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The 24 major federal agencies have guidance calling for department-level
investment review boards to select and oversee IT investments. However,
while all of the agencies had department-level boards, the board membership
for the Departments of Commerce and Labor did not include business unit
(i.e., mission) representation as called for by IT investment management best
practices. Without business unit representation on their department-level
boards, these agencies will not have assurance that the boards include those
executives who are in the best position to make the full range of investment
decisions necessary for them to carry out their missions most effectively.

GAO was asked to determine
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and agencies have guidance on the
role of their department-level
investment review boards in
selecting and overseeing IT
projects and (2) these boards are
performing reviews of poorly
planned and poorly performing
projects. In preparing this report,
GAO reviewed the guidance of 24
major agencies and requested
evidence of department-level board
reviews for a sample of 41 projects
that were identified as being poorly
planned or poorly performing.

What GAO Recommends
GAO is making recommendations
to selected agencies to improve
their department-level board
representation and selection and
oversight processes. In comments
on a draft of the report, 11 agencies
generally agreed with the
recommendations and one did not.
View GAO-09-566 or key components.
For more information, contact David A.
Powner at (202) 512- 9286 or
pownerd@gao.gov.

About half of the projects GAO examined did not receive selection or oversight
reviews. Specifically, 12 of the 24 projects GAO reviewed that were identified by
OMB as being poorly planned (accounting for $4.9 billion in the President’s fiscal
year 2008 budget request or two-thirds of the funding represented by the 24
projects) did not receive a selection review, and 13 of 28 poorly performing
projects GAO reviewed (amounting to about $4.4 billion or 93 percent of the
funding represented by the 28 projects) did not receive an oversight review by a
department-level board. Agencies provided several reasons for not performing
department-level board reviews, including some which were not consistent with
sound management practices. Furthermore, 6 of the 11 projects in the sample
identified as being both poorly planned and poorly performing, with over $3.7
billion in funding in the President’s fiscal year 2008 budget request, received
neither a selection review nor an oversight review (see table below). Without
consistent involvement of department-level review boards in selecting and
overseeing projects that have been identified as poorly planned or poorly
performing, agencies incur the risk that these projects will not improve,
potentially leading to billions of federal taxpayer dollars being wasted.
Poorly Planned and Performing Projects That Received No Department-Level Board
Review
Dollars in millions
Agency

IT investment

Education
Homeland Security

Common Services for Borrowers

Homeland Security
Treasury
Treasury
Nuclear Regulatory
Commission
Total

FY 2008
request
$15

DHS-Infrastructure

$1,071

CBP Secure Border Initiative (SBI) net
Enterprise IT Infrastructure Optimization
Initiative

$1,000

Integrated Collection System
National Source Tracking System

$1,638
$9
$4
$3,737

Source: GAO analysis of agency data.
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United States Government Accountability Office
Washington, DC 20548

June 30, 2009
Congressional Requesters
Federal government expenditures for information technology (IT)
investments have exceeded $60 billion each year since fiscal year 2004,
and the government expects to spend about $71 billion for IT projects in
fiscal year 2009. Given the amount of money at stake, it is critical that IT
projects be planned and managed effectively to ensure that the public’s
resources are being invested wisely.
To this end, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), which plays a
key role in directing and overseeing the federal government’s IT
investments, established a Management Watch List 1 of major IT projects
identified as poorly planned and also required the major federal
departments and agencies to identify high-risk projects that are
performing poorly. 2 In addition, GAO and OMB have long endorsed having
agencies establish a disciplined process for their executives to participate
in selecting and overseeing projects, among other things. Selecting
projects involves identifying and analyzing risks and returns before
committing any significant funds to them and selecting those that will best
support the agency’s mission needs. 3 Overseeing projects involves
reviewing the progress of projects against expectations and taking
corrective action when these expectations are not being met.
Given the large number and dollar value of projects that are identified as
being poorly planned and poorly performing every year, you asked us to
determine whether (1) federal departments and agencies have guidance on
the role of their department-level investment review boards (IRB) in
selecting and overseeing IT projects and (2) these boards are actually
performing selection and oversight reviews of poorly planned and poorly
performing projects.

1

GAO, Information Technology: OMB Can Make More Effective Use of Its Investment
Reviews, GAO-05-276 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 15, 2005).

