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OPEN GAO RECOMMENDATIONS
Financial Benefits Could Be between $106 Billion and $208 Billion

Why GAO Did This Study

Since fiscal year 2002, GAO’s work has resulted in over $1.38 trillion in financial benefits. In addition, over 28,000 
program and operational benefits have occurred that helped to change laws, improve public safety, and promote sound 
management throughout government. In fiscal year 2023 alone, GAO’s work generated about $70.4 billion in financial 
benefits.

The Senate report accompanying the Legislative Branch Appropriations Act, 2024, included a provision for GAO to 
provide additional detail on the potential financial benefits associated with open GAO recommendations to federal 
agencies and matters to Congress. This report updates GAO’s previous estimated ranges of potential financial benefits, 
both in total and for selected agencies and Congress, which could result from implementation of all open GAO 
recommendations.

To estimate ranges of potential financial benefits, GAO developed simulation models using GAO’s historical data on 
recommendations and realized financial benefits. To ensure a sufficient number of open recommendations for each 
simulation, GAO selected the 10 entities—nine agencies and Congress—with the largest number of open 
recommendations. GAO identified and mitigated limitations related to using the historical data for the simulation model by 
testing several alternatives. Actual financial benefits will depend on whether, how, and when recommendations are 
addressed.

What GAO Found

GAO routinely makes 1,200 or more recommendations each year to assist Congress and improve government 
performance. Many of these recommendations are intended to save money and enhance revenue. Many more are to 
strengthen national security, enhance public health and safety, and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 
government programs and operations. They also help Congress refine and create laws framing federal policies across the 
spectrum of the government’s responsibilities. Typically, over 75 percent of GAO’s recommendations are implemented. 
GAO continuously works with Congress and federal agencies to follow up on open recommendations to achieve the 
intended results.

Because GAO makes new recommendations on an ongoing basis, there is always an inventory of open 
recommendations. As of March 2024, 5,480 GAO recommendations were open. These recommendations cover six 
categories, as shown in the figure. A subset of these recommendations (about 4 percent) could produce measurable 
financial benefits between $106 billion and $208 billion through increased revenues or reduced expenditures, according to 
GAO’s simulation.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-107146
mailto:hoffmanme@gao.gov
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-107146


Potential Benefits of Open GAO Recommendations as of March 2024 

GAO used a simulation to estimate total potential financial benefits because a lack of data and other factors make it 
challenging to precisely calculate the total potential financial benefits of each open recommendation. Also, it is difficult to 
predict how management would use its discretion in implementing the recommendations. More specific estimates exist for 
a small subset of these recommendations. In its annual report on duplication and cost savings, GAO identified 19 
recommendations with potential financial benefits of $1 billion or more, many of which are described in that report (GAO-
24-106915). Several are highlighted in the table below.

Examples of Open Recommendations with Potential Financial Benefits of $1 Billion or More

Open recommendation (GAO report number linked) Potential financial benefits 
(source)

*Medicare Payments by Place of Service: Congress could realize additional financial 
benefits if it took steps to direct the Secretary of Health and Human Services to equalize 
payment rates between settings for evaluation and management office visits and other 
services that the Secretary deems appropriate. (GAO-16-189)

$141 billion over 10 years 
(Congressional Budget Office)

COVID-19 Employer Tax Relief: The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) should document 
processes used to address certain compliance risks for COVID-19 employer tax credits 
and implement additional compliance activities to potentially recapture ineligible claims. 
(GAO-22-104280)

Tens of billions of dollars over 2 
years 
(GAO analysis of IRS data

*Public-Safety Broadband Network: Congress should consider reauthorizing FirstNet, 
including different options for its placement, and ensure key statutory and contract 
responsibilities are addressed before current authorities sunset in 2027. (GAO-22-104915)

$15 billion over 15 yearsa

(GAO analysis of the FirstNet 
Contract)

Student Loan Income-Driven Repayment Plans: The Department of Education should 
obtain data to verify income information for borrowers reporting zero income on Income-
Driven Repayment applications. (GAO-19-347)

More than $2 billion over 10 years 
(Congressional Budget Office) 

*Department of Energy’s Treatment of Hanford’s Low-Activity Waste: Congress should 
consider clarifying two issues, including the Department of Energy’s (DOE) authority to 
determine whether portions of Hanford’s tank waste, such as the low-activity tank waste, 
can be managed as a waste type other than high-level radioactive waste and disposed of 
outside the state of Washington. (GAO-22-104365)

Billions of dollars over 11 years 
(GAO analysis of DOE data)

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106915
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106915
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-16-189
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104280
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104915
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-19-347
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104365


Open recommendation (GAO report number linked) Potential financial benefits 
(source)

*Improper Payments and Fraud: Congress should establish a permanent analytic center of 
excellence to aid the oversight community in identifying improper payments and 
fraud. (GAO-22-105715)

More than $1 billion annually 
(GAO analysis of agency data)

Legend: * = Legislation is likely to be necessary to fully address all matters or recommendations in this topic area. 
Source: GAO.  |  GAO-24-107146 
aIf FirstNet sunsets, it is unclear what will happen to the remaining $15 billion in scheduled annual payments, which FirstNet currently has authority to 
collect and reinvest. 
Note: The examples in the table above are based on GAO’s body of work on Duplication and Cost Savings (see GAO-24-106915) and are derived from 
methodologies and data that can be specific to each recommendation. In contrast, GAO’s simulation uses a uniform methodology, based on data from 
thousands of GAO’s realized financial benefits, to estimate the total potential financial benefits from all current open recommendations. Because these 
methods are not comparable the simulation results will not match the individual estimates of specific recommendations. See appendix I of this report for 
more details.
Some of GAO’s recommendations are directed to Congress. As of March 2024, bills introduced in the 117th and 118th Congresses would have fully or 
partially addressed 103 of the 242 open recommendations GAO has made to Congress (about 43 percent).

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105715
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106915
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441 G St. N.W.
Washington, DC 20548 Letter

July 11, 2024

Congressional Committees

Congress relies on GAO to develop nonpartisan, objective, and reliable information to advise lawmakers and 
agency heads on ways to make government work better. Our recommendations for executive action and 
matters for congressional consideration produce measurable financial and other critical benefits for the federal 
government.1 In response to our recommendations, Congress and federal agencies have changed business 
operations and activities, restructured federal programs, and modified entitlements, taxes, and user fees. As a 
result of these actions, government expenditures have been reduced, funds have been put to better use, and 
federal revenues have increased.

Since fiscal year 2002, our work has resulted in over $1.38 trillion in financial benefits and over 28,000 
program and operational benefits have occurred that helped to change laws, improve public safety, and 
promote sound management throughout government. In fiscal year 2023 alone, our work generated about 
$70.4 billion in financial benefits. Since agencies can incur costs for implementing recommendations, we 
collect information on those costs and our estimates of financial benefits are net benefits that deduct 
implementation costs from measured financial benefits.2

We routinely make 1,200 or more recommendations each year to assist Congress and improve government 
performance. Many of these recommendations are intended to save money and enhance revenue. Many other 
recommendations result in other meaningful benefits, including strengthened national security, enhanced 
public health and safety, and the efficiency and effectiveness of government programs and operations. They 
also help Congress refine and create laws framing federal policies across the spectrum of the government’s 
responsibilities. Typically, over 75 percent of our recommendations are implemented.3 We continuously work 
with Congress and federal agencies to follow up on open recommendations to achieve the intended results.

Since 2001, around 4 percent of our implemented recommendations have resulted in measurable financial 
benefits.4 Many other recommendations result in benefits that currently cannot be directly measured in dollar 
terms but have meaningful effects. For example, we previously identified gaps in government oversight of the 
state survey agencies that ensure nursing homes meet federal quality standards—including that residents are 
free from abuse.5 In 2019, we recommended that the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) 
address gaps in its oversight of these survey agencies. As a result of our recommendation, CMS updated its 

1We direct recommendations to agencies and matters for consideration to Congress. In this report, recommendations to federal 
agencies and matters for congressional consideration are collectively referred to as “recommendations.” 
2GAO, Performance and Accountability Report, Fiscal Year 2023, GAO-24-900483 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 15, 2023). or visit 
https://www.gao.gov/about/what-gao-does/performance to review past reports.
3Our percentage of past recommendations implemented within 4 years was between 75 and 77 percent between fiscal year 2018 and 
fiscal year 2024. See GAO-24-900483.
4The year 2001 is the starting date for this analysis because this is our oldest unimplemented recommendation.
5GAO, Nursing Homes: Improved Oversight Needed to Better Protect Residents from Abuse, GAO-19-433 (Washington, D.C.: June 13, 
2019).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-900483
https://www.gao.gov/about/what-gao-does/performance
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-900483
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-433
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guidance. For example, it began to require that survey agencies immediately make referrals to law 
enforcement if they have a reasonable suspicion that a crime against a nursing home resident has occurred 
and has not already been reported. This change improves law enforcement’s ability to collect evidence and 
prosecute such cases.

Our recommendations have also strengthened public safety in areas such as food safety, national defense, 
and protection of the nation’s cybersecurity, among other areas. These benefits have also made government 
more effective through improved interagency coordination and reduced mismanagement and abuse.

The Senate report accompanying the Legislative Branch Appropriations Act, 2024, includes a provision for us 
to provide additional detail on the potential financial benefits associated with our open recommendations to 
agencies and matters to Congress.6 This report updates our previous report on this topic and provides 
estimated ranges of potential financial benefits that could result from implementation of our open 
recommendations and matters.7 Estimated ranges are provided for selected entities (nine agencies and 
Congress), for all other agencies combined, and as an overall total.

To conduct this work, we used data from two internal performance monitoring and accountability systems. 
These two systems record (1) our recommendations, and (2) benefits resulting from our work. We assessed 
the reliability of the data produced by these two systems and determined they were sufficiently reliable to 
develop estimates of potential financial benefits.

These two systems were designed for different purposes so it is not always possible to link recommendations 
data and benefits data. We identified benefits data likely to be associated with recommendations made from 
fiscal year 2001 to March 2024 and we limited our analysis to these data.

Lack of data and other factors limit our ability to precisely calculate the total potential financial benefits of each 
of the over 5,000 open recommendations.8 Therefore, we used bootstrapping and a Monte Carlo simulation 
approach to estimate a range of the total financial benefits that could occur from implementation of our open 
recommendations.9 Generally speaking, a Monte Carlo simulation makes predictions about unknown values 
based on assumptions about how often an event will occur and how large it will be if it happens. Because we 
do not know the exact future financial benefits that would come from implementing each of our over 5,000 
open recommendations, we used Monte Carlo simulations to make a series of predictions based on actual 
financial benefits achieved from our over 37,500 closed recommendations; then we reported on the most likely 
80 percent of outcomes from our models.

6S. Rep. No. 118-60, at 55 (2023). This report accompanied S. 2302; appropriations for fiscal year 2024 for the legislative branch were 
enacted as part of the Further Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2024.  Pub. L. No. 118-47, div. E, 138 Stat. 460 (2024).
7GAO, Potential Financial Benefits: Estimating the Value of Open GAO Recommendations, GAO-23-106598 (Washington, D.C.: June 
2, 2023).
8See appendix I for details on these limitations and other factors. 
9A Monte Carlo simulation considers the probability and magnitude of a given outcome (in this case financial benefits). In our 
simulation, the probabilities and magnitudes are drawn from our own historical data on the outcome (bootstrapping), and other factors 
expected to be associated with that outcome. Each of these scenarios produces one simulated overall result. The Monte Carlo trials 
simulate the unknown distribution thousands of times and, when all 10,000 results are complete, they can be visualized as a distribution 
of the range and other key outcomes. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-106598
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We selected 10 federal entities with the largest number of open recommendations as of March 2024 for 
individual analysis in this report. These selected entities accounted for 26,014 (about 60 percent) of all 
recommendations identified during the period. They accounted for 22,237 (about 59 percent) of closed 
recommendations. This selection helped ensure there were a sufficient number of open recommendations for 
each agency simulation.10 We developed 11 individual models specific to our 10 selected entities and one that 
combines all other agencies. The total simulated potential financial benefits are a sum of these individual 
models.

The results of our simulations depend on various assumptions we make about the data based on our historical 
experience and the degree of uncertainty involved. We used a variety of data and alternative model 
specifications to test sensitivity to our assumptions and mitigate data limitations. For more details about 
limitations related to historical data, the simulation approach, these tests, and data reliability see appendix I.

We conducted this work from January to July 2024 in accordance with all sections of GAO’s Quality Assurance 
Framework that are relevant to our objectives. The framework requires that we plan and perform the 
engagement to obtain sufficient and appropriate evidence to meet our stated objectives and to discuss any 
limitations in our work. We believe that the information and data obtained, and the analysis conducted, provide 
a reasonable basis for any findings and conclusions in this product.

Implementing Open GAO Recommendations Could Produce between 
$106 Billion and $208 Billion in Financial Benefits, according to Our 
Updated Data and Simulations
Between fiscal year 2001 and March 2024, we made 43,203 recommendations to federal agencies and 
Congress. Of these, 5,480 of our recommendations remained open as of March 2024, including 4,169 made in 
the last 4 years and 1,311 made more than 4 years ago (see fig. 1).

Figure 1: Number of GAO Recommendations, by Date Made and Status, Fiscal Year 2001–March 2024

10The 10 federal entities with at least 150 open recommendations are the Departments of Defense, Energy, Health and Human 
Services, Homeland Security, Transportation, the Treasury (other than the Internal Revenue Service (IRS)), and Veterans Affairs; IRS; 
Office of Management and Budget; and Congress. These are the same 10 entities we identified and reviewed in our 2023 report. 
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Accessible Data for Figure 1: Number of GAO Recommendations, by Date Made and Status, Fiscal Year 2001–March 2024

Before 2020 2020 or later Total
Open 1,311 4,169 5,480
Closed 35,520 2,203 37,723

Source: Analysis of GAO data. I GAO-24-107146

Note: “Closed” recommendations include closed recommendations and matters for congressional consideration that were implemented by agencies and 
Congress. This category also includes closed recommendations and matters for congressional consideration that are closed-no longer valid. 
Recommendations are generally closed-no longer valid when they are no longer relevant due to changing circumstances. Of the closed 
recommendations, 4,526 are closed-no longer valid.

For recommendations that were implemented from fiscal year 2001 to March 2024, we identified 915 instances 
of financial benefits totaling $808.8 billion and 24,740 other benefits to the federal government.11 Our 10 
selected entities contributed to about $570.5 billion of the total financial benefits (about 71 percent).12 They 
also contributed to about 15,500 other benefits (about 61 percent).

For the 5,480 recommendations that were open as of March 2024, we estimate that implementation could 
result in $106 billion to $208 billion of measurable future financial benefits.13 The estimates have a median 
simulated value of approximately $151 billion, and the range reflects the middle 80 percent of simulated 
values.

The estimate of potential financial benefits is higher than in our 2023 report for two reasons. First, since our 
2023 simulations, we have identified 40 new instances of financial benefits, which generally increase the 
expected probability that any given open recommendation will be predicted to have financial benefits, and the 
expected amount of those benefits. Second, the number of recommendations we have made exceeded the 
number closed since our last report, resulting in a higher number of open recommendations, which results in 
additional simulated instances of potential financial benefits.14

Our simulations do not provide insights into which specific recommendations could lead to benefits, the value 
of financial benefits from individual recommendations, or the likely budgetary effect of financial benefits. These 

11Financial benefits are taken from our performance and accountability reporting system, which limits the benefits from any individual 
action to a 5-year period. The system does not capture benefits that may occur beyond this period. Financial benefits can occur in a 
variety of ways including cost savings, revenue enhancement, cost avoidance, cost shifting, and changes to appropriations. Not all 
financial benefits have a direct budgetary effect. 
12This financial benefit amount reflects benefits to all contributing agencies for these accomplishments and exceeds benefits 
attributable solely to our selected agencies.
13The middle 50 percent of simulated results fell between $126 billion and $180 billion in measurable financial benefits, and the full 
range of simulated values is from $55 billion to $377 billion in measurable financial benefits. For implemented recommendations that 
achieved financial benefits, those benefits could accrue over a number of years.
14In 2023, we reported that 5,226 of our recommendations were open. We estimated that implementing all of those recommendations 
could produce $92 billion to $182 billion of measurable, future financial benefits. Eighty percent of the total simulated financial benefits 
fell in this range. The model produced a median simulated value of approximately $131 billion. See GAO-23-106598.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-106598
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estimates reflect the range of potential financial benefits that could result from implementation of our open 
recommendations, given key assumptions in our model (see fig. 2).15

Figure 2: Simulated Financial Benefits of Implementing All Open GAO Recommendations

Accessible Data for Figure 2: Simulated Financial Benefits of Implementing All Open GAO Recommendations
Financial benefits (dollars in billions)

Min 10% 25% MEDIAN 75% 90% Max
$55 $106 $126 $151 $180 $208 $377

Source: Analysis of GAO data on recommendations and realized financial benefits. I GA0-24-107146

Note: These simulated values represent potential financial benefits that would occur if all recommendations open as of March 2024 were implemented 
and achieved financial benefits similar to those identified in our 2001-2024 data.

On average across our simulations, our 10 selected entities accounted for about 80 percent of the total 
simulated financial benefits. See appendix II for individual agency results and examples of open 
recommendations that have the potential for financial benefits.

The simulations overall likely understate the total value of financial benefits that might accrue from our 
recommendations. There are several reasons for this:

· Lack of data and other factors often make it difficult or impossible to measure the financial 
benefit associated with implementation of our recommendations. Many of the 24,740 instances of other 
benefits in our historical data likely have financial benefits that are not reflected in our simulations.
· Historical data generally only identify up to 5 years of financial benefits from an individual 
recommendation, though these benefits could continue for longer periods.16

15These assumptions account for the probability that an implemented open recommendation may not result in measurable financial 
benefits. The assumptions also recognize that savings from implementing recommendations are only claimed over a 5-year period. The 
presented model imposed a 20 percent reduction in financial benefits for any predicted values in excess of $10 billion for those 
agencies with fewer than 50 observations in our historical financial benefits data.
16For example, in our body of work on duplication and cost savings we do not impose a time limit and often identify financial benefits 
lasting up to 10 years. This method is also consistent with the Congressional Budget Office’s scoring of legislation. 

https://www.gao.gov/duplication-cost-savings
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· Different methods, including estimation of potential financial benefits from individual 
recommendations where data are available, suggest some individual recommendations may have large 
potential financial benefits, but these cases are not reflected in our simulation.17

The results of these simulations should be interpreted carefully. The historical data we used for the simulation 
have limitations, as does the simulation itself. For example, the historical financial benefits used in the 
simulation rely on individual estimates from a variety of sources, which considered different time periods and 
used different data, assumptions, and methods. Producing such an estimate is challenging due to the variation 
in types of recommendations and uncertainty about the way any particular recommendation will be 
implemented. Therefore, we estimate a range of potential financial benefits rather than a single estimate.

Appendix I provides additional details on (1) key information about our data and simulations and related 
limitations in our results, and (2) additional models and sensitivity testing which demonstrate generally 
consistent results under a range of different assumptions.

GAO Recommendations Also Result in Other Benefits That Are Not 
Directly Measurable
While around 4 percent of our recommendations have historically resulted in measurable financial benefits, our 
recommendations also result in a range of other meaningful benefits.18 We categorize our other benefits into 
six areas: public safety and security, business process and management, public insurance and benefits, 
program efficiency and effectiveness, acquisition and contract management, and tax law administration.19

For the 5,480 recommendations that were open as of March 2024, 39 percent relate to public safety and 
security; 26 percent to business process and management; 16 percent to public insurance and benefits;10 
percent to program efficiency and effectiveness; 6 percent to improvements in acquisition and contract 
management; and 4 percent to tax law administration.20

17In our annual report on duplication and cost savings, we identified 19 recommendations with potential financial benefits of $1 billion or 
more, many of which are described in that report. GAO, 2024 Annual Report: Additional Opportunities to Reduce Fragmentation, 
Overlap, and Duplication and Achieve Billions of Dollars in Financial Benefits, GAO-24-106915 (Washington, D.C.: May, 15, 2024). 
Some of these individual examples are presented in appendixes II and III. For example, in March 2022 we recommended that Congress 
establish a permanent analytic center of excellence to aid the oversight community in identifying improper payments and fraud. GAO, 
Emergency Relief Funds: Significant Improvements Are Needed to Ensure Transparency and Accountability for COVID-19 and Beyond,
GAO-22-105715 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 17, 2022).  We estimate that this could result in billions of dollars in savings. Legislation has 
been introduced that would address this recommendation. Specifically, in March 2024, a bill was introduced in the Senate to establish a 
permanent committee that would continue oversight of pandemic-related funds and expand its scope to oversee other federal spending. 
S. 4036, 118th Cong. (2024). Further, in April 2024, a bill was introduced in the House to establish a Government Spending Oversight 
Committee within the Council of the Inspectors General. H.R. 8009, 118th Cong. (2024).

18In many cases, we expect that these outcomes would also be associated with financial benefits, but currently available data and tools 
for analysis are not sufficient for us to quantify or take credit for any specific amounts.  
19We track these other benefits that result from implementation of our recommendations in our annual Performance and Accountability 
Report. Also, during fiscal year 2023 we recorded a total of 1,220 other benefits across these categories. GAO-24-900483.
20The total percentages may not equal 100 percent due to rounding.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106915
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-105715
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-900483
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Implementing our recommendations would help improve oversight of nuclear defenses, the effectiveness of 
services to youth experiencing homelessness, and agencies’ ability to provide consistent care and access to 
long-term care for veterans, among many other benefits. For example:

· Public Safety and Security. In October 2022, we recommended that the Secretary of 
Education, in coordination with federal and nonfederal stakeholders, determine how best to help school 
districts overcome challenges and consider opportunities for addressing cyber threats. Implementation 
of this recommendation could help prevent cyber attacks on schools, which have resulted in monetary 
and learning losses. (GAO-23-105480)
· Business Process and Management. In December 2022, we recommended that the 
Secretaries of the Army, Navy, and Air Force, and the Commandant of the Marine Corps respectively 
should designate a single entity with sufficient authority and resources necessary to support the 
implementation of predictive maintenance on weapon systems. Implementation of this recommendation 
could help the Department of Defense provide battle-ready ground combat systems, ships and 
submarines, and aircraft to its warfighters. (GAO-23-105556)

GAO Works with Congress and Agencies to Underscore the Importance 
of Fully Implementing Recommendations
Congress and agencies could help realize these potential financial and other benefits by addressing our open 
matters and recommendations. Action by Congress to address open matters can produce billions of dollars in 
financial savings, improve the effectiveness of federal agencies and programs, and help position the nation to 
address future challenges. As of March 2024, there were 242 open matters spanning a wide range of topics 
and involving many parts of the federal government. Thirty of these open matters could result in measurable 
financial benefits, with 12 having the potential to provide at least $1 billion of financial benefits. 

For example, in December 2015, we recommended that Congress consider directing the Secretary of Health 
and Human Services to equalize payment rates between medical settings for evaluation and management 
office visits and other services that the Secretary deems appropriate.21 The associated savings would be 
returned to the Medicare program. The Congressional Budget Office estimated that this action could result in 
$141 billion in financial benefits from fiscal years 2021 through 2030.

Congress is considering ways to address these open matters. As of March 2024, bills introduced in the 117th 
and 118th Congresses would have fully or partially addressed 103 of the 242 open matters.22 In addition, each 
year we report on opportunities for agencies and Congress to reduce duplication, overlap, and fragmentation in 
federal programs, including options for agencies to save money and increase revenue.23

21GAO, Medicare: Increasing Hospital-Physician Consolidation Highlights Need for Payment Reform, GAO-16-189 (Washington, D.C.: 
Dec. 18, 2015). 
22We reported this information in GAO-24-107261. Our analysis of potential financial benefits in appendix II uses a different number of 
open matters (247) because the reports cover different time frames. GAO, Recommendations for Congress: Action Can Produce 
Billions of Dollars in Financial and Other Benefits, GAO-24-107261 (Washington, D.C.: June 12, 2024). 
23See our body of work on duplication and cost savings. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105480
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105556
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-189
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-107261
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-107261
https://www.gao.gov/duplication-cost-savings
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Since 2015, we have sent priority recommendation letters to heads of departments or agencies highlighting 
recommendations that could save large amounts of money; improve congressional or executive branch 
decision-making on major issues; eliminate mismanagement, fraud, and abuse; or ensure that programs 
comply with laws and that funds are spent legally.24 These letters do not include all our open recommendations 
but highlight recommendations that we believe warrant priority attention from agency heads.

We also issue biennial reports updating our High-Risk List, which identifies government operations with 
vulnerabilities to fraud, waste, abuse, and mismanagement, or in need of transformation. We meet regularly 
with the Office of Management and Budget to discuss progress agencies are making to address these high-risk 
issues. Most recently, in April 2023, we reported that agencies need to address hundreds of our open 
recommendations to bring about lasting solutions to 37 high-risk areas, and that legislation is needed in some 
cases.25

We have previously reported that the nation is on an unsustainable fiscal path caused by a structural 
imbalance between spending and revenue.26 Implementing our recommendations can help reduce the deficit, 
though these actions alone are not sufficient to address the nation’s fiscal imbalance. Since 2017, we have 
suggested that Congress develop a plan to place the government on a sustainable long-term fiscal path—
where government spending and revenue result in a stable or declining ratio of debt held by the public to gross 
domestic product over the long term.27

As a result of our work, agencies have implemented 75 percent of recommendations made 4 years ago. In 
fiscal year 2023, we reported $70.4 billion in financial benefits, a return of $84 for every dollar invested in us. 
As our simulation above shows, implementing our open recommendations could result in a median of $151 
billion in savings. However, Congress and agencies will need to work together to fully realize these savings 
and other potential benefits.

Agency Comments
We provided a draft of this report to the Departments of Defense, Energy, Health and Human Services, 
Homeland Security, Transportation, the Treasury, and Veterans Affairs; the Internal Revenue Service; and the 
Office of Management and Budget for technical review. The Departments of Defense and Transportation 
provided technical comments, which we incorporated, as appropriate. 

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional committees; the Secretaries of Defense, 
Energy, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, Transportation, the Treasury, and Veterans Affairs; 

24Priority Open Recommendation Letters.
25GAO, High-Risk Series: Efforts Made to Achieve Progress Need to be Maintained and Expanded to Fully Address All Areas,
GAO-23-106203 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 20, 2023). 
26GAO, The Nation’s Fiscal Health: Road Map Needed to Address Projected Unsustainable Debt Levels, GAO-24-106987
(Washington, D.C.: Feb. 15, 2024). 
27In September 2020, we raised a matter to Congress suggesting it establish a long-term fiscal plan that includes fiscal rules and 
targets. GAO, The Nation’s Fiscal Health: Effective Use of Fiscal Rules and Targets, GAO-20-561 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 23, 2020).   

https://www.gao.gov/reports-testimonies/priority-open-recommendation-letters
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-106203
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106987
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-561
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the Commissioner of Internal Revenue; the Director of the Office of Management and Budget; and other 
interested parties. In addition, the report is available at no charge on the GAO website at https://www.gao.gov.

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact Jessica Lucas-Judy at (202) 512-6806 
or lucasjudyj@gao.gov, or Michael Hoffman at (202) 512-6445 or hoffmanme@gao.gov. Contact points for our 
Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs are available on the last page of this report. Key 
contributors to this report are listed in appendix IV.

Jessica Lucas-Judy 
Director, Strategic Issues

Michael Hoffman
Director, Applied Research and Methods

List of Committees

The Honorable Patty Murray
Chair
The Honorable Susan Collins
Vice Chair
Committee on Appropriations
United States Senate
The Honorable Gary C. Peters
Chairman
The Honorable Rand Paul, M.D.
Ranking Member
Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs
United States Senate
The Honorable Jack Reed
Chair
The Honorable Deb Fischer
Ranking Member
Subcommittee on the Legislative Branch

https://www.gao.gov/
mailto:lucasjudyj@gao.gov
mailto:hoffmanme@gao.gov
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Committee on Appropriations
United States Senate
The Honorable Tom Cole
Chairman
The Honorable Rosa DeLauro
Ranking Member
Committee on Appropriations
House of Representatives
The Honorable James Comer
Chairman
The Honorable Jamie Raskin
Ranking Member
Committee on Oversight and Accountability
House of Representatives
The Honorable David G. Valadao
Chair
The Honorable Adriano Espaillat
Ranking Member
Subcommittee on the Legislative Branch
Committee on Appropriations
House of Representatives



Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and Methodology

Page 11 GAO-24-107146  Open GAO Recommendations

Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and Methodology
This report provides estimated ranges of potential financial benefits that could result from implementation of all 
our open recommendations and matters.1 Estimated ranges are provided for selected entities (nine agencies 
and Congress), for all other agencies combined, and as an overall total that sums these 11 ranges.

To select entities and develop simulations, we used data from our internal performance monitoring and 
accountability systems. The data systems record (1) our recommendations, and (2) benefits resulting from our 
work. For this report, we focused on the subset of benefits that result from our recommendations. Benefits can 
also result from our work without being tied to recommendations.2 

We assessed the recommendations data and determined they were sufficiently reliable to present the number 
of recommendations made since 2001, their implementation status, and the entities to which they were 
directed.3 We assessed the benefits data and determined they were sufficiently reliable to present the financial 
and other benefits identified since 2001, to identify the entities that contributed to these benefits, and to use in 
our simulations.

Because these two systems were designed for different purposes, there is not a direct link between 
recommendation data and benefits data, and it is not always possible to identify a link. We identified benefits 
data likely to be associated with recommendations made from fiscal year 2001 to March 2024 and we limited 
our analysis to these data.4 To do this, we needed to make some general assumptions about the data. First, 
we treated any instance of financial benefits as if it was associated with a unique recommendation. While this 
assumption could affect the simulated count of recommendations that would lead to financial benefits, it would 
not affect the total amount of benefits achieved. Second, because the benefits data sometimes included the 
total benefits when multiple agencies had taken action, we assumed that such benefits were divided equally 
among agencies. This assumption resulted in simulations that are more understated than using the total value, 
but could result in both over- and under-estimation for individual agencies.

We have reported that data limitations and other factors limit our ability to calculate precisely the total potential 
financial benefits for individual open recommendations.5 Simulation is a useful tool for estimation when data 
limitations and other uncertainties limit the ability to generate specific or precise calculations or estimates 
reliably. This approach allows us to estimate a range of the total financial benefits that could occur from 

1We direct recommendations to agencies and matters for consideration to Congress. In this report, recommendations to federal 
agencies and matters for congressional consideration are collectively referred to as “recommendations.”
2Our annual performance report includes benefits from all of our work, including these benefits not related to recommendations.
3Potential financial benefits are typically associated with matters and recommendations that are “open-not implemented” or “open-
partially implemented.” However, in some cases they are also associated with matters and recommendations that are “closed-
implemented” because it may take time between when action is taken and when the financial benefit is realized. Matters and 
recommendations are generally “closed-no longer valid” when they are no longer relevant due to changing circumstances.
4The year 2001 is the starting date for this analysis because this is our oldest unimplemented recommendation.  
5GAO-24-106915.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106915
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implementation of all of our recommendations, without estimating a value for each recommendation 
individually.

To estimate ranges of potential financial benefits, we used bootstrapping and a Monte Carlo simulation 
approach.6 These approaches use historical data on realized financial benefits to estimate potential financial 
benefits from implementing all open recommendations. Producing such an estimate is challenging due to the 
variation in types of recommendations and uncertainty about the way any particular recommendation will be 
implemented. Therefore, we estimate a range of potential financial benefits rather than a single estimate.

To ensure a sufficient number of open recommendations for each agency simulation, we selected 10 federal 
entities—nine agencies and Congress—with the largest number of open recommendations.7 These entities 
accounted for more than two-thirds of our open recommendations. Moreover, they accounted for 26,014 (about 
60 percent) of all recommendations identified during the period, and 22,237 (about 59 percent) of closed 
recommendations. We developed 11 individual models specific to our 10 selected entities, plus one that 
combines all other agencies. The total simulated potential financial benefits in our baseline model are a sum of 
these 11 models.

The results of our simulations depend both on our historical data and on key assumptions we made about how 
those data might correspond to future results. It is important to consider the limitations of historical data used 
for the simulation, limitations associated with our simplifying assumptions, and limitations specific to the Monte 
Carlo simulation. For example, to perform simulations using the historical data, we assume that financial 
benefits from open recommendations would be similar to benefits from implemented recommendations for the 
same agency, Congress, or a combination of agencies.

Based on our historical data, the simulation weighted the overall probabilities and magnitudes of financial 
benefits for all our open recommendations such as the probability of implementation without positive financial 
benefits. Because we do not know the exact future financial benefits that would come from implementing each 
of our over 5,000 open recommendations, we used Monte Carlo simulations to make a series of predictions 
based on actual financial benefits achieved from our over 37,500 closed recommendations; then we reported 
on the most likely 80 percent of outcomes from our models.

The simulation model we present in the body of our report imposed a 20 percent reduction in financial benefits 
for any predicted values in excess of $10 billion for agencies with fewer than 50 observations in our historical 
financial benefits data. We did this to address the risk that outliers in our historical data might 
disproportionately affect our simulation results. Although we believe our assumptions are reasonable given our 
historical experience and the degree of uncertainty involved, our estimates will not necessarily correspond to 

6A Monte Carlo simulation considers the probability and magnitude of a given outcome (in this case financial benefits). In our 
simulation, the probabilities and magnitudes are drawn from our own historical data on the outcome (bootstrapping), and other factors 
expected to be associated with that outcome. Each of these scenarios produces one simulated overall result. The Monte Carlo 
simulation trials simulate the unknown distribution thousands of times and, when all 10,000 results are complete, they can be visualized 
as a distribution of the range and other key outcomes. 
7The 10 federal entities with at least 150 open recommendations are the Departments of Defense, Energy, Health and Human 
Services, Homeland Security, Transportation, the Treasury (other than the Internal Revenue Service(IRS)), and Veterans Affairs; IRS; 
Office of Management and Budget; and Congress.  These are the same 10 entities we identified and reviewed in our 2023 report.
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actual results. Resulting financial benefits will ultimately depend on whether, how, and when recommendations 
are addressed.

However, it is possible that the results of the simulations overall may understate the total value of financial 
benefits that might accrue from our recommendations. First, lack of data and other factors often make it difficult 
or impossible to measure the financial benefit associated with implementation of our recommendations. While 
these may be described under other benefits we identified—such as program efficiency and effectiveness—
they are not captured in our historical total of measurable financial benefits. For example, in a 2018 review of 
disaster contracting, we found limitations in the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) use of 
advance contracts to provide critical goods and services to disaster survivors.8 In response to our 
recommendations, in 2020 and 2021, FEMA updated its strategy and guidance to clarify the use of advance 
contracts. Although FEMA’s implementation of our recommendations could result in contracts being used more 
efficiently, we could not measure those financial benefits.

Second, our historical data generally only identify up to 5 years of financial benefits from an individual 
recommendation, while these benefits often continue for longer periods. For example, in our body of work on 
duplication and cost savings, we have identified several instances of financial benefits that exceed a 5-year 
period. Moreover, evidence in support of our financial benefits often comes from 10-year estimates produced 
by the Congressional Budget Office.

Third, different methods, including estimates of potential financial benefits from certain individual 
recommendations where data are available, suggest some individual cases may have very large potential 
financial benefits, but these cases are not reflected in our primary simulation.9 

Finally, sensitivity testing of our models and assumptions, described below, suggests that some alternative 
specifications would increase the simulated benefit amounts. Specifically, the average estimated financial 
benefits relative to our baseline could increase if we used a model without a cap on the maximum amount of 
financial benefits from an individual recommendation. However, historical financial benefit amounts over $10 
billion are relatively rare, so we adopted a modest reduction in financial benefits for any predicted values in 
excess of $10 billion, particularly for agencies with few historical observations.

Careful interpretation of these results is required because the historical financial benefits used in the simulation 
rely on individual estimates from a variety of sources, which considered different time periods and used 
different data, assumptions, and methods.10 These differences include the availability and quality of data, 
methodological decisions such as whether and how to adjust for inflation, and the time period for which data on 
benefits were available. These differences contribute additional uncertainty to our estimates, resulting in 

8Advance contracts are contracts established prior to disasters and are typically used to provide life-sustaining goods and services in 
the immediate aftermath of disasters. GAO, 2017 Disaster Contracting: Action Needed to Better Ensure More Effective Use and 
Management of Advance Contracts, GAO-19-93 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 6, 2018).
9Appendix II presents an example of an estimated potential financial benefit for each agency. 
10For example, data may come directly from agencies or from estimates produced by the Congressional Budget Office or Joint 
Committee on Taxation. Similarly, we or the agency may conduct the analysis. The availability and quality of these different data 
sources drive decisions about the appropriate assumptions and methods for each estimate. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-93
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potential for both over- and under-estimation of total benefits. To mitigate this issue, as well as others 
described below, we present and emphasize the middle 80 percent of simulated values.

Moreover, financial benefits may not be effectively simulated for agencies that have a small number of open 
recommendations. In these cases, the results could understate the total potential financial benefits. To mitigate 
this issue, we selected only the 10 entities with the largest number of open recommendations for our models. 
Each of these 10 entities has at least 150 open recommendations to simulate. Nevertheless, several individual 
agency simulations had at least one simulated result with no predicted financial benefits.

Finally, the simulations generally predict financial benefit values under the assumption that such benefits will 
occur in similar frequency and similar magnitude to recommendations previously implemented by the agencies. 
There may be important differences between open recommendations and our historical data that do not fit this 
assumption:

· While these simulations estimate the net financial benefit of our recommendations, it would 
likely take significant upfront time and resources to implement the more than 5,000 open 
recommendations we identified. It is possible that, over time, some recommendations may be 
overtaken by other events or affected by other changes to programs, agencies, and the broader 
environment.
· Some agencies have a relatively small number of historical financial benefits or a relatively 
small number of open recommendations. This issue leads to two related limitations. First, the amount of 
financial benefits achieved can vary widely, with large outliers. Therefore, there is a small, but non-zero, 
probability that any given recommendation could result in a very large simulated value that could 
overstate the likely total potential financial benefits. This could have an outsized effect on our results, 
particularly for agencies with a small number of open recommendations. Second, the presence of 
relatively few large outliers in historical data may also create the possibility that the simulation produces 
fewer predicted large outliers than would actually occur, which could then cause the total value of 
potential financial benefits to be understated.

We used a variety of data and alternative model specifications to test sensitivity to our assumptions and 
mitigate limitations. We considered two potential limitations with our models, which is consistent with our 
previous report.

· Recommendations open for a long time may be more likely to have dissimilar (could be higher 
or lower) potential financial benefits from our historical data.

· Very large individual financial benefits may occur too infrequently for our historical data to 
accurately capture their probability.

To address the first limitation, we ran two time-limited versions of our models, which assumed that older 
recommendations would not lead to financial benefits. The first of these excluded all open recommendations 
greater than 10 years old, while the second excluded those greater than 5 years old. The mean simulated 
value of the first model was about 2 percent lower and the mean simulated value of the second model was 
about 21 percent lower than our baseline model presented in the body of this report.

We concluded that our simulation models are not highly sensitive to how long recommendations have been 
open or to major outliers. Our historical data show that recommendations are sometimes implemented after 
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longer periods and can still result in financial benefits. Therefore, we decided not to use this restriction in the 
baseline model presented in the body of the report.

To address the second limitation, we replicated our baseline model with a cap that would not allow any 
individual financial benefit to exceed $10 billion. The mean simulated value of the model with this cap was 
about 19 percent lower than our baseline model. We similarly tested a model with no cap on the maximum 
individual financial benefit. The mean simulated value of the model was about 5 percent higher than our 
baseline model. We concluded that our overall simulation models generally produced higher or lower 
maximums but were not highly sensitive to major outliers.

We also tested models that limit maximum amounts of simulated financial benefits and excluded all open 
recommendations greater than 10 years old at the same time. The mean simulated value of these more 
restricted models were about 7 percent and 16 percent lower than the baseline model, respectively.

We tested several models that suggest lower mean simulated values than the baseline model, and one that 
suggests higher mean simulated values. However, all results were generally consistent with the magnitude of 
results presented here, particularly when considering the middle 80 percent range of simulated values.

We conducted this work from January to July 2024 in accordance with all sections of GAO’s Quality Assurance 
Framework that are relevant to our objectives. The framework requires that we plan and perform the 
engagement to obtain sufficient and appropriate evidence to meet our stated objectives and to discuss any 
limitations in our work. We believe that the information and data obtained, and the analysis conducted, provide 
a reasonable basis for any findings and conclusions in this product.
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Appendix III: Potential Financial Benefits of 
Selected Open GAO Recommendations
Table 1: Examples of Open Recommendations with Potential Financial Benefits of $1 Billion or More

Open recommendation (GAO report number linked) Potential financial benefits 
(source)

*Medicare Payments by Place of Service: Congress could realize additional financial 
benefits if it took steps to direct the Secretary of Health and Human Services to equalize 
payment rates between settings for evaluation and management office visits and other 
services that the Secretary deems appropriate. (GAO-16-189)

$141 billion over 10 years
(Congressional Budget Office)

COVID-19 Employer Tax Relief: The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) should document 
processes used to address certain compliance risks for COVID- 19 employer tax credits 
and implement additional compliance activities to potentially recapture ineligible claims. 
(GAO-22-104280)

Tens of billions of dollars over 2 
years
(GAO analysis of IRS data

*Public-Safety Broadband Network: Congress should consider reauthorizing FirstNet, 
including different options for its placement, and ensure key statutory and contract 
responsibilities are addressed before current authorities sunset in 2027. (GAO-22-104915)

$15 billion over 15 yearsa

(GAO analysis of the FirstNet 
Contract)

Student Loan Income-Driven Repayment Plans: The Department of Education should 
obtain data to verify income information for borrowers reporting zero income on Income-
Driven Repayment applications. (GAO-19-347)

More than $2 billion over 10 years
(Congressional Budget Office) 

*Department of Energy’s Treatment of Hanford’s Low-Activity Waste: Congress 
should consider clarifying two issues, including the Department of Energy’s (DOE) 
authority to determine whether portions of Hanford’s tank waste, such as the low-activity 
tank waste, can be managed as a waste type other than high-level radioactive waste and 
disposed of outside the state of Washington. (GAO-22-104365) 

Billions of dollars over 11 years
(GAO analysis of DOE data)

Tax Expenditures: The Office of Management and Budget and the Department of the 
Treasury should develop and implement a framework for conducting performance reviews 
of tax expenditures. (GAO-05-690) 

Billions of dollars (GAO analysis of 
Treasury data)

*Improper Payments and Fraud: Congress should establish a permanent analytic center 
of excellence to aid the oversight community in identifying improper payments and 
fraud. (GAO-22-105715)

More than $1 billion annually 
(analysis of GAO data)

Legend: * = Legislation is likely to be necessary to fully address all matters or recommendations in this topic area.
Source: GAO.  |  GAO-24-107146
aIf FirstNet sunsets, it is unclear what will happen to the remaining $15 billion in scheduled annual payments, which FirstNet currently has authority to 
collect and reinvest.
Note: The examples in the table above are based on our body of work on Duplication and Cost Savings (see GAO-24-106915) and are derived from 
methodologies and data that can be specific to each recommendation. In contrast, our simulation uses a uniform methodology, based on data from 
thousands of our realized financial benefits, to estimate the total potential financial benefits from all current open recommendations. Because these 
methods are not comparable, the simulation results will not match the individual estimates of specific recommendations. See appendix I of this report for 
more details.
The potential financial benefits shown in this table represent estimates of amounts we or others believe could accrue if steps are taken to implement the 
actions described. The estimates are dependent on various factors, such as whether action is taken and how it is taken. Realized financial benefits may 
be less, depending on costs associated with implementing the action, unintended consequences, and the effect of controlling for other factors. The 
individual estimates in this table should be compared with caution, as they come from a variety of sources, which consider different time periods and use 
different data sources, assumptions, and methodologies.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-189
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104280
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104915
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-347
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104365
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-05-690
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-105715
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106915
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