has not been fully
implemented and the federal government lacks a tool, such as a strategic
plan, that could provide a framework for a governmentwide reexamination
of existing programs, as well as proposals for new programs. Finally,
federal managers in our focus groups and political appointees we
interviewed believed that Congress does not use performance information
to the fullest extent to conduct oversight and to inform appropriations
decisions. While there is concern regarding Congress’ use of performance
information, it is important to make sure that this information is initially
useful. As a key user of performance information, Congress needs to be
considered a partner in shaping agency goals at the outset. GPRA provides
Congress opportunities to influence agency performance goals through the
consultation requirement for strategic plans and through Congress’
traditional oversight role.

We have previously testified that perhaps the single most important
element of successful management improvement initiatives is the
demonstrated commitment of top leaders to change.! This commitment is
most prominently shown through the personal involvement of top leaders
in developing and directing reform efforts. Organizations that successfully
address their long-standing management weaknesses do not “staff out”
responsibility for leading change. Top leadership involvement and clear
lines of accountability for making management improvements are critical
to overcoming organizations’ natural resistance to change, marshalling the
resources needed in many cases to improve management, and building and
maintaining the organizationwide commitment to new ways of doing
business.

Results from our surveys show that while the majority of managers
continue to indicate top leadership demonstrates a strong commitment to
achieving results, we have not seen a noteworthy improvement in the
percentage of managers expressing this view. From our 1997 survey, we

U.S. General Accounting Office, Management Reform: Elements of Successful
Improvement Initiatives, GAO/T-GGD-00-26 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 15, 1999).
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estimated about 57 percent of managers overall reported such commitment
to a great or very great extent. On our 2003 survey, 62 percent of managers
expressed a comparable view—a higher but not statistically significant
increase. (See fig. 10.)

|
Figure 10: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported to a Great or Very Great
Extent Their Top Leadership Has a Strong Commitment to Achieving Results
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As shown in figure 11, however, we continued to see a significant
difference between the perceptions of SES and non-SES managers on this
issue. That is, the percentage of SES managers reporting that top
leadership demonstrated strong commitment to a great or very great extent
in 2003 was 22 percent higher than for non-SES managers.
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Figure 11: Percentage of SES and Non-SES Managers Who Reported to a Great or
Very Great Extent Their Agency Top Leadership Demonstrated Strong Commitment
to Achieving Results
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#There was a statistically significant difference between SES and non-SES.

We observed in our 1997 and 2000 reports on governmentwide
implementation of GPRA that we would expect to see managers’ positive
perceptions on items, such as the extent to which top leadership is
committed to achieving results, become more prevalent and the gap
between SES and non-SES managers begin to narrow as GPRA and related
reforms are implemented; however, these changes do not appear to be
happening as expected.

Demonstrating the willingness and ability to make decisions and manage
programs based on results and the ability to inspire others to embrace such

2U.S. General Accounting Office, The Government Performance and Results Act: 1997
Governmentwide Implementation Will Be Uneven, GAO/GGD-97-109 (Washington, D.C.:
June 2, 1997) and Managing for Results: Federal Managers’ Views Show Need for
Ensuring Top Leadership Skills, GAO-01-127 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 20, 2000).
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a model are important indicators of leadership commitment to results-
oriented management. However, in both our 1997 and 2000 surveys, only
about 16 percent of managers reported that changes by management above
their levels to the programs for which they were responsible were based on
results or outcome-oriented performance information to a great or very
great extent. In our 2003 survey, this indicator increased to 23 percent, a
statistically significant increase from prior surveys. Twenty-eight percent
of federal managers surveyed who expressed an opinion reported that the
lack of ongoing top executive commitment or support for using
performance information to make program/funding decisions hindered
measuring performance or using performance information to a great or
very great extent.

Our interviews with 10 top political appointees from the Clinton and
current Bush administrations indicated a high level of support and
enthusiasm for effectively implementing the principles embodied in GPRA.
For example, one appointee noted that GPRA focused senior management
on a set of goals and objectives to allow the organization to understand
what is important and how to deal with accomplishment at a macro-level,
as well as provided a structure for problem solving. Another political
appointee noted that GPRA has made it important to look at what you get
out of the budget, not just what you put into it, while another concluded
that GPRA brought about a fundamental rethinking of how they managed
their programs and processes. Such indications of support for GPRA are
promising. However, to support the transition to more results-oriented
agency cultures, top agency management will need to make a more
concerted effort to translate their enthusiasm for GPRA into actions that
communicate to employees that top management cares about performance
results and uses the information in its decision making.

The need for strong, committed leadership extends to OMB as well. OMB
has shown a commitment to improving the management of federal
programs, both through its leadership in reviewing agency program
performance using the PART tool as well as through the PMA, which calls
for improved financial performance, strategic human capital management,
competitive sourcing, expanded electronic government, and performance
budget integration. Using the foundation of information generated by
agencies in their strategic plans, annual performance plans, and program
performance reports, OMB has used the PART tool to exercise oversight of
selected federal programs by assessing program purpose and design, the
quality of strategic planning, the quality of program management, and the
extent to which programs can demonstrate results. PART provides OMB a
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lens through which to view performance information for use in the budget
formulation process. PART, and OMB’s use of performance data in the
budget formulation process, potentially can complement GPRA’s focus on
increasing the supply of credible performance information by promoting
the demand for this information in the budget formulation process. As we
reported in chapter 2, more federal managers noted that OMB was paying
attention to their agencies’ efforts under GPRA. (See fig. 6.) Additionally,
OMB convened a performance measurement workshop in April 2003 to
identify practical strategies for addressing common performance
measurement challenges. As aresult of this workshop, it produced a paper
in June 2003 that included basic performance measurement definitions and
concepts and common performance measurement problems that were
discussed at the workshop. This was part of OMB’s continuing efforts to
improve PART as an evaluation tool.

However, there are areas where OMB could further enhance its leadership.
OMB has stated that the PART exercise presents an opportunity to inform
and improve on agency GPRA plans and reports and establish a
meaningful, systematic link between GPRA and the budget process. OMB
has instructed agencies that, in lieu of a performance plan, they are to
submit a performance budget that includes information from the PART
assessments, including all performance goals used in the assessment of
program performance done under the PART process. The result is that
program-specific performance measures developed through the PART
review are to substitute for other measures developed by the agency
through its strategic planning process. GPRA is a broad legislative
framework that was designed to be consultative with Congress and other
stakeholders and address the needs of many users of performance
information—Congress to provide oversight and inform funding decisions,
agency managers to manage programs and make internal resource
decisions, and the public to provide greater accountability. Changing
agency plans and reports for use in the budget formulation process may not
satisfy the needs of these other users. Users other than OMB are not likely
to find the information useful unless it is credible and valid for their
purposes. PART’s program-specific focus may fit with OMB’s agency-by-
agency budget reviews, but it is not well suited to achieving one of the key
purposes of strategic plans—to convey agencywide, long-term goals and
objectives for all major functions and operations. PART’s focus on
program-specific measures does not substitute for the strategic, long-term
focus of GPRA on thematic goals and department- and governmentwide
crosscutting comparisons.
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To reach the full potential of performance management, agency planning
and reporting documents need to reflect the full array of uses of
performance information, which may extend beyond those needed for
formulating the President’s Budget. However, it is not yet clear whether the
results of those reviews, such as changes to agencies’ program
performance measures, will complement and be integrated with the long-
term, strategic goals and objectives agencies have established in
consultation with Congress and other stakeholders under GPRA. OMB has
not yet clearly articulated how PART is to complement GPRA. Focus group
participants suggested that the administration and OMB needed to
reinforce GPRA’s usefulness as a management tool for agencies. They also
emphasized the need for OMB to help agencies understand how to
integrate GPRA with other management initiatives, such as PART.

As we noted in chapter 3, agencies’ plans and reports still suffer from
persistent weaknesses and could improve in a number of areas, such as
attention to issues that cut across agency lines, and better information
about the quality of the data that underlie agency performance goals.
However, OMB’s July 2003 guidance for the preparation and submission of
strategic plans, annual performance plans, and annual performance reports
is significantly shorter and less detailed than its 2002 guidance. For
example, OMB no longer provides detailed guidance to agencies for the
development of performance plan components. OMB’s 2002 guidance on
the preparation and submission of annual performance plans is
approximately 39 pages long; in its 2003 guidance, that discussion spans
only 2 pages. The 2003 guidance in this area does not include entire
sections found in the 2002 guidance, such as principles for choosing
performance goals and indicators for inclusion in the annual plan, types of
performance goals, crosscutting programs, and requirements for verifying
and validating data.

OMB needs to maintain and strengthen its leadership role in working with
agencies to help them produce the highest quality GPRA documents
through its formal guidance and reviews of strategic plan and report
submissions. Focus group participants discussed the need for consistent
guidance on how to implement GPRA. Furthermore, there is no evidence
that agencies have institutional knowledge of GPRA requirements that
would obviate the need for OMB’s guidance. New managers will need a
consistent resource that provides practical guidance on what agencies
need to include in their planning and reporting documents to comply with
GPRA and reflect best practices. Consistent, explicit OMB guidance on
preparing GPRA documents can help ensure that gains in the quality of
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Managers Report
Mixed Results in Use of
Performance
Information

GPRA documents are maintained and provide a resource for agencies to
make further improvements in those documents. For example, guidance
on how to discuss coordination of crosscutting programs or improvements
to the credibility of performance data in agency performance plans goes
hand-in-hand with OMB’s enhanced oversight of agency performance
through the PART exercise.

The success of GPRA depends on the commitment of top leadership within
agencies, OMB, and Congress. Obtaining such leadership commitment
depends in part on the usefulness and relevance of agency goals and
strategies to these parties. GPRA requires an agency to develop a strategic
plan at least every 3 years to cover the following 5-year period. Thus, there
have been two required updates of strategic plans since the initial strategic
plans were submitted for fiscal year 1997—fiscal year 2000 and fiscal year
2003. The fiscal year 2000 update occurred the year before a new
presidential term began. According to our focus group participants—both
the experts and federal managers—it makes little sense to require an
update of a strategic plan shortly before a new administration is scheduled
to take office. For example, changes in political leadership generally result
in a new agenda with new objectives. Such changes force agencies to
revise their plans, management initiatives, and strategies, which translates
into additional GPRA-related work. A strategic plan that does not reflect
the participation and buy-in of top administration leadership and key
congressional stakeholders is unlikely to be successfully implemented.
Therefore, GPRA’s requirement to update agency strategic plans according
to a schedule that is out of sync with presidential and congressional terms
means that effort may be wasted on plans that lack the support of top
leadership.

GPRA’s usefulness to agency leaders and managers as a tool for
management and accountability was cited as a key accomplishment
numerous times by focus group participants. However, a number of
alternative views indicated use of performance information for key
management decisions has been mixed. For example, one participant said
they did not believe GPRA has been used as a tool yet, while another
participant commented that only better managers take advantage of GPRA
as a management tool. According to focus group participants, although
many federal managers understand and use results-oriented management
concepts in their day-to-day activities, such as strategic planning and
performance measurement, they do not always connect these concepts to
the requirements of GPRA.
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This view was strongly supported by our survey results. Prior to
mentioning GPRA in our survey, we asked federal managers the extent to
which they consider their agency’s strategic goals when engaging in key
management tasks such as setting program activities, allocating resources,
or considering changes in their programs. A relatively high percentage of
managers—ranging from 66 to 79 percent—responded to a great or very
great extent. However, when we asked similar questions about the extent
to which they considered their agency’s annual performance goals as set
forth in the agency’s GPRA annual performance plan for the same
activities, the comparable responses were considerably lower, ranging
from 22 to 27 percent.

Because the benefit of collecting performance information is only fully
realized when this information is actually used by managers, we asked
them about the extent to which they used the information obtained from
measuring performance for various program management activities. As
shown in figure 12, for seven of the nine activities we asked about, the
majority of managers who expressed an opinion reported using
performance information to a great or very great extent in 2003. Across all
nine activities, the percentage of managers saying they used performance
information to a great or very great extent ranged from 41 percent for
developing and managing contracts to 60 percent for allocating resources,
setting individual job expectations, and rewarding staff. While we had
observed a decline in the reported use of performance information to this
extent for many of these activities between 1997 and 2000, our 2003 results
increased to levels not significantly different from 1997 for all but one
category—adopting new program approaches or changing work processes.
This category of use continued to be significantly lower at 56 percent in
2003 than it was in 1997 at 66 percent. Although another category,
coordinating program efforts with other internal or external organizations,
shows a similar pattern of limited recovery, the difference between the
1997 and 2003 results is not statistically significant.
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Figure 12: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported Using Information Obtained from Performance Measurement to a
Great or Very Great Extent for Various Management Activities
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Source: GAO.

Note: Percentages are based on those respondents answering on the extent scale.
®There was a statistically significant difference between the 1997 and 2003 surveys.
®This question was not asked in 1997.
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We have reported that involving program managers in the development of
performance goals and measures is critical to increasing the relevance and
usefulness of this information to their day-to-day activities.? Yet, our survey
data indicate that participation in activities related to the development and
use of performance information has also been mixed. In 2003, only 14
percent of managers believed to a great or very great extent that their
agencies considered their contributions to or comments on their agency’s
GPRA plans or reports. However, significantly more SES managers (43
percent) than non-SES managers (12 percent) expressed this view. Also,
when compared to our 2000 survey when we first asked this question, the
percentage of SES managers expressing this view in 2003 was significantly
higher than in 2000 (32 percent). The percentage of non-SES managers was
essentially unchanged from 2000 (10 percent).

Furthermore, as shown in figure 13, overall around half or fewer of
managers responded “yes” on our 2003 survey to questions about being
involved in developing ways to measure whether program performance
goals are being achieved (46 percent), gathering and analyzing data to
measure whether programs were meeting their specific performance goals
(51 percent), or using measures for program performance goals to
determine if the agency’s strategic goals were being achieved (43 percent).
None of these overall results were significantly different from our 1997
results. We did find, however, that significantly more SES managers
responded “yes” on the 2003 survey (72 percent) than the 1997 survey (55
percent) with regard to being involved in using performance measurement
information to determine if the agency’s strategic goals were being
achieved when compared to our 1997 results.

*GAO/GGD-97-109 and GAO-01-127.
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Figure 13: Percentage of Federal Managers Responding “Yes” about Being Involved
in the Following Activities
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Source: GAO.

Managers Continue to Managing people strategically and maintaining a highly skilled and
C f taR £ energized workforce that is empowered to focus on results are critically
onliront a ange o important. Such human capital management practices are essential to the

Human Capital success of the federal government in the 21st century and to maximizing
Managem ent the value of its greatest asset—its people. Our survey results showed

continuing challenges related to the adequacy of managerial decision
Chaﬂeﬂges making authority, training, and incentives.
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Federal Managers Report
That They Are Held
Accountable for Program
Results but Do Not Have the
Decision-Making Authority
They Need to Accomplish
Agency Goals

High-performing organizations seek to shift the focus of management and
accountability from activities and processes to contributions and achieving
results. In each of our three surveys, we asked managers about the amount
of decision-making authority they had and the degree to which they were
held accountable for results.

As shown in figure 14, for 2003, an estimated 40 percent of federal
managers overall reported that they had the decision-making authority they
needed to help the agency accomplish its strategic goals to a great or very
great extent. This was a statistically significant increase over our 1997
estimate of 31 percent. While there were more SES and non-SES managers
expressing this view on our 2003 survey than the 1997 survey, it was the
non-SES managers that showed the significant increase. Despite this
promising trend, however, there continued to be substantial differences in
2003, as well as on the two previous surveys, between the responses of SES
and lower-level managers on this question. Compared to the 57 percent of
SES managers who reported having such authority to a great or very great
extent in 2003, only 38 percent of non-SES managers reported having such
authority to a great or very great extent.
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|
Figure 14: Percentage of Federal Managers Reporting to a Great or Very Great
Extent That Managers/Supervisors at Their Levels Had the Decision-Making
Authority They Needed to Help the Agency Accomplish Its Strategic Goals
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*There was a statistically significant difference between the 1997 and 2003 surveys.

*There was a statistically significant difference between SES compared to non-SES for each survey.

However, when asked the extent to which managers or supervisors at their
levels were held accountable for the accomplishment of agency strategic
goals, 57 percent responded to a great or very great extent in 2003. Unlike
in other areas, where SES managers had significantly different views from
non-SES managers, there was little difference in the area of accountability.
(See fig. 15.)
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Figure 15: Percentage of Federal Managers, SES, and Non-SES in 2003 Reporting to
a Great or Very Great Extent That They Were Held Accountable for the

Accomplishment of Agency Strategic Goals
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This 57 percent is significantly higher than the 40 percent of managers
overall who indicated that they had comparable decision-making authority.
However, in contrast to the question on authority, as shown in figure 14,
where more SES managers than non-SES managers expressed the view that
they had the authority, there was little difference, as shown in figure 15,
between the two groups in their views about being held accountable for
achieving agency strategic goals to a great or very great extent. As figures
14 and 15 further illustrate, roughly the same percentage of SES managers
perceived to a great or very great extent that managers at their level had
decision-making authority and accountability for achieving agency
strategic goals. This result suggests that their authority was perceived to
be on par with their accountability. In contrast, only 38 percent of non-SES
managers perceived that managers at their levels had the decision-making
authority they needed to a great or very great extent, while 57 percent
perceived that they were held accountable to a comparable extent.

Managers are hard-pressed to achieve results when they do not have

sufficient authority to act. In our report containing the results of our 1997
survey, we noted that agencies needed to concentrate their efforts on areas
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where managers were not perceiving or experiencing progress, such as that
concerning devolving decision-making authority to managers throughout
their organizations. While authority for achieving results appears to be in a
modestly upward trend, the balance between authority and accountability
that fosters decision making to achieve results could be further improved,
particularly among non-SES managers.

Fewer Than Half of
Managers Reported Training
on Key Tasks

We previously reported on the need for agencies to expend resources on
effective training and professional development to equip federal employees
to work effectively.* Among the resources focus group participants cited as
lacking included federal managers and staff with competencies and skills
needed to plan strategically, develop robust measures of performance, and
analyze what the performance data mean. Our 2003 Guide calls for training
and development efforts to be strategically focused on improving
performance toward the agency’s goals and put forward with the agency’s
organizational culture firmly in mind.” Throughout this process it is
important that top leaders in the agencies communicate that investments in
training and development are expected to produce clearly identified
results. By incorporating valid measures of effectiveness into the training
and development programs they offer, agencies can better ensure that they
will adequately address training objectives and thereby increase the
likelihood that desired changes will occur in the target population’s skills,
knowledge, abilities, attitudes, or behaviors. Furthermore, if managers
understand and support the objectives of training and development efforts,
they can provide opportunities to successfully use the new skills and
competencies on the job and model the behavior they expect to see in their
employees.

In response to our 2003 survey, fewer than half of managers answered “yes”
when we asked them whether, during the past 3 years, their agencies had
provided, arranged, or paid for training that would help them accomplish
any of seven critical results-oriented management-related tasks. However,
progress is indicated in our survey results. As shown in figure 16, more
managers answered “yes” in 2003 on all seven training areas than in

tGAO-01-127.
°U.S. General Accounting Office, Human Capital: A Guide for Assessing Strategic

Training and Development Efforts in the Federal Government (Exposure Draft) GAO-03-
893G (Washington, D.C.: July 1, 2003).
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previous surveys. These increases were statistically significant for five of
the tasks—setting program performance goals, using program performance
information to make management decisions, linking program performance
to the achievement of agency strategic goals, and implementing the
requirements of GPRA.

Figure 16: Percentage of Federal Managers in Each Survey Year Who Reported That during the Past 3 Years Their Agencies
Provided, Arranged, or Paid for Training That Would Help Them Accomplish Specific Tasks
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#This question was not asked in the 1997 survey.
*There was a statistically significant difference between the 2000 and 2003 surveys.

‘There was a statistically significant difference between the 1997 and 2003 surveys.

As with our 2000 survey results, the 2003 survey results continued to
demonstrate that there is a positive relationship between agencies
providing training and development on setting program performance goals
and the use of performance information when setting or revising
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performance goals. For those managers who responded “yes” to training
on setting performance goals, 60 percent also reported that they used
information obtained from performance measurement when setting new or
revising existing performance goals to a great or very great extent. In
contrast, for those managers who responded “no” to training on setting
performance goals, only 38 percent reported that they used information
obtained from performance measurement for setting new or revising
existing performance goals to a great or very great extent. The difference
between these percentages is statistically significant. Effective training
and development programs are an integral part of a learning environment
that can enhance the federal government’s ability to attract and retain
employees with the skills and competencies needed to achieve results.
Training and developing new and current staff to fill new roles and work in
different ways will be a crucial part of the federal government’s endeavors
to meet its transformation challenges. Ways that employees learn and
achieve results will also continue to transform how agencies do business
and engage employees in further innovation and improvements.

Managers Perceive a Lack of
Positive Recognition for
Helping Agencies Achieve
Results

Another fundamental aspect of the human capital management challenge
agencies face is providing the incentives to their employees to encourage
results-oriented management. Monetary and nonmonetary incentives can
be used as a method for federal agencies to reward employees and to
motivate them to focus on results.

Overall, an increasing but still small percentage of managers reported in
1997, 2000, and 2003 that employees in their agencies received positive
recognition to a great or very great extent for helping agencies accomplish
their strategic goals. In 1997, 26 percent of federal managers reported such
an extent of positive recognition as compared to 37 percent in 2003, a
statistically significant increase. Interestingly, this improvement is seen in
the responses of non-SES managers. As shown in figure 17, the percentage
of SES managers expressing this view stayed at about the same level over
the three surveys, while the percentage of non-SES managers holding this
view was significantly higher in 2003 than in 1997. Even with this
improvement on the part of the responses from non-SES managers,
significantly more SES managers (47 percent) than non-SES managers (36
percent) expressed this perception to a comparable extent in 2003.
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Figure 17: Percentage of Federal Managers Who Reported to a Great or Very Great
Extent That Employees in Their Agencies Received Positive Recognition for Helping
Their Agencies Accomplish Their Strategic Goals
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#There was a statistically significant difference between the 1997 and 2003 surveys.

Unfortunately, most existing federal performance appraisal systems are not
designed to support a meaningful performance-based pay system in that
they fail to link institutional, program, unit, and individual performance
measurement and reward systems. In our view, one key need is to
modernize performance management systems in executive agencies so that
they link to the agency’s strategic plan, related goals, and desired outcomes
and are therefore capable of adequately supporting more performance-
based pay and other personnel decisions.

We have reported federal agencies can develop effective performance
management systems by implementing a selected, generally consistent set
of key practices. These key practices helped public sector organizations
both in the United States and abroad create a clear linkage—“line of
sight”—between individual performance and organizational success and,
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thus, transform their cultures to be more results oriented, customer-
focused, and collaborative in nature. Examples of such practices include

¢ aligning individual performance expectations with organizational goals,
* connecting performance expectations to crosscutting goals,

¢ linking pay to individual and organizational performance, and

¢ making meaningful distinctions in performance.®

Beyond implementing these key practices, high-performing organizations
understand that their employees are assets whose value to the organization
must be recognized, understood, and enhanced. They view an effective
performance management system as an investment to maximize the
effectiveness of people by developing individual potential to contribute to
organizational goals. To maximize this investment, an organization’s
performance management system is designed, implemented, and
continuously assessed by the standard of how well it helps the employees
help the organization achieve results and pursue its mission.

For a complete list and discussion of the practices, see U.S. General Accounting Office,
Results oriented Cultures: Creating a Clear Linkage between Individual Performance
and Organizational Success, GAO-03-488 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 14, 2003).
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Persistent Challenges
in Setting Outcome-
Oriented Goals,
Measuring
Performance, and
Collecting Useful Data

In prior reports, we have described difficulties faced by federal managers
in developing useful, outcome-oriented measures of performance and
collecting data indicating progress achieved.” One of the most persistent
challenges has been the development of outcome-oriented performance
measures. Additionally, it is difficult to distinguish the impact of a
particular federal program from the impact of other programs and factors,
thus making it difficult to attribute specific program performance to
results. The lack of timely and useful performance information can also
hinder GPRA implementation.

Meaningful, Outcome-
Oriented Performance
Measures Are Sometimes
Hard to Develop

In the past, we have noted that federal managers found meaningful
performance measures difficult to develop. Focus group participants and
survey respondents noted that outcome-oriented performance measures
were especially difficult to establish when the program or line of effort was
not easily quantifiable. The challenge of the “complexity of establishing
outcome-oriented goals and measuring performance” was cited by six of
the eight focus groups as one of the key challenges that managers face in
implementing GPRA. Focus group participants agreed that they often felt
as if they were trying to measure the immeasurable, not having a clear
understanding of which performance indicators could accurately inform
the agency how it is carrying out a specific activity. Managers from
agencies engaged in basic science research and development and grant-
making functions noted that this effort was particularly difficult for them
because federal programs, especially those that are research-based, often
take years to achieve the full scope of their goals. On our most recent
survey, we estimated that 36 percent of federal managers who had an
opinion indicated that the determination of meaningful measures hindered
the use of performance information or performance measurement to a
great or very great extent. While this number was significantly lower than
the percentage of managers expressing the comparable view on the 1997 or
2000 survey and may reflect some lessening of this as a hindrance to some

"See for example, U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Analytic
Challenges in Measuring Performance, GAO/HEHS/GGD-97-138 (Washington, D.C.: May 30,
1997); Program Evaluation: Agencies Challenged by New Demand for Information on
Program Results, GAO/GGD-98-563 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 24, 1998); Managing for Results:
Measuring Program Results That Are Under Limited Federal Control, GAO/GGD-99-16
(Washington, D.C.: Dec. 11, 1998); and Managing for Results: Challenges Agencies Face in
Producing Credible Performance Information, GAO/GGD-00-52 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 4,
2000).
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managers, it nonetheless continues to be among those items having the
largest percentage of managers citing it as a substantial hindrance.

Impact of Federal Programs
Difficult to Discern

In our June 1997 report on GPRA, we noted that “the often limited or
indirect influence that the federal government has in determining whether
a desired result is achieved complicates the effort to identify and measure
the discrete contribution of the federal initiative to a specific program
result.”® This occurs primarily because many federal programs’ objectives
are the result of complex systems or phenomena outside the program’s
control. In such cases, it is particularly challenging for agencies to
confidently attribute changes in outcomes to their program—the central
task of program impact evaluation. This is particularly challenging for
regulatory programs, scientific research programs, and programs that
deliver services to taxpayers through third parties, such as state and local
governments.

We have reported that determining the specific outcomes resulting from
federal research and development has been a challenge that will not be
easily resolved.” Due to the difficulties in identifying outcomes, research
and development agencies typically have chosen to measure a variety of
proxies for outcomes, such as the number of patents resulting from
federally funded research, expert review and judgments of the quality and
importance of research findings, the number of project-related publications
or citations, and contributions to expanding the number of research
scientists.

8GAO/GGD-97-109, 6.
9U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Key Steps and Challenges in

Implementing GPRA in Science Agencies, GAO/T-GGD/RCED-96-214 (Washington, D.C.:
July 10, 1996).
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We have also reported that implementing GPRA in a regulatory
environment is particularly challenging.’® Although federal agencies are
generally required to assess the potential benefits and costs of proposed
major regulatory actions, they generally do not monitor the benefits and
costs of how these and other federal programs have actually performed.
For example, in the case of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), to
determine if existing environmental regulations need to be retained or
improved, we previously recommended that EPA study the actual costs and
benefits of such regulations.

In the past, regulatory agencies have cited numerous barriers to their
efforts to establish results-oriented goals and measures. These barriers
included problems in obtaining data to demonstrate results, accounting for
factors outside of the agency’s control that affect results, and dealing with
the long time periods often needed to see results. Our prior work
discussed best practices for addressing challenges to measuring the results
of regulatory programs. In particular, to address the challenge of
discerning the impact of a federal program, when other factors also affect
results, we suggested agencies “establish a rationale of how the program
delivers results.” Establishing such a rationale involves three related
practices: (1) taking a holistic or “systems” approach to the problem being
addressed, (2) building a program logic model that described how activities
translated to outcomes, and (3) expanding program assessments and
evaluations to validate the model linkages and rationale.

We have also reported on the difficulties encountered in meeting GPRA
reporting requirements for intergovernmental grant programs.'? Programs
that do not deliver a readily measurable product or service are likely to
have difficulty meeting GPRA performance measurement and reporting
requirements. Intergovernmental grant programs, particularly those with
the flexibility inherent in classic block grant design, may be more likely to

19U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Strengthening Regqulatory
Agencies’ Pexformance Management Practices, GAO/GGD-00-10 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 28,
1999).

17.S. General Accounting Office, Environmental Protection: Assessing the Impacts of
EPA’s Regulations Through Retrospective Studies, GAO/RCED-99-250 (Washington, D.C.:
Sept. 14, 1999).

12J.S. General Accounting Office, Grant Programs: Design Features Shape Flexibility,

Accountability, and Performance Information, GAO/GGD-98-137 (Washington, D.C.:
June 22, 1998).
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have difficulty producing performance measures at the national level and
raise delicate issues of accountability. Although most flexible grant
programs we reviewed reported simple activity or client counts, relatively
few of them collected uniform data on the outcomes of state or local
service activities. Collecting such data requires conditions (such as
uniformity of activities, objectives, and measures) that do not exist under
many flexible program designs, and even where overall performance of a
state or local program can be measured, the amount attributable to federal
funding often cannot be separated out.

Focus group participants also suggested that they faced challenges in
obtaining timely performance data from relevant partner organizations and
in identifying what the federal government’s contribution has been to a
specific outcome. Furthermore, survey respondents provided some
corroboration for these views. Across all three of our surveys, we estimate
that roughly a quarter of all federal managers reported this difficulty—
distinguishing between the results produced by the program they were
involved with and results caused by other factors—as a substantial
hindrance. In response to a survey question about what the federal
government could do to improve its overall focus on managing for results,
one respondent noted: “Defining meaningful measures for the work we do
is extremely difficult; and even if they could be defined, performance and
accomplishment is (sic) dependent on so many factors outside our control
that it is difficult, if not impossible, to make valid conclusions.”

Timely, Useful Performance
Information Not Always
Available

In February 2000, we reported that intergovernmental programs pose
potential difficulties in collecting timely and consistent national data.”* We
also noted that agencies had limited program evaluation capabilities and
weaknesses in agencies’ financial management capabilities make it difficult
for decision makers to effectively assess and improve many agencies’
financial performance. On the basis of our current findings, these issues
still exist. Federal managers who participated in our focus groups cited
difficulties in gathering data from state or local entities, as well as statutory
limitations regarding the nature and breadth of data that they were
permitted to collect. However, in our 2003 survey, only 27 percent of
federal managers indicated that obtaining data in time to be useful was a

BGAO/GGD-00-52.
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Crosscutting Issues
Hinder Successful
GPRA Implementation

substantial hindrance; 31 percent expressed a comparable view with regard
to obtaining valid or reliable data.

Focus group participants also noted that OMB’s accelerated time frames
for reporting performance information will contribute to the challenge of
producing complete, timely information in their agencies’ performance
reports. Over the past 2 fiscal years, OMB has moved the deadline for
submission of agencies’ performance reports (now performance and
accountability reports) back from the statutory requirement of March 31;
for fiscal year 2003 data, the deadline is January 30, 2004. In fiscal year
2004, these reports will be due on November 15, 2004. According to the
managers, individual agencies may work on different time frames based
partially on the population they serve or the stakeholders they must work
with, such as state or local agencies. This “one size fits all” approach does
not take such differences into account.

Additionally, OMB requires agencies to report on their performance data
quarterly; managers noted that this was particularly difficult for outcomes
that may be achieved over extended periods of time, such as outcomes
associated with basic science. As we have previously reported, measuring
the performance of science-related projects can be difficult because a wide
range of factors determine if and how a particular research and
development project will result in a commercial application or have other
benefits. Efforts to cure diseases or pursue space exploration are difficult
to quantify and break down into meaningful quarterly performance
measures.

Crosscutting issues continue to be a challenge to GPRA implementation.
Mission fragmentation and program overlap are widespread across the
federal government. Moreover, addressing this challenge is essential to the
success of national strategies in areas such as homeland security, drug
control, and the environment.

We have reported that agencies could use the annual performance planning
cycle and subsequent annual performance reports to highlight crosscutting
program efforts and to provide evidence of the coordination of those
efforts. Our review of six agencies’ strategic and annual performance plans
showed some improvement in addressing their crosscutting program
efforts, but a great deal of improvement is still necessary. Few of the plans
we reviewed attempted the more challenging task of discussing planned
strategies for coordination and establishing complementary performance
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goals and complementary or common performance measures. For
example, SSA’s 2004 performance plan makes some mention of the agency’s
efforts to coordinate with other agencies to preserve the integrity of the
Social Security number as a personal identifier, but there are very few
details about this important component of its mission.

Previous GAO reports and agency managers identified several barriers to
interagency coordination. First, missions may not be mutually reinforcing
or may even conflict, making reaching a consensus on strategies and
priorities difficult. In 1998 and 1999, we found that mission fragmentation
and program overlap existed in 12 federal mission areas, ranging from
agriculture to natural resources and the environment. Implementation of
federal crosscutting programs is often characterized by numerous
individual agency efforts that are implemented with little apparent regard
for the presence of related activities. Second, we reported on agencies’
interest in protecting jurisdiction over missions and control over
resources.'* Focus group participants echoed this concern, noting that
there can be “turf battles” between agencies, where jurisdictional
boundaries, as well as control over resources, are hotly contested. Finally,
incompatible procedures, processes, data, and computer systems pose
difficulties for agencies to work across agency boundaries. For example,
we reported how the lack of consistent data on federal wetlands programs
implemented by different agencies prevented the government from
measuring progress toward achieving the governmentwide goal of no net
loss of the nation’s wetlands."

10U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Resulis: Barriers to Interagency
Coordination, GAO/GGD-00-106 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 29, 2000).

150.S. General Accounting Office, Wetlands Overview: Problems With Acreage Data Persist,
GAO/RCED-98-150 (Washington, D.C.: July 1, 1998) and Results-Oriented Management:
Agency Crosscutting Actions and Plans in Border Control, Flood Mitigation and
Insurance, Wetlands, and Wildland Fire Management, GAO-03-321 (Washington, D.C.:
Dec. 20, 2002).
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We have previously reported and testified that GPRA could provide OMB,
agencies, and Congress with a structured framework for addressing
crosscutting program efforts.'® OMB, for example, could use the provision
of GPRA that calls for OMB to develop a governmentwide performance
plan to integrate expected agency-level performance. Unfortunately, this
provision has not been fully implemented. OMB issued the first and only
such plan in February 1998 for fiscal year 1999. In our review of the plan,'”
we found that it included a broad range of governmentwide management
objectives and a mission-based presentation of key performance goals
based on agency performance plans and the plan’s framework should
ultimately allow for a cohesive presentation of governmentwide
performance. However, the specific contents of this initial plan did not
always deliver an integrated, consistent, and results-oriented picture of
fiscal year 1999 federal government performance goals.

OMB officials we interviewed at the time stressed that developing the
governmentwide plan was viewed as an essential and integral component
of the President’s budget and planning process. From OMB’s perspective,
both the plan and the budget submission were intended to serve as
communication tools for a range of possible users. In their opinion, the
plan added value by reflecting a governmentwide perspective on policy
choices made throughout the budget formulation process. OMB
acknowledged that the plan itself did not serve to change the process
through which decisions on government priorities were made, but
enhanced it by placing a greater emphasis on results. As one official
described it, the governmentwide performance plan was a derivative
document, reflecting the budget and management decisions made
throughout the process of formulating the President’s budget submission.
However, we found that focusing broadly on governmentwide outcomes
should be a central and distinguishing feature of the federal government
performance plan. To be most effective and supportive of the purposes of
GPRA, the governmentwide plan must be more than a compilation of
agency-level plans; integration, rather than repetition, must be its guiding
principle.

YGAO/GGD-00-106 and U.S. General Accounting Office, Results-Oriented Government:
Using GPRA to Address 21st Century Challenges, GAO-03-1166T (Washington, D.C.:
Sept. 18, 2003).

"J.S. General Accounting Office, The Results Act: Assessment of the Governmentwide

Performance Plan for Fiscal Year 1999, GAO/AIMD/GGD-98-159 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 8,
1998).
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OMB has not issued a distinct governmentwide performance plan since
fiscal year 1999. Most recently, the President’s fiscal year 2004 budget
focused on describing agencies’ progress in addressing the PMA and the
results of PART reviews of agency programs. Although such information is
important and useful, it does not provide a broader and more integrated
perspective of planned performance on governmentwide outcomes.
Additionally, the fiscal year 2004 budget identified budget requests and
performance objectives by agency, such as the U.S. Department of Defense,
as opposed to crosscutting governmentwide themes. From this
presentation, one could assume that the only activities the U.S. government
planned to carry out in support of national defense were those listed under
the chapter “Department of Defense.” However, the chapter of the fiscal
year 2004 budget discussing “the Department of State and International
Assistance Programs,” contains a heading titled, “Countering the Threat
from Weapons of Mass Destruction.” And while OMB may have a technical
reason for not classifying this task as being related to national defense or
homeland security, it is unclear that a lay reader could make that
distinction. The fiscal year 2005 budget also identified budget requests by
agency, not by crosscutting theme. Without such a governmentwide focus,
OMB is missing an opportunity to assess and communicate the relationship
between individual agency goals and outcomes that cut across federal
agencies and more clearly relate and address the contributions of
alternative federal strategies. The governmentwide performance plan also
could help Congress and the executive branch address critical federal
performance and management issues, including redundancy and other
inefficiencies in how we do business. It could also provide a framework for
any restructuring efforts.

A strategic plan for the federal government, supported by key national
indicators to assess the government’s performance, position, and progress,
could provide an additional tool for governmentwide reexamination of
existing programs, as well as proposals for new programs. If fully
developed, a governmentwide strategic plan could potentially provide a
cohesive perspective on the long-term goals of the federal government and
provide a much needed basis for fully integrating, rather than merely
coordinating, a wide array of federal activities. Successful strategic
planning requires the involvement of key stakeholders. Thus, it could serve
as a mechanism for building consensus. Further, it could provide a vehicle
for the President to articulate long-term goals and a road map for achieving
them. In addition, a strategic plan could provide a more comprehensive
framework for considering organizational changes and making resource
decisions.
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Managers View
Congress’ Use of
Performance
Information as Limited

Developing a strategic plan for the federal government would be an
important first step in articulating the role, goals, and objectives of the
federal government. It could help provide critical horizontal and vertical
linkages. Horizontally, it could integrate and foster synergies among
components of the federal government as well as help to clarify the role of
the federal government vis-a-vis other sectors of our society. Vertically, it
could provide a framework of federal missions and goals within which
individual federal agencies could align their own missions and goals that
would cascade down to individual employees. The development of a set of
key national indicators could be used as a basis to inform the development
of the governmentwide strategic and annual performance plans. The
indicators could also link to and provide information to support outcome-
oriented goals and objectives in agency-level strategic and annual
performance plans.

Focus group members believed that one of the main challenges to GPRA
implementation was the reluctance of Congress to use that information
when making decisions, especially appropriations decisions. This concern
was cited as a significant challenge in each of the focus groups, and was
one of the top three “challenges” in five of the eight focus groups. In some
cases, managers in our focus groups noted that this lack of usage was a
significant disincentive to doing a good job in preparing GPRA plans and
reports. Agency managers made the following criticisms regarding the
perceived lack of congressional use of performance information:

e appropriators have not bought into GPRA, so there is no incentive to do
this well,

¢ failure of congressional leadership in developing and using performance
measures,

e appropriators do not use performance data or tools to make decisions,
and

¢ GPRA does not drive public policy decisions.

Results from our survey provide some further information in support of
this view. On our 2003 survey, when we asked federal managers about the
extent to which they thought congressional committees paid attention to
agency efforts under GPRA, only 22 percent of federal managers responded
in the great to very great categories. This result was not significantly
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different from the results we observed on our 2000 survey when we asked
this question about three specific types of congressional committees—
authorization, appropriation, and oversight. On the 2000 survey, only 18
percent of federal managers held a similar view concerning authorizing
committees, 19 percent for appropriations committees, and 20 percent for
oversight committees. As we noted earlier, when this item was asked in
relation to OMB, there was a significant increase in the percentage of
managers responding to a great or very great extent from 2000 to 2003. The
31 percent of managers who viewed OMB as paying attention to a great or
very great extent in 2003 was significantly higher than the 22 percent
holding a comparable view of congressional committees.

Although managers expressed these concerns about the use of this
information, a recent review by the CRS suggested that Congress uses
performance information to some extent, as evidenced by citations in
legislation and committee reports.'® For example, in the 106th Congress
(1999-2000), 42 public laws contained statutory language relating to GPRA
and performance measures, and 118 legislative reports' contained GPRA-
associated passages. As shown in figure 18, across all three of our surveys,
only a minority of federal managers governmentwide viewed the lack of
ongoing congressional commitment for using performance information as a
hindrance to a great or very great extent.

8Congressional Research Service, Government Performance and Results Act: Overview of
Associated Provisions in the 106th Congress, (Washington, D.C.: 2002).

9This included reports that accompanied bills passed by both the House and Senate that
were either enacted into law or vetoed by the President.
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|
Figure 18: Percentage of Federal Managers Reporting to a Great or Very Great
Extent That a Lack of Ongoing Congressional Commitment or Support for Using
Performance Information in Making Program/Funding Decisions Is a Hindrance
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Note: Percentages are based on those respondents answering on the extent scale.

While there is concern regarding Congress’ use of performance
information, it is important to make sure that this information is initially
useful. One of GPRA’s purposes is to respond to a need for accurate,
reliable information for congressional decision making. In 2000, we
reported that congressional staffs stated that they were looking for
recurring information on spending priorities within programs; the quality,
quantity, and efficiency of program operations; the populations served or
regulated; as well as programs’ progress in meeting their objectives.** For
example, learning who benefits from a program can help in addressing
questions about how well services are targeted to those most in need.
Some of these recurring needs were met through formal agency
documents, such as annual performance plans. However, some
information the agencies provided did not fully meet the congressional

2U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing for Results: Views on Ensuring the Usefulness
of Agency Performance Information to Congress, GGD-00-35 (Washington, D.C.: Jan. 26,
2000).
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staffs’ needs because the presentation was not clear, directly relevant, or
sufficiently detailed. For example, congressional staffs wanted to see more
direct linkages among the agencies’ resources, strategies, and goals. In
other cases, the information was not readily available to the congressional
staffs, either because it had not been requested or reported, or because
staff were not informed that it was available.

As a key user of performance information, Congress also needs to be
considered a partner in shaping agency goals at the outset. For example,
through the strategic planning requirement, GPRA requires federal
agencies to consult with Congress and key stakeholders to reassess their
missions and long-term goals as well as the strategies and resources they
will need to achieve their goals. GPRA also provides a vehicle for Congress
to explicitly state its performance expectations in outcome-oriented terms
when establishing new programs or in exercising oversight of existing
programs that are not achieving desired results. Congress could use
authorizing and appropriations hearings to determine if agency programs
have clear performance goals, measures, and data with which to track
progress and whether the programs are achieving their goals. If goals and
objectives are unclear or not results oriented, Congress could use
legislation to articulate the program outcomes it expects agencies to
achieve. This would provide important guidance to agencies that could
then be incorporated in agency strategic and annual performance plans.
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Agenda for Achieving a
Sustainable,
Governmentwide
Focus on Results

As we have shown in this report, in the 10 years since the enactment of
GPRA, significant progress has been made in instilling a focus on results in
the federal government. First, GPRA statutory requirements laid a
foundation for results-oriented management in federal agencies. Expert
and agency focus group participants cited the creation of this statutory
foundation as one of the key accomplishments of GPRA. Since GPRA
began to be implemented governmentwide in fiscal year 1997, we have
observed significant increases in the percentage of federal managers who
reported having results-oriented performance measures for their programs.
Focus group participants’ views on whether GPRA has had a positive effect
on the federal government’s ability to deliver results to the American public
were mixed. For example, the information gathered and reported for
GPRA allows agencies to make better-informed decisions, which improves
their ability to achieve results. In addition, GPRA has made the results of
federal programs more transparent to the public. Other participants stated
that while certain aspects of GPRA-related work have been positive,
agencies’ ability to deliver results and public awareness of their activities
cannot be exclusively attributed to GPRA.

Second, GPRA has increased the connection between resources and results
by creating more formal linkages between agency performance goals and
objectives and the program activities in the budget. Over the first 4 years of
agency efforts to implement GPRA, we observed that agencies continued to
tighten the required linkage between their performance plans and budget
requests. However, much remains to be done in this area. For example, we
have not observed notable increases in federal managers’ perceptions
about their personal use of plans or performance information when
allocating resources, or about the use of performance information when
funding decisions are made about their programs. However, it should be
noted that we estimate a majority have positive perceptions about the use
of performance information to allocate resources.

Third, GPRA has provided a foundation for examining agency missions,
performance goals and objectives, and the results achieved. We have seen
improvements in the quality of agency strategic plans, annual performance
plans, and performance reports since initial efforts. However, few of the
six agencies we reviewed in this report produced GPRA planning and
reporting documents that met all of our criteria for the highest level of
quality. Most of these agencies continued to miss opportunities to present
clear pictures of their intended and actual performance results in their
GPRA plans and reports and to show how resources are aligned with actual
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performance results. Furthermore, most of the agencies we reviewed did
not provide a full level of confidence in the credibility of their performance
data.

Performance-based management, as envisioned by GPRA, requires
transforming organizational cultures to improve decision making,
maximize performance, and assure accountability. This transformation is
not an easy one and requires investments of time and resources as well as
sustained leadership commitment and attention. Challenges to successful
implementation of GPRA include inconsistent top leadership commitment
to creating a focus on results; an approach to setting goals and developing
strategies for achieving critical outcomes that creates individual agency
stovepipes rather than an integrated, holistic governmentwide approach;
getting federal managers to make greater use of performance information
to manage their programs and providing them authority to act that is
commensurate with their accountability for results; difficulty in
establishing meaningful measures of outcomes and assessing results of
federal programs that are carried out by nonfederal entities; and untimely
performance data.

The challenges identified in this report are not new—most have not
changed significantly since we first reported on governmentwide
implementation of GPRA. However, we have frequently reported on
approaches that agencies, OMB, and Congress could use to address the
challenges. These approaches include strengthening the commitment of
top leadership to creating and sustaining a focus on results; taking a
governmentwide approach to achieving outcomes that are crosscutting in
nature; improving the usefulness of performance information to managers,
Congress, and the public; and improving the quality of performance
measures and data. Collectively, these approaches form the agenda that
federal agencies, OMB, and Congress will need to follow to bring about a
more sustainable, governmentwide focus on results.

Strengthening Top
Leadership Commitment to
Creating and Sustaining
Results-Oriented Cultures

Successfully addressing the challenges that federal agencies face requires
leaders who are committed to achieving results, who recognize the
importance of using results-oriented goals and quantifiable measures, and
who integrate performance-based management into the culture and day-to-
day activities of their organizations. Top leadership must play a critical
role in creating and sustaining high-performing organizations. Without the
clear and demonstrated commitment of agency top leadership—both

Page 101 GAO-04-38 Results-Oriented Government



Chapter 5
Conclusions and Recommendations

political and career—organizational cultures will not be transformed, and
new visions and ways of doing business will not take root.

To be positioned to address the array of challenges faced by our national
government, federal agencies will need to transform their organizational
cultures so that they are more results oriented, customer-focused, and
collaborative. Leading public organizations here in the United States and
abroad have found that strategic human capital management must be the
centerpiece of any serious change management initiative and efforts to
transform the cultures of government agencies. Performance management
systems are integral to strategic human capital management. Such systems
can be key tools to maximizing performance by aligning institutional
performance measures with individual performance and creating a “line of
sight” between individual and organizational goals. Leading organizations
use their performance management systems as a key tool for aligning
institutional, unit, and employee performance; achieving results;
accelerating change; managing the organization day to day; and facilitating
communication throughout the year so that discussions about individual
and organizational performance are integrated and ongoing.'

Furthermore, achieving this cultural transformation requires people to
have the knowledge and skills to develop and use performance information
to improve program performance. Our survey data indicated a significant
relationship between those managers who reported they received training
on setting performance goals and those who used performance information
when setting or revising performance goals. However, federal agencies
have not consistently showed a commitment to investing in needed training
and development opportunities to help ensure that managers and
employees have the requisite skills and competencies to achieve agency
goals.

The commitment to focusing on and using performance information needs
to extend to OMB and Congress as well. Through the administration’s PMA
and PART initiatives, OMB has clearly placed greater emphasis on
management issues over the past several years. However, the focus of such
oversight needs to extend beyond the emphasis on formulating the
President’s Budget to include an examination of the many challenges
agencies face that may be contributing to poor performance. In spite of the

U.S. General Accounting Office, Human Capital: Key Principles From Nine Private
Sector Organizations, GAO/GGD-00-28 (Washington, D.C.: Jan. 31, 2000).
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persistent weaknesses we found in agencies’ strategic plans and annual
performance plans and reports, OMB significantly reduced the scope of its
guidance to agencies on how to prepare these documents. By emphasizing
a focus on resource allocation through its PART exercise and providing less
information on how to comply with GPRA, OMB may be sending a message
to agencies that compliance with GPRA is not important. Without strong
leadership from OMB, the foundation of performance information that has
been built could deteriorate.

OMB leadership is critical to addressing the continuing challenges
presented in GPRA implementation and the transformation of the federal
government to an increasingly results-oriented culture. OMB, as the
primary focal point for overall management in the federal government, can
provide the needed impetus by providing guidance, fostering
communication among agencies, and forming intragovernmental councils
and work groups tasked with identifying potential approaches and
solutions to overcoming the persistent challenges to results-oriented
management.

Congress can also play a decisive role in fostering results-oriented cultures
in the federal government by using information on agency goals and results
at confirmation, oversight, authorization, and appropriation hearings.
Consistent congressional interest in the status of an agency’s GPRA efforts,
performance measures, and uses of performance information to make
decisions, will send an unmistakable message to agencies that Congress
expects GPRA to be thoroughly implemented.

We also found that timing issues may affect the development of agency
strategic plans that are meaningful and useful to top leadership. The
commitment of top leadership within agencies, OMB, and Congress is
critical to the success of strategic planning efforts. A strategic plan should
reflect the policy priorities of an organization’s leaders and the input of key
stakeholders if it is to be an effective management tool. However, GPRA
specifies time frames for updating strategic plans that do not correspond to
presidential or congressional terms. As aresult, an agency may be required
to update its strategic plan a year before a presidential election and without
input from a new Congress. If a new president is elected, the updated plan
is essentially moot and agencies must spend additional time and effort
revising it to reflect new priorities. Our focus group participants, including
GPRA experts, strongly agreed that this timing issue should be addressed
by adjusting time frames to correspond better with presidential and
congressional terms.
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Addressing
Governmentwide Needs

Mission fragmentation and program overlap are widespread throughout the
federal government.? We have noted that interagency coordination is
important for ensuring that crosscutting program efforts are mutually
reinforcing and efficiently implemented. Our review of six agencies’
strategic and annual performance plans along with our previous work on
crosscutting issues has demonstrated that agencies’ still present their goals
and strategies in a mostly stovepiped manner. They have generally not
used their plans to communicate the nature of their coordination with
other agencies, in terms of the development of common or complementary
goals and objectives or strategies jointly undertaken to achieve those goals.

We have also reported that GPRA could provide a tool to reexamine federal
government roles and structures governmentwide. GPRA requires the
President to include in his annual budget submission a federal government
performance plan. Congress intended that this plan provide a “single
cohesive picture of the annual performance goals for the fiscal year.” The
governmentwide performance plan could help Congress and the executive
branch address critical federal performance and management issues,
including redundancy and other inefficiencies in how we do business. It
could also provide a framework for any restructuring efforts.
Unfortunately, this provision has not been fully implemented. Instead,
OMB has used the President’s Budget to present high-level information
about agencies and certain program performance issues. The agency-by-
agency focus of the budget does not provide the integrated perspective of
government performance envisioned by GPRA.

If the governmentwide performance plan were fully implemented, it could
provide a framework for such congressional oversight. For example, in
recent years, OMB has begun to develop common measures for similar
programs, such as job training. By focusing on broad goals and objectives,
oversight could more effectively cut across organization, program, and
other traditional boundaries. Such oversight might also cut across existing
committee boundaries, which suggests that Congress may benefit from
using specialized mechanisms to perform oversight (i.e., joint hearings and
special committees).

A strategic plan for the federal government, supported by key national
indicators to assess the government’s performance, position, and progress,

*GAO/AIMD-97-146.
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could provide an additional tool for governmentwide reexamination of
existing programs, as well as proposals for new programs. If fully
developed, a governmentwide strategic plan can potentially provide a
cohesive perspective on the long-term goals of the federal government and
provide a much needed basis for fully integrating, rather than merely
coordinating, a wide array of federal activities. Successful strategic
planning requires the involvement of key stakeholders. Thus, it could serve
as a mechanism for building consensus. Further, it could provide a vehicle
for the President to articulate long-term goals and a road map for achieving
them. In addition, a strategic plan can provide a more comprehensive
framework for considering organizational changes and making resource
decisions.

Developing a strategic plan for the federal government would be an
important first step in articulating the role, goals, and objectives of the
federal government. It could help provide critical horizontal and vertical
linkages. Horizontally, it could integrate and foster synergies among
components of the federal government as well as help to clarify the role of
the federal government vis-a-vis other sectors of our society. Vertically, it
could provide a framework of federal missions and goals within which
individual federal agencies could align their own missions and goals that
would cascade down to individual employees. The development of a set of
key national indicators could be used as a basis to inform the development
of governmentwide strategic and annual performance plans. The
indicators could also link to and provide information to support outcome-
oriented goals and objectives in agency-level strategic and annual
performance plans.

Improving Usefulness of
Performance Information

We have found that leading organizations that progressed the farthest to
results-oriented management did not stop after strategic planning and
performance measurement. They applied their acquired knowledge and
data to identify gaps in their performance, report on that performance, and
finally use that information to improve their performance to better support
their missions.
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Performance data can have real value only if they are used to identify the
gap between an organization’s actual performance level and the
performance level it has identified as its goal. Once the performance gaps
are identified for different program areas, managers can determine where
to target their resources to improve overall mission accomplishment.
When managers are forced to reduce their resources, the same analysis can
help them target reductions to keep to a minimum the impact on their
organization’s overall mission.?

Under GPRA, agencies produce a single strategic plan, annual performance
plan, and annual performance report. However, there are many potential
consumers of agencies’ performance information—Congress, the public,
and the agency itself. One size need not fit all. Clearly, an agency will need
more detailed information on its programs for operational purposes than
would be suitable for external audiences. Of the six agencies’ performance
reports we reviewed, some of them provided useful summary tables or
information that provided overall snapshots of performance or highlighted
progress in achieving key goals. Other reports that lacked such a summary
made it difficult to assess the progress achieved.

To improve the prospect that agency performance information will be
useful to and used by these different users, agencies need to consider the
different information needs and how to best tailor their performance
information to meet those needs. For example, we have reported that,
although many information needs were met, congressional staff also
identified gaps in meeting their information needs.* Key to addressing
these information gaps was improving communication between
congressional staff and agency officials to help ensure that congressional
information needs are understood, and that, where feasible, arrangements
are made to meet them. Improved two-way communication might also
make clear what information is and is not available, as well as what is
needed and what is not needed. This might entail the preparation of
simplified and streamlined plans and reports for Congress and other
external users.

3U.S. General Accounting Office, Executive Guide: Effectively Implementing the
Government Performance and Results Act, GAO/GGD-96-118 (Washington, D.C.: June 1,
1996).

‘GAO/GGD-00-35.
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Another challenge that limits the usefulness of agency performance reports
is the lack of timely data on performance. For the six performance reports
we reviewed we continued to observe a significant number of goals for
which performance data were unavailable. Policy decisions made when
designing federal programs, particularly intergovernmental programs, may
make it difficult to collect timely and consistent national data. In
administering programs that are the joint responsibility of state and local
governments, Congress and the executive branch continually balance the
competing objectives of collecting uniform program information to assess
performance with giving states and localities the flexibility needed to
effectively implement intergovernmental programs.

Improving Performance
Measures and Data Quality

Another key challenge to achieving a governmentwide focus on results is
that of developing meaningful, outcome-oriented performance goals and
collecting performance data that can be used to assess results.
Performance measurement under GPRA is the ongoing monitoring and
reporting of program accomplishments, particularly progress toward
preestablished goals. It tends to focus on regularly collected data on the
level and type of program activities, the direct products and services
delivered by the programs, and the results of those activities. For programs
that have readily observable results or outcomes, performance
measurement may provide sufficient information to demonstrate program
results. In some programs, however, outcomes are not quickly achieved or
readily observed, or their relationship to the program is uncertain. In such
cases, more in-depth program evaluations may be needed, in addition to
performance measurement, to examine the extent to which a program is
achieving its objectives.
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Given the difficult measurement challenges we have identified, it is all the
more important that agency strategic planning efforts include the
identification of the most critical evaluations that need to take place to
address those challenges. However, our previous work has raised concerns
about the capacity of federal agencies to produce evaluations of program
effectiveness.” Few of the agencies we reviewed deployed the rigorous
research methods required to attribute changes underlying outcomes to
program activities. Yet we have also seen how some agencies have
profitably drawn on systematic program evaluations to improve their
measurement of program performance or understanding of performance
and how it might be improved.® Our review of six agencies’ strategic plans
and performance reports in this report revealed weaknesses in their
discussions of program evaluation. Most of the strategic plans lacked
critical information required by GPRA, such as a discussion of how
evaluations were used to establish strategic goals or a schedule of future
evaluations. Furthermore, two of the six performance reports did not
summarize the results of program evaluations completed that year, as
required.

Our work has also identified substantial, long-standing limitations in
agencies’ abilities to produce credible data and identify performance
improvement opportunities that will not be quickly or easily resolved.”
According to our review, five of six agencies’ annual performance plans
showed meaningful improvements in how they discussed the quality of
performance data. However, only DOT’s performance plan and report
contained information that provided a full level of confidence in the
credibility of its performance data. In particular, the plans and reports did
not always provide detailed information on how the agencies verified and
validated their performance data.

5U.S. General Accounting Office, Program Evaluation: Agencies Challenged by New
Demand for Information on Program Results, GAO/GGD-98-53 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 24,
1998).

U.S. General Accounting Office, Program Evaluation: Studies Helped Agencies Measure
or Explain Program Performance, GAO/GGD-00-204 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 28, 2000).

"GAO/GGD-00-52.

Page 108 GAO-04-38 Results-Oriented Government


http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/GGD-98-53
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/GGD-00-204
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/GGD-00-52

Chapter 5
Conclusions and Recommendations

Recommendations for
Executive Action

To provide a broader perspective and more cohesive picture of the federal
government’s goals and strategies to address issues that cut across
executive branch agencies, we recommend that the Director of OMB fully
implement GPRA’s requirement to develop a governmentwide performance
plan.

To achieve the greatest benefit from both GPRA and PART, we recommend
that the Director of OMB articulate and implement an integrated and
complementary relationship between the two. GPRA is a broad legislative
framework that was designed to be consultative with Congress and other
stakeholders, and allows for varying uses of performance information.
PART looks through a particular lens for a particular use—the executive
budget formulation process.

To improve the quality of agencies’ strategic plans, annual performance
plans, and performance reports and help agencies meet the requirements of
GPRA, we recommend that the Director of OMB provide clearer and more
consistent guidance to executive branch agencies on how to implement
GPRA. Such guidance should include standards for communicating key
performance information in concise as well as longer formats to better
meet the needs of external users who lack the time or expertise to analyze
lengthy, detailed documents.

To help address agencies’ performance measurement challenges, we
recommend that the Director of OMB engage in a continuing dialogue with
agencies about their performance measurement practices with a particular
focus on grant-making, research and development, and regulatory
functions to identify and replicate successful approaches agencies are
using to measure and report on their outcomes, including the use of
program evaluation tools. Additionally, we recommend that the Director of
OMB work with executive branch agencies to identify the barriers to
obtaining timely data to show progress against performance goals and the
best ways to report information where there are unavoidable lags in data
availability. Interagency councils, such as the President’s Management
Council and the Chief Financial Officers’ Council, may be effective vehicles
for working on these issues.

To facilitate the transformation of agencies’ management cultures to be

more results-oriented, we recommend that the Director of OMB work with
agencies to ensure they are making adequate investments in training on
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Matters for
Congressional
Consideration

Agency Comments

performance planning and measurement, with a particular emphasis on
how to use performance information to improve program performance.

To ensure that agency strategic plans more closely align with changes in
the federal government leadership, Congress should consider amending
GPRA to require that updates to agency strategic plans be submitted at
least once every 4 years, 12-18 months after a new administration begins its
term. Additionally, consultations with congressional stakeholders should
be held at least once every new Congress and interim updates made to
strategic and performance plans as warranted. Congress should consider
using these consultations along with its traditional oversight role and
legislation as opportunities to clarify its performance expectations for
agencies. This process may provide an opportunity for Congress to
develop a more structured oversight agenda.

To provide a framework to identify long-term goals and strategies to
address issues that cut across federal agencies, Congress also should
consider amending GPRA to require the President to develop a
governmentwide strategic plan.

We provided a copy of the draft report to OMB for comment. OMB’s
written comments are reprinted in appendix VIII. In general, OMB agreed
with our findings and conclusions. OMB agreed to implement most of our
recommendations, noting that these recommendations will enhance its
efforts to make the government more results oriented. OMB agreed to

(1) work with agencies to ensure they are provided adequate training in
performance management, (2) revise its guidance to clarify the integrated
and complementary relationship between GPRA and PART, and

(3) continue to use PART to improve agency performance measurement
practices and share those practices across government.

In response to our recommendation that OMB fully implement GPRA’'s
requirement to develop a governmentwide performance plan, OMB stated
that the President’s Budget represents the executive branch’s
governmentwide performance plan. However, the agency-by-agency focus
of the budget over the past few years does not provide an integrated
perspective of government performance, and thus does not meet GPRA’s
requirement to provide a “single cohesive picture of the annual
performance goals for the fiscal year.” In response to our matter for
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congressional consideration that Congress should consider amending
GPRA to require the President to develop a governmentwide strategic plan,
OMB noted that the budget serves as the governmentwide strategic plan.
However, in our opinion, the President’s Budget focuses on establishing
agency budgets for the upcoming fiscal year. Unlike a strategic plan, it
provides neither a long-term nor an integrated perspective on the federal
government’s activities. A governmentwide strategic plan should provide a
cohesive perspective on the long-term goals of the federal government and
provide a basis for fully integrating, rather than primarily coordinating, a
wide array of federal activities.

We provided relevant sections of the draft report to Education, DOE, HUD,
SBA, SSA, and DOT. Education and SBA did not provide any comments,
while DOT provided minor technical comments. Written comments from
DOE, HUD, and SSA are reprinted in appendixes IX, X, and XI, respectively,
along with our responses.

DOE disagreed with portions of our analyses of its 2004 Annual
Performance Plan and its 2002 Performance and Accountability Report.
Our analysis of DOE’s documents was based on specific criteria (see
appendixes IV and V for details) and was characterized in relation to our
reviews of the other five agencies’ documents. We modified or clarified
certain characterizations in response to DOE comments, but for the most
part found that our characterizations were appropriate.

SSA generally agreed with our observations and agreed to incorporate
them in its future planning efforts. SSA made several points of clarification
and disagreed with our observation that its performance and accountability
report does not clearly state how program evaluations were used to answer
questions about program performance and results and how they can be
improved. SSA noted that its evaluations rely on surveys, and these
surveys form the basis for its efforts to deliver high-quality service. SSA
also noted that it lists other evaluations that are of great importance to its
ongoing operations. We do not discount the usefulness of SSA’s surveys in
assessing its day-to-day management of programs. Rather, we believe that
it would be helpful for SSA to clearly identify the range of evaluations
conducted and how each of them contributed to improved program
performance.

HUD noted that all of the areas we suggested for further improvement are

under consideration for improvement. However, they disagreed with us on
two observations related to the strategic plan: (1) that the link between its
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long-term and intermediate goals is difficult to discern and (2) that it did
not explain how it used the results of program evaluations to update the
current plan and did not include a schedule for future evaluations. On the
basis of OMB guidance for preparing strategic plans and the criteria we
used to evaluate all six agencies’ strategic plans (see app. III for more
detail), we maintain that these two observations are valid and require
further attention. HUD also disagreed with how we presented the
performance information in its summary report cards (see fig. 22). HUD
noted that many of the results were explained in the individual indicator
write-ups that followed the summary information. Our analysis of HUD’s
information included qualitative aspects of how the information was
presented, such as its usefulness to inform the average reader with little or
no exposure to the subject matter, and the extent to which HUD presented
a complete summary of performance information in a user-friendly format.

Technical comments from DOE, HUD, and SSA were incorporated, as
appropriate.
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Methodology for
Governmentwide
Survey

As agreed with your offices, our objectives for this report were to
determine (1) the effect of the Government Performance and Results Act
(GPRA) over the last 10 years in creating a governmentwide focus on
results and the government’s ability to deliver results to the American
public, including an assessment of changes in the overall quality of
agencies’ strategic plans, annual performance plans, and annual
performance reports; (2) the challenges that agencies face in measuring
performance and using performance information in management decisions;
and (3) how the federal government can continue to shift toward a more
results-oriented focus. To meet our objectives, we collected
governmentwide data to assess the government’s overall focus on results.
We conducted a governmentwide survey of federal managers, focus groups
with federal managers and GPRA experts, and interviews with top
appointed officials. We identified and reviewed previously published
reports on GPRA. Finally, we selected a sample of agencies to review for
changes in the quality of their strategic plans, performance plans, and
performance reports since their initial efforts.

We conducted our work from January through November 2003 in
Washington, D.C. in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards. We provided drafts of the relevant sections of this
report to officials from each of the agencies whose GPRA reports we
reviewed. We also provided a draft of this report to OMB.

A Web-based questionnaire on performance and management issues was
administered to a stratified random probability sample of 800 persons from
a population of approximately 98,000 mid-level and upper-level civilian
managers and supervisors working in the 24 executive branch agencies
covered by the Chief Financial Officers Act of 1990 (CFO). The sample was
drawn from the Office of Personnel Management’s (OPM) Civilian
Personnel Data File as of December 31, 2002, using file designators
indicating performance of managerial and supervisory functions.
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The questionnaire was designed to obtain the observations and perceptions
of respondents on various aspects of GPRA as well as such results-oriented
management topics as the presence, use, and usefulness of performance
measures, hindrances to measuring and using performance information,
and agency climate. Most of the items on the questionnaire were closed-
ended, meaning that depending on the particular item, respondents could
choose one or more response categories or rate the strength of their
perception on a 5-point extent scale. Almost all the items on this
questionnaire were asked in two earlier mail-out surveys. One survey was
conducted between November 1996 and January 1997 as part of the work
we did in response to a GPRA requirement that we report on
implementation of the act. The other survey was conducted between
January and August 2000."

This survey covered the same CFO Act agencies and was designed to
update the results from the two earlier surveys. Similar to the two earlier
surveys, the sample was stratified by whether the manager or supervisor
was Senior Executive Service (SES) or non-SES. The management levels
covered general schedule (GS), general management (GM), or equivalent
schedules at levels comparable to GS/GM-13 through career SES or
equivalent levels of executive service. The sample also included the same
or equivalent special pay plans that were covered in our 2000 survey, e.g.,
Senior Foreign Service executives.

We sent an e-mail to members of the sample that notified them of the
survey’s availability on the GAO Web site and included instructions on how
to access and complete the survey. Members of the sample who did not
respond to the initial notice were sent up to two subsequent reminders
asking them to participate in the survey. The survey was administered from
June through August 2003.

During the course of the survey, we deleted 26 persons from our sample
who had either retired, separated, died, or otherwise left the agency or had
some other reason that excluded them from the population of interest. We
received useable questionnaires from 503 sample respondents, about 65
percent of the eligible sample. The eligible sample includes 39 persons that

'For information on the design and administration of the two earlier surveys, see GAO/GGD-
97-109, GAO-01-127, and U.S. General Accounting Office, Managing For Results: Federal
Managers’ Views on Key Management Issues Vary Widely Across Agencies, GAO-01-5692
(Washington, D.C.: May 25, 2001).
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we were unable to locate and therefore unable to request that they
participate in the survey.

To assess whether the views of those individuals who chose not to
participate in our survey might be different than those who did, we made
an effort to administer a brief survey over the telephone to those
individuals who still had not responded about a month or more after the
survey had been available to them despite being contacted twice after the
initial notification e-mail had been sent out. This telephone survey
consisted of four items from the full survey. There were 58 persons who
agreed to answer these questions over the telephone. This was 41 percent
of those individuals who had not responded at the time we attempted to
contact them for the purpose of asking these four questions.

We analyzed the responses of this group on the four selected items
compared to the responses received from all other respondents. Our
analyses of the items showed very few differences between nonresponders
and responders. There was no sufficient or consistent pattern of
responding that would warrant a conclusion that the views of
nonresponders were notably different than responders. The responses of
each eligible sample member who provided a useable questionnaire were
subsequently weighted in the analysis to account statistically for all the
members of the population.

The overall survey results are generalizable to the population of managers
as described above at the CFO Act agencies. All results are subject to some
uncertainty or sampling error as well as nonsampling error. As part of our
effort to reduce nonsampling sources of error in survey results, we
checked and edited (1) the survey data for responses that failed to follow
instructions and (2) the programs used in our analyses. In general,
percentage estimates in this report for the entire sample have confidence
intervals ranging from about + 4 to +11 percentage points at the 95 percent
confidence interval. In other words, if all CFO Act agency managers and
supervisors in our population had been surveyed, the chances are 95 out of
100 that the result obtained would not differ from our sample estimate in
the more extreme cases by more than +11 percent. Appendix VI shows the
questions asked with the weighted percentage of managers responding to
each item.

Because a complex sample design was used in the current survey as well as

the two previous surveys and different types of statistical analyses are
being done, the magnitude of sampling error will vary across the particular
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Methodology for Focus
Groups

surveys, groups, or items being compared due to differences in the
underlying sample sizes and associated variances. The number of
participants in the current survey is only about one fifth of the number in
the 2000 survey (2,510) and slightly more than half of those in the first
survey (905). The 2000 survey was designed with a larger sample than the
other two surveys in order to provide estimates for each individual agency
as well as all the CFO Act agencies collectively. Consequently, in some
instances, a difference of a certain magnitude may be statistically
significant. In other instances, depending on the nature of the comparison
being made, a difference of equal or even greater magnitude may not
achieve statistical significance. For example, when comparing a result
from the current survey to the larger 2000 survey with its relatively smaller
confidence interval, a difference of a certain magnitude may be significant.
However, when comparing the current survey with the first survey, that
difference may not be significant given the greater imprecision in the
estimates due to both surveys’ smaller sample sizes. We note throughout
the report when differences are significant at the .05 probability level.

We held a series of focus groups as one of our methods for obtaining
information about the accomplishments and challenges agencies face in
implementing and overseeing GPRA-related activities. Focus groups are a
form of qualitative research in which a specially trained leader, a
moderator, meets with a small group of people (usually 8 to 10) who are
knowledgeable about the topics to be discussed.

In all, we conducted eight focus groups—one with experts on GPRA and
performance management and seven with federal managers. For our focus
group with experts, we invited individuals from the private sector, academia,
the National Academy of Public Administration, and OMB. These
individuals were involved either in drafting GPRA, overseeing its
implementation, or studying and critiquing implementation, from outside
government. Out of the 14 experts we invited, a total of 11 attended the
focus group.
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For our focus groups with agency managers, we obtained a list of potential
participants for our focus groups by contacting all 24 CFO Act agencies and
requesting that they submit a list of candidates and their profiles based on
the following criteria: federal managers (1) in the GS-13 pay grade and
above, including members of the SES; (2) having at least 3 years of
managerial experience; (3) currently located in the Washington, D.C.,
metropolitan area; (4) having hands-on experience with GPRA or
performance management;* and (5) representing both departments and
their component bureaus. We received profiles of candidates from all
agencies; however, no managers from the OPM chose to participate in the
focus groups.

To select focus group participants, we reviewed the profiles submitted by
agencies and selected candidates with diverse experience who held a
variety of different positions within the agency in order to capture a broad
range of perspectives. For example, we invited a comptroller; a deputy
director of management, administration, and planning; budget directors;
budget officers; management analysts; and program managers; among
others. We contacted the candidates and provided them with the list of
questions to be discussed at the focus group in advance so they would be
aware of our interests and be better able to provide us, where possible,
with examples to illustrate their responses to our questions. Out of 104
agency officials we invited, 70 participated in the focus groups.?

For example, candidates could be operations managers with hands-on experience
managing a federal program or agency officials directly involved in carrying out the
activities required under GPRA, such as developing a strategic or annual performance plan
or annual performance report.

Due to last minute circumstances, a federal manager participated via teleconference from

an agency’s field office and another was unable to attend the focus group, but mailed his
answers to questions we sent to all participants in advance of the focus groups.
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Methodology for
Interviews with
Political Appointees

During each session, the moderator explained the scope of our work and
elaborated on how the focus groups were one of several methods we were
using to collect information relevant to our objectives. As part of the focus
group process, the moderator asked participants at each session to identify
the main accomplishments and challenges that, in their view, could be
attributed to GPRA and to mention possible solutions to these challenges.
During the sessions, we created lists of the accomplishments, challenges,
and solutions identified by group participants and posted these lists around
the meeting room. Participants were then asked to review the lists and
vote on the three most important accomplishments and the top three
challenges.!

To organize the information collected during the focus groups, we reviewed
the statements made by participants in response to our questions. We
identified related sets of statements and summarized them as a general
theme. We noted how often a theme was expressed both within and across
each focus group. We also examined the number of votes each posted
statement obtained. Our analysis focused on those themes that were
supported by statements that obtained a high number of votes and were
mentioned frequently within and across the majority of focus groups.

The focus group results discussed in this report are summary descriptions
reflecting the range of views and perceptions held by employees,
supervisors, or project managers who participated in the focus groups.
Although we cannot assume all federal managers share these views, the
extent to which certain opinions or perceptions were repeatedly expressed
or endorsed by many participants from multiple focus groups provides a
rough gauge of the significance of these views.

To obtain an additional perspective from top political managers of federal
agencies on GPRA, we held telephone or in-person interviews with 10 high-
level officials serving under political appointments with CFO Act agencies.
Five former officials from the Clinton administration and five serving under
the current Bush administration were interviewed. For example, we
interviewed deputy secretaries, chief financial officers, and deputy
assistant secretaries for management. We asked them to provide their
perspective on the main accomplishments or other effects of GPRA, the

*We read the list of comments to the manager who participated via teleconference and voted
on his behalf based on his preferences.
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Methodology for
Selecting Agencies to
Review for Changes in
the Quality of Their
Strategic Plans, Annual
Performance Plans,
and Annual
Performance Reports

key challenges to implementation, and possible improvements to GPRA.
We summarized the interviewees’ answers and identified recurring themes
or observations for our analysis.

To address how the quality of agency strategic plans, performance plans,
and performance reports have changed since their initial efforts, we
reviewed a sample of six agencies’ current strategic plans, annual
performance plans, and annual performance reports and compared the
results to our findings from prior reviews of the agencies’ initial efforts in
producing these documents. We did not independently verify or assess the
information we obtained from agency plans and reports. If an agency
chose not to discuss its efforts concerning elements in the plans and
reports, it does not necessarily mean that the agency is not implementing
those elements.

We selected the departments and agencies to review based on the extent to
which they collectively represented the full range of characteristics in the
following four areas: (1) agency size (small, medium, large); (2) primary
program types (direct service, research, regulatory, transfer payments, and
contracts or grants); (3) quality of fiscal year 2000 performance plan based
on our previous review (low, medium, high);” and (4) type of agency
(cabinet department and independent agency).

Based on these characteristics, we selected the following departments and
agencies:

e Department of Education (Education),
¢ Department of Energy (DOE),
¢ Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD),

¢ Small Business Administration (SBA),

*GAO/GGD/AIMD-99-215. Based on how we had rated agencies’ annual performance plans
on their picture of performance, specificity of strategies and resources, and the degree of
confidence that performance information will be credible, we assigned numeric values to
each agencies’ rating (e.g., clear=3, general=2, limited=1, unclear=0) and added them up to
determine overall quality of high, medium, or low. An agency’s plan was considered high
quality if its score was between 7-9, a score of 5-6 was considered medium quality, and a
score of 3-4 was low. No agencies received a score lower than 3.
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e Social Security Administration (SSA), and
¢ Department of Transportation (DOT).

Table 4 shows the characteristics represented by each of these agencies.

Table 4: Summary of Characteristics of Agencies Selected for Review of Strategic Plans, Annual Performance Plans, and Annual

Performance Reports

Quality of fiscal

year 2000
performance
Size? Functions plans
Full time Small (S), Low (L),
equivalent medium (M), Direct Transfer Grants/ medium (M),
Departments positions large (L) Research service Regulatory payments contracts high (H)
Education 4,756 S X X X X X M
DOE 16,067 M X X X L
HUD 10,752 M X X X X M
DOT 135,022° L X X X X H
Agencies
SBA 4,005 S X X X L
SSA 64,418 L X X H
Source: GAO.

“The size of the agencies is based on data from December 2002.

®In March 2003, the U.S. Coast Guard and the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) were
transferred from DOT to the Department of Homeland Security. According to the fiscal year 2005
President’s Budget, in fiscal year 2003, the Coast Guard and TSA had 43,702 and 57,324 full-time
equivalent positions, respectively.

A more detailed discussion of the criteria we used to assess the quality of
the agencies’ planning and reporting documents and the results of our
review is contained in appendixes III, IV, and V.
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Focus Group Participants Agreed GPRA
Provides a Framework for Federal Agencies
to Become More Results Oriented

While GPRA’s goal is to make the federal government more results
oriented, work carried out in support of this effort, such as planning
activities, implementing programs, reporting on outcomes, and evaluating
performance, generally lies in the hands of federal managers. To get a
better appreciation for the main accomplishments and challenges agencies
face in implementing and overseeing GPRA-related activities, we
conducted a total of seven focus groups comprised of federal managers
from 23 CFO Act agencies, and an eighth focus group comprised of 11
experts on GPRA and performance management and budgeting.

For our focus groups, we asked participants to discuss (1) the key
accomplishments of GPRA to date, (2) whether GPRA has created a focus
on achieving results across the federal government, (3) the effect of GPRA
on the government’s ability to deliver results to the American public, (4) the
persistent and prevalent challenges agencies face in implementing and
overseeing GPRA-related activities, and (5) suggestions to address these
challenges.

We recorded the views expressed by participants and categorized them into
themes that were most commonly expressed or endorsed both within and
across the groups. The focus group results discussed in this report are
organized according to the themes we identified and are summary
descriptions reflecting the range of views and perceptions expressed by the
experts, supervisors, and project managers. A more complete discussion
of our scope and methodology can be found in appendix L.

Focus group participants indicated that GPRA has helped to make the
federal government more results oriented. However, they noted that a
number of obstacles have made GPRA implementation challenging, such as
difficulty in establishing results-oriented goals and measuring
performance, addressing frequently changing priorities resulting from
changes in administration, and lack of top leadership support for GPRA. In
all, participants generally perceive the information contained in GPRA
reports to be important and useful; however, they do not believe that
lawmakers use this information to make resource decisions or conduct
oversight. To address these problems and concerns, focus group
participants stated that, among other things, Congress should provide
guidance to agencies on how to make GPRA reports more useful, OMB
should reinforce its value as a management tool, and agencies need to
commit the resources necessary to carry out GPRA-related activities.
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GPRA
Accomplishments

Overall, focus group participants stated that GPRA has had a positive effect
on federal agencies’ efforts to become more results oriented. Based in
statute, GPRA has created a framework for agencies to focus on achieving
results by requiring them to establish program goals and objectives,
develop performance indicators, and measure the extent to which they
have made progress towards achieving program goals. As aresult, federal
managers noted that they have been increasingly able to view their
programs in terms of outcomes, not outputs, and have been generally
learning how to use this framework as a management tool. Participants
also attributed a series of cultural changes within federal agencies to
GPRA, where problem solving, creative thinking, and agencywide
discussions on budget and performance have become more common. The
strategic and annual performance plan and performance reports that
federal agencies are required to submit to OMB and Congress under GPRA
have increased the transparency of government activities. These
documents have also helped agencies justify their budget requests based on
their performance.

Creating a Framework in
Statute and a Management
Tool for Agency Leadership

Participants agreed that GPRA created a framework in statute for federal
agencies to plan their activities in order to become more results oriented
and provided a managerial tool for program accountability. Using this
framework, agencies can develop and focus on strategies to carry out the
programs they administer; set goals and identify performance indicators
that will inform them whether or not they achieved the performance they
expected; and determine what impact, if any, their programs have had on
the American public. According to the experts in one of our focus groups,
comparing federal agencies’ current mission statements contained in their
strategic plans to what they were in the past demonstrates that agencies
have done some “soul searching” to get a better sense of what their role is
(or should be) and how they can achieve it. Given that GPRA is in statute,
the use of this planning framework is likely to be sustained within agencies.

Participants also mentioned that GPRA has encouraged federal managers
to view their programs in terms of results, not just inputs and outputs.
Such a change is important, as it has encouraged federal managers to
reflect on the statutory intent of their programs and use this framework as
a management tool for establishing accountability within their programs.
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Cultural Change within
Federal Agencies

Participants in the majority of focus groups agreed that GPRA has been a
driving force behind many cultural changes that have occurred within
federal agencies. Highlighting the focus on results, participants stated that
GPRA has stimulated a problem-solving approach within federal agencies
and encouraged them to think creatively when developing performance
indicators for their programs. GPRA has also changed the dialogue within
federal agencies; front-line managers and staff at lower levels of the
organization now discuss budget issues in connection with performance.
Similarly, experts noted that performance management and resource
investments are more frequently communicated between agency officials
and Congress than in the past. Within agencies, GPRA documents can
provide a context of missions, goals, and strategies that political
appointees can use to articulate agencies’ priorities.

Increased Transparency of
Government Results

Some participants agreed that GPRA has increased federal agencies’ ability
to present their results to the American public, benefiting both
stakeholders and agency staff. On the one hand, GPRA reports enable
federal agencies to communicate the results of government programs and
activities to a broad public. For example, GPRA reports are available on
agencies’ Web sites and provide information to OMB, Congress, and the
American public on what agencies plan to do, how they plan to do it, and,
as summarized in the performance and accountability reports, what
agencies have accomplished and how much money it cost them to do it.

Similarly, some participants agreed that GPRA allows federal employees to
see exactly how their work can produce a positive outcome, increasing
employee morale. Using information contained in GPRA reports, agency
employees can compare department goals to the results of their activities,
and see how their work contributes to these goals. For example, a focus
group participant from the Indian Health Service in California stated that
he was pleased to learn that health care indicators of some Native
American tribes had already exceeded levels originally projected by his
agency to be reached by the year 2010.

Link between Budget and
Performance

Participants also agreed that the GPRA framework has had a positive effect
on agencies’ ability to link their performance to their budget. By focusing
on their mission and outcomes, agencies are learning to prioritize activities
and align their resources to ensure that they will be able to achieve results.
For example, a participant stated that the National Wild Horse and Burro
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Views on Delivering
Results to the
American Public Were
Mixed

Program, managed by the Bureau of Land Management in the U.S.
Department of the Interior, recently developed a model for its GPRA-
related work which divided their program into discrete components,
identifying the results it could accomplish in the short- and long-term and
specifying what additional resources were needed. According to the
participant, the program received additional funding based on this needs
assessment.

In addition, a few managers noted that the link between budget and
performance has given agencies an incentive to commit the resources
necessary to modernize information systems. Having the right information
on time enables agencies to integrate budget requests and performance
information in ways that are more meaningful. This information also
increases Congress’s ability to make informed budget decisions based on
agency performance.

Participants’ views on whether GPRA has helped agencies deliver results to
the American public were generally mixed. Some federal managers in our
focus groups agreed that GPRA has had a positive effect on raising
awareness on many issues, and that in and of itself is a way of delivering
results. The information gathered and reported for GPRA allows agencies
to make better-informed decisions, which improves their ability to achieve
results. Of note, GPRA has allowed agencies to move towards
performance-based budgeting, which helps agencies identify resources
available to use in programs where outcomes can be achieved. For
example, programs and expenses that do not add value to the agency’s
mission could be eliminated. Having performance data readily available is
another key area where GPRA has enabled agencies to deliver results to the
American public.

Other participants stated that while certain aspects of GPRA-related work
have been positive, agencies’ ability to deliver results and public awareness
of their activities cannot always be exclusively attributed to GPRA. For
example, while measuring performance is a move in the right direction,
GPRA reports provide too many indicators and it is unclear how this has
led to better performance among federal agencies. A few participants also
stated that agencies deliver results in ways that the American public does
not fully recognize. For example, a participant stated that agencies
working in the area of international relations generally lack recognition for
the results of their activities, as the American public is generally unfamiliar
with the nuances of foreign policy and all the programs the U.S.
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Alternate Views on
GPRA’s Effect

government finances overseas. And while GPRA has helped these agencies
prioritize their work to achieve results, it is unclear that GPRA has
improved the visibility and understanding in the public eye of what these
agencies do because the American public does not see the results of their
work. A participant stated that research-based agencies have also used
GPRA to plan activities that benefit the American public in ways they are
not fully aware of. For example, National Aeronautics and Space
Administration’s (NASA) space program includes, among other things,
predicting whether or not an asteroid will strike the earth, although on a
daily basis the American public is probably not worried about such a rarity.

For other participants, the link between GPRA and agencies’ service
delivery was not clear. Participants characterized GPRA-related activities
as time consuming, and there is no real evidence that this work has
improved their ability to deliver results to the American public. Other
participants stated that many agencies rely on grant recipients to carry out
their work, and delivering results to the American public depends, to a
large extent, on the diligence of these organizations to implement their
programs. Overall, they held the view that performance would not change
dramatically if GPRA were no longer a requirement for federal agencies.

Participants in one of our focus groups stated that GPRA, per se, had not
led federal agencies to achieve specific accomplishments. These
participants believed that managers’ initiative, not the framework
established by GPRA, has been key to improving agencies’ planning efforts
and focus on results. A few participants also mentioned that the results
framework established by GPRA is somewhat intangible unless managers
can use it effectively; without the adequate infrastructure to implement
GPRA, an agency’s compliance with the law is simply paperwork, as GPRA
does not allow for a systematic and thorough approach to performance
management. For example, while agencies can develop performance
indicators to gauge progress towards a program goal, they often encounter
problems in collecting relevant data and measuring the agencies’
contribution to a specific outcome. In addition, agencies are not able to
make changes to the programs they manage, limiting their ability to deliver
results.
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Challenges in
Implementing and

Overseeing GPRA
Activities

Participants stated that agencies face significant challenges in complying
with GPRA-related activities. Focus group participants also agreed
Congress does not appear to use agencies’ performance information when
making budget decisions. In carrying out GPRA-related activities,
managers find it difficult to identify performance indicators and establish
program goals that are results oriented, as required by GPRA. In addition, a
few participants stated that they lack the support from senior management
to work on GPRA activities. Changes in administration also tend to disrupt
progress made by agencies in support of GPRA.

Performance Information
Not Used

Participants strongly believed that Congress does not take into account
agencies’ performance information when overseeing agency activities and
making budget decisions. As a result, there is a negative effect on how
agencies view their efforts in producing GPRA plans and reports—many
believe that they are less worthwhile than the effort and resources
invested. On the other hand, participants perceive the budget process
strictly as a political exercise, and it is unclear how useful performance
information can be in this context.

Complexity of Establishing
Results-Oriented Goals and
Measuring Performance

Participants stated that establishing results-oriented goals and identifying
performance indicators are generally complex undertakings. Participants
agreed that they often feel as if they were trying to measure the
immeasurable, not having a clear understanding of which performance
indicators could accurately inform the agency how it is carrying out a
specific activity. And while agencies generally try to improve the indicators
from one year to another, in doing so, they generally lose their ability to
develop trend information to track progress made over time.

Participants also mentioned that there appears to be a disconnect between
some federal programs that generally produce results over a longer time
period and GPRA’s requirement that agencies report annually on their
progress towards achieving their goals. Participants stated that federal
programs, especially those that are research-based, often take years to
achieve the full scope of their work. Consequently, and for reasons that
range from lack of performance data to an absence of short-term
outcomes, it could appear as though resources invested in carrying out
their activities led to no results in the short run.
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Focus group participants generally agreed that in cases where third parties,
such as states or localities, implement federal programs, some agencies
face challenges in obtaining timely performance data from relevant partner
organizations. In some instances, federal managers have trouble
identifying what the government’s contribution has been to a specific
outcome. While the experts generally attributed this to agencies not doing
a good job at setting appropriate goals and the corresponding measures
and objectives not being clear enough, managers stated that their lack of
control over grantees and the strict reporting deadlines imposed by GPRA
were factors that worked against their efforts to deliver results.

Managing Strategically with
Frequently Changing
Priorities

Some participants stated that it is difficult for them to manage strategically,
given the frequently changing priorities that come with changes in
administrations. While GPRA requires an agency to develop a strategic
plan at least every 3 years to cover the following 5-year period, participants
agreed that it makes little sense to update it shortly before a new
administration is scheduled to take office. In addition, changes in political
leadership generally result in a new agenda with new objectives. These
changes force agencies to revise their plans, management initiatives, and
strategies, which translate into additional GPRA-related work, generally
characterized by focus group participants as a burden agency staff must
add to their normal work load.

Lack of Top Leadership
Support

Suggestions to Address
GPRA Challenges

Some participants stated that they often encounter resistance from agency
leadership to endorse GPRA-related activities. In some instances, senior-
level support for GPRA falters or is nonexistent. Participants attributed
this to the reluctance within some federal agencies to think about
outcomes and performance. Some focus group participants stated that in
some instances high-level managers are somewhat averse to being held
accountable for the results of programs they run.

To address these challenges, focus group participants made the following
suggestions.
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Congress Should Clarify
How Performance
Information Could Be More
Useful

Congressional staff should provide guidance on agencies’ GPRA
submissions—specifically, how information could be presented in the
reports to make it more useful in the decision-making process. They could
also communicate to agencies how the performance information is being
used, so that agencies do not perceive their data gathering efforts as
inconsequential. Additionally, in using performance information to make
budget decisions, Congress should consider the results achieved by
agencies in addition to results not achieved.

The Administration and
OMB Need to Reinforce the
Value of GPRA as a
Management Tool

Agencies should embrace GPRA as a management tool, not just an external
requirement that is separate from their day-to-day activities. To this end,
the administration and OMB need make sure agency officials understand
how GPRA can be further integrated with other management initiatives.

Agency Guidance on GPRA
Should Recognize Diversity
of Federal Agencies

OMB’s guidance to agencies on how to implement GPRA should recognize
that one-size-fits-all approaches are unlikely to be useful. OMB should also
afford agencies some flexibility by simplifying the reporting process. For
example, some participants believed that not everything needed to be
measured. OMB should make exceptions for unique situations and
programs, e.g., science programs, and it could consider providing multiyear
funding for them.

OMB Should Publish a
Governmentwide
Performance Report

OMB should commit to regularly publishing a governmentwide
performance report that would articulate the government’s
accomplishments to the public. It would also be useful if it singled out
higher-performing programs so agencies could use them as models to guide
their planning efforts.

Agencies Need to Obtain
and Commit Resources to
Carry Out GPRA-Related
Activities

Agency leadership needs to ensure that staff members have the necessary
resources to work on GPRA-related activities. In addition, they need to
invest resources to train staff, including political appointees, on GPRA and
the benefits of linking budget to performance.
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Timjng of GPRA Reports Under GPRA, agencies are to update their strategic plans every 3 years.
Should Take into Account However, this effort can be wasted. Given that federal administrations

Chang es of Administration generally span at least 4 years, participants suggested that the required
update be changed to every 4 years to correspond with new presidential

terms.
Agencies Should Share Agencies should collaborate more to develop strategies to address difficult
Experiences on How to issues, such as how to identify performance indicators and measure agency

contributions to specific outcomes. It would be useful if more agencies
created structured forums for managers to share experiences, talk about
effective practices, and share solutions.

Address Common Problems
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Required Elements of
Agency Strategic Plans

Under GPRA, strategic plans are the starting point and basic underpinning
for results-oriented management. One of our objectives was to assess the
changes in the overall quality of agencies’ goals, strategies, and data
articulated in their strategic plans. To meet this objective, we judgmentally
selected six agencies—Education, DOE, HUD, SBA, SSA, and DOT—using
criteria such as agency size, primary program types, and previous GAO
reviews. To assess the overall quality and improvements made to the
agencies’ strategic plans, we relied on requirements contained in GPRA and
accompanying committee report language,! guidance to agencies from
OMB for developing strategic plans,” previous GAO reports and
evaluations,® and our knowledge of agencies’ operations and programs. In
conducting our reviews, we compared our assessments of agencies’
current strategic plans to our assessments of draft plans from fiscal year
1997.* A more detailed discussion of our scope and methodology can be
found in appendix L.

GPRA requires an agency’s strategic plan to contain six key elements:

[a—

A comprehensive agency mission statement. The agency mission
statement should concisely summarize what the agency does, as
required by law, presenting the main purposes for all its major
functions and operations. According to OMB guidance issued in 2002, a
mission statement is brief, defining the basic purpose of the agency, and
corresponds directly with an agency’s core programs and activities.
The program goals should flow from the mission statement as well.
The federal government’s adaptive responses over time to new needs
and problems have contributed to fragmentation and overlap in a host
of program areas, such as food safety, employment training, early
childhood development, and rural development, which could limit the

'Government Performance and Results Act of 1993, Committee on Governmental Affairs,
United States Senate, S. Rpt. No. 58, 103d Cong. 1st Sess. (1993).

2Office of Management and Budget, Circular No. A-11, Part 6, Preparation and Submission
of Strategic Plans, Annual Performance Plans, and Annual Program Performance Reports
(Washington, D.C.: June 2002).

3U.S. General Accounting Office, Agencies’ Strategic Plans Under GPRA: Key Questions to
Facilitate Congressional Review, GAO/GGD-10.1.16 (Washington, D.C.: May 1, 1997).

*GAO/HEHS-97-176R; GAO/RCED-97-199R; GAO/RCED-97-208R; GAO/HEHS-97-179R;
GAO/RCED-97-205R; and GAO/RCED-97-224R.
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overall effectiveness of the federal effort. The mission statement helps
to distinguish agencies’ roles from one another and reduce the overlap
and identify areas needing coordination and collaboration.

2. Agencywide long-term goals and objectives. General goals and
objectives—or strategic goals—explain what results are expected from
the agency’s major functions and when to expect those results. Thus,
such goals are an outgrowth of the mission and are very often results
oriented. OMB guidance states that the goals should be defined in a
manner that allows a future assessment to be made on whether the goal
was or is being achieved. General goals should predominately be
outcomes, and are long-term in nature.

3. Approaches or strategies to achieve goals and objectives.
Strategies help in aligning an agency’s activities, core processes, and
resources to support achievement of the agency’s strategic goals and
mission. Under GPRA, strategies are to briefly describe the operational
processes, staff skills, and technologies, as well as the human, capital,
information, and other resources needed. According to OMB guidance,
descriptions should be brief, but more detailed data should be provided
if a significant change in a particular means or strategy would be
essential for goal achievement. In addition, the plan should summarize
agencies’ efforts to provide high-quality and efficient training and skill
improvement opportunities for employees. As we have reported
previously, agencies’ planning processes should support making
intelligent resource allocation decisions that minimize, to the extent
possible, the effect of funding reductions on mission accomplishment.

4. A description of the relationship between long-term and annual
goals. Under GPRA, agencies’ long-term strategic goals and objectives
are to be linked to their annual performance plans and the day-to-day
activities of their managers and staff. Without this linkage, Congress
may not be able to judge whether an agency is making progress toward
achieving its long-term goals. OMB guidance states that an updated and
revised strategic plan should briefly outline (1) the type, nature, and
scope of the performance goals being included in annual performance
plans and (2) how these annual performance goals relate to the long-
term, general goals and their use in helping determine the achievement
of the general goals.

5. An identification of key external factors. Identification of key
factors, external to the agency and beyond its control that could
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significantly affect the achievement of the strategic goals, are important
for Congress or the agencies to judge the likelihood of achieving the
strategic goals and actions needed to better meet those goals. Such
external factors could include economic, demographic, social,
technological, or environmental factors. Information on these factors
can be useful for goal setting and also for explaining results in the
agency’s annual performance reports, including, when applicable, the
reasons annual performance goals were not met. According to OMB
guidance, if key factors cannot be identified, a statement of explanation
should be included in the plan.

6. A description of program evaluations. Finally, strategic plans
should include a description of completed program evaluations that
were used in developing the strategic plan, and a schedule for future
program evaluations. Program evaluations can be a potentially critical
source of information for Congress and others in ensuring the validity
and reasonableness of goals and strategies, as well as for identifying
factors likely to affect performance. Such information can also be
useful in explaining results in an agency’s annual performance report,
including, when applicable, the reasons annual performance goals were
not met, and identifying appropriate strategies to meet unmet goals.
Program evaluations are defined in the act as objective and formal
assessments of the results, impact, or effects of a program or policy.
The evaluations include assessments of the implementation and results
of programs, operating policies, and practices.

In addition to the six key elements, OMB guidance also states that agencies
participating in crosscutting programs should describe in their strategic
plans how the programs are related and how coordination will occur to
support common efforts. Uncoordinated program efforts can waste scarce
funds, confuse and frustrate program customers, and limit the overall
effectiveness of the federal effort. OMB guidance also states that the
strategic plan should include a brief description of any steps being taken to
resolve mission-critical management problems. One purpose of GPRA is to
improve the management of federal agencies. Therefore, it is particularly
important that agencies develop strategies to address management
challenges that threaten their ability to meet long-term strategic goals as
well as this purpose of GPRA.

As shown in table 5, the majority of agencies have made progress in
addressing the required elements of strategic planning under GPRA.
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|
Table 5: Agencies’ Progress in Addressing Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element included in agency strategic plan?

Relationship
between long-

Mission Long-term term goals and External
Agency strategic plans Plan year statement goals Strategies  annual goals factors Evaluations
Department of Education 1997 X X X X X
2002 X X X X X
Department of Energy 1997 X X X
2003* X X X X X
Department of Housing and 1997 X
Urban Development
2003 X X X X X
Small Business Administration 1997 X X X X
2001° X X X X X
Social Security Administration 1997 X X X X X X
2003 X X X X X X
Department of Transportation 1997 X X X
2003* X X X X X

Sources: GAO/GGD-10.1.16; GAO/HEHS-97-176R; GAO/RCED-97-199R; GAO/RCED-97-208R; GAO/HEHS-97-179R; GAO/RCED-97-205R; GAO/RCED-97-224R; and GAO analysis of U.S. Department of
Education, Office of the Deputy Secretary, Planning and Performance Management Service, U.S. Department of Education Strategic Plan 2002-2007 (Washington, D.C.: 2002); Department of Energy, 2003
Strategic Plan (Draft) (Washington, D.C.: 2003); Department of Transportation, U.S. Department of Transportation Draft Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2003-2008 (Washington, D.C.: 2003), Social Security
Administration, Social Security Administration Strategic Plan 2003-2008 (Washington, D.C.: 2003); U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Strategic Plan FY 2003-FY 2008 (Washington, D.C.:
2003); and Small Business Administration, SBA Strategic Plan, FY 2001-FY 2006 (Washington, D.C.: 2000).

#The 2003 plans for DOE and DOT were in draft form during the time of our review.

PAt the time of our review, the most recent SBA strategic plan was for fiscal years 2001-2008. SBA
released a new strategic plan for fiscal years 2003-2008 in October 2003.

The remainder of this appendix discusses our observations on how the
quality of each of the agencies’ strategic plans we reviewed has changed
since the agencies submitted their first draft strategic plans in 1997. We did
not independently verify or assess the information we obtained from
agency strategic plans. If an agency chose not to discuss its efforts
concerning elements in the strategic plan, it does not necessarily mean that
the agency is not implementing those elements.
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. |
Observations on

Changes in the Quality
of Education’s
Strategic Plan

In our review of Education’s June 1997 draft strategic plan,” we found that
the plan generally complied with GPRA and included all but one of the six
elements required by GPRA,; it did not discuss how Education’s long-term
goals and objectives would be related to its annual performance goals.
Also, we observed that the plan presented a logical, fairly complete
description of how Education intended to achieve its mission, but a few
areas could have been improved. In comparison, Education’s 2002-2007
strategic plan has improved on several areas we identified in our 1997
review. However, we still found areas where Education could improve.

Table 6 summarizes these findings.

|
Table 6: Education’s Progress in Addressing Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element of strategic planning

Included in initial draft strategic plan

Included in current strategic plan

Mission statement

Yes. Mission statement clearly and briefly
explained why the agency exists, what the
agency does, and how it performs its work.

Yes. Mission statement is outcome
oriented, comprehensive, covers all of the
agency’s functions and activities, and is the
same as in the 1997 draft plan.

Long-term goals

Yes. These goals were related to the
mission and were results oriented, but did
not appear to reflect civil rights enforcement
and monitoring responsibilities.

Yes. The goals have changed, but are
related to each other and the mission and
are results oriented. They now additionally
reflect civil rights enforcement and
monitoring responsibilities.

Strategies

Yes. The plan outlined strategies to achieve
goals overall and to hold managers
accountable for achieving objectives, and
generally described some of its resource
requirements throughout the plan.

Yes. The plan includes strategies that are
linked to the goals. Several strategies relate
to resource alignment to achieve outcomes,
but the actual resources required are not
always specified.

Relationship between long-term goals and
annual goals

No. Education did not discuss the
relationship between its strategic plan goals
and those to be included in its annual plan,
but indicated this would be done once its
annual plan was prepared.

Yes. Plan contains the annual performance
measures and targets, which represent the

annual performance goals, and aligns them
with long-term goals, with which they have a
logical relationship.

External factors

Yes. The plan generally described factors
outside program scope and responsibilities
that could negatively affect Education’s
ability to achieve goals, but factors were not
directly linked to particular goals.

Yes. The plan adequately describes
external factors that could affect achieving
its goals and they are linked to the particular
goals. The plan also briefly discusses
strategies to ameliorate the effects of a
number of these factors.

"GAO/HEHS-97-176R.
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(Continued From Previous Page)

Element of strategic planning Included in initial draft strategic plan Included in current strategic plan
Evaluations Yes. Education said it would provide No. Because of the comprehensive
detailed descriptions of supporting revamping of Education’s strategic plan in

evaluations once it consulted with Congress, 2002, its program evaluation plan was
completed the strategic plan, and agreed on completely restructured and was not
performance indicators. The plan indicated released until it was included in the 2004

a commitment to using evaluations, listing annual plan,® which contains information on
evaluations it intended to use to develop its new directions for program evaluation.
sound measures, but did not describe the

evaluations.

Sources: GAO/HEHS-97-176R; U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Deputy Secretary, Planning and Performance Management Service, U.S. Department of Education Strategic Plan 2002-2007

(Washington, D.C.: 2002).

2According to OMB Circular No. A-11, Part 6, Preparation and Submission of Strategic Plans, Annual
Performance Plans, and Annual Program Performance Reports, June 2002, general goals, which are
multiyear and long term, are synonymous with general objectives, and either term can be used. The
objectives in Education’s strategic plan are such multiyear, long-term objectives, and are referred to in
our report as the agency’s “long-term goals.” OMB’s Circular A-11 also indicates that some agencies
include strategic goals in their strategic plan, which represent overarching statements of aim or
purpose whose achievement cannot be determined and which can be used to group outcome or
output goals. Education’s strategic goals meet this description.

Current Strategic Plan
Strengths and
Improvements from Fiscal
Year 1997 Draft Strategic
Plan

Education’s current mission, “to ensure equal access to education and to
promote educational excellence throughout the nation,” is the same
comprehensive, outcome-oriented mission that was included in its 1997
draft plan. All of Education’s functions and activities are covered by it. The
plan’s long-term goals® are expressed so as to allow Education and
Congress to assess whether they are being achieved. Moreover, in contrast
to findings in our review of Education’s 1997 Draft Strategic Plan,
Education’s civil rights responsibilities—including enforcing five civil right
statutes that ensure equal educational opportunity for all students,
regardless of race, color, national origin, sex, disability, or age—appear to
be reflected, at least in part, in the current plan’s goals. For example, one
long-term goal is to reduce the gaps in college access and completion
among student populations differing by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, and disability while increasing the educational attainment of all.
Another is to enhance the literacy and employment skills of American
adults. Under the latter, the plan includes a strategy to work with state
vocational rehabilitation agencies to ensure implementation of standards
that will assist individuals with disabilities in obtaining high-quality

U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Deputy Secretary, Strategic Accountability
Service, U.S. Department of Education FY 2004 Annual Plan (Washington, D.C.: March
2003). This document represents Education’s performance plan for GPRA and will be
referred to henceforth as the “annual plan.”
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employment outcomes. As in the past, some goals are targeted at results
for which Education has limited direct control and are, instead, greatly
influenced by third parties. However, Education recognizes this situation
and shows its intent to work closely with its partners.

Education’s current plan provides some information on linking results and
day-to-day activities within the department. For example, the plan says
employees will be held accountable for implementation and success from
top to bottom and senior officers will have performance contracts linked to
the plan and be recognized for achieving results. In addition, the strategy
to foster a customer service orientation by ensuring that states, districts,
and other partners receive timely responses to inquiries; to assign senior
officers to develop relationships with individual states; and to create a
customer support team to respond to issues, seems logically linked to the
day-to-day activities of managers and staff. However, the link between
results and day-to-day activities is not apparent for most of the goals and
their strategies.

The current plan includes several annual performance measures that are at
least related to how well information technology is supporting strategic
and program goals, as required by the Clinger-Cohen Act. For example, for
its long-term goal to modernize the Federal Student Assistance (FSA)
Programs and reduce their high-risk status, the plan contains a measure on
the integration of FSA processes and systems that work together to support
FSA program delivery functions. Commendably, Education includes some
goals related to reducing agency program unintended negative effects, such
as a goal and related measure to reduce the data collection and reporting
burden.

Education’s current plan shows great improvement on recognizing and
addressing external factors. Beyond adequately describing external factors
that could affect achieving its goals and directly linking these factors to
particular goals, the plan also briefly describes strategies to ameliorate the
effects of a number of factors. For example, for an external factor on
teacher certification under a goal on reading, the plan says that Education
“will work with the states and national accreditation bodies to encourage
the incorporation of research-based reading instruction into teacher
certification requirements.” In addition, the plan includes strategies
indicating that Education monitors some internal factors that could affect
achievement of long term goals. Moreover, the plan recognizes the
overarching critical external factor for Education—that it depends greatly
on third parties who often control the results the department is trying to
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achieve—and its strategies related to the goal-specific external factors
often reflect this.

In our 1997 assessment of Education’s draft plan, we commented that
although the plan identified several management challenges the
department would face in the coming years, it provided little detail about
them and how they would be addressed. In our January 2001 performance
and accountability series, we identified four department-specific and two
governmentwide challenges that we said Education needed to meet.”
Education’s current strategic plan includes some goals, measures, and
strategies that could be used to address these challenges. For example,
Education’s goal to “develop and maintain financial integrity and
management and internal controls” and this goal’s strategies and measures
are directly related to the management challenge we identified on
improving financial management. One of the measures under this goal is
“the achievement of an unqualified audit opinion,” an important issue in
our identification of financial management weaknesses as a challenge in
2001, and Education received an unqualified audit opinion in early 2003.
Moreover, the current strategic plan includes goals and strategies meant to
improve Education’s strategic human capital management and strengthen
information technology security, two important governmentwide high-risk
areas we identified in 2001.

Critical Strategic Planning
Issues Needing Further
Improvement

In our report on Education’s 1997 draft strategic plan, we found that,
although the department had numerous crosscutting programs and
activities, the plan had identified key interagency activities for some
programs but not for others. For example, we said that the plan did not
identify or discuss activities for postsecondary programs for which the
Higher Education Act of 1965 required coordination. Education’s current
plan includes an appendix, which highlights collaborative initiatives under
each of the department’s strategic goals, with some activities related to

"U.S. General Accounting Office, Performance and Accountability Series: Major
Management Challenges and Program Risks, Department of Education, GAO-01-245
(Washington, D.C.: January 2001). The January 2001 assessment was the last time we
assessed the Department of Education under our Performance and Accountability Series
before the release of the agency’s 2002-2007 Strategic Plan. We further reported in October
2002 on how Education and other agencies reported responding to their management
challenges and program risks. (U.S. General Accounting Office, Performance and
Accountability: Reported Agency Actions and Plans to Address 2001 Management
Challenges and Program Risks, GAO-03-225 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 31, 2002).
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postsecondary education, including most of those mentioned in our 1997
report. However, as the plan states, the appendix presents a brief overview
of the highlights of some of its collaborative initiatives with other agencies.

In our 1997 review, we stated that some resource requirements were
described throughout the plan. In the current plan, while a number of
strategies under the department’s strategic goal to establish management
excellence are related to aligning resources to achieve outcomes, the
actual resources required—such as human, capital, and information—are
not always specifically indicated. The exception is for information
resources, for which a number of strategies discuss the information
resources that will be required to address the related goal. For example,
under the goal to develop and maintain financial integrity and management
and internal controls, the plan says that Education will “implement a new
financial system capable of producing timely and reliable financial data and
reconcile systems to the general ledger.” Moreover, while the plan stresses
accountability throughout, it only refers to providing the authority needed
to achieve results once.® In addition, consideration of alternate strategies
for achieving goals is not discussed.

In our 1997 review, we reported that Education said it would provide
detailed descriptions of supporting evaluations once it consulted with
Congress, completed the strategic plan, and agreed on performance
indicators. The draft plan indicated Education’s commitment to using
evaluations and listed evaluations and strategies it intended to use to
develop sound measures, but did not describe the evaluations. The current
plan does not include descriptions of supporting evaluations or a future
program evaluation schedule. According to Education officials, this was
not done because, with the complete revamping of the strategic plan based
on passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Education was set on a
course to totally restructure its evaluation program, but could not do so in
time to include it in the strategic plan. Consequently, Education instead
included information about its new directions for program evaluation
studies and a schedule of evaluations in its 2004 annual plan. The schedule,
however, lacked a timetable, except for stating whether the evaluations

8Within one of its strategies, the plan states that “managers will be given the freedom to
manage and will be held accountable for results.”

Pub. L. No. 107-110, January 8, 2002. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is a

reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, one of the major pieces of
authorizing legislation for the Department of Education.
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Observations on
Changes in the Quality
of DOE’s Strategic Plan

were new or continuing. The current strategic plan indicates, in some
cases, the use or planned use of program evaluation findings to develop or
revise components of the plan. For example, for long-term goals on various
types of academic achievement, data from the National Assessment of
Educational Progress were identified as having been used to set related
targets.

Overall, DOE’s draft 2003 strategic plan meets the required elements of
GPRA and has improved greatly over its 1997 draft strategic plan, as shown
in table 7. DOE made improvements to its plan by establishing results-
oriented and measurable objectives, and addressing elements that were not
included in the department’s 1997 plan, such as reporting on external
factors. Although DOE has shown improvement, a few elements in the plan
could still be enhanced. For instance, further improvement could be made
to the mission statement so that it better addresses the department’s major
activities, and additional information could be included in DOE’s strategies
to achieve its goals, such as management accountability.

|
Table 7: DOE’s Progress in Addressing Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element of strategic planning

Included in initial draft strategic plan Included in current draft strategic plan

Mission statement

Yes. DOE’s mission is results oriented and
meets a public need, but it does not address
the department’s major activities related to
energy supply and conservation.

Yes. DOE’s mission was results oriented,
met a public need, and covered the agency’s
major activities.

Long-term goals

Yes. Long-term goals covered mission and
major functions of the agency. Goals and
objectives were results oriented but not
measurable.

Yes. Long-term goals cover the mission and
major functions of the agency. Obijectives,
referred to as intermediate goals, are results
oriented and measurable.

Strategies

Yes. The plan included strategies and
measures to evaluate the results of the
strategies, but was missing information on
linkages to day-to-day activities, and the
extent to which managers have the
knowledge, skills, and abilities to implement
the strategies.

Yes. Strategies to achieve each goal are
included in the plan, along with intermediate
goals to measure success, but information
on linkages to day-to-day activities, and the
extent to which managers have the
knowledge, skills, and abilities to implement
the strategies, is not included.

Relationship between long-term goals and
annual goals

No. Relationship between the long-term
goals and annual performance goals was
missing in the draft plan.

Yes. The draft plan provides a brief
description of the relationship between the
long-term strategic goals and the annual
performance goals.
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(Continued From Previous Page)

Element of strategic planning Included in initial draft strategic plan Included in current draft strategic plan
External factors No. Key external factors were not Yes. Key external factors and how they
addressed in the draft plan. could affect the ability to achieve each goal

are identified in the draft plan.

Evaluations

No. The impact of program evaluations on  No. The impact of program evaluations on
the development of strategic goals was not  the development of strategic goals is not
included in the draft plan. discussed thoroughly.

Sources: GAO/RCED-97-199R and Department of Energy, 2003 Strategic Plan (Draft), (Washington, D.C.: 2003).

Strategic Plan Strengths and
Improvements from Fiscal
Year 1997 Plan

In its 2003 draft strategic plan, DOE has made significant improvements in
developing measurable objectives, referred to in its plan as intermediate
goals. GAO'’s review of DOE’s 1997 draft strategic plan found that
objectives related to DOE’s long-term goals were stated in ways that would
make it difficult to measure whether they were being achieved. In the 2003
draft plan, the objectives are stated in ways that will enable DOE to
measure its progress in achieving goals. For example, to meet the goal of
enhancing energy security through various means, one of DOE’s affiliated
objectives is to ensure that throughout DOE’s 25-year planning period, the
Strategic Petroleum Reserve is ready to supply oil at a sustained rate of 4.3
million barrels per day for 90 days within 15 days notice by the President.

In addition, DOE has improved its draft 2003 strategic plan by including
elements that were not included in its 1997 draft plan. These elements
consisted of (1) identifying external factors and (2) describing the
relationship between long-term and annual goals. For each of its long-term
goals, DOE identified external factors, such as reduced funding, lack of
scientific talent, and unpredictable technological developments, that could
affect its ability to achieve its goals. The strategic plan also included a
description of the relationship between the long-term strategic goals and
the annual performance goals. The plan included a diagram that showed an
example of a strategic goal, its associated objectives, and how they are
related to the annual performance goals and targets. However, the plan
could be improved if all annual performance goals were discussed in the
plan and linked to each strategic goal so that it would be clear how annual
performance goals would be used to gauge performance. DOE staff stated
that a description of all actual annual performance goals was not
something that they thought should be included in the strategic plan
because the annual goals differ each year.

Finally, our past and current reviews of DOE’s 1997 and 2003 draft strategic
plans found that DOE addressed performance and accountability
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challenges that we had previously identified. In January 2003, we identified
six areas where DOE’s management attention was needed: (1) addressing
security concerns, (2) revitalizing infrastructure, (3) improving contract
management, (4) managing the nuclear weapons stockpile, (5) cleaning up
radioactive and hazardous wastes, and (6) enhancing leadership in meeting
energy needs. All areas were addressed in the 2003 draft strategic plan,
with the exception of improving contract management. For example, for
the challenge of enhancing leadership in meeting energy needs, one of the
intermediate goals requires DOE to develop and demonstrate technologies
that can reduce emissions by more than 70 metric tons of carbon and
equivalent greenhouse gases by 2012.

Critical Strategic Planning
Issues Needing Further
Improvement

There are three elements in DOE’s draft 2003 strategic plan that requires
further improvement. To begin with, although DOE’s mission is results
oriented, it was revised from the 1997 draft strategic plan and does not
address the department’s major activities related to energy supply and
conservation. These activities account for approximately 10 percent of
DOE'’s $23.4 billion fiscal year 2004 budget request. Our review of the 1997
draft strategic plan found that DOE’s mission addressed all of its major
activities.

In addition, the impact of program evaluations on the development of
strategic goals could be discussed in greater detail. The strategic plan
stated that internal, GAO, and the Inspector General (IG) evaluations were
used as resources to develop the draft strategic plan, but specific program
evaluations were not identified. A schedule of future program evaluations
was also not discussed in the strategic plan. According to DOE, there is no
plan to include a table of reports and evaluations that were used to develop
the goals for the strategic plan because the evaluations were from a prior
administration, and when the administration changes, it usually does not
use evaluations from past administrations.
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Observations on
Changes in the Quality
of HUD'’s Strategic Plan

DOE could also enhance the strategies included in its plan by providing
information on how goals are linked to the department’s day-to-day
activities, and the extent to which managers have the knowledge, skills,
and abilities to implement the strategies. None of this information was
included in the 1997 and 2003 draft strategic plans. According to DOE
officials, in drafting the plan, their goal was to keep the plan at a high level
and this additional information would require more detail than what is
needed for a strategic plan. For example, one official stated that a
description of linkages to day-to-day activities was not discussed in the
strategic plan because it would conflict with the performance plan and
budget justification, which is where the information can be found. As we
have stated previously, without this information, it is difficult to judge
DOE’s likelihood of success in achieving the goals or the appropriateness
of the strategies.'

Finally, DOE’s draft strategic plan could be improved by identifying
programs and activities that are crosscutting or similar to those of other
agencies. In the 2003 draft plan, crosscutting activities are only identified
for one goal related to science. According to one DOE official, as the
strategic goals were being developed, DOE staff took crosscutting
activities into consideration. As we stated in 1997, unless DOE addresses
crosscutting issues in its plan, Congress cannot be assured that federal
programs are working effectively.

Overall, HUD has made progress in developing its strategic plan for fiscal
years 2003 through 2008 as required under GPRA. In 1997, we stated that
HUD’s draft strategic plan did not cover the six components required under
GPRA." HUD's fiscal year 2003-2008 strategic plan addressed several
issues we had previously identified, such as making sure the mission
statement is linked to the department’s major operations and functions;
including outcome-related goals and objectives for the department’s
functions and operations; generally providing a description of how it will
achieve its goals and objectives; identifying key external factors affecting
the achievement of departmental goals; and explaining how HUD will
coordinate with other agencies to address crosscutting issues. However,
HUD could improve its strategic plan by explaining the relationship

YGAO/RCED-97-199R.

"GAO/RCED-97-224R.
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between the long-term and intermediate performance measures listed for
each strategic goal and discussing how it used program evaluations to
develop the plan. Table 8 summarizes these findings.

Table 8: HUD’s Progress in Addressing Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element of strategic planning

Included in initial draft strategic plan

Included in current strategic plan

Mission statement

No. HUD’s mission statement did not cover
the major program functions and operations
of the agency.

Yes. HUD’s mission statement covers the
agency’s major program functions and
operations and relevant statutes.

Long-term goals

Yes. The plan included eight strategic
objectives, and they generally covered the
department’s major functions and
operations.

Yes. The plan includes long-term goals that
cover the major programs and functions of
the agency.

Strategies

No. The strategic plan lacked an adequate
description of how its strategic objectives
would be achieved.

Yes. The strategic plan discusses the
means and strategies to address each
strategic goal, including plans to address
human capital issues critical to carrying out
its mission.

Relationship between long- term goals and
annual goals

No. HUD’s strategic plan provided limited
examples of annual performance goals
under each of its strategic objectives, but it
did not describe the relationship between
them.

Yes. However, some long-term performance
measures do not appear to have
corresponding intermediate measures, and
in other instances it is not clear how HUD
will measure progress towards its goals

External factors

No. HUD briefly discussed the external
factors in its draft strategic plan without
linking them to specific strategic objectives.

Yes. HUD describes the external factors
that could affect achieving its strategic
objectives.

Evaluations

No. HUD’s strategic plan did not include
information on program evaluations.

No. HUD does not describe how program
evaluations were used to prepare its
strategic plan. Although it mentions that
program evaluations will be used to advance
key policy objectives, it states that there are
no fixed timetables for when these
evaluations will take place.

Sources: GAO/RCED-97-224R and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Strategic Plan FY 2003-FY 2008. (Washington, D.C.: 2003).

Strategic Plan Strengths and
Improvements from Fiscal
Year 1997 Draft Plan

In its most recent strategic plan for fiscal years 2003-2008, HUD has made
progress in crafting a mission statement that generally covers its major
program functions, operations, and relevant statutes that authorize its
programs. In addition, the current plan builds upon the strength of its first
draft strategic plan by including the strategic objectives that cover the
department’s major functions and operations.
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In contrast to its draft strategic plan of 1997, HUD’s most recent plan
provides a general description of how its strategic objectives will be
achieved. For example, HUD lists the means and strategies following each
strategic goal and supporting objectives to describe how it will carry out its
activities. In addition, the strategic plan identifies a few legislative and
regulatory changes HUD will pursue to meet its objectives, such as a new
tax credit for developers of affordable housing and expanded eligibility for
the Assisted Living Conversion Program. To carry out its work, HUD
acknowledges in its plan that it needs to recruit and retain its current
workforce to ensure the proper skills and abilities needed to carry out its
mission.

HUD’s most recent strategic plan also describes key factors external to the
department and beyond its control that could significantly affect the
achievement of its objectives. For example, for its goal of Promoting
Decent and Affordable Housing, HUD identifies the impact of broad
economic factors on opportunities for low-income workers as a factor that
will affect the department’s ability to assist renters that depend on HUD’s
programs to make progress towards self sufficiency. HUD’s strategic plan
also provides a general description of current program evaluations and
mentions that the results of these evaluations will support key policy
objectives within the department.

Addressing a shortcoming of its draft strategic plan in 1997, HUD’s current
plan generally explains how it will coordinate with other agencies to
address crosscutting problems. For example, the Interagency Council on
the Homeless (ICH), created by the Secretaries of HUD, the Department of
Health and Human Services (HHS), and Veterans Affairs (VA), will continue
to work to identify the obstacles homeless people face to enroll in the main
service programs and recommend specific changes—Ilegislative, policy, and
procedural—that would make federal supportive service programs more
accessible to them.
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Lastly, HUD improved its discussion of how it plans to address
performance and accountability challenges we have raised. In January
2003, we reported that programmatic and financial management
information systems and human capital issues were HUD’s performance
and accountability challenges.”> While in the past HUD acknowledged
some of these problems and described how they would be addressed, its
plans for management reform were not fully integrated into its draft
strategic plan. In contrast, one of HUD'’s strategic goals in its current
strategic plan, “Embrace High Standards of Ethics, Management, and
Accountability,” lists specific actions the department will take to address
these challenges.

Critical Strategic Planning
Issues Needing Further
Improvement

HUD has made progress in linking its strategic objectives to both long-term
goals and intermediate measures in its strategic plan; however, long-term
performance measures are not consistently linked to a corresponding
intermediate measure, making it difficult for the reader to understand how
the department will measure progress towards its strategic goals. For
example, HUD projects that the percentage of architects and builders
indicating awareness of the design and construction requirements of the
Fair Housing Act will increase through fiscal year 2008. However, HUD
does not mention in the plan how many architects or engineers it will
survey to establish a baseline of awareness or to gauge progress made
towards this goal in subsequent years. HUD officials explained that only
those long-term goals that are critical to being achieved within the next 1-2
years have corresponding intermediate performance measures. Therefore,
it is somewhat unclear how HUD plans to assess progress made towards its
broader goal of “Ensure Equal Opportunity in Housing.”

Similarly, the strategic plan does not always provide a clear picture of how
HUD will be able to measure progress towards its strategic goals. For
example, the plan states that HUD’s Community Development Block
Grants (CDBG) Program will create or retain 400,000 jobs by fiscal year
2008; HUD’s intermediate measure for fiscal year 2004 is 84,000 jobs. These
estimates are based on the average jobs created per grant dollar reported
by grantees. However, HUD does not mention how it will be able to discern
between those jobs created by CDBG and those created by other means.

12J.S. General Accounting Office, Major Management Challenges and Program Risks:
Department of Housing and Urban Development, GAO-03-103 (Washington, D.C.: January
2003).
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Observations on
Changes in the Quality
of SBA’s Strategic Plan

Similar to our previous finding, HUD’s current strategic plan does not
describe how program evaluations were used to develop its strategic goals
or other components of its strategic plan, and does not include a schedule
for future evaluations. While the plan mentions that program evaluations
will be used to advance key policy objectives, it states that there are no
fixed timetables for when these evaluations will take place.

In our review of SBA’s March 1997 draft strategic plan,'® we found that the
plan did not meet two of the six requirements set forth by GPRA: (1) a
discussion of the relationship between the long-term goals and objectives
and the annual performance goals and (2) a description of how program
evaluations were used to establish or revise strategic goals and a schedule
for future program evaluations. In addition, the four elements the plan
contained could have better conformed to GPRA’s requirements and OMB
guidance. In comparison, SBA’s 2001-2006 strategic plan has improved on
several areas we identified in our 1997 review."* However, we still found
areas that SBA could improve. Table 9 summarizes these findings.

|
Table 9: SBA’s Progress in Addressing Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element of strategic planning

Initial draft strategic plan Current strategic plan

Mission statement

Yes. SBA’s mission statement now
specifically mentions its mandate and

Yes. The mission statement was results
oriented. However, it did not directly

incorporate key aspects of SBA’s legislative
mandate and it did not encompass one of
SBA’s significant activities.

encompasses SBA’s disaster loan program
to families and businesses.

Long-term goals

Yes. Generally the strategic goals covered
the major functions and operations of SBA.
Most of SBA’s strategic goals were

expressed as processes, not as outcomes.

Yes. The strategic goals are outcome
oriented and cover the major functions and
operations of SBA.

Strategies

Yes. However, the strategies were too
vague or general to assess whether or not
they would help achieve SBA’s goals. Also,
the strategies and goals could have been
linked more explicitly.

Yes. The strategies will generally help SBA
achieve its goals. The strategies are now
listed by strategic goal and related objective.
The plan discusses some of the resources
SBA needs to achieve its goals.

BGAO/RCED-97-205R.

YAt the time of our review, the most recent SBA strategic plan was for fiscal years 2001-
2008. SBA released a new strategic plan for fiscal years 2003-2008 in October 2003.
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(Continued From Previous Page)

Element of strategic planning

Initial draft strategic plan

Current strategic plan

Relationship between long-term goals and
annual goals

No. The linkage between proposed
performance measures, strategies, and
objectives was unclear.

Yes. The plan lists performance measures
by objectives for each strategic goal. Logic
models show the relationship between
measures and outcomes.

External factors

Yes. The plan listed a number of external
factors. A discussion of how the external
factors would be taken into account when
assessing progress toward goals was not
included in the plan.

Yes. The plan lists several external factors.
Generally, strategies to ameliorate the
effects of these factors are included.
However, SBA does not discuss how
external factors will be taken into account
when assessing progress toward goals.

Evaluations

No. The plan did not describe how program
evaluations were used to establish or revise

No. The plan states that lessons learned
from SBA’s program evaluations have

strategic goals or include a schedule for
future program evaluations.

influenced its strategic direction. Examples
of future program evaluations are given, but
a specific schedule of when these
evaluations are to occur is not included.

Sources: GAO/RCED-97-205R and Small Business Administration, SBA Strategic Plan, FY 2001 — FY 2006 (Washington, D.C.: 2000).

Strategic Plan Strengths and
Improvements from Fiscal
Year 1997 Plan

SBA’s current mission statement is an improvement from the one contained
in its 1997 draft strategic plan. In our July 1997 report on SBA’s draft
strategic plan, we noted that the mission statement could be improved by
more directly incorporating key aspects of SBA’s legislative mandate to aid,
counsel, assist, and protect the interests of small businesses. In addition,
the mission statement did not encompass one of SBA’s significant
activities—making loans to individuals. The mission statement in the 2001-
2006 strategic plan now includes both of these items.

The long-term, or strategic, goals of SBA's 2001-2006 strategic plan are

(1) helping small businesses succeed, (2) helping Americans recover from
disasters, and (3) modernizing SBA. These three strategic goals are
outcome oriented. We stated in our previous report on SBA’s draft strategic
plan that only two of SBA’s seven strategic goals described outcomes. The
rest of the goals were expressed as processes.

SBA’s 2001-2006 strategic plan shows significant improvement in its
strategies. In 1997 we stated that the plan could be improved by making
the linkage between the strategies and goals/objectives more explicit.
Objectives were listed as a group, followed by the strategies, which were
also listed as a group. The 2001-2006 plan describes the strategies,
objective by objective, making the linkage clear. The strategies contained
in SBA’s 1997 plan consisted entirely of one-line statements and most were
too vague or general to enable an assessment of whether or not they would
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help achieve the goals and objectives in the plan. While many of the
strategies listed in SBA’'s 2001-2006 plan are only one- or two-sentence
statements, all of the strategies seem to aid in achieving SBA’s goals and
objectives. For example, one strategy for the objective of providing
entrepreneurial development assistance is to train SBA personnel in
outreach and business development approaches. This strategy would
presumably aid in making staff more competent at helping small businesses
develop. The current plan also includes some of the resources needed to
achieve SBA’s goals. These resources include a table showing SBA's fiscal
year 2001 budget request and its plans to modernize its information
technology systems.

The 2001-2006 strategic plan also makes a clearer connection between
strategic goals and annual performance measures that will be used to gauge
progress in achieving strategic goals. SBA shows this relationship by
linking its performance output measures with the intended outcomes of
SBA's programs for two of the strategic goals. For the other strategic goal,
“Modernizing SBA,” SBA lists the performance measures it will use by
objective. For example, the performance measure “personnel trained or
retrained” will gauge progress in achieving SBA's human capital
investments objective. This shows improvement over the draft strategic
plan, which listed the performance measures as a group without showing
how they were related to SBA’s strategic goals.

Similar to its 1997 draft plan, SBA’s 2001-2006 plan specifies external
factors that could affect the achievement of its strategic goals. The plan
lists eight external factors associated with two of its three strategic goals;
no external factors were associated with the third goal. The plan includes
strategies that seem to be intended to mitigate the effect of six of these
external factors, while two of the external factors, congressional support
and public support, do not seem to be addressed. An example of an
external factor that seems to be addressed by a strategy is economic
conditions, listed for the strategic goal “helping small businesses succeed.”
One of the strategies for this strategic goal is to determine economic trends
and conditions. SBA states that it tracks economic trends that affect small
businesses and the contribution small businesses make to the economy.
SBA then brings these data to the attention of policymakers.

We noted in our 1997 report that SBA did not explicitly address the
relationship of SBA’s activities to similar activities in other agencies and
provided no evidence of coordination. In contrast, SBA's current strategic
plan includes a section on crosscutting issues. This section contains
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discussions of innovation and research assistance, international trade
assistance, business development assistance, veterans affairs, and disaster
assistance. One example of coordination is the U.S. Export Assistance
centers, which combine the trade-promotion and export-finance resources
of SBA, the Department of Commerce, the Export-Import Bank, and in
some locations, the Agency for International Development and the
Department of Agriculture.

Finally, SBA’s 2001-2006 strategic plan generally addresses performance
and accountability challenges that we have previously identified. For
example, we noted in our January 2001 report on major management
challenges and program risks'® that SBA needed to continue to improve
oversight of its lending partners to correct oversight weaknesses. The plan
identifies lender oversight as a management challenge and states that SBA
has developed and implemented a safety and soundness oversight program
for Small Business Lending companies, institutionalizing the process
through the Office of Lender Oversight. This is an improvement over SBA’s
draft strategic plan, which we reported did not clearly address previously
identified management problems.

Critical Strategic Planning
Issues Needing Further
Improvement

In 1997, we noted that SBA’s draft strategic plan did not include a
discussion of how the external factors would be taken into account when
assessing progress toward goals. This observation holds true for the
current strategic plan. For the external factor mentioned above, economic
conditions, the plan states that if the economy remains strong, surety bond
guaranties will remain constant or decrease, but if the economy
deteriorates, demand will increase. However, the plan does not state how
SBA will assess success or failure in meeting its goals in relation to this
factor.

In its 1997 draft plan, SBA did not describe how program evaluations were
used to establish or revise strategic goals or include a schedule for future
program evaluations. In the 2001-2006 plan, SBA states, “We have used
lessons learned in our performance monitoring and program evaluations to
influence the strategic direction contained in this plan.” The plan includes
findings from six completed program evaluations; however, no further
detail is given as to how these program evaluations were used to establish

15

U.S. General Accounting Office, Major Management Challenges and Program Risks:
Small Business Administration, GAO-01-260 (Washington, D.C.: January 2001).

Page 149 GAO-04-38 Results-Oriented Government


http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-01-260

Appendix IIT
Observations on Agencies’ Strategic Plans

Observations on
Changes in the Quality
of SSA’s Strategic Plan

or revise the strategic goals. While the current plan gives examples of
future program evaluations, such as conducting a benchmark study on the
HUBZone program to assess the changes in employment and investment in
distressed urban and rural communities, it does not include a schedule of
future evaluations. SBA states that for the next several years, the agency
plans to systematically review programs that offer the most financial risk to
the government and also the programs that can offer tips on how to
improve efforts.

SSA’s strategic plan for 2003-2008 is well structured and contains all of the
required elements under GPRA. In 1997, we noted that SSA’s draft strategic
plan contained all six required components, but suggested a number of
ways it could be strengthened. SSA has addressed some of the issues we
previously identified, such as associating specific programs with goals and
identifying external factors that may affect goal achievement. SSA could
further improve its strategic plan through (1) ensuring that its strategic
objectives will assist SSA in achieving its strategic goals, (2) explicitly
describing the effect of external factors on goal attainment, (3) providing
timetables or schedules for achieving results, (4) providing details on how
each performance and accountability challenge will be addressed,

(5) clearly explaining how program evaluations were used in formulating
the strategic plan, and (6) discussing the manner in which SSA has
coordinated with other agencies, especially those that serve the same
beneficiaries. Table 10 summarizes SSA’s progress in addressing the
required elements of GPRA.

|
Table 10: SSA’s Progress in Addressing Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element of strategic planning

Included in initial draft strategic plan Included in current strategic plan

Mission statement

Yes. SSA’s mission statement has not
changed substantially.

Yes. SSA’s mission statement was
appropriate and reflective of its new status
as an independent agency.

Long-term goals

Yes. Long-term goals were established.

term goals and specific programs was

Yes. The goals’ relationship to specific
programs is more defined, but SSA’s goal for
achieving solvency of the social security
system is ambitious, given SSA’s mission
and responsibilities. Key outcomes are
identified for each goal. SSA’s major
management challenges are not all clearly
linked to individual goals or objectives.

However, the relationship between long-

unclear and did not identify the results to be
achieved.
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(Continued From Previous Page)

Element of strategic planning

Included in initial draft strategic plan

Included in current strategic plan

Strategies

Yes. The strategic plan was generally
complete with regard to processes and
technology, but did not include timetables or
schedules. Some of the success was
predicated on changes in processes or
technology improvements.

Yes. SSA added some timetables, but the
required resources are not specified. Some
of the success is still predicated on
technological improvements.

Relationship between long-term goals and
annual goals

Yes. SSA provided numerous performance
measures relating to strategic goals and
objectives, and plans for developing new
measures were discussed. It was
sometimes difficult to link measures with
their appropriate objectives. It was also
hard to discern which objectives did not yet
have performance goals. Some data were
expressed by program, while other data
were aggregated.

Yes. SSA provided one or more key
outcomes for each strategic objective. SSA
notes that success in meeting the objectives
will be measured in the annual performance
plans by progress in achieving the key
outcomes.

External factors

Yes. The report mentioned several key
external factors, but did not explicitly link
factors to general goals and state how they
could have affected goal attainment. Also,
the report did not discuss needed changes
(by Congress) to ensure solvency.

Yes. External (environmental) factors are
listed in a separate section. However, the
plan does not explicitly link factors to general
goals and state how they could affect goal
attainment. Specific effects are not
discussed—most examples are vague.

Evaluations

Yes. The report contained a broad
discussion of program evaluations, but the
evaluations were not clearly described.
Also, SSA did not describe how the
evaluations were used to establish or revise
specific goals/objectives. Finally, there was
no schedule for completing future
evaluations or methodologies.

Yes. Future evaluations (with brief
descriptions) are listed, but there is no
discussion of how current evaluations are
used to establish or revise specific
goals/objectives. The plan states that SSA
used internal and external (GAO, IG)
evaluations to determine strategic plans and
objectives.

Sources: GAO/HEHS-97-179R) and Social Security Administration,

Social Security Administration Strategic Plan 2003-2008, (Washington, D.C.: 2000).

Strategic Plan Strengths and
Improvements from Fiscal
Year 1997 Plan

SSA’s mission statement changed very little between 1997 and 2003. OMB
Circular A-11 notes that the mission statement should be brief and define
the basic purpose of the agency, with particular focus on its core programs
and activities. SSA’s statement conforms to this guidance—it reads, “To
advance the economic security of the nation’s people through
compassionate and vigilant leadership in shaping and managing America’s

social security programs.”

In the 2003-2008 plan, the word “advance” replaced the word “promote.”
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In 1997, the relationship between SSA’s long-term goals and specific
programs was unclear and did not identify the specific results to be
achieved. Since that time, SSA has improved this linkage and better
articulated intended results, including quantifiable goals. For example, as
part of its strategic goal to ensure superior stewardship of Social Security
programs and resources, SSA notes that one of its key outcomes is to
increase Supplemental Security Income (SSI) payment accuracy to 96
percent (free of preventable error) by 2008.

SSA improved upon its linkage between long-term goals and annual goals in
its fiscal year 2003-2008 strategic plan. Under each strategic goal in this
plan, SSA provided one or more key outcomes for each strategic objective;
in its 1997 draft strategic plan, we found it difficult to link measures with
the appropriate objectives and discern which objectives did not yet have
performance goals.

Critical Strategic Planning
Issues Needing Further
Improvement

Not all of SSA’s strategic objectives and associated performance measures
will allow SSA to achieve its related strategic goals. Specifically, the
solvency goal in SSA’s current strategic plan reads, “To achieve sustainable
solvency and ensure Social Security programs meet the needs of current
and future generations,” but the sole associated objective—through
education and research efforts, support reforms to ensure sustainable
solvency and more responsive retirement and disability programs—will not
allow SSA, on its own, to reach that goal. While SSA’'s mission is to advance
the economic security of the nation’s people, it is not unilaterally
responsible for achieving solvency in social security programs.

An agency’s strategic plan is expected to contain strategies for achieving
the goals articulated. In 1997, SSA’s strategic plan was generally complete
with regard to processes and technology, but did not include timetables or
schedules for results. While the current strategic plan contains processes,
anticipated progress in technology, and some timetables, it does not
contain timetables or schedules for all of the results. For example, as part
of its strategic objective to “efficiently manage Agency finances and assets
and effectively link resources to performance outcomes,” SSA’s key
outcomes include (1) competing or converting 50 percent of commercial
positions and (2) to “get to green” on all five President’s Management
Agenda (PMA) items. SSA has neither identified the required resources to
achieve these goals nor has it identified a time frame for achieving them.
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In our review of SSA’s 1997 draft strategic plan, we noted that SSA
described several key external factors that may affect its programs, but did
not explicitly link such factors to its general goals and state how these
factors could affect goal attainment. In the current strategic plan, SSA
identifies environmental (external) factors: demographics, health and
disability trends, technological advances, and workforce trends. However,
as we found in our earlier review, the effects of these factors on specific
performance goals are not specified, even though SSA notes that they drive
the development of such goals.

SSA noted that it considered major management challenges identified by
GAO when it determined its strategic goals and objectives, but not all of
these challenges are clearly addressed in the plan. While these challenges
are not clearly identified, SSA addresses them to some degree throughout
the plan. For example, SSA’s strategic goal to “Strategically manage and
align staff to support SSA’'s mission” addresses the governmentwide
challenge of strategic human capital management.'’

SSA includes a list of major strategic process and program evaluations
scheduled for the fiscal years 2003-2008 time period, organized by strategic
goal. However, SSA does not list ongoing evaluations or mention how the
results of these evaluations were used to prepare the current strategic plan.
SSA notes that many of the hundreds of process and program evaluations
conducted annually were designed to evaluate and improve internal
processes falling below the strategic level. However, some of the ongoing
evaluations are associated with specific strategic goals; thus, their
outcomes could be discussed in the context of the strategic goals with
which they are affiliated.

SSA’s strategic plan contains a very limited discussion of its interactions
with other agencies that have similar goals or serve the same beneficiaries.
In an interview, SSA officials noted that SSA has extensive interactions
with other agencies on such issues as earnings accuracy and medical
information, but the level of interaction varies by initiative. SSA’s strategic
plan would benefit from a broader discussion of these interactions,
especially if they were broken down by initiative. For example, as part of
the objective to increase the accuracy of earnings records, SSA notes that it
will collaborate with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) to achieve more

170.S. General Accounting Office, Major Management Challenges and Program Risks:
Social Security Administration, GAO-03-117 (Washington, D.C.: January 2003).
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accurate wage reporting as part of its means and strategies to reduce the
size of the suspense file."® It would be helpful if SSA offered more details as
to the nature and extent of its collaboration with IRS.

. |
Observations on

Changes in the Quality
of DOT’s Strategic Plan

In our review of DOT’s July 1997 draft strategic plan, we found that the plan
only met three of the six elements required by GPRA." The plan did not
meet GPRA's requirements to describe (1) strategies for achieving the
goals, (2) a linkage between DOT’s long-term goals and annual
performance goals, and (3) the external factors that could significantly
affect DOT’s ability to achieve its goals. Further, for the three elements that
the plan did meet, each had weaknesses. In comparison, DOT’s 2003-2008
draft strategic plan has improved on several areas we identified in our 1997
review.? However, we still found areas where DOT could improve. Table
11 summarizes these findings.

|
Table 11: DOT’s Progress in Addressing Required Elements of Strategic Planning under GPRA

Element of strategic planning

Included in initial draft strategic plan Included in current draft strategic plan

Mission statement

Yes. The mission statement continues to
cover its major functions and operations and
more explicitly states DOT’s statutory
authority.

Yes. DOT’s mission statement was
comprehensive and covers its major
functions and operations.

Long-term goals

Yes. Five long-term goals encompassed
DOT’s major functions and operations.
However, it was not clear as to how DOT
would measure success for most of its
goals.

Yes. Five strategic objectives encompass
DOT’s major functions and operations.
Outcome goals and candidate performance
measures for each strategic goal help show
how DOT will measure success.

Strategies

Yes. Strategies are listed by strategic
objective and include discussions on
leadership, building expertise, and
technology.

No. While the plan listed six corporate
management strategies for achieving its
long-term goals, it did not describe the
operational processes, the skills, the
technology, and the resources required to
meet them.

8The suspense file contains information on earnings that cannot be matched to an
individual’s record due to an invalid name/Social Security number combination.

GAO/RCED-97-208R.
2At the time of our review, the Department of Transportation was in the process of revising

its strategic plan. A draft copy of the updated strategic plan, dated July 1, 2003, was used for
this review.
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(Continued From Previous Page)

Element of strategic planning

Included in initial draft strategic plan Included in current draft strategic plan

Relationship between long term-goals and
annual goals

No. The plan did not describe how
performance goals would be related to the
long-term goals.

Yes. The plan includes performance
measures and refers to the performance
plan for further information on annual
performance goals.

External factors

Yes. Several external factors are listed for
each strategic objective. Generally the plan
gives descriptions of how these factors
could affect the achievement of goals.

No. Four external factors were identified,
but other key factors were not included in the
plan. Only one external factor was
discussed in terms of how it could have
affected DOT’s ability to accomplish its
goals.

Evaluations

Yes. Program evaluations used in
establishing goals and a schedule of future
evaluations were discussed. However, the
plan did not provide enough information to
determine the scope and methodology or
the key issues to be addressed in future
evaluations.

No. An extensive table describes the scope
and methodology and the completion date of
program evaluations for fiscal years 2003-
2008. However, the plan does not
specifically mention which or how previous
evaluations were used in developing the
plan.

Sources: GAO/RCED-97-208R and U.S. Department of Transportation, U.S. Department of Transportation Draft Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2003-2008 (Washington, D.C.: 2003).

Strategic Plan Strengths and
Improvements from Fiscal
Year 1997 Plan

The mission statement contained in DOT’s 2003-2008 draft strategic plan is
an improvement over the one contained in the 1997 draft plan. DOT’s
mission, as stated in the 2003-2008 draft strategic plan, is “to develop and
administer policies and programs that contribute to providing fast, safe,
efficient, and convenient transportation at the lowest cost consistent with
the national objectives of general welfare, economic growth and stability,
the security of the United States, and the efficient use and conservation of
the resources of the United States.” The mission statement covers the
major functions and operations of the department. In our July 1997 report
on DOT’s 1997 draft strategic plan, we noted that the mission statement
could be improved by including language from the department’s enabling
legislation to focus the mission statement more directly on DOT’s core
activities. We gave an example of adding the department’s purpose to
develop transportation policies and programs that “contribute to providing
fast, safe, efficient, and convenient transportation at the lowest cost” from
DOT'’s enabling legislation. The mission statement in the 2003-2008 plan
includes such language.

As in its 1997 draft strategic plan, DOT’s 2003-2008 draft strategic plan
meets the requirement of GPRA to include long-term goals and objectives
for the major functions and operations of the department. The 2003-2008
draft strategic plan contains five strategic objectives (long-term goals) that
cover the major functions and activities of the department and are results
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” ”

oriented. Besides the strategic objectives of “safety,” “mobility,” “global
connectivity,” “environmental stewardship” and “security,” the current draft
also contains an “organizational excellence” objective to “advance the
department’s ability to manage for results and achieve the goals of the
PMA.”

Each strategic objective section in the 2003-2008 draft plan contains
strategies for attaining DOT’s outcomes and objectives. The strategies for
each strategic objective are listed in the categories of “leadership,”
“building expertise,” and “technology.” For example, a “technology”
strategy for the “mobility” strategic objective is to “examine ways to
encourage cargo movements by water through the development of barge
and fast vessel technologies to bring new capacity to our intermodal
transportation system.” The plan states that this strategy supports DOT’s
outcomes of reduced congestion in all modes of transportation and
increased reliability throughout the system. The strategies for each
strategic objective generally describe the operational processes, the skills,
and the technology required to meet DOT’s goals and objectives. The
current draft strategic plan also states that the resources and programs
listed in DOT’s annual performance plans and budgets are necessary to
achieve DOT’s outcomes and to execute the strategies. In contrast, the
1997 draft strategic plan provided insufficient information to describe the
operational processes, the skills, the technology, and the resources
required to meet DOT’s long-term goals, as required by GPRA.

Also, each strategic objective section in the current draft plan contains
crosswalks between outcomes in the strategic plan and performance
measures in the annual performance plans and reports. These crosswalks
show the measures that will be used to measure progress in achieving most
of DOT’s outcomes and strategic objectives. For example, the performance
measure “number of passengers in international markets with open skies
aviation agreements” is related in a crosswalk to the outcome “reduced
barriers to trade in transportation goods and services.” Together, the
measure and outcome will show progress toward DOT’s global connectivity
strategic objective. This is an improvement from DOT’s 1997 draft strategic
plan when we noted that although supporting documents showed that DOT
had developed information on how to measure each outcome goal, this
information was not included in the draft.

In contrast to DOT’s 1997 draft strategic plan, the 2003-2008 draft plan lists

several external factors for each strategic objective and generally discusses
how these factors could affect the department’s ability to achieve its
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outcomes and objectives. For example, one of the external factors for
DOT’s environmental stewardship strategic objective is that DOT faces a
significant challenge to control and minimize air, water, and noise
pollution. The plan states that if DOT cannot control and minimize this
pollution, the department may encounter a public backlash that may
impede system improvement. For the external factors relating to the safety
and mobility strategic objectives, the plan lists both positive and negative
consequences the factors could have on achieving goals. One example
would be the possible effects the expansion and integration of the
telecommunications and e-commerce industry sectors could have upon
transportation safety. The plan states that this could affect the
achievement of DOT'’s safety objective by leading to unsafe practices, such
as the use of cell phones and other personal devices while driving. On the
other hand, these technologies could also contribute to safety by alerting
responders to the location of crashes and vehicles in distress. The 1997
draft plan identified four external factors and only discussed how one of
those factors could affect DOT’s ability to accomplish its goals.

The current draft strategic plan includes an extensive table listing program
evaluations to be completed during fiscal years 2003-2008. The table
includes the name of the program to be evaluated, which strategic goal(s)
the program supports, the scope and methodology of the evaluation, and
the fiscal year during which the evaluation will be completed. DOT’s 1997
draft strategic plan only listed the titles for the evaluations scheduled for
1997 and 1998, which was insufficient to determine the scope and
methodology.

DOT'’s current draft plan lists crosscutting programs by strategic objective.
The discussions of crosscutting programs include the goal of each
program, which of DOT’s outcomes each supports, and the agencies
involved. For example, the goal of aviation security is to prevent
explosives, weapons, and other dangerous items from being placed aboard
aircraft. This program supports DOT’s security outcome of rapid recovery
of transportation in all modes from intentional harm and natural disasters.
DOT, through the Federal Aviation Administration, leads this program,
which involves the Transportation Security Administration, Federal Bureau
of Investigation, U.S. Customs Service, and U.S. Postal Service, among
others. Previously, the 1997 draft did not provide evidence that DOT
coordinated with other agencies that had programs and activities that were
crosscutting or similar to DOT’s.
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DOT’s major management challenges, which we identified, are generally
discussed in the 2003-2008 draft strategic plan, organized by related
strategic objective. For example, we noted in our January 2003 report that
one major management challenge that DOT faces is building human capital
strategies.?’ The current draft strategic plan includes a discussion of
human capital in DOT’s organizational excellence objective. A separate
section of this discussion addresses our concerns regarding human capital
strategies and includes several milestones to address these concerns.
These milestones include conducting workforce planning for mission-
critical occupations in fiscal year 2003, and implementing a
departmentwide performance management system beginning in fiscal year
2003, and a uniform branding and marketing approach to attract, acquire,
and retain diverse high-quality talent. DOT’s 1997 draft strategic plan did
not adequately address the major management challenges we had
previously identified.

Critical Strategic Planning
Issues Needing Further
Improvement

As stated above, the 2003-2008 plan provides a clear picture of how success
will be measured for most of DOT’s strategic objectives and outcomes.
However, this clarity is not provided for a few strategic objectives and
outcomes. We noted the same issue in our review of DOT’s 1997 draft
strategic plan. For example, in the current plan three of the outcome goals
for the global connectivity strategic objective lack corresponding
performance measures. These outcomes are enhanced international
competitiveness of U.S. transport providers and manufacturers,
harmonized and standardized regulatory and facilitation requirements, and
the most competitive, cost-effective and efficient environments for
passenger travel. The plan states that the measures are to be determined.
However, without these measures it is unclear how progress will be
measured because the outcomes themselves do not lend themselves to
measurement.

While the current strategic plan shows improvement in the schedule for
future program evaluations, it does not sufficiently describe the
evaluations used in establishing or revising DOT’s strategic objectives.
DOT states that detailed descriptions of completed program evaluations
are presented in its 2002 performance and accountability report. Further,
the plan states that DOT considered the results of completed program

2IU.S. General Accounting Office, Major Management Challenges and Program Risks:
Department of Transportation, GAO-03-108 (Washington, D.C.: January 2003).
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evaluations, as well as reports from DOT’s Inspector General and GAO, in
writing the strategies to achieve its strategic objectives and outcomes. The
plan does not describe which or how program evaluations were used to

write the strategies.
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Key Elements of
Information for Annual
Performance Plans

Under GPRA, agencies are to prepare annual performance plans after the
development of their strategic plans. These annual plans are to establish
the connections between the long-term strategic goals outlined in the
strategic plans and the day-to-day activities of managers and staff. One of
our objectives was to assess the changes in the overall quality of agencies’
goals, strategies, and data articulated in their annual performance plans.
To meet this objective, we judgmentally selected six agencies—Education,
DOE, HUD, SBA, SSA, and DOT—using criteria such as agency size,
primary program types, and previous GAO reviews. To assess the overall
quality and improvements made to the agencies’ performance plans, we
relied on requirements contained in GPRA and accompanying committee
report language,' guidance to agencies from the OMB for developing
performance plans,” best practices identified in our published work,*
previous GAO evaluations,* interviews with agency officials, and our
knowledge of agencies’ operations and programs.

Although GPRA does not require a specific format for the performance
plan, it does require the plan to (1) identify annual performance goals and
measures for each of an agency’s program activities, (2) discuss the
strategies and resources needed to achieve annual performance goals, and
(3) provide an explanation of the procedures the agency will use to verify
and validate its performance data. We categorized each agency’s plan
based on the degree to which it collectively addressed these three
characterizations.

To assess the degree to which an agency’s plan provides a clear picture of
intended performance across the agency, we examined whether it included
(1) sets of performance goals and measures that address program results,
(2) baseline and trend data for past performance, (3) performance goals or

'Government Performance and Results Act of 1993, Committee on Governmental Affairs,
United States Senate, S. Rpt. No. 58, 103d Cong. 1st Sess. (1993).

20MB Circular No. A-11: Part 6, Preparation and Submission of Strategic Plans, Annual
Performance Plans, and Annual Program Performance Reports (Washington, D.C.: June
2002).

3GAO/GGD/AIMD-99-215 and The Results Act: An Evaluator’s Guide to Assessing Agency
Annual Performance Plans, GAO/GGD-10.1.20 (Washington, D.C.: April 1998).

‘GAO/HEHS-98-172R, GAO/RCED-98-194R, GAO/RCED-98-159R, GAO/RCED-98-180R,
GAO/RCED-98-200R, and GAO/HEHS-98-178R.

Page 160 GAO-04-38 Results-Oriented Government


http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/GGD-10.1.20
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/RCED-98-194R
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/RCED-98-159R
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/RCED-98-180R
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/RCED-98-200R
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/HEHS-98-1

Appendix IV
Observations on Agencies’ Annual
Performance Plans

strategies to resolve mission-critical management problems, and

(4) identification of crosscutting programs (i.e., those programs that
contribute to the same or similar results), common or complementary
performance goals and measures to show how differing program strategies
are mutually reinforcing, and planned coordination strategies.

To assess the degree to which an agency’s plan provides a specific
discussion of strategies and resources the agency will use to achieve
performance goals, we examined whether it included (1) budgetary
resources related to the achievement of performance goals, (2) strategies
and programs linked to specific performance goals and descriptions of how
the strategies and programs will contribute to the achievement of those
goals, (3) a brief description or reference to a separate document of the
human capital, information, and other resources required to achieve
results,” and (4) strategies to leverage or mitigate the effects of external
factors on the accomplishment of performance goals.

Finally, to assess the degree to which an agency provides confidence that
its performance information will be credible, we examined how each
report discussed the quality of the data presented. To help improve the
quality of agencies’ performance data, Congress included a requirement in
the Reports Consolidation Act of 2000 that agencies assess the
completeness and reliability of their performance data. Under the Act,
agencies were to include this assessment in the transmittal letter with their
fiscal year 2000 performance reports. Agencies were also required to
discuss in their report any material inadequacies in the completeness and
reliability of their performance data and discuss actions to address these
inadequacies.

*The Homeland Security Act (Pub. L. No. 107-296), also requires that agencies provide a
description of how the performance goals and objectives are to be achieved, including the
operations, processes, training, skills and technology, and the human capital, information,
and other resources and strategies required to meet those performance goals and
objectives.
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For each of these elements, we characterized each agency’s fiscal year 1999
and fiscal year 2004 plan in one of four ways, based on the degree to which
the plan contained informative practices associated with that element.
Thus, to address the first element concerning the degree to which the plan
provided a clear picture of performance, we characterized each plan in one
of four ways: (1) clear, (2) general, (3) limited, or (4) unclear. To address
the second element, on the extent to which a plan includes specific
discussions of strategies and resources, we characterized each plan as

(1) containing specific discussions of strategies and resources, (2) general
discussions, (3) limited discussions, or (4) no discussions. Finally, to
address the third element on the extent to which a plan provides
confidence that performance information will be credible, we
characterized each plan as providing (1) full confidence, (2) general
confidence, (3) limited confidence, or (4) no confidence. In conducting our
reviews, we compared our assessments of agencies’ fiscal year 2004 plans
to our assessments of plans from fiscal year 1999 using similar criteria.® A
more detailed discussion of our scope and methodology and the criteria we
used can be found in appendix 1.

Table 12 summarizes our characterizations of the six agencies’ annual
performance plans based on our current review of fiscal year 2004 plans
and our previously published reviews of 1999 plans. Although the
characterization of agency performance plans did not change significantly
between the 1999 and the 2004 plans, the majority of agencies’ plans
showed some improvement.

*GAO/HEHS-98-172R, GAO/RCED-98-194R, GAO/RCED-98-159R, GAO/RCED-98-180R,
GAO/RCED-98-200R, and GAO/HEHS-98-178R.
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|
Table 12: Characterizations of Agencies’ Annual Performance Plans

Characterizations

Picture of Strategies and
intended resources
performance (no discussions, Data credible
(unclear, limited, limited, general, (no, limited,
general, clear) specific) general, full)
Agency 1999 2004 1999 2004 1999 2004
Department of Limited General Limited General Limited General

Education

Department of Energy  Limited  Limited General General Limited Limited

Department of Housing Limited General Limited General Limited General
and Urban
Development

Small Business Limited General Limited General Limited General
Administration

Social Security Limited Clear Limited General No General
Administration

Department of General Clear General Specific  Limited Full
Transportation

Sources: GAO/HEHS-98-172R; GAO/RCED-98-194R; GAO/RCED-98-159R; GAO/RCED-98-180R; GAO/RCED-98-200R; GAO/HEHS-
98-178R; and Department of Education, FY 2004 Annual Performance Plan (Washington, D.C.: 2003); Department of Energy, Annual
Performance Plan, Fiscal Year 2004 (Washington, D.C.: 2003); Housing and Urban Development, Annual Performance Plan, Fiscal Year
2004 (Washington, D.C.: 2003); Small Business Administration, Budget Request & Performance Plan: FY 2004 Congressional
Submission (Washington, D.C.: 2003); Social Security Administration, Annual Performance Plan, Fiscal Year 2004 (Washington, D.C.:
2003); and Department of Transportation, Fiscal Year 2004 Performance Plan (Washington, D.C.: 2003).

The remainder of this appendix discusses our observations on how the
quality of each of the agencies’ annual performance plans we reviewed has
changed since the agencies submitted their first performance plans in 1999.
We did not independently verify or assess the information we obtained
from agency annual performance plans. If an agency chose not to discuss
its efforts concerning elements in the plan, it does not necessarily mean
that the agency is not implementing those elements.
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Observations on
Changes in the Quality
of Education’s Annual
Performance Plan

Education’s fiscal year 2004 annual plan’ provides a general picture of
intended performance across the agency—an improvement over the 1999
plan—Dbecause the measures and indicators adequately indicate progress
toward meeting annual targets; the measures are objective, measurable,
and quantifiable; and baseline and trend data are included where available.
However, the relationship between the goals and measures in volume 2 and
the long-term goals in volume 1 is not clear and the plan does not make
clear whether, and, if so, how, all of the program activities in the
department’s budget are covered by the annual performance goals.® In
another improvement over the 1999 plan, volume 1 of the 2004 plan
provides a general discussion of Education’s strategies and resources to
achieve its goals by presenting strategies and resources and the projected
distribution of fiscal year 2004 funding and staffing for each long-term goal.
The plan also adequately recognizes and discusses external factors that
could affect the department’s performance. However, the resources and
many of the strategies are not directly linked to the achievement of
individual annual performance goals and no strategies or resources are
designated for the goals and measures in the program performance plans in
volume 2. Lastly, the 2004 plan provides general confidence that agency
performance information will be credible. The 2004 plan contains
information on data sources for most of its measures, and for some,
identifies limitations. The plan also includes an appendix entitled
“Information Quality Guidelines” which recognizes data quality as a major
challenge for the agency and says that its improvement is a top priority.

"Education’s plan states that its fiscal year 2004 annual plan includes both department-level
measures and program performance plans. These are organized into two volumes: the
Annual Plan Fiscal Year 2004 U.S. Department of Education includes the department-
level measures and the FY 2004 Program Performance Plan: U.S. Department of
Education includes the program performance plans with their individual program
measures. These volumes are presented in a slightly different electronic format for the
public and other parties in general, which is available at Education’s Web site. The two
volumes will henceforth be referred to as Education’s 2004 annual plan, or, where
applicable, volume 1 and volume 2.

®Education’s 2004 annual plan represents its annual performance goals as “targets.”
According to GPRA, the definition for “performance goal” is “a target level of performance.”
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Education’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Picture of
Intended Performance

Education’s 2004 annual plan generally defines expected performance.
Measures and indicators are formulated so as to adequately indicate
progress towards meeting annual targets, seem to sufficiently cover key
performance aspects, and adequately capture important program
distinctions. The plan contains about 360 measures between volumes 1
and 2, an improvement over the 860 contained in its 1999 plan, which we
judged to be potentially excessive for an annual performance plan and
possibly interfering with Education’s ability to assess its performance.
Unlike in our review of the department’s 1999 annual plan, the measures
and indicators in the 2004 plan are objective, measurable, and quantifiable.
For example, most measures and indicators are set up to measure
percentages, cost, counts, or other numerical values with measurable,
quantifiable 2004 targets. In most cases where a measurable target is not
given, the plan provides a reasonable explanation, such as a new program
or the measure being new, or a case where data are not collected or
available each year. In most cases, the plan provides trend data for
measures, which provides a helpful context for assessing the relevance of
the 2004 targets, or an explanation of why such data were not provided
(e.g., the baseline has not yet been established because the measure and/or
program are new).

In our review of Education’s 1999 annual plan, we said that greater
outcome measure use would make future annual plans more useful. The
2004 plan frequently includes outcome goals and measures, such as a
measure for the number of states meeting their eighth-grade mathematics
achievement targets under the long-term goal to improve mathematics and
science achievement for all students.

Volume 1 of Education’s 2004 annual plan directly aligns strategies, action
steps, measures, and targets with each of Education’s long-term goals and
six strategic goals,’ containing the same strategic goals, long-term goals,
and mission as the 2002-2007 strategic plan. In our review of the 1999 plan,
we also found that the plan had performance goals in volume 1 that were
directly linked to its mission, strategic goals, and objectives. However, the
relationship between the goals and measures in volume 2 and the long-term
goals in volume 1 was not made clear in the department’s 2004 annual plan,
which was similar to what we found in our review of Education’s 1999

%In this report, we refer to the multiyear, long-term objectives in Education’s annual plan as
“long-term goals.” The strategic goals included in the plan represent overarching statements
of aim or purpose that are used to group Education’s long-term goals.
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plan—that the department could more directly link the goals and measures
in volume 2 with the strategic objectives (long-term goals). Education’s
fiscal year 2002 Performance and Accountability Report includes a table
making it clear that these programs and their goals and measures are
aligned across Education’s strategic and long-term goals. By including
such a table in its annual performance plan, Education could clearly show
the link between the goals and measures in volume 2 and the long-term
goals in volume 1.

Although volume 2 of the 2004 annual plan states that it contains individual
program performance plans for all major programs and many smaller
programs, the annual plan does not make clear whether, and, if so, how all
of the program activities in the department’s budget are covered by
performance goals. In contrast, we found that the 1999 plan provided
sufficient information to determine which performance goals and measures
in volume 2 covered which program activities in the budget and whether all
were covered. For example, the 1999 plan contained tables indicating the
funding levels for the program activities in the department’s budget and
how those activities related to the programs in volume 2.

In our review of Education’s 1999 annual plan, we gave the agency credit
for addressing the need to coordinate with other federal agencies having
related strategic goals or performance goals. However, we further noted
that Education could build on its foundation by identifying performance
goals that reflect activities being undertaken to support programs of a
crosscutting nature and specifying the activities each agency would
undertake and what it expects to achieve within the fiscal year. While
selected action steps in the 2004 plan refer to instances where the
department will coordinate or cooperate with other federal agencies, the
plan does not include steps or goals for most crosscutting issues identified
in Education’s strategic plan. For example, for a crosscutting issue
identified in the strategic plan on safe and drug-free schools and
communities, Education said it partners with the Departments of Justice
(Justice) and HHS to promote drug and alcohol education programs and to
disseminate information to schools and private organizations. The
department also coordinates closely with the Office of National Drug
Control Policy, and works closely with the Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention Programs to share innovative ideas and promote
prevention strategies and programs. The relevant annual plan sections in
both volumes 1 and 2 do not identify goals or action steps related to these
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interactions. Additionally, according to our report on Education’s June
1997 draft strategic plan,'’ the department has numerous crosscutting
programs and activities, such as those related to early childhood and
employment training, and the 2004 annual plan does not address them all.

Education’s 2004 annual plan discusses applicable goals, measures, and
strategies for two governmentwide major management challenges
regarding strategic human capital management and information security, as
well as three of the four major management challenges we identified for
Education in our January 2001 Performance and Accountability Series.™
For example, for its student financial assistance programs, the department
has developed performance targets for fiscal year 2004 related to being
removed from our high-risk list, increasing the default recovery rate, and
decreasing grant overpayments to students. Also, a key strategy under its
goal to improve the strategic management of the department’s human
capital is to develop a 5-year human capital plan, including developing a
recruitment plan and relevant training programs. For the fourth of
Education’s major management challenges—promoting coordination with
other federal agencies and school districts to help build a solid foundation
of learning for all children—the 2004 plan did not include specific goals or
measures, but it did discuss some related strategies and steps, such as
using partnerships with other federal programs to promote development of
intervention strategies and methods to address the high incidence of
learning disabilities and illiteracy among adolescents attending high
schools.

Education’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Discussion of
Strategies and Resources

In our review of Education’s 1999 annual plan, we found that the plan had a
limited discussion of how the department’s strategies and resources would
help achieve its annual performance goals. The 2004 plan includes
strategies and resources under each of its long-term goals to be used to
achieve its annual performance goals in volume 1, including the projected
distribution of fiscal year 2004 funding and staffing, in both dollars and full-
time-employees (FTE), for each long-term goal, under which the annual
performance goals are organized. However, the resources and many of the

YGAO/HEHS-97-176R.
17U.S. General Accounting Office, Performance and Accountability Series—Magor

Management Challenges and Program Risks: A Governmentwide Perspective, GAO-01-241
(Washington, D.C.: January 2001) and GAO-01-245.

Page 167 GAO-04-38 Results-Oriented Government


http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-01-241
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-01-245
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO/hehs-97-176R

Appendix IV
Observations on Agencies’ Annual
Performance Plans

strategies are not directly linked to the achievement of individual annual
performance goals and no strategies or resources are designated for the
goals and measures in the program performance plans in volume 2.
Overall, the plan does not discuss how resources were allocated to each
goal, a rationale for how the resources will contribute to improving
performance, or the relationship of capital asset investments, including
those for information technology (IT), to the achievement of specific goals.
However, the plan does include a performance measure and goal for the
cost and schedule of IT investments and a strategy for completing the
department’s enterprise architecture, which is to be used to guide IT capital
decisions. In addition, the department has a plan for human capital
management and a new performance appraisal system that is meant to link
employee performance standards to the department’s strategic priorities,
but neither had been fully implemented.

In our review of the 1999 plan, we said that external factors that could
affect performance were not discussed and that such factors are important
for a department like Education because much of what it hopes to achieve
depends on others and external events. In its 2004 plan, Education clearly
acknowledges that improving support for its state, local, and institutional
partners, who have the direct ability to influence outcomes the department
seeks, is a major challenge. The plan contains numerous activities to
handle this challenge, including, for example, to provide support and
technical assistance, improve grant monitoring, and fund an annual survey
of states’ efforts. Moreover, although not labeled as addressing external
factors, the plan has specifically related strategies and/or action steps for
most external factors identified in Education’s 2002-2007 strategic plan.

Education’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
General Confidence That
Performance Data Will Be
Credible

In our review of Education’s 1999 annual plan, we found that it did not
provide sufficient confidence that its performance information would be
credible. For example, the 1999 plan did not sufficiently recognize
limitations in Education’s data for its elementary and secondary education
programs. In comparison, Education’s 2004 plan recognizes limitations in
Education’s data for many of its elementary and secondary education
programs, as well as for other programs. In many of these cases, the plan
also discusses plans to address these limitations. Also, the plan includes an
appendix containing an abbreviated form of its “Information Quality
Guidelines” and a sample checKklist for statistical data from its complete
guidelines. The appendix recognizes data quality as a major challenge to
the department’s successful implementation of GPRA and says that the
improvement of data quality is a top priority. The checklist includes
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Observations on
Changes in the Quality

of DOE’s Annual
Performance Plan

several steps related to the verification and validation of data, such as
evaluating data quality, including known limitations; addressing the
reliability of data sources; and ensuring reproducibility of findings using
the same data and methods of analysis. In addition, the plan usually
identifies the sources of data and, although not in volume 1, includes a
column on sources and data quality for each measure in volume 2, usually
with an item entitled “Validated By” and, in some cases, “Limitations.” In
the end, the lack of direct control over the implementation of its programs,
including the collection of data, is a significant data quality challenge that
Education must face.

The 2004 annual plan also contains several action steps on new or changing
information systems that relate to improving the collection of information
for measuring performance. For example, under its strategy to reduce
Education’s partners’ data reporting burden, the plan includes an action
step to develop and implement the Performance-Based Data Management
Initiative collection system. This step is directly related to the plan’s
measure to reduce the burden hours of Education program data collections
per year.

Compared to the fiscal year 1999 plan we reviewed, DOE'’s fiscal year 2004
performance plan continued to provide a limited picture of intended
performance. Although the plan included more results-oriented annual
performance measures, it still provided a limited linkage between its
reported annual goals and its mission, strategic plan goals, and program
activities within its budget request. Furthermore, the 2004 plan provided a
general discussion of strategies and resources, similar to our 1999 findings.
Finally, the 2004 plan provided a limited level of confidence that data will
be credible by making little progress in reporting on the procedures it uses
to ensure data quality or identifying significant data limitations, which is
consistent with our 1999 findings.

DOE’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a Limited Picture of
Intended Performance

While DOE has improved its development of annual performance
measures—referred to as targets—by making them more results oriented,
the overall picture of performance is limited by the lack of alignment
between its annual and strategic goals and minimal discussion of
coordination with other agencies. Our review of DOE’s 1999 plan found
that many measures were unclear, appeared limited in scope, or were not
very useful indicators of performance. We found these problems in the
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performance plans for subsequent years as well. For the 2004 plan,
however, the majority of the performance measures related to each goal
were results oriented and pertained specifically to the performance of
fiscal year 2004. An example of one measure requires DOE to train 4,000
federal employees by the end of fiscal year 2004 in energy management
best practices that support National Energy Policy education goals.

DOE provided a limited link between its reported annual goals and its
mission, strategic plan goals, and program activities within its budget
request. While the 2004 annual performance plan goals address all of the
major program activities in DOE’s budget, the goals and mission of the 2004
plan do not align with the mission and goals for the 2003 draft strategic
plan. This represents a set back because in our review of DOE’s 1999
annual performance plan, we found that DOE clearly linked its annual
goals to the agency’s mission, strategic plan goals, and its program
activities within its budget request. DOE officials told us the lack of
linkage between the performance plan and the strategic plan was a matter
of timing. According to these officials, the department originally updated
its strategic plan at the same time as the annual performance plan, which
was finalized in the early months of 2003, and the goals of each plan
coincided, but the draft strategic plan goals were revised in the latter part
of the year and no longer align with the 2004 performance plan.

DOE'’s ability to show coordination with other agencies is also limited. In
1999, we reported that DOE did not adequately show that it coordinated
with other agencies that have related strategic or performance goals.
DOE’s 1999 plan contained very little evidence of specific goals and
measures that addressed crosscutting programs and only briefly described
coordination with other agencies. The 2004 plan does not specifically
describe how coordination is taking place among crosscutting programs,
but does identify groups that it is collaborating with on certain programs.
In response, DOE officials told us the plan does not discuss what specific
collaboration activities are taking place because it would require reporting
too much detail for a performance plan. DOE officials stated that it
collaborates at the program level, rather than the agency level, because the
program plans pertain to an organizational layer lower than the annual
performance plan.
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Finally, the plan briefly mentions that the department has been identifying
challenges and working on ways to address them. According to DOE
officials, when developing annual targets for the department, management
challenges are considered but not mentioned specifically in the report. Our
review of management challenges in 2002 found that DOE had addressed
all eight of its challenges in its 2003 annual performance plan.’? In
comparing these challenges to the 2004 plan, we found that DOE continues
to have goals that address the eight challenges we identified in 2002 and the
additional challenges that we identified in our 2003 performance and
accountability report.'

DOE’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Discussion of
Strategies and Resources

DOE provided a general discussion of the strategies and resources that it
will use to achieve its annual performance goals. DOE’s 1999 plan partially
provided clear and reasonable strategies for achieving performance goals,
how strategies would contribute to achieving the performance goals, and
key external factors that might affect performance. For each of the 2004
annual performance goals, DOE included a “Means and Strategies” section
in the plan that described how each goal will be achieved. For example,
one strategy identified to meet its goal of contributing unique, vital
facilities to the biological and environmental sciences is to conduct peer
reviews of the facilities to assess the scientific output, user satisfaction,
and the overall cost-effectiveness of each facility’s operations, and their
ability to deliver the most advanced scientific capability. The 2004 plan
includes a brief discussion of the department’s overall needs, particularly in
the areas of human capital, financial, and logistical resources. The plan
also identified budget amounts for each of its goals. DOE’s 1999 plan
partially identified the resources needed to accomplish annual
performance goals.

The plan also provided a general discussion of the external factors that
could affect achievement of the goals, but it did not specifically discuss
actions on how the external factors will be addressed. For example, the
plan states that external factors related to DOE’s goal of achieving reliable,
affordable, and environmentally sound energy supplies, such as renewable
fuels, include program funding, the state of the economy, the availability of

2GAO-03-225.

BGA0-03-100.
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conventional supplies, the cost of competing technologies, and the
continuation of federal tax incentives and other national-level policies.

DOE’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
Limited Confidence That
Performance Data Will Be
Credible

Observations on
Changes in the Quality

of HUD’s Annual
Performance Plan

DOE has made limited progress on reporting the procedures it uses to
ensure data quality. Its 1999 plan described how DOE would ensure that its
performance information is sufficiently complete, accurate, and consistent,
but did not discuss in detail DOE procedures on how to help ensure the
quality of data or the process of collecting the data. The plan also did not
identify significant data limitations and how they may affect DOE’s ability
to achieve performance goals. However, the 2004 plan showed some
improvement over the 1999 plan by describing credible procedures to
verify and validate performance information and specific program
evaluations are mentioned for each goal. The plan also discusses that DOE
acquired new commercial software for performance tracking through
remote data entry, monitoring, and oversight by program offices and
managers. The 2004 plan only identifies data limitations and any new or
modified systems very briefly for a few relevant goals. According to DOE
officials, with a few exceptions, its plans do not discuss data limitations
because DOE writes goals that are not affected by data limitations. The
goals are written to ensure that the data will be there to meet performance
targets. However, our 2003 performance and accountability series
identified several DOE management challenges where data quality was a
concern, such as further upgrades needed for cyber security to ensure
adequate protection of data and information systems and additional
information on the results of contractors’ performance to keep projects on
schedule and within budget.

HUD'’s annual performance plan for fiscal year 2004 improves upon areas
where we previously reported shortcomings and generally meets the
criteria set forth in GPRA. HUD’s 2004 plan provides a general picture of
intended performance by covering all the programs contained in HUD’s
budget and linking program activities to strategic goals and objectives. The
plan also improved by providing specific information on HUD'’s strategies
and activities along with performance measures it will use to assess
progress toward its goals and discussing relevant external factors that
could affect the attainment of certain program objectives. HUD also
provides greater confidence that performance data will be credible by
thoroughly discussing the data it will use for measuring progress toward its
goals. Nevertheless, the plan could be further enhanced if it included more
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specific information on how funds will be allocated to achieve program
objectives, explain how HUD will contribute to crosscutting efforts along
with other agencies, and what steps it will take to mitigate the impact of
external factors on its programmatic objectives.

HUD'’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Picture of
Intended Performance

Since our review of HUD’s annual performance plan for fiscal year 1999,
HUD has made progress in developing an annual performance plan that
generally reflects the department’s mission and provides a general picture
of intended performance. HUD’s most recent performance plan covers the
program activities contained in its budget, and generally links program
activities to strategic goals and objectives, key items missing from its plan
for fiscal year 1999. HUD has also improved the quality of its performance
plan by including performance measures that generally indicate how the
department will gauge progress toward achieving its goals. For example,
the performance plan lists a series of performance measures for each
objective that can be used to indicate progress towards the department’s
goals and expected performance. These measures are also objective and a
number of them have been quantified, another key area where HUD has
improved since its first performance plan. For example, activities
supporting HUD’s long-term strategic objective to “Improve the Physical
Quality and Management Accountability of Public and Assisted Housing”
include, among other things, eliminating 100,000 units of the worst public
housing. According to the current plan, the department intends to
demolish 10,000 of these units in fiscal year 2004.

While HUD’s most recent annual performance plan generally identifies
other agencies it will coordinate with to address crosscutting efforts, it
does not discuss how it plans to work with these agencies to address these
crosscutting activities. For example, the plan states that the Interagency
Working Group on Limited English Proficiency will ensure that persons
with limited English proficiency will have meaningful access to funded and
federally conducted programs and activities. However, the plan does not
discuss what HUD’s contribution to this multiagency effort will be, what
strategies it will employ, or how it will measure progress toward achieving
the strategies of this multiagency effort.

"“GAO/RCED-98-159R.
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HUD'’s current performance plan is an improvement compared to its fiscal
year 1999 plan as it describes steps HUD will take to address major
management challenges. One of HUD’s strategic goals, “Embrace High
Standards of Ethics, Management, and Accountability,” identifies five
objectives that cover management challenges, some of which have been
raised by GAO and the HUD IG. These objectives discuss plans to rebuild
HUD’s human capital and diversify its workforce; improve HUD’s
management, internal controls, and resolve audit issues; improve
accountability, service delivery, and customer service; ensure program
compliance; and improve internal communication and employee
involvement.

HUD’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Discussion of
Strategies and Resources

HUD’s most recent performance plan also improves upon earlier plans we
reviewed in providing readers an idea of the strategies that HUD will
employ to carry out its goals. Each strategic goal in the annual
performance plan contains a section titled “Means and Strategies,” which
describes activities HUD will pursue to support that goal. For example, to
support its goal of “Increasing Homeownership Opportunities,” HUD will
fund low-income homeowner assistance programs to provide
approximately 40,000 families with down payments and closing costs on
their homes, 473,199 families with home purchase and homeownership
counseling, and about 232,370 families with rental counseling.

HUD'’s performance plan also discusses the strategies it will employ to
address the department’s human capital issues, such as the upcoming
potential wave of employees planning to retire and the need to equip staff
with the desired knowledge and skills. For example, HUD completed a
staff resource estimation and allocation system in 2002, and it will conduct
a comprehensive workforce analysis in 2004 to serve as the basis to fill
mission-critical skill gaps through succession planning, hiring, and training
initiatives in its Five-Year Human Capital Management Strategy.

Although HUD has made progress in linking its resources to strategies, it
could improve the discussion by linking funding allocations to specific
performance goals, thus making the plan more informative. The plan
discusses budget and staff allocations for programs supporting each
strategic goal. For instance, portions of HUD’s Community Development
Block Grants Fund and Home Investment Partnership Program, with a
combined budget authority for fiscal year 2004 of more than $2.5 billion
and staff of 203, support the strategic goal of promoting “Decent Affordable
Housing.” However, it is unclear what resources will be used to pursue
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specific performance targets for each program. Additionally, HUD does not
mention in its plan how IT and capital resources will be used to support its
programs.

Anticipating that some aspects of the department’s strategic goals are
intertwined with broader phenomena, the performance plan also discusses
several external factors relevant to each strategic goal that could affect
HUD'’s ability to meet its objectives. For example, for its strategic goal
“Promote Decent and Affordable Housing,” HUD states that broad
economic factors can affect opportunities for low-income workers relying
on the department for rent assistance to make progress towards self-
sufficiency. However, it is unclear from the performance plan what actions,
if any, HUD has put in place to mitigate the effect of these external factors.

HUD'’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
General Confidence That
Performance Data Will Be
Credible

Observations on
Changes in the Quality

of SBA’s Annual
Performance Plan

HUD has also made significant progress in providing assurance that the
department will be able to use credible data to gauge progress towards
achieving its goals. HUD identifies the steps it (or others) will take to
verify and validate the performance data to ensure that what is reported on
HUD’s performance will be credible. For example, for its objective
“Increasing Minority Homeownership,” HUD will rely on, among other
indicators, the rate of minority homeownership from the Current
Population Survey conducted monthly by the U.S. Census Bureau. HUD
will not verify the data because the Bureau performs that task.
Additionally, HUD also includes in its most recent performance plan a
discussion of the inherent limitations of the data it will use and generally
discusses steps it will take to improve the measure, providing the reader
with a clearer expectation of what HUD will be able to report.

SBA's 2004 performance plan shows progress made over the agency’s 1999
performance plan. In contrast to our review of SBA’s 1999 plan,* the 2004
plan provides a general picture of intended performance by discussing
coordination between SBA and other federal agencies on crosscutting
activities. Resource analysis sections throughout the plan provide a
general discussion of how SBA has previously used its resources to achieve
its goals and how it intends to use future resources for the same purposes.
The 2004 plan also provides general confidence that SBA’s performance

GAO/RCED-98-200R.
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data will be credible by including more detail on how SBA verifies and
validates its data, as well as by identifying data limitations. However,
several areas of the plan could be improved, such as clearly linking SBA's
performance indicators, performance goals, and programs.

SBA's Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Picture of
Intended Performance

SBA's fiscal year 2004 performance plan provides a general picture of
intended performance. The performance goals and performance indicators
in the plan are generally objective, measurable, and quantified.
Performance indicators are listed throughout the plan by related programs
and strategic programmatic goals. Performance goals and outcome goals
are listed for each strategic programmatic goal. In our review of SBA’s
fiscal year 1999 performance plan, we noted that SBA’'s performance goals
were objective and measurable, its performance measures were generally
objective and quantified, and that the performance goals in the plan were
clearly linked to SBA’s strategic goals and objectives.

Like the performance measures contained in its 1999 plan, the 2004 plan’s
performance indicators will be useful in assessing progress towards SBA's
performance goals. For example, the performance indicator “Regulatory
Cost Savings to Small Business” will adequately show progress for the
corresponding performance goal “Cost savings for small business due to
the efforts of the Office of Advocacy.” In this example, the performance
indicator, which is listed under the Advocacy Program, can be linked to a
performance goal because of a crosswalk that relates outcome goals,
performance goals, and programs. However, there is not always such a
clear link between all of SBA’'s performance indicators and performance
goals because indicators are listed by program instead of by performance
goal. The BusinessLaw.gov program is linked to three performance goals:
“number of users of BusinessLaw.gov,” “reduced cost to businesses and
regulatory agencies,” and “increased rate of compliance.” While the first
two performance goals appear related to the first two indicators listed in
the BusinessLaw.gov program section, there is no clear relationship
between any of the other performance indicators for this program and the
third performance goal, “increased rate of compliance.”

SBA’s 2004 performance plan contains annual performance goals that
generally cover the agency’s budget activities. The 2004 performance plan
contains a budget crosswalk that “shows how the goals relate to specific
and general program areas.” This is an improvement over the 1999 plan,
which we noted contained a budget crosswalk, but the categories in it did
not match SBA’s budget accounts or activities by name or account number.
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However, the performance plan does not seem to cover all of SBA's
programs. Three “advocacy” programs listed in the crosswalk do not seem
to be contained in the plan: Business.gov, Disability Initiative, and National
Women’s Business Council.

Each strategic programmatic goal section in the 2004 plan contains a
discussion of crosscutting issues. Several examples of coordination efforts
are given, such as SBA working with the Department of Defense to
integrate the PRO-Net system with the Central Contractor Registry and
SBA partnering with the Federal Acquisition Institute to develop on-line
training courses for small business programs. In contrast, SBA's 1999
performance plan provided little information on SBA’s coordination efforts
with other entities whose programs and activities crosscut those of SBA.

SBA’s 2004 performance plan generally addresses performance and
accountability challenges we have previously identified. For example, we
have previously stated that SBA needs to strengthen its performance in
human capital management. The 2004 plan includes outcome goals,
performance goals, and programs to address SBA’s strategic management
of human capital in a section on the PMA.

SBA's Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Discussion of
Strategies and Resources

The 2004 performance plan provides a general discussion of the strategies
and resources SBA will use to achieve its goals. Each strategic
programmatic goal and each of the goals for the PMA contains a discussion
of the strategies for accomplishing the goals. These discussions provide a
broad overview of the strategies used at the strategic programmatic goal
level. For example, the plan includes a strategy for SBA’s strategic
management of human capital. The strategy lays out SBA’'s Transformation
and Human Capital plans, which will be used to implement a new vision of
SBA. In its 1999 performance plan, SBA discussed strategies for most of its
performance goals, although for some of the goals the strategies were
missing.

Each strategic programmatic goal and several of the PMA goals contain
brief discussions of external factors that could affect the achievement of
SBA's goals. These discussions include actions to address external factors,
such as working with an Interagency Acquisition Working Group under the
Procurement Executives Council to develop supplemental performance
measures to better evaluate the success of its programs. In 1998, we noted
that SBA’'s 1999 plan recognized certain external factors and contained a
discussion of actions SBA could take to mitigate the effects of such factors
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for one of its strategic goals. We stated that it would be useful for SBA to
include a similar discussion of external factors and mitigation strategies for
its other strategic goals.

Each program listed throughout the plan has a resource analysis section
that describes how resources were used in fiscal year 2002. Some of these
analyses also include planned resources for fiscal year 2004. For example,
the resource analysis section for the Small Business Development Centers
(SBDC) program states that for fiscal year 2004 SBA requested
approximately the same level of funding as in fiscal year 2002. In 2002, 85
percent of the funds were for grants, while the other 15 percent covered
field support, program management, and overhead costs such as rent, legal
services, human resources, and information technology support. Some of
the resource analyses also contained pie charts of the breakdown of costs.
This is an improvement over SBA’s 1999 performance plan, which we found
did not specifically identify the human or technological resources that SBA
would need to achieve its performance goals.

SBA’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
General Confidence That
Performance Data Will Be
Credible

SBA’s 2004 performance plan provides general confidence that its
performance data will be credible. An appendix of the performance plan
contains verification and validation information, as well as data limitations
and remedies for these limitations for most of SBA’s performance
indicators. However, the appendix does not include this information for
the performance indicators of the disaster loan program, nor are any of the
PMA performance indicators discussed in the appendix.

Generally, the discussions of SBA’s verification and validation processes for
its indicators in the 2004 plan are one- or two-sentence statements. For one
of the indicators, “number of jobs created and retained by the 7(a) loan
program,” SBA states that it does not have access to the data for
verification purposes. SBA also notes that it does not independently verify
some of the external data it gathers, as is stated in the verification
discussion of the indicator, “604 loans to emerging market firms.” This is
an improvement over SBA's 1999 performance plan, which included brief
descriptions, often only one or two words, on the means it used to verify
and validate its data. We noted in our report on the 1999 plan that these
appeared to be sources of data for the measures rather than means to verify
and validate the data.

The data limitations contained in SBA’s 2004 performance plan are
generally one-sentence statements and the same limitations are used for
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multiple indicators. For example, several limitations, such as “the measure
is based on the number of approved loans” or “information is derived from
loan approval data,” are used for multiple indicators. The appendix also
lists remedies for the data limitations for each indicator. For example, a
limitation of SBA’s indicator “small business appointments conducted with
procurement officials” is that the indicator may not capture unscheduled
appointments. The remedy for this limitation is to keep track of both
scheduled and unscheduled appointments. The discussion of data
limitations and their remedies in the 2004 plan shows progress over SBA's
1999 plan, which did not contain a discussion of data limitations.

Compared to the fiscal year 1999 plan we reviewed, SSA’s performance plan
provided a clear picture of intended performance by (1) defining expected
performance, (2) offering trend data, which helps track progress toward
performance goals, and (3) using objective, measurable, and quantifiable
performance measures. SSA also provided general information on its
strategies and resources, somewhat better than our 1999 findings. Finally,
the plan provided a general level of confidence that data will be credible by
describing the Inspector General’s (IG) involvement in data testing,
providing data sources and definitions, and identifying some data
weaknesses, an improvement over the 1999 plan. However, SSA’s
performance plan still does not fully discuss the agency’s coordination with
other agencies, identify performance goals that clearly cover all the
program activities, address how SSA plans to use the information from the
evaluations to improve program results, identify the resources needed to
address each performance goal, and discuss data verification and
validation procedures for its internal systems.
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SSA’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a Clear Picture of Intended
Performance

Overall, SSA’s fiscal year 2004 performance plan has improved over its 1999
plan.’® The 1999 plan only provided a partial picture of SSA’s intended
performance across the agency. In June 1998, we reported that SSA’'s 1999
Annual Performance Plan contained performance goals, many of which
were measurable and linked to the agency’s strategic goals'” and objectives;
some of the performance goals related to particular strategic goals were
objective, measurable, and quantifiable. However, other goals were not
measurable or quantifiable and did not define the level of performance to
be achieved, thus making it difficult to see how SSA would assess success.

SSA’s fiscal year 2004 plan provides a much clearer picture of intended
performance through (1) defining expected performance, (2) offering trend
data, which helps track progress toward performance goals, and (3) the use
of objective, measurable, and quantifiable performance measures. For
example, as part of the strategic objective to “Prevent fraudulent and
erroneous payments and improve debt management,” SSA provided
historical data on the outcome measure “Percent of SSI payments free of
preventable error (overpayments and underpayments)” from fiscal years
1999-2001 and projected goals for fiscal years 2002-2004.

While we found significant improvements in SSA’s 2004 annual
performance plan over its 1999 plan, we also found some weaknesses. For
example, coordination efforts with other entities, such as federal agencies,
state and local entities, and others, are not well identified. According to
SSA officials, SSA coordinates with other federal agencies, such as the IRS
and the Immigration and Naturalization Service, as well as Veterans
Administration, on information-sharing initiatives. However, these types of
coordination efforts are mentioned only briefly, if at all, in the 2004 annual
performance plan.

In its 2004 plan, SSA includes a list of major program evaluations it plans to
conduct during 2003-2004, with a brief description of the evaluations, their
associated strategic goals, and projected completion dates. However, there
is no indication how SSA plans to use the information from the evaluations

5Much of this improvement took place between the 1999 and 2000 plans. We reported that
SSA’s fiscal year 2000 performance plan showed significant improvement over its 1999 plan
in U.S. General Accounting Office, Observations on the Social Security Administration’s

Fiscal Year 2000 Performance Plan, GAO/HEHS-99-162R (Washington, D.C.: July 20, 1999).

"SSA reduced its strategic goals from five to four in its 2003-2008 strategic plan.
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to improve program results. The plan could be enhanced if the
descriptions of these evaluations included the manner in which SSA
planned to use the information gathered to improve its programs.

SSA’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a General Discussion of
Strategies and Resources

SSA’s 1999 plan had little discussion of the relationship between SSA’s
mission, goals, and budget activities. Throughout the document, the fiscal
year 2004 plan included clearer discussions of the linkage between SSA’s
mission and goals. It also provided performance data dating back to fiscal
year 1999, essential to making comparisons between prior and proposed
levels of performance. The 2004 performance plan noted that the
Limitation on Administrative Expenses account, SSA’'s basic administrative
account, is an annual appropriation that covers everything from salaries
and benefits of SSA federal employees (excluding IG) to systems and
telecommunications activities. SSA provided information on the funding
sources of this account, including some of its budget accounts.

In its fiscal year 2004 plan, SSA provided information on the strategies it
plans to use in addressing its key strategic objectives. The plan included a
summary chart, showing the strategic objectives associated with each
strategic goal, as well as the performance measures under each objective.
In addition, the “means and strategies” section associated with each
strategic objective identified strategies that support items in the PMA, GAO
and IG major management challenges, and Social Security Advisory Board
recommendations. In our October 2002 report Performance and
Accountability: Reported Agency Actions and Plans to Address 2001
Management Challenges and Program Risks,'® we noted that SSA
identified directly related goals and measures for five of its six challenges,
and had strategies (without goals or measures) for the sixth challenge.

It is difficult to determine whether or not the annual performance plan
identifies annual performance goals that cover all of the program activities
in the agency’s budget, as well as the financial, human capital, and
information technology resources needed to address each individual goal.
General human capital requirements and goals are identified as part of
SSA’s strategic goal to strategically manage and align staff to support SSA's
mission. The plan is neither structured by program activity nor account.
SSA noted that it aligned its strategic goals, performance measures, and

BGAO-03-225.
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budget with its major functional responsibilities rather than by program
accounts since direct service and support employees provide services
linked to these functional responsibilities, as opposed to a specific
program. However, SSA does not indicate what it means by “functional
responsibilities,” nor does it show a clear link between its strategic goals
and such responsibilities.

As in the fiscal year 1999 plan, the fiscal year 2004 plan included a
discussion of external factors that could affect the achievement of its
goals.”” SSA identified strategies to alleviate some, but not all of, the
factors. For example, SSA plans to mitigate the loss of institutional
knowledge through SSA’s “retirement wave” through the use of employee
development programs, redeploying positions to direct service, hiring
Presidential Management Interns, and the increased use of hiring
flexibilities. However, the discussion of factors affecting SSA’'s solvency
strategic goal merely notes that Social Security programs must respond to
related developments.

SSA’s Fiscal Year 2004 SSA’s 1999 plan stated that the Office of the Inspector General was

Performance Plan Provides responsible for reviewing the data systems underlying its performance

General Confidence That measures, but did not provide further details that would assure the reader

. that SSA is taking the steps necessary to ensure data integrity. In contrast,

Perfqrmance Data Will Be SSA’s fiscal year 2004 plan provided data sources and definitions for each

Credible performance measure. SSA’s fiscal year 2004 plan identified data
limitations related to performance measures, as well as some efforts to
correct or address data weaknesses. When performance indicators and
goals are not quantified, SSA describes its benchmarks for goal
achievement. For example, for the outcome measure “Developing new
performance management systems,” SSA defines “Implementing the new
SES system” as its goal for 2003.

As in the fiscal year 1999 plan, SSA notes that the IG’s office is involved in
the data system reliability process. In the fiscal year 2004 plan, SSA went
further to explain the IG’s four-point approach to reviewing performance
measures, including assessing whether the reported performance measure
data are valid. SSA also noted that performance data for its quantifiable
measures are generated by automated management information and

YSSA refers to external factors as environmental factors.
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workload measurement systems, as a by-product of routine operations.
However, there is no discussion of verification and validation procedures
for data generated by these systems.

DOT’s annual performance plan for fiscal year 2004 showed evidence of
improvements in areas that we previously identified had shortcomings in
our 1998 review of DOT’s 1999 performance plan.?’ The 2004 plan provides
a clear picture of intended performance with DOT’s measures and
performance goals now being clearly linked to the department’s strategic
objectives. A specific discussion of DOT’s strategies and resources in the
plan includes numerous and detailed strategies for achieving DOT’s
performance goals, and the resources needed for those strategies.
Procedures to verify and validate data, as well as known data limitations,
are described for each performance measure providing full confidence in
the credibility of DOT’s performance data. Still, the performance plan
could be improved by including a discussion of, and performance measures
for, each of DOT’s program activities and by more consistently describing
DOT’s role in crosscutting programs.

DOT'’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a Clear Picture of Intended
Performance

DOT'’s fiscal year 2004 performance plan shows evidence of many of the
same strengths as, and a few improvements over, its fiscal year 1999
performance plan and provides a clear picture of intended performance.
The 2004 plan lists outcome goals, performance goals, and measures by
strategic objective, all of which are generally objective, quantifiable, and
can show progress toward DOT'’s strategic objectives. For example, the
measure “fatalities per 100 million vehicle-miles of travel” will gauge
progress toward the performance goal “reduce highway fatalities per 100
million vehicle-miles traveled to no more than 1.0 in 2008, from 1.7 in 1996.”
The data gathered by the measure will also show progress toward the
related outcome of “reduce the number of transportation-related deaths”
for DOT’s “safety” strategic objective. This is an improvement over DOT’s
1999 plan in which we found that DOT’s performance goals typically
covered only a portion of the strategic goals and the link between annual
performance goals and strategic goals could be improved.

YGAO/RCED-98-180R.
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DOT'’s plan also presents trend and baseline data for each performance
measure and goal. For the example given above, the plan indicates the
performance targets from 1999 to 2004 and also presents actual data for
these targets for 1999 to 2002. In its 1999 plan, DOT had provided baseline
data for most of its performance goals and measures as well. This
information, along with the clearly linked performance goals and strategic
objectives, helps to show DOT’s progress in achieving its goals.

As in the 1999 plan, DOT’s 2004 performance plan generally covers each
program activity in its budget request for fiscal year 2004. An appendix to
the performance plan lists DOT’s program activities and indicates the
proposed funding level for each program by strategic objective. However,
as in its 1999 plan, a few programs do not seem to be linked to the strategic
objectives elsewhere in the plan. Capital grants to the National Passenger
Rail Corporation (Amtrak) and the Bureau of Transportation Statistics’
Office of Airline Information are both linked to the “mobility & economic
growth” strategic objective in the budget crosswalk, but they do not appear
in the discussions contained within that strategic objective section. When
the 2004 plan was published in February 2003, DOT had not yet released its
new reform strategy for Amtrak, which was made public in July 2003. Still,
the inclusion of information on Amtrak, as well as a discussion of the
Bureau of Transportation Statistics’ Office of Airline Information, would
provide a clearer picture of how DOT intends to achieve its goals.

The discussions of each performance goal have sections entitled “Other
Federal Programs with Common Outcomes.” In this section, the plan
describes crosscutting programs and other agencies with which DOT
works. For example, the plan states that the Research and Special
Programs Administration of DOT continues to develop the National
Pipeline Mapping System with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission,
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the Department of
Energy, the U.S. Geological Survey and others, in order to help analyze
risks to environmentally sensitive and populated areas. This supports
DOT'’s efforts to reduce pipeline incidents. Yet for several goals,
coordination efforts are not described. One example of this is in the
highway congestion section where the plan states that the Federal Highway
Administration works closely with the Department of the Interior,
Department of Agriculture, and Department of Defense agencies to
improve mobility on federally owned lands. However, the plan does not
describe the specific actions that are being taken to improve mobility. Our
1998 report stated that DOT’s contribution or role was not described in
many of the crosscutting programs listed in DOT’s 1999 performance plan.
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The 2004 performance plan generally addresses performance and
accountability challenges we previously identified. The discussions of
these management challenges are included in the plan by the performance
goal and programs to which they are related. For example, in discussing
highway safety, DOT addresses our concerns on transportation safety,
specifically through the use of safety belts. The strategies include
continuing the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s safety belt
outreach to high-risk populations and encouraging states to embrace “Click
It or Ticket” as the message or theme for their Buckle Up Campaigns. A
performance measure related to this management challenge included in the
plan is “percentage of front seat occupants using safety belts.” However,
not all of the management challenges have related measures and goals. For
example, we have previously identified building human capital strategies as
a management challenge for DOT. A section within the plan focuses on an
“organizational excellence” objective to implement the PMA. Strategic
management of human capital strategies is discussed in this section but no
goals or measures are given to show DOT’s progress with these strategies.
Still, this shows some improvement over the 1999 plan, which generally
covered management challenges, but did so in a separate appendix without
explaining how the challenges were related to the rest of the plan. We
noted that this area could be improved by including goals and measures
related to resolving these challenges.

DOT’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
a Specific Discussion of
Strategies and Resources

DOT’s 2004 performance plan shows several improvements over its 1999
performance plan, providing a specific discussion of strategies and
resources. Discussions of each performance goal include a section titled
“Strategies and Initiatives to Achieve 2004 Target.” These sections include
a variety of means by which DOT intends to accomplish its performance
goals. One example would be for DOT’s performance goal to “reduce
pipeline hazmat (hazardous materials) spilled 30 percent by 2006, from the
last five years’ average spill rate.” The strategies for this goal include
enforcing operator qualification requirements, expanding monitoring
technology that can help prevent construction-related damage to pipelines,
and developing regulatory standards for leak detection technology. This
shows progress from when we reported that DOT’s 1999 performance plan
lacked sufficient information to clearly link the strategies to performance
goals in many cases.

In contrast to its 1999 performance plan, DOT’s 2004 performance plan

generally discusses the human, capital, information, and other resources
needed to meet its performance goals. Each performance goal section of
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the performance plan includes a graph showing the enacted funding for
fiscal year 2002, and the proposed funding for fiscal years 2003 and 2004.
The organizational excellence objective for DOT describes DOT’s human
capital and information technology resources and strategies. For example,
one of DOT's strategies for strategic management of human capital is to
“establish a corporate approach to target recruitment efforts, with special
emphasis on cross-modal, mission-critical occupations,” which includes a
pilot program for centrally recruiting and training entry-level employees for
one or more mission-critical occupations.

The 2004 plan also discusses external factors that could hamper DOT’s
ability to achieve its performance goals. In our review of DOT’s 1999
performance plan, we noted that the plan could be improved by
recognizing more external factors and by discussing actions that DOT
could take to mitigate the effects of these factors. In contrast, external
factors are listed for most of the performance goals in the 2004 plan. For
its transportation accessibility goals, DOT states that as the population
ages, more people will require accessible public transit, for which states
and local agencies decide how best to allocate federally provided
resources. One of the strategies that addresses this external factor is the
Special Needs of Elderly Individuals and Individuals with Disabilities
grants, which DOT states will help meet the transportation needs of the
elderly and persons with disabilities when regular transportation services
are unavailable, insufficient, or inappropriate to meet their needs.

DOT'’s Fiscal Year 2004
Performance Plan Provides
Full Confidence That
Performance Data Will Be
Credible

The 2004 plan provides full confidence that DOT’s performance data will be
credible. As in the 1999 performance plan, the 2004 performance plan
contains a section, entitled “Performance Data and Performance
Measurement,” that discusses the means that DOT uses to verify and
validate its data. But unlike the 1999 plan in which this discussion was
broad and not linked to specific goals and measures, the 2004 plan also
contains an appendix that provides the following for each of DOT’s
measures: the source of the data, limitations of the data, observations on
the quality of the data, work planned or ongoing to improve data quality,
and any known biases. Finally, DOT has compiled source and accuracy
statements,* which provide more detail on the methods used to collect the

2IBureau of Transportation Statistics, Source & Accuracy Compendium,
http://www.bts.gov/statpol/SAcompendium.html (Washington, D.C.: Aug. 15, 2003).
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data, sources of variation and bias in the data, and methods used to verify
and validate the data.

The presentation of data limitations in DOT’s 2004 performance plan also
shows progress from its 1999 plan. The Performance Data and
Performance Measurement section includes a general discussion of DOT’s
data limitations. This discussion includes limitations for the internal and
external data used by the department. Specific limitations for internal data
can be found in the aforementioned source and accuracy compendium,
while details on the limitations of external data are given in the appendix
on performance measures. In our report on DOT’s 1999 performance plan,
we stated that information on data limitations was lacking for most
measures and that the plan could be improved by more consistently
addressing the data limitations throughout the plan.
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To help Congress and the President determine agencies’ actual
performance and progress in achieving strategic plan goals, GPRA requires
each agency to prepare a report on program performance for the previous
fiscal year.! One of our objectives was to assess the overall quality of
agencies’ annual performance and accountability reports and the extent to
which selected elements of agency reporting have improved. To meet this
objective, we judgmentally selected six agencies—Education, DOE, HUD,
SBA, SSA, and DOT—using criteria, such as agency size, primary program
type, and previous GAO reviews. To assess the overall quality and
improvements made to the agencies’ performance and accountability
reports, we relied on requirements and guidance contained in GPRA and
accompanying committee report language,* guidance to agencies from
OMB for developing performance reports,” interviews with agency officials,
the Chief Financial Officers Act,! our previous reports,” and our knowledge
of agencies’ operations and programs. To assess the quality of the six
agencies’ performance and accountability reports, we categorized each
report based on the degree to which it addressed three characterizations:
(1) picture of performance, (2) link between resources and results, and

(3) credibility of performance information.

To assess the degree to which an agency’s report provided a clear picture of
performance across the agency, we reviewed the extent to which the report
addressed elements required by GPRA. The annual performance report
should:

¢ describe the performance indicators established in the agency’s annual
performance plan, along with the actual program performance achieved
compared with the performance goals expressed in the plan for that
fiscal year;

10ffice of Management and Budget, Memorandum: Program Assessment Rating Tool
(PART) — Presentation in Congressional Justifications, M-03-06 (Washington, D.C.: 2003).

2Government Performance and Results Act of 1993, Committee on Governmental Affairs,
United States Senate, S. Rpt. No. 58, 103d Cong. 1st Sess. (1993).

30MB Circular No. A-11, Part 6, Preparation and Submission of Strategic Plans, Annual
Performance Plans, and Annual Program Performance Reports (Washington, D.C.: June
2002).

*Chief Financial Officers Act of 1990 (Pub. L. No. 101-576).

’GAO0-02-372 and Executive Guide: Creating Value Through World-class Financial
Management, GAO/AIMD-00-134 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 1, 2000).
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¢ review the success of achieving the performance goals of the fiscal year;
¢ provide actual results for the 3 preceding fiscal years;

e evaluate the performance plan for the current fiscal year relative to the
performance achieved toward the performance goals in the fiscal year
covered by the report;

¢ explain and describe where a performance goal has not been met or a
corresponding level of achievement if an alternative form is used, as
well as why the goal was not met, plans and schedules for achieving the
established performance goal, and if the performance goal is impractical
or infeasible;

¢ describe the use and assess the effectiveness of achieving performance
goals of any waivers; and

¢ include the summary findings for those program evaluations completed
during the fiscal year covered by the report.°

We also looked at the extent to which the reports clearly discussed
progress achieved in addressing the major management challenges
previously identified by us or others. For agencies that choose to issue a
performance and accountability report, the Reports Consolidation Act of
2000 requires that the report include a summary of the most serious
management and performance challenges facing the agency, as identified
by their IG, and a brief assessment of the agency’s progress in addressing
those challenges.

In assessing the clarity of the performance information, we also looked at
selected qualitative characteristics used by the Association of Government
Accountants, in conjunction with the Chief Financial Officers Council, in
assessing performance and accountability reports for the Certificate of
Excellence in Accountability Reporting.” These characteristics included
(1) whether there was a clear relationship between the performance

The Homeland Security Act (Pub. L. No. 107-296) requires agencies to include a review of
the performance goals and evaluation of the performance plan relative to the agency’s
strategic human capital management.

"Association of Government Accountants, Certificate of Excellence in Accountability
Reporting: Reviewers Checklist, Fiscal Year 2001. (Washington, D.C.).
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information in the report and the goals and objectives contained in the
strategic and annual performance plans, (2) the extent to which the agency
limited the measures it discussed to those that were most significant for its
programs, and (3) the extent to which the report was user friendly by being
well-organized, concise, readable, and making effective use of graphics to
ease understanding of narrative information. We characterized the clarity
of each report in one of four ways: (1) clear, (2) general, (3) limited, or

(4) unclear, based on the extent to which the 2002 report addressed the
elements required by GPRA and the other informative practices we
described.

Both GPRA and the CFO Act emphasized the importance of linking
program performance information with financial information as a key
feature of sound management and an important element in presenting to
the public a useful and informative perspective on federal spending.
Similarly, the current administration’s ambitious agenda for performance
budgeting, calling for agencies to better align budgets with performance
goals and focus on capturing full budgetary costs and matching these costs
with output and outcome goals, suggests that agencies need to develop
integrated financial and performance management systems that will enable
the reporting of the actual costs associated with performance results.
Although linking resources to performance goals is not a requirement of
GPRA, the committee report for GPRA suggested that developing the
capacity to relate the level of program activity with program costs, such as
costs per unit of result, costs per unit of service, or costs per unit of output,
should be a high priority. We have reported that world-class financial
management practices call for enterprisewide systems to integrate
financial and operating data to support both management decision making
and external reporting requirements. To assess the degree to which an
agency'’s report discussed the relationship between resources and results,
we characterized each report as having a (1) clear relationship, (2) general
relationship, (3) limited relationship, or (4) no relationship.

Finally, to assess the degree to which an agency’s plan provided confidence
that the agency’s performance information would be credible, we examined
how each report discussed the quality of the data presented. To help
improve the quality of agencies’ performance data, Congress included a
requirement in the Reports Consolidation Act of 2000 that agencies assess
the completeness and reliability of their performance data. Under the act,
agencies were to begin including this assessment in the transmittal letter
with their fiscal year 2000 performance reports. Agencies were also
required to discuss in their report any material inadequacies in the
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completeness and reliability of their performance data and discuss actions
to address these inadequacies.

We have previously reported on other practices that enhance the credibility
of performance data that are not specifically required by GPRA.® For
instance, discussions of standards and methods used by agencies to assess
the quality of their performance data in their performance reports provides
decision makers greater insight into the quality and value of the
performance data. We also reported on additional practices, in several
agencies’ performance reports, that would help foster transparency to the
public and assist decision makers in understanding the quality of an
agency’s data. The additional practices we observed included

(1) discussions of data quality, including known data limitations and
actions to address the limitations and (2) discussions of data verification
and validation procedures. To address the extent to which a report
provided confidence that performance information was credible, we
characterized each report as providing (1) full confidence, (2) general
confidence, (3) limited confidence, or (4) no confidence.

In conducting our reviews, to the extent information was available in prior
assessments, we compared our findings of agencies’ fiscal year 2002
reports to our assessments of reports for fiscal year 1999.° A more detailed
discussion of our scope and methodology and the criteria we used can be
found in appendix I. Table 13 shows the results of our assessment of the
six agencies’ reports.

SGAO-02-372.

*GAO/HEHS-00-128R, GAO/RCED-00-209R, GAO/RCED-00-211R, GAO/RCED-00-207R,
GAO/HEHS-00-126R, and GAO/RCED-00-201R.
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Table 13: Characterizations of Agencies’ Fiscal Year 2002 Annual Performance and
Accountability Reports

Characterizations

Picture of Resources linked

performance to results Data credible

(unclear, limited, (no, limited, (no, limited,
Department/agency general, clear) general, clear) general, full)
Department of Education Limited Clear General
Department of Energy General Limited Limited
Department of Housing and General No General
Urban Development
Small Business Administration  Limited General General
Social Security Administration ~ General Limited General
Department of Transportation General No Full

Sources: U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Department of Education FY 2002 Performance and Accountability Report (Washington,
D.C.: 2003); U.S. Department of Energy, Performance and Accountability Report, Fiscal Year 2002 (Washington, D.C.: 2003); U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, Fiscal Year 2002 Performance and Accountability Report (Washington, D.C.: 2003);
Small Business Administration, Fiscal Year 2002 Performance and Accountability Report (Washington, D.C.: 2003); Social Security
Administration, Performance and Accountability Report, Fiscal Year 2002 (Washington, D.C.: 2002); and U.S. Department of
Transportation, Fiscal Year 2002 Performance and Accountability Report (Washington, D.C.: 2003).

The remainder of this appendix discusses our observations on the quality
of the agencies’ annual performance and accountability reports we
reviewed and, to the extent information was available from our prior
reviews, how the quality has changed since the agencies submitted their
first reports on fiscal year 1999 performance. We did not independently
verify or assess the information we obtained from agency annual
performance reports. If an agency chose not to discuss its efforts
concerning elements in the report, it does not necessarily mean that the
agency is not implementing those elements.

Observations on the Education’s fiscal year 2002 Performance and Accountability Report

. . ’ comprises two volumes—the main volume and a second volume including
Quahty of Education’s performance reports for the agency’s individual programs. In our
Fiscal Year 2002 assessment, we did not review the second volume, which includes very
Performance and detailed, discrete, and disaggregated performance information with over

s 350 individual measures for the Office of Civil Rights, IG, and 117
ACCOUHtablllty RGPOIT Education programs in 60 clusters.

Although Education’s report included many features designed to present its
performance information clearly, the overall clarity was limited by the
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significant amount of performance information that was unavailable to
show Education’s performance results. In contrast, Education’s report very
clearly related its performance to its costs by using both graphics and text
to provide the agency’s estimate of appropriations associated with
achieving each of its six strategic goals, 24 objectives (long-term goals),
and individual programs. Finally, Education provided a general level of
confidence in the quality of its data, primarily because of its recognition of
the challenges it faces on the timeliness, reliability, and validity of its data.
Education’s recent efforts in undertaking a performance-based data
management initiative in partnership with state leaders to allow timely and
ready access to high-quality achievement and other performance data,
which the IG said would address many of the related concerns identified
during IG audits, also aided in the level of confidence in the data.

Education’s Fiscal Year 2002
Report Provided a Limited
Picture of Performance

Education’s 2002 performance report is directly aligned with the goals and
measures in the agency’s 2002-2007 strategic plan and its 2002-2003 annual
plan. Of the 210 measures included in the agency’s strategic plan and
annual plan, 120 were identified for measurement in fiscal year 2002, and
all of these are addressed in the performance report. The report contains
sections on changes planned to enhance performance on the basis of
results. For each measure, the performance report includes trend data,
with a table showing actual data from fiscal years 1999 through 2002; in
some cases, the table also includes data from fiscal year 1998. When data
are not provided, the table indicates that they were not applicable or not
available. Overall, the report contains clear, succinct figures and a table
summarizing the status of all 120 measures, as summarized in figure 19.
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Figure 19: Summary of Education’s Performance Indicators for Fiscal Year 2002
1.7%

Target almost met

4.2%

Set baseline

Target not met

Data not expected

52.

Target met or exceeded

Data not yet available

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Department of Education's FY 2002 Performance and Accountability Report.

However, while Education’s 2002 report does review the levels of success
for its performance goals' for fiscal year 2002, there is a critical limitation.
As we observed in our review of Education’s 1999 report,'! data were not
yet available for many measures in the 2002 report. Specifically, 2002 data
were available for only 41 of the 120 measures; the rest were characterized
as “Pending: Data Not Yet Available” (63) or “Incomplete: Data Not
Expected” (16). Despite the numerous strengths in Education’s 2002
performance report, the picture of performance for Education presented in
this report is limited mainly because of the lack of data for so many of its
2002 targets. However, Education recognizes the challenges created by its
limited access to timely, reliable data:

We still face significant challenges to meeting our national education goals. Primary among
these challenges is access to timely, reliable data on our performance in meeting our goals
and implementing our programs. Our efforts to identify effective and ineffective programs

"Education’s annual performance goals are represented by its targets.

"GAO/HEHS-00-128R.
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in the Department are severely limited by the frequent absence of useful data about them.
In FY 2002 we designed a performance-based data management initiative which will provide
much more robust information about our programs and strategic objectives, as well as
provide a strong foundation for educational research and evaluation.

This data management initiative is being undertaken in partnership with
state leaders and the software industry and is expected to result in an
electronic data system that will allow ready access to high-quality
achievement and other performance data in a timely and seamless manner
in the future. Because the lack of data for so many of its targets blurs the
picture of performance, Education should take every possible step to
complete, as quickly as possible, its newly established performance-based
data management initiative.

While lacking data for so many of its measures, Education’s 2002 report
provides an explanation for measures with pending or incomplete data.
For pending data, the report states that comparisons to targets will be
made in the subsequent performance and accountability report, in addition
to citing the department’s performance-based data management initiative.
The report further indicates that measures with incomplete data were so
characterized because methods to collect data were not ready in time to
measure fiscal year 2002 results, data collection did not occur, or data
collection was delayed. The report goes on to say that, for these measures,
Education will put methods in place to measure fiscal year 2003 results,
develop other data sources, or revise its measures to measure results
differently. In addition, for each incomplete measure, the report clearly
describes why data are incomplete and what will be done to address the
situation. For example, for its measure on the percentage of states with
complete school accountability systems in place, as required by the No
Child Left Behind Act," the report explains that the requirements under
this act are more extensive than in the past, that states that had met prior
requirements may not yet meet new requirements, that the department had
decided regulation would be necessary, and that regulations had not been
finalized to define a complete school accountability system.

In addition, the report almost always included explanations of performance
and sometimes provided information on why targets were not met when
that was the case. However, such information was not always easy to find,

2Pyb. L. No. 107-110, January 8, 2002. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is a
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, one of the major pieces of
authorizing legislation for Education.
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as the report did not always include it in the same area as the related
measure.

For most measures, including those that did not meet their targets, the
report provided information on the steps Education is taking or plans to
take to improve or enhance performance. For example, the 2002 target for
ameasure on the number of children attending charter schools was 690,000
and the actual result was 575,000. To improve performance on this
measure, Education’s report says that it is distributing guidance and
information to encourage parents to consider charter schools, using both
publications and its Web site to promote charter school enrollment, and
sponsoring a charter schools Web site with information on federal
assistance for charter schools. However, it was not always clear how the
steps cited would improve or enhance performance. For example, for four
measures on advanced placement (AP) achievement that were not met in
2002, the strategy given for improving performance is to continue to
support increasing AP achievement through the Advanced Placement
Incentives program, but the report does not include an explanation of, or
any information on, this incentives program.

Education’s report included an appendix entitled “Findings from FY 2002
Evaluations” and included summaries of the findings from nine GAO
reports and eight other studies completed in fiscal year 2002. For example,
the Education for Homeless Children and Youth Program: Learning to
Succeed report comprised two studies that found that homeless students
are best served when promising practices are implemented as part of a
comprehensive and coordinated education program for the homeless.

The 2002 performance and accountability report also contained an
appendix consisting of the IG’s summary of serious management
challenges, including financial management, federal student aid programs,
information technology, program performance and accountability, and
human capital. For each of these challenges, the IG provided information
on Education’s progress in addressing them. Under program performance
and accountability, for example, the IG pointed out that a significant
amount of the data used to measure education programs were provided by
state and local education entities and that it is imperative that these data
are accurate, so as to provide Congress, OMB, and the public with an
objective measure of the success of education programs. The IG said that
Education has recognized the importance of improving data quality and
addressed this issue in its performance plan.
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The IG’s summary of serious management challenges also included
references to GAO’s high-risk list with respect to federal student aid
programs and human capital management, and Education’s report included
measures related to both of these areas. Specifically, for its 2002 measure
to have Federal Student Aid (F'SA) leave the GAO high-risk list by 2003 and
not return, the report states that the department “almost met” its 2002
target by achieving 94 percent of its FSA High Risk Plan, and it described
the shortfall as not significant or material. In contrast, in our review of
Education’s 1999 Performance Report," we noted that the department did
not have goals, objectives, or measures related to problems with its student
assistance programs. In addition, for the six measures in Education’s 2002
report under its strategic goal to improve the strategic management of its
human capital, the department reports that four targets were pending, one
was incomplete, and one had set the baseline. With respect to the GPRA
requirement that agencies’ performance reports include a review of the
performance goals and evaluation of the performance plan relative to the
department’s strategic human capital management, Education’s report
discusses its human capital management strategic goal and related
performance goals in the context of its human capital management plan,
One-Ed.

Education’s 2002 Report
Showed a Clear
Relationship between
Resources and Results

Education’s 2002 report included information for each of its six strategic
goals and 24 objectives that clearly linked the department’s resources with
its efforts to achieve specific results. While the department was not able to
break the costs down by each of its measures and targets, the report used
both graphics and text to provide the department’s estimate of
appropriations associated with achieving each of its six strategic goals, 24
objectives (long-term goals), and individual programs. For example, for
each of its objectives, the report used a pie chart to show the percentage of
the department’s appropriation that supports the objective, the rest of the
strategic goal the objective falls under, and the other five strategic goals.
An example is shown in figure 20 for the objective to ensure that all
students read on grade level by the third grade.

BGAO/HEHS-00-128R.

“As amended by the Homeland Security Act of 2002.
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Figure 20: Inputs: Allocating Funds for Education’s Objective to Ensure That All
Students Read on Grade Level by the Third Grade

32% Other Goal 2
50%
°
18% Objective 2.1
\
Other Goals

Source: U.S. Department of Education’s FY 2002 Performance and Accountability Report (Washington, D.C. January 2003).

The text accompanying each chart listed the dollar amount supporting the
objective’s activities, the percentage of the strategic goal’s allocation that
amount represented, the individual programs that supported the objective,
and the dollar amount from salaries and expenses that was included in the
dollar amount for the objective. In addition, in the report’s appendixes, a
table summarizing fiscal year 2002 appropriations and staffing allocated by
goal and objective also included the FTEs under staffing for each strategic
goal and objective. Another table provided a percentage breakdown of
each objective’s appropriations by 146 agency programs.

Education’s Fiscal Year 2002
Report Provided General
Confidence That
Performance Data Were
Credible

Education’s 2002 performance report provided general confidence that the
agency’s data were credible because of its recognition of the challenges it
faces on the timeliness, reliability, and validity of its data; its
straightforward disclosure of these challenges; and its recent efforts to
address them. In Education’s transmittal letter, the department secretary
said that the information contained in the report is “as complete and
reliable as we have available.” However, Education’s report recognized
that one of the agency’s significant challenges to meeting its national
education goals is access to timely, reliable data on performance and that
the lack of useful data severely limits efforts to identify effective and
ineffective programs. The report further explained that 97 percent of the
department’s funding is awarded to third parties, including, for example,
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state and local agencies, that have an impact on the measurement of
results, especially the timing of data collection. Thus, Education
recognized in its report that it had limited control over the data it must use
to report results. Similarly, in the IG’s summary of serious management
challenges, the report noted that Education needs to improve its controls
over the timeliness, reliability, and validity of data.

Moreover, Education’s report included information on recent steps it has
taken to address its data challenges. In addition to a discussion of its data
management initiative to develop an electronic data system providing
access to timely, high-quality data, the report included an appendix with the
agency’s Information Quality Guidelines and draft Data Quality
Standards presented in an abbreviated format. The discussion of data
quality standards recognizes the importance of data quality concepts to the
process of developing high-quality performance measures. The eight
standards provided are: validity, accurate definitions, accurate counts,
editing, calculation, timeliness, reporting, and burden reduction. To
facilitate the use of the standards, Education reported that it created a data
quality checklist and regularly held classes to teach staff how to apply the
standards. The IG’s summary of serious management challenges gave the
department credit for this effort, pointing out that these guidelines address
many of the concerns identified during IG audits and that the department
plans to disseminate these guidelines to the chief state school officers.

The report also provided explanations of data sources and data quality for
most measures. For example, for the measures on the percentages of 12th
grade students scoring at or above the basic and proficient levels on the
National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) reading test, the
source is given as: “U.S. Department of Education; National Center for
Education Statistics, (NAEP); The Nation’s Report Card, Reading.” Under
data quality, the report states that NAEP data are validated using rigorous
National Center for Education Statistics statistical standards. For most of
the measures, the explanations of data quality contain similar information
on data validation. However, the data quality information only sometimes
identifies what limitations are relevant, if any. For example, for a measure
on the percentage of managers satisfied with services received from
Education’s Office of Management when hiring staff, the department relied
on an internal survey of managers for its data. Although the response rate
for this survey was 22 percent, the report did not say whether this was a
limitation to the data collected. For a few of Education’s measures, the
report stated that no data limitations had been noted. It would be better if
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Observations on the
Quality of DOE’s Fiscal

Year 2002 Annual
Performance and

the agency clearly stated whether the data for each measure had limitations
or not, and, if so, what they were.

DOE'’s 2002 Annual Performance and Accountability Report provided a
general picture of intended performance by explaining in detail the
progress made in meeting performance measures and addressing
management challenges. It also provided a limited discussion of the costs
incurred to achieve DOE’s performance goals by organizing its report by
major program activities, the costs of these activities, and their

ACCOuntablllty RGPOIT corresponding goals. Finally, the report provided a limited level of
confidence that data will be credible because the report did not include a
discussion on data limitations.

DOE'’s Fiscal Year 2002 DOE’s 2002 Performance and Accountability Report provided a general

Report Provided a General picture of performance in meeting its goals and measures. The report

Picture of Performance

contained a detailed explanation of progress for each of its performance
measures, which were referred to as “targets,” by identifying whether each
measure was met, not met, or had mixed results, as shown in figure 21. In
addition, the report identified the operational processes, technology,
human capital, and other resources used to achieve each performance
measure. The results for the past 3 years of performance measures related
to each goal were also reported so that performance trends could be
identified. However, the report did not clearly explain how the results of
the performance measures reported contributed to achieving the
performance goals in DOE’s annual performance plan and strategic plan.
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Figure 21: Summary of DOE’s Performance Indicators for Fiscal Year 2002

Met

Mixed

83.5%

Not met

Source: GAO analysis of DOE’s Fiscal Year 2002 Annual Performance and Accountability Report.

Each performance measure that was not met or had mixed results
contained a plan of action to achieve the measure in the future. In addition,
the majority of fiscal year 2002 measures that were not met contained a
clear explanation as to why they were not met or had mixed results. For
example, a measure that required Southeastern Power Administration to
meet its planned repayment of principal of federal investment was not met
due to severe drought. DOE’s report explained that to achieve the measure
in the future, Southeastern plans to change its rate design, propose rate
increases to obtain greater revenue, and increase cost recovery from fixed
charges.
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DOE also discussed the progress it made in addressing performance and
accountability challenges. The report identifies significant issues for fiscal
year 2002 that, as stated in the report, merit a higher level of attention and
focus in the department. Each of the challenges were linked to a goal and
its related performance measure(s). In addition, actions taken to address
each challenge and the progress made on those actions were identified.
For example, one of the challenges identified was the need for DOE to
meet federal requirements for improved and more cost-effective use of
information technology. A related goal to deal with this challenge was for
DOE to promote the effective management of information technology
resources in the department. To address this challenge, the report stated
that DOE realigned its management structure for information technology
issues, established an enterprisewide license for Microsoft software, and
launched an e-government applications task force to identify high-priority
e-government investments, among other actions. In our prior review of
DOE'’s 2001 performance report, we also found that DOE had made
progress in addressing all eight of its major management challenges.'

It is unclear, however, how program evaluations were used to assess
performance because DOE did not include a summary of program
evaluation findings in either the fiscal year 1999 or 2002 reports. According
to DOE officials, a section on program evaluations was not included in
fiscal year 2002 and one is not planned for fiscal year 2003 in order to limit
the amount of detail included in the report.

DOE'’s Fiscal Year 2002
Report Showed a Limited
Relationship between
Resources and Results

DOE'’s 2002 performance report provided a limited discussion of how its
resources were related to its performance. As in our review of the 1999
report, DOE’s 2002 report, which also includes DOE'’s financial information,
continued its practice linking the department’s performance information to
the costs of its program activities. For the majority of its program
activities, the 2002 report included the program activity’s net costs and
related performance information for fiscal years 1999 through 2002. During
our review of DOE’s 1999 performance report, we were supportive of
DOE'’s efforts to link its performance goals and measures to the program
activities in the President’s Budget. However, DOE has not moved beyond
presenting its performance and cost information by program activity,
instead of by strategic or annual performance goal or objective. A report

PGAO-03-225.
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that presented cost and performance information by performance goals in
addition to other presentations would more clearly identify the costs
associated with the achievement of each goal. According to DOE officials,
the department plans to link its individual performance measures to the
costs of program activities in future reports.

DOE'’s Fiscal Year 2002
Report Provides Limited
Confidence That
Performance Data Are
Credible

DOE'’s reporting on data credibility has improved but is still limited. Based
on our review of DOE’s 1999 performance report, a key improvement made
to the 2002 performance report was the department’s ability to report on its
data validation and verification processes. DOE’s 1999 report did not
discuss the implementation of DOE’s verification and validation plan or
provide any evidence that the data quality was sufficient for assessing the
department’s performance. The 2002 report met some requirements of the
Reports Consolidation Act by including a statement in the report’s
transmittal letter assessing the completeness and reliability of the data.
The letter did not discuss any material inadequacies with DOE’s
performance data. The report also included a high-level discussion on how
DOE will validate and verify its data and refers the reader to its 2003 annual
performance plan for further details. For example, the report stated that
DOE'’s end-of-year reporting process includes certification by heads of
organizational elements on the accuracy of reported results, followed by a
review for quality and completeness by DOE’s Office of Program Analysis
and Evaluation.

Although the department has improved on reporting its data verification
and validation processes, it has not improved on reporting any existing
data limitations. Neither the 1999 nor the 2002 report included an overall
discussion of the limitations to the data or steps DOE would take to
address those limitations, although the 2002 performance report did
identify minor data limitations for a few specific goals. DOE officials
stated that a discussion on data limitations was not included in the 2002
report because the department already reports on this information in the
annual performance plan and they thought it was redundant to put it in the
report.
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Observations on the
Quality of HUD'’s Fiscal
Year 2002 Annual
Performance and
Accountability Report

Compared to its fiscal year 1999 performance report, HUD'’s fiscal year
2002 Performance and Accountability Report provides a general picture of
what the department accomplished by including, among other things, a
report card listing its performance indicators with the corresponding
achievement, a list of program evaluations concluded during the fiscal year,
trend information for some of its performance indicators, a discussion of
the department’s attempts to address its performance and accountability
challenges, and visual aids to illustrate information on its performance. In
a few instances, the report mentions whether certain performance goals
are impractical or unfeasible. However, the report is not as clear as it could
be because it does not (1) explain how it plans to address performance
targets that were not met during the fiscal year; (2) include an evaluation of
the fiscal year 2003 performance plan relative to the performance
information presented in the performance report for the fiscal year; or

(3) include an evaluation of the fiscal year 2003 performance plan relative
to the performance information presented in the performance report for
fiscal year 2002. The report does not show the relationship between
resources and results by linking expended dollar amounts to specific
program objectives. The report provides general confidence to the reader
that the data presented are credible by providing background information
on each performance indicator and discussing the results and analysis of
the most recent data.

HUD'’s 2002 Report Provided
a General Picture of
Performance

Overall, HUD’s fiscal year 2002 Performance and Accountability Report
provides a general understanding of what the department’s mission is and
what it accomplished during the previous fiscal year.® Since we first
reviewed its report for fiscal year 1999, HUD has made progress in
developing its performance report to comply with GPRA.'” In reviewing
HUD’s fiscal year 1999 performance report, we noted that it only contained
performance information for three of the department’s four outcome
measures. HUD’s report for fiscal year 2002 includes a report card for each
strategic goal listing performance targets that were met. The report card
also provides an explanation for many performance targets that were not
marked as being met during the fiscal year. Although the report includes

1U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Fiscal year 2002 Performance and
Accountability Report (Washington, D.C.: 2003).

"GAO/RCED-00-211R.
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visual aids to enhance readers’ understanding of progress made toward
attaining performance targets, HUD could enhance the report by providing
a summary of performance targets for all strategic objectives met (or not)
during the fiscal year.

HUD'’s performance report does not meet GPRA’s requirement of including
an evaluation of its fiscal year 2003 performance plan relative to the
performance attained by the department in fiscal year 2002. Including this
evaluation could provide readers some assurance that HUD takes into
account prior performance information, such as unmet goals, to manage its
performance in the fiscal year already under way.

The report suggests that some of the performance targets that were not met
during the fiscal year were impractical or unfeasible. For example, for its
goal of “Increase the Rate of Homeownership,” HUD mentions that the
indicator can be resistant to increases above an undetermined level
because homeownership is not practical or desirable for all households.
Broad economic conditions, including employment, incomes and interest
rates can affect homeownership rates. Likewise, HUD will no longer track a
performance indicator that measures the percentage of low-income
housing units containing threats to health and safety, such as exposed
wiring, unvented heaters, holes in the floor, and rodents. HUD mentions
that this indicator is not included in the fiscal year 2003 annual
performance plan because of the difficulty of attributing the results to its
programs.

In several instances, HUD’s annual performance report lacks a discussion
of how it plans to address unmet performance targets as required by GPRA.
For example, while HUD substantially met almost half of its performance
targets in fiscal year 2002, the report does not mention what steps the
department will take to address some of its unmet performance targets
(see fig. 22).
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Figure 22: Summary of HUD’s Performance Indicators for Fiscal Year 2002
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Source: GAO analysis of HUD'’s Fiscal Year 2002 Performance and Accountability Report.

#Rather than stating if some performance targets were met or not, HUD provided the following
explanations: data not available; no performance goal for this fiscal year; third quarter of calendar year
(last quarter of fiscal year, not entire fiscal year); calendar year ending in the current fiscal year;
calendar year ending the previous fiscal year; other reporting period; results too complex to
summarize; and baseline newly established.

HUD continued to build upon the strengths of its earlier report by including
trend information for some performance indicators it used to measure
progress toward its targets during the past fiscal year. While not presented
consistently throughout the report, trend information provides a context to
understand HUD’s performance and helps to show the extent to which
HUD exceeded or fell short of expectations set for its performance targets.
For instance, for HUD’s performance indicator that tracks increases in the
share of welfare families residing in public housing that move from welfare
to work each year, the report mentions that in fiscal year 2002 the rate was
13.1 percent compared to 19.9 percent in fiscal year 2001. In preparing to
implement the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program, HUD
originally estimated this indicator to be around 6.5 percent in fiscal year
1997.
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HUD'’s fiscal year 2002 report also mentions that it concluded several
program evaluations during the fiscal year, a key requirement absent from
its performance report for fiscal year 1999. The report also provides a brief
summary of the main findings of these program evaluations. In fiscal year
2002, HUD concluded and published reports on 21 program evaluations
covering five of its strategic goals.

Similar to our findings on HUD’s previous performance reports,'®* HUD’s
fiscal year 2002 report discusses the steps the department took to address
decade-long management challenges. For example, while HUD’s report
mentions that deficiencies remain in its financial management systems, in
fiscal year 2002 the department initiated a project to design and implement
an integrated financial system. Similarly, to address staffing imbalances
and human capital challenges, HUD implemented the last phase of its
Resource Estimation and Allocation Process in January 2002 and started to
implement the Total Estimation and Allocation Mechanism, a tool that
collects actual workload accomplishments and staff usage within the
various operating components at HUD.

HUD’s 2002 Report Showed
No Relationship between
Resources and Results

While HUD has made some improvements in how it presents cost
information in its report, it is still not useful for linking program objectives
to specific dollar expenditures. HUD’s report provides a summary of the
cost of operations by each reporting segment, such as the total amount of
money spent by the Federal Housing Authority and the Public and Indian
Housing programs, and states that the total cost for fiscal year 2002
operations was $33 billion. However, the report does not reconcile these
costs to specific program performance objectives, limiting the reader’s
ability to understand how HUD used its resources to carry out its
objectives during the fiscal year.

HUD'’s 2002 Report Provided
General Confidence That

Performance Data Are
Credible

HUD'’s fiscal year 2002 performance report generally informs the reader on
critical issues about the reliability of its performance data, an issue that
was not discussed in detail in its earlier report. In its transmittal letter,
HUD briefly discusses that in some instances the data used in the report
were either incomplete and/or unreliable. The report includes background
informat