2

GAO, Information Technology: Management and Oversight of Projects Totaling Billions
of Dollars Need Attention, GAO-09-624T (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 28, 2009).
3

The selection process does not only apply to new projects. It should be repeated each time
funds are allocated to projects (this is often referred to as “reselection”).
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To address the first objective, we reviewed the investment management
guidance of 24 major agencies 4 to determine the role department-level
IRBs are expected to play in selecting and overseeing IT projects, updating
the findings from our 2004 governmentwide review of agencies’ use of key
investment management practices. 5 We also reviewed the composition of
the boards to determine whether they included senior executives from
both IT and business units. To address the second objective, we identified
a sample of 48 (subsequently reduced to 41) projects that were identified
as being poorly planned according to OMB’s Management Watch List or
reported as being poorly performing on the High-Risk List. For each
project, we requested and analyzed evidence of department-level IRB
reviews during the time period when the projects were on the OMB lists.
We conducted this performance audit from January 2008 to June 2009 in
Washington, D.C., in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the
audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We
believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. Further details on
our objectives, scope, and methodology are provided in appendix I.

Background

OMB plays a key role in helping federal agencies manage their IT
investments by working with them to better plan, justify, and determine
how much they need to spend on IT projects and how to manage approved

4

We are using “24 major agencies” to refer to 24 agencies listed in the Chief Financial
Officers (CFO) Act of 1990 (31 U.S.C. §901(b)). They are the Departments of Agriculture,
Commerce, Defense, Education, Energy, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security,
Housing and Urban Development, the Interior, Justice, Labor, State, Transportation, the
Treasury, and Veterans Affairs; the Environmental Protection Agency, General Services
Administration, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, National Science
Foundation, Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Office of Personnel Management, Small
Business Administration, Social Security Administration, and U.S. Agency for International
Development.
5
GAO, Information Technology Management: Governmentwide Strategic Planning,
Performance Measurement, and Investment Management Can Be Further Improved,
GAO-04-49 (Washington, D.C.: Jan. 12, 2004).
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projects. In particular, the Clinger-Cohen Act 6 of 1996 requires OMB to
establish processes to analyze, track, and evaluate the risks and results of
major capital investments in information systems made by federal
agencies and report to Congress on the net program performance benefits
achieved as a result of these investments. 7 In addition, the Clinger-Cohen
Act places responsibility for managing IT investments with the heads of
agencies 8 and establishes chief information officers to advise and assist
agency heads in carrying out this responsibility. 9
To help carry out its oversight role and assist the agencies in carrying out
their responsibilities, OMB developed its Management Watch List 10 in 2003
and its High-Risk List in 2005 to focus executive attention and to ensure
better planning and tracking of the major IT investments. The Management
Watch List identifies projects at federal agencies that are poorly planned,
i.e., projects with weaknesses in their funding justifications, which are
known as exhibit 300s. Because of the focus on the funding justifications,
projects on the Management Watch List specifically concern the process
by which agencies select projects to invest in. OMB places projects on the
High-Risk List when they require special attention from oversight
authorities and the highest level of agency management. These projects
are not necessarily “at risk” of failure, but may be on the list because of
one or more of the following four reasons:
•

The agency has not consistently demonstrated the ability to manage
complex projects.

•

The project has exceptionally high development, operating, or
maintenance costs, either in absolute terms or as a percentage of the
agency’s total IT portfolio.

6
Division E of Pub. L. No. 104-106, February 10, 1996, now codified as 40 U.S.C. Subtitle
III—Information Technology Management, Chapters 111, 113, 115, and 117. The law,
initially titled the Information Technology Management Reform Act of 1996 along with the
Federal Acquisition Reform Act of 1996, was later renamed the ‘Clinger-Cohen Act’ in Pub.
L. No. 104-208, September 30, 1996.
7

40 U.S.C. § 11302(c).

8

40 U.S.C. § 11313.

9

40 U.S.C. § 11315.

10

GAO-05-276.
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•

The project is being undertaken to correct recognized deficiencies in the
adequate performance of an essential mission program or function of the
agency, a component of the agency, or another organization.

•

Delay or failure of the project would introduce for the first time
unacceptable or inadequate performance or failure of an essential mission
function of the agency, a component of the agency, or another
organization.
The High-Risk List also includes projects that are performing poorly (i.e.,
high-risk projects with reported performance shortfalls). High-risk
projects are identified as having performance shortfalls if one or more of
the following performance evaluation criteria are not met: (1) establishing
baselines with clear cost, schedule, and performance goals; (2)
maintaining the project’s cost and schedule variances within 10 percent;
(3) assigning a qualified project manager; and (4) avoiding duplication by
leveraging inter-agency and governmentwide investments. Projects on the
High-Risk List, therefore, require disciplined and effective oversight to
ensure that performance shortfalls, if any, are addressed.
The Management Watch List and High-Risk List were intended to be
instrumental in helping both OMB and the agencies to identify and
improve oversight of poorly planned and poorly performing projects. We
have issued several reports, made recommendations for improvements,
and testified over the past 4 years on the effectiveness of these
processes. 11 Last year, for example, we reported that, as of July 2008, OMB
and the 24 major federal agencies identified 352 IT projects—totaling
about $23.4 billion—as being poorly planned (on the Management Watch
List). 12 Also last year, agencies reported that 87 of their high-risk projects
(totaling about $4.8 billion) were poorly performing. In addition, 26

11

GAO-05-276; GAO, Information Technology: Agencies and OMB Should Strengthen
Processes for Identifying and Overseeing High Risk Projects, GAO-06-647 (Washington,
D.C., June 15, 2006); Information Technology: Improvements Needed to More Accurately
Identify and Better Oversee Risky Projects Totaling Billions of Dollars, GAO-06-1099T
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 7, 2006); Information Technology: Further Improvements Needed
to Identify and Oversee Poorly Planned and Performing Projects, GAO-07-1211T
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 20, 2007); Information Technology: Agencies Need to Establish
Comprehensive Policies to Address Changes to Projects’ Cost, Schedule, and Performance
Goals, GAO-08-925 (Washington, D.C.: July 31, 2008); and GAO-09-624T.
12

GAO, Information Technology: OMB and Agencies Need to Improve Planning,
Management, and Oversight of Projects Totaling Billions of Dollars, GAO-08-1051T
(Washington, D.C.: July 31, 2008).
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projects (totaling about $3 billion) were considered both poorly planned
and poorly performing. 13
OMB took several steps to address our recommendations to improve the
identification and oversight of Management Watch List and High-Risk List
projects; however, further action is needed, including, for example,
identifying the deficiencies (i.e., performance shortfalls) associated with
the high-risk projects. On April 28, 2009, we testified that the future of the
Management Watch List and High-Risk List was uncertain because OMB
officials stated that they had not decided if the agency plans to continue to
use these lists. We noted that OMB needs to decide if it is going to
continue to use the Management Watch List and High-Risk List and, if not,
that OMB should promptly implement other appropriate mechanisms to
help direct and oversee IT investments in the future. 14 In response, the
Federal Chief Information Officer testified that OMB would determine
how to better oversee poorly planned and performing projects by the end
of June 2009.

Investment Management
Framework Calls for
Boards to Select and
Oversee IT Investments

Federal agencies face significant challenges in planning for and managing
their IT systems and networks. These challenges can be addressed, in part,
by the use of systematic management processes to select, control, and
evaluate the investments. To further support the implementation of such
processes, we developed an IT investment management (ITIM)
framework 15 for agencies to use. It is based on our research of IT
investment management practices of leading private and public sector
organizations and can be used to determine both the status of an agency’s
current IT investment management capabilities and the additional steps
that are needed to establish more effective processes. The framework
consists of progressive stages of maturity for any given organization
relative to its selection and oversight responsibilities. We have used the

13

GAO-08-1051T.

14

GAO-09-624T.

15

GAO, Information Technology Investment Management: A Framework for Assessing
and Improving Process Maturity, GAO-04-394G (Washington, D.C: Mar. 1, 2004).
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framework in many of our reports, 16 and a number of agencies have
adopted it.
The ITIM maturity framework cites the establishment of “one or more IT
investment management boards” as a fundamental step in establishing a
mature capital planning process. 17 The framework states that a
departmentwide IT investment review board (IRB) composed of senior
executives from both IT and business units should be responsible for
defining and implementing the department’s IT investment governance
process. This department-level IRB is to provide selection and oversight of
department IT projects to ensure that the department’s portfolio of
projects meets mission needs at expected levels of cost and risk. Selecting
projects involves identifying and analyzing projects’ risks and returns
before committing any significant funds to them and selecting those that
will best support the agency’s mission needs; overseeing projects involves
reviewing the progress of projects against expectations and taking
corrective action when these expectations are not being met.
To ensure that agencies’ department-level boards are using a disciplined
selection and oversight process, the ITIM framework also states that,
among other things, the department-level board should: select new
investments and reselect ongoing investments; perform regular reviews of
each project’s performance against stated expectations; and receive data

16

GAO, Information Technology: SSA Has Taken Key Steps for Managing Its Investments,
but Needs to Strengthen Oversight and Fully Define Policies and Procedures,
GAO-08-1020 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 12, 2008); Information Technology: DHS Needs to
Fully Define and Implement Policies and Procedures for Effectively Managing
Investments, GAO-07-424 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 27, 2007); Information Technology:
Treasury Needs to Strengthen its Investment Board Operations and Oversight,
GAO-07-865 (Washington, D.C.: July 23, 2007); Information Technology: Centers for
Medicare and Medicaid Services Needs to Establish Critical Investment Management
Capabilities, GAO-06-12 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 28, 2005); Information Technology: HHS
Has Several Investment Management Capabilities in Place, but Needs to Address Key
Weaknesses, GAO-06-11 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 28, 2005); Information Technology: FAA
Has Many Investment Management Capabilities in Place, but More Oversight of
Operational Systems Is Needed, GAO-04-822 (Washington, D.C.: Aug. 20, 2004); Bureau of
Land Management: Plan Needed to Sustain Progress in Establishing IT Investment
Management Capabilities, GAO-03-1025 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 12, 2003); Information
Technology: Departmental Leadership Crucial to Success of Investment Reforms at
Interior, GAO-03-1028 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 12, 2003); United States Postal Service:
Opportunities to Strengthen IT Investment Management Capabilities, GAO-03-3
(Washington, D.C.: Oct. 15, 2002); and Information Technology: DLA Needs to Strengthen
Its Investment Management Capability, GAO-02-314 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 15, 2002).

17

GAO-04-394G.
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associated with a project’s actual performance (including cost, schedule,
benefit, and risk performance). Importantly, according to the ITIM
framework, while these functions can be performed by subordinate
boards, the department-level IRBs must maintain ultimate responsibility
for and visibility into the subordinate boards’ activities.

Prior Reviews Have
Identified Weaknesses in
Executive-Level Board
Involvement in Selection
and Oversight

We have previously reported that federal agencies face challenges in
effectively managing their IT investments. Specifically, in January 2004, we
reported that, although most of the major agencies in our review had IRBs
responsible for defining and implementing their investment management
processes, the agencies did not always have the mechanisms in place for
these boards to effectively control their investments. 18 We made
recommendations to the agencies regarding those practices that were not
fully in place. More recently, in 2008, we reported that the Social Security
Administration had not fully developed policies and procedures for
management oversight of its IT projects and systems, such as elevating
problems to the department-level IRB. We also reported that the Social
Security Administration had not tracked corrective actions for
underperforming investments and had not reported the actions to the
department-level IRB. 19 To address these weaknesses, we recommended
that the agency strengthen and expand the board’s oversight
responsibilities for underperforming projects and evaluations of projects
and establish a mechanism for tracking corrective actions for
underperforming investments.

18

GAO-04-49.

19

GAO-08-1020.
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Major Federal
Agencies Have
Guidance for
Selection and
Oversight of IT
Investments, but Two
Agency Boards Lack
Business Unit
Representation

The 24 major federal agencies have guidance calling for department-level
IRBs to select and oversee IT investments pursuant to OMB guidance
required by the Clinger-Cohen Act, and specified in practices laid out in
the ITIM framework. However, while all of the agencies had departmentlevel IRBs, the board membership for two agencies did not include
business unit (i.e., mission) representation.

Agency Guidance Calls for
Department-Level IRBs to
Select Projects

Each of the agencies had documented guidance that called for a
department-level IRB to perform selection of the projects to be included in
the agency’s IT investments. For example, according to the Department of
the Treasury’s guidance, its department-level IRB is to consider investment
scoring results and recommendations that are provided to it by the Chief
Information Officer Council (a subordinate board) and select which
investments will be included in Treasury’s IT investment portfolio. The
Department of Transportation’s recently issued IT investment
management policy delegates responsibility for project selection, as well
as project oversight, to its component-level investment review boards, but
requires its components to establish and/or document the existence of
their boards, specifies the roles and responsibilities these boards are to
have, and establishes specific metrics to be used by the department-level
IRB to measure the performance of the component boards.
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Agency Guidance Calls for
Department-Level IRBs to
Oversee Projects

As with project selection, each of the agencies had documented guidance
that called for the department-level IRB to conduct an oversight reviews of
projects, and the frequency of these reviews varied (see fig. 1 for a
breakdown of the frequency of oversight reviews specified in agencies’
guidance).
Figure 1: Frequency of Department-Level IRB Oversight Reviews

Annually
Semiannually
Quarterly
Monthly
Varies
Source: GAO analysis of agency data.

Note: Two agencies’ guidance calls for annual reviews; 1, semiannual; 14, quarterly; 3, monthly; and
4 vary.

For 20 of the 24 agencies, the guidance allowed the delegation of oversight
reviews to other entities. In these cases, the agencies had guidance in
place to help ensure that these other entities were effectively carrying out
their responsibilities. At the remaining four agencies—the National
Science Foundation, Small Business Administration, Department of State,
and the U.S. Agency for International Development —project oversight
was to be primarily performed by the department-level IRB. By having
guidance specifying department-level IRB selection and oversight of
projects, agencies recognize the importance of involving those who have
the ultimate responsibility and accountability for the organization’s
success in key project decisions.
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Two Agencies’ DepartmentLevel Boards Lack
Business Unit
Representation

It should be noted, however, that while all of the agencies had guidance
requiring department-level IRBs to be responsible for selecting and
overseeing projects, the boards at the Departments of Commerce and
Labor did not include senior executives from business units (e.g., line or
mission units) as called for in the ITIM framework. 20 Specifically, these
boards consisted of executives from IT and other department mission
support units, such as the Chief Financial Officer, Director of Budget, or
Controller, as well as administrative officers, but did not have appropriate
line or mission representation from the organizations’ business units. We
have previously reported that because allocating resources among major
IT investments may require fundamental trade-offs among a multitude of
business objectives, portfolio management decisions are essentially
business decisions and therefore require sufficient business representation
on the department-level IRB. 21
The two agencies with boards that did not include senior executives from
business units offered the following rationales for this practice.

•

The Department of Commerce reported that it does not include
nontechnical program representatives on its department-level IRB because
it would be impractical to have fair representation of all 12 of the major
agencies and the dozens of major programs comprising the department. In
addition, Commerce reported that it is run on a federated basis, putting
responsibility on each of the department’s operating units to prioritize its
own investments in determining which should be reviewed by the
department. Finally, Commerce stated that it does not prioritize among
investments from its different operating units; instead, departmental
officials work with each operating unit to ensure that the investment and
investment strategy being recommended is optimum for meeting that
operating unit’s mission. We have previously reported that using this
approach of giving responsibility to subordinate units should include
appropriate department-level involvement, either through review and
approval of their investments that meet certain criteria or through
awareness of the subordinate unit’s investment management activities. 22
We believe that this corporate visibility should be provided by a board

20

According to the ITIM framework, agencies should establish an enterprisewide IT IRB
composed of senior executives from IT and business units.

21

GAO-06-11.

22

GAO, Business Systems Modernization: DOD Needs to Fully Define Policies and
Procedures for Institutionally Managing Investments, GAO-07-538 (Washington, D.C.:
May 11, 2007).
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composed of executives from both business and IT units to ensure that
decisions made are in the best interest of the entire department. In
addition, while Commerce’s practice may not be to prioritize among the
investments at the department level, the department has ultimate
responsibility for the success of its operating units’ investments and the
department-level IRB should therefore include business representation to
ensure that decisions made are in the best interest of the agency.
•

The Department of Labor reported that the senior IT and administrative
executives who serve on its department-level IRB, have in-depth, detailed,
and expert knowledge of their units’ missions and business objectives and
are capable of representing their units’ interests. However, we have
previously reported that IT and administrative executives responsible for
mission support functions do not constitute sufficient business
representation because, by virtue of their responsibilities, they are not in
the best position to make business decisions. 23
Until these agencies adjust their board memberships to include
representation from their business units, they will not have assurance that
the department-level IRB includes those executives who are in the best
position to make the full range of decisions needed to enable the agency to
carry out its mission most effectively.

Many Projects Did
Not Receive a
Department-Level IRB
Selection or Oversight
Review

Although all the major agencies had guidance calling for a departmentlevel IRB selection or oversight review, many of the projects we examined
did not receive one of these reviews. Specifically, 12 of the 24 projects
identified by OMB as being poorly planned in 2007 (accounting for about
$4.9 billion) did not receive a selection review, and 13 of 28 poorly
performing projects in 2007 24 (amounting to about $4.4 billion) did not
receive an oversight review by the department-level IRB. Furthermore, 6 of
the 11 projects identified as being both poorly planned and poorly
performing, with nearly $3.7 billion in funding in the President’s fiscal year
2008 budget request, received neither a selection review nor an oversight
review.

23

GAO-06-11.

24

Three of the 28 poorly performing projects we selected reported performance shortfalls in
2006.
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Half of the Poorly Planned
Projects Did Not Receive a
Selection Review by a
Department-Level IRB

Of the 24 poorly planned projects in 2007 that we reviewed, 12 projects did
not receive a selection review, while 12 were reviewed by the departmentlevel IRB. 25 The requested funding level for these 24 poorly planned
projects was about $7.3 billion. The 12 projects that were reviewed by a
department-level IRB accounted for approximately $2.4 billion, while the
12 projects not reviewed accounted for about $4.9 billion, about
out two thirds
of the total requested funding for the 24 projects (see fig. 2 and table 1).
Figure 2: Percentage of Projects That Received a Selection Review by a
Department-Level IRB

50%

50%

12

67%

12

33%

$2,385

$4,925
Dollars in millions

Projects reviewed
Projects not reviewed
Source: GAO analysis of agency data.

We assessed five projects as not having received department-level IRB
selection reviews because the agencies did not provide evidence of such
reviews. Agencies offered varying reasons for why selection reviews had
not been performed for the remaining seven. Table 1 shows whether
projects we reviewed received a selection review from the departmentlevel IRB and lists reported reasons why no review was performed, where
applicable.

25

In some cases, the department-level IRBs’ selection review consisted in approving
selections made by other entities, including lower-level boards or component agencies.
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Table 1: Project Selection Reviews by Department-Level IRBs
Dollars in millions

Agency
Agriculture
Agriculture
Commerce

IT investment/project
Consolidated Infrastructure, Office Automation &
Telecom
Modernize & Innovate the Delivery of Agriculture
Systems (MIDAS)
U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) Patent
Automation Program

FY 2008
request
$843

Dept. IRB
selection
review?
Yes

$151

Yes

$91

No

Reported reason for lack of
selection review
Not applicable
Not applicable

Defense
Education

Defense Information System for Security
Common Services for Borrowers

$65
$15

Yes
No

General Services
Administration
Health & Human
Services
Health & Human
Services
Homeland
Security
Homeland
Security
Labor
National
Aeronautics and
Space
Administration

Federal Supply Service 19

$31

Yes

Project not required to be reviewed
by department-level IRB because it
belongs to the USPTO, a
performance-based organization.
Not applicable
Project not required to be reviewed
by department-level IRB because it
is under the oversight of the
Federal Student Aid Executive
Leadership Team.
Not applicable

$126

Yes

Not applicable
Not applicable

Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services IT
Infrastructure
Food and Drug Administration Consolidated
Infrastructure
DHS-Infrastructure

$102

Yes

$1,071

No

CBP-Secure Border Initiative (SBI) net

$1,000

No

New Core Financial Management System (NCFMS)
NASA Office Automation, IT Infrastructure,
Telecommunications

$12
$548

Yes
No

NASA

JSC Software Development/Integration Laboratory

$132

No

NASA did not provide evidence that
a selection review had been
performed by the appropriate
department-level review board.

NASA

Earth Observing System Data Info System

$131

No

NASA did not provide evidence that
a selection review had been
performed by the appropriate
department-level review board.

Nuclear
Regulatory
Commission
Nuclear
Regulatory
Commission
Office of
Personnel
Management

National Source Tracking System (NSTS)

$4

No

Lower-level board performed
project selection review.

Infrastructure Services and Support

$52

No

Lower-level board performed
project selection review.

Electronic Questionnaire for Processing (eQIP) and
Fingerprint Transaction System (FTS)

$17

Yes
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DHS did not provide evidence of a
selection review for this project.
DHS did not provide evidence of a
selection review for this project.
Not applicable
NASA did not provide evidence that
a selection review had been
performed by the appropriate
department-level review board.
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Agency
Small Business
Administration
Transportation

IT investment/project
Business Development Management Information
System
Combined IT Infrastructure

Treasury

Enterprise IT Infrastructure Optimization Initiative

Treasury

Integrated Collection System

Veterans Affairs
Veterans Affairs
Veterans Affairs
Total

VistA-Legacy
VistA Imaging
IT Infrastructure
All 24 projects
Projects receiving selection review
Projects not receiving selection review

FY 2008
request
$0a

Dept. IRB
selection
review?
Yes

$234

No

$1,638

No

$9

No

$352
$41
$645
$7,310
$2,385
$4,925

Yes
Yes
Yes
24
12
12

Reported reason for lack of
selection review
Not applicable
No reason provided by
Transportation.
Department-level board was not
active.
Department-level board was not
active.
Not applicable
Not applicable
Not applicable

Source: GAO analysis of agency data.
a

Project funding request was less than $500,000, which rounds to $0 in millions.

Following are details on the reasons why the 12 projects did not receive a
department-level IRB review:
•

A project belonging to Commerce’s USPTO was not reviewed by the
department-level IRB, according to the agency, because the USPTO is a
performance-based organization (PBO), 26 and therefore its projects are not
required to be reviewed by the department-level IRB. According to the
legislation that established the USPTO as a PBO, the office is subject to
the policy direction of the Secretary of Commerce, but it otherwise retains
responsibility for decisions regarding the management and administration
of its operations and exercises independent control of its budget
allocations and expenditures, personnel decisions and processes,
procurements, and other administrative and management functions.

•

According to the Department of Education, the Common Services for
Borrowers project did not receive a selection review by the departmentlevel board because it is under the oversight of the Federal Student Aid
Executive Leadership Team. In written comments on a draft of this report,
however, the department stated that it plans to bring all of its IT
investments under the department-level board’s oversight.

26

A PBO is a government program, office, or other discrete management unit with strong
incentives to manage for results. The organization commits to specific measurable goals
with targets for improved performance. In exchange, the PBO is allowed more flexibility to
manage its personnel and procurement.
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•

The Department of Homeland Security did not provide evidence of a
selection review for its two projects but noted that it was reengineering its
investment management process to include department-level IRB reviews
of projects at key milestone decision points.

•

Although NASA stated that its three projects were governed by oversight
bodies, the documentation provided did not show evidence that reviews
had been performed by the appropriate department-level review board.

•

At the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, a lower-level board performed the
selection reviews. According to the agency’s guidance, the departmentlevel board should have performed the reviews. It stated that this board
only gets involved when the lower-level board believes issues need to be
elevated. However, NRC’s guidance does not specify when issues need to
be elevated to the department-level IRB. In addition, the agency did not
provide any examples of cases when issues had been elevated to the
department-level IRB.

•

Officials from the Department of Transportation’s Office of the Chief
Information Officer could not provide a reason why a department-level
board selection review of its projects had not been performed. In
commenting on a draft of this report, the agency stated that it planned to
have this project reviewed in detail by its departmental-level board.

•

The Department of the Treasury’s projects did not receive a departmentlevel IRB selection review because this board was not active during the
time frame we considered during our review. The department, however,
has since then reestablished its department-level IRB.

About Half of the Poorly
Performing Projects Did
Not Receive an Oversight
Review by the DepartmentLevel IRB

About half of the poorly performing projects in 2007 we reviewed did not
receive an oversight review by a department-level IRB. Of the 28 projects,
13 did not receive an oversight review by the department-level IRB, while
15 did. The President’s requested fiscal year 2008 funding for the 28
projects totaled approximately $4.7 billion. The 15 projects that received a
review represented approximately $0.3 billion, or 7 percent of the total
$4.7 billion funding request, while the 13 poorly performing projects that
were not reviewed totaled nearly $4.4 billion, or 93 percent of the total
requested funding. (See fig. 3 and table 2.)
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Figure 3: Percentage of Projects That Received an Oversight Review by a
Department-Level IRB

$337
7%

46%

54%

15
93%

$4,414

13
Dollars in millions

Projects reviewed
Projects not reviewed
Source: GAO analysis of agency data.

Table 2 shows whether projects received oversight reviews, as well as
reported reasons why no review was performed, where applicable.
Table 2: Project Oversight Reviews by Department-Level IRBs
Dollars in millions

Agency

Poorly performing project: high-risk project with
performance shortfalls in 2006 or 2007

FY 2008
request

Dept. IRB
oversight
review?

$151

Yes

Not applicable
Not applicable

Reported reason for lack of
oversight review

Agriculture

Modernize & Innovate the Delivery of Agriculture
Systems

Commerce

Financial Management Line of Business Migration

$0a

Yes

Defense

Integrated Acquisition Environment (IAE) Shared
Services Provider – Past Performance Information
Retrieval System (PPIRS)

$10

No

Below financial threshold
required for review by board.

Defense

Defense Information System for Security

$65

No

Project being rebaselined.

Education

Common Services for Borrowers

$15

No

Project not required to be
reviewed by department-level
IRB because it is under the
oversight of the Federal Student
Aid Executive Leadership Team.
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FY 2008
request

Dept. IRB
oversight
review?

Agency

Poorly performing project: high-risk project with
performance shortfalls in 2006 or 2007

Education

ADvance (Aid Delivery)

$65

No

Environmental
Protection
Agency

FM LoB—Migration

$0a

Yes

Not applicable

Environmental
Protection
Agency

eRulemaking

$1

Yes

Not applicable

Health & Human
Services

Federal Health Architecture—Managing Partner

$4

Yes

Not applicable

Homeland
Security

DHS-Infrastructure

$1,071

No

While DHS provided evidence
that a lower-level board had
agreed to submit this project to
the department-level IRB for
review, the agency did not
provide evidence that this review
had been performed.

Homeland
Security

CBP Secure Border Initiative (SBI) net

$1,000

No

While DHS stated that this
project had received an oversight
review by the department-level
board IRB, it did not provide
sufficient evidence to support
this.

Homeland
Security

SEI/NPPD US-VISIT

$462

No

While DHS stated that this
project had received an oversight
review by the department-level
board IRB, it did not provide
sufficient evidence to support
this.

Housing & Urban
Development

Integrated Financial Management Improvement
Program

$22

Yes

Not applicable

Interior

MMS—OCS Connect

$14

Yes

Not applicable

b

Reported reason for lack of
oversight review
Project not required to be
reviewed by department-level
IRB because it is under the
oversight of the Federal Student
Aid Executive Leadership Team.

Justice

FBI Sentinel

$57

Yes

Not applicable

Labor

EFAST2

$19

Yes

Not applicable

Labor

New Core Financial Management System (NCFMS)

$12

Yes

Not applicable

National
Aeronautics and
Space
Administration

Integrated Enterprise Management-Core Financial

$22

Yes

Not applicable

Nuclear
Regulatory
Commission

National Source Tracking System (NSTS)

$4

No
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Agency

Poorly performing project: high-risk project with
performance shortfalls in 2006 or 2007

FY 2008
request

Dept. IRB
oversight
review?

Reported reason for lack of
oversight review

Small Business
Administration
(SBA)

Business Development Management Information
System

$0

a

Yes

Not applicable

SBA

Disaster Credit Management System

$13

Yes

Not applicable

State

State Messaging and Archive Retrieval Toolset

$10

Yes

Not applicable

Treasury

Enterprise IT Infrastructure Optimization Initiative

$1,638

No

Department-level board was not
active.

Treasury

Treasury Automated Auction Processing System

$32

No

Department-level board was not
active.

Treasury

Integrated Collection System

$9

No

Department-level board was not
active.

U.S. Agency for
International
Development

JAMS System

$12

Yes

U.S. Agency for
International
Development

HSPD-12

$2

No

Project has not proceeded due to
lack of funding.

Veterans Affairs

VistA Imaging

$41

No

Department-level board does not
review projects in operations and
maintenance.

Total

All 28 projects
Projects receiving oversight review
Projects not receiving oversight review

$4,751
$337
$4,414

28
15
13

Not applicable

Source: GAO analysis of agency data.
a

Project funding request was less than $500,000, which rounds to $0 in millions.

b

We included the Sentinel project in our sample because it was reported as having a performance
shortfall (a schedule variance of 14%) in the Department of Justice’s high-risk report for September
2007. We have performed several reviews of Sentinel and recognized FBI’s recent efforts to improve
the project’s management. For example, in July 2007, we reported that the FBI had established and
was following effective processes to proactively identify and mitigate program risks before they have
chance to become actual cost, schedule, or performance problems (GAO-07-912). More recently, we
reported that FBI was employing five key acquisition methods that should increase the chances of
cost effectively delivering required Sentinel capabilities on time (GAO-08-1014).

Agencies provided several reasons why the 13 projects did not receive
oversight reviews, including some which were not consistent with sound
management practices:
•

One Defense project’s funding was below the financial threshold required
for a review by the department-level IRB, consistent with the agency’s
guidance. However, in May 2007 and May 2009, we reported that DOD’s
guidance and practices did not provide for sufficient oversight and
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visibility into component-level investment management activities,
27
including component reviews of investments such as this project. We
made recommendations to DOD to address these weaknesses, which DOD
has yet to fully implement.
•

Another Defense project was reportedly being rebaselined (meaning that
its cost, schedule, and performance goals were being modified to reflect a
change in the scope of the work) and therefore had not received a review
by the department-level IRB. This project, however, continues to be
funded and therefore could have benefited from a department-level
oversight review.

•

According to the Department of Education, the two projects we reviewed
did not receive oversight reviews by the department-level IRB because
they were under the oversight of the Federal Student Aid Executive
Leadership Team. As noted earlier, in written comments on a draft of this
report, the department stated it plans to bring all of its IT investments
under the department-level board’s oversight.

•

While DHS provided evidence that a lower-level board had agreed to
submit the DHS-Infrastructure project to the department-level IRB for
review, the agency did not provide evidence that this review had been
performed. The department also stated that SBInet and US-VISIT projects
had received an oversight review by the department-level IRB, but did not
provide sufficient evidence to support this, including information
presented to the board for review. In March 2009, however, DHS officials
told us that they had recently made changes to their investment review
process and, as part of these changes, were planning to improve the
documentation associated with department-level IRB reviews.

•

A Nuclear Regulatory Commission project should have received a review
by the department-level IRB according to the agency’s guidance, but
officials told us that, in practice, this board only gets involved when the
lower-level board elevates issues. However, agency officials were unable
to provide us with any examples where the lower-level board had elevated
issues about the project to the IRB.

•

The Department of the Treasury’s projects did not receive a departmentlevel IRB oversight review because this board was not active during the
time frame we considered during our review. The department, however,
has since then reestablished its department-level IRB.

27

GAO-07-538 and GAO, Business Systems Modernization: Recent Slowdown in
Institutionalizing Key Management Controls Needs to Be Addressed, GAO-09-586
(Washington, D.C.: May 18, 2009).
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•

According to the U.S. Agency for International Development, its project
did not receive an oversight review because it has not been able to
proceed due to lack of funding. We agree that an oversight review was not
warranted since there was no activity on the project.

•

A Veterans Affairs project was not reviewed because the IRB is not
required to review projects in the operations and maintenance stage.
Instead, oversight of projects in this stage is the responsibility of the Office
of the Chief Information Officer. However, the IRB does not oversee this
office’s review activities. According to the ITIM framework, boards should
ensure projects are reviewed throughout their life cycle. In addition, they
must maintain ultimate responsibility for and visibility into the activities of
groups that carry out their functions. 28

About Half of the Projects
That Were Both Poorly
Planned and Poorly
Performing Received
Neither a Selection Review
Nor an Oversight Review

Six of the 11 projects that were identified as being both poorly planned
and poorly performing in 2007 did not receive a selection or an oversight
review by the departmental-level IRB. Funding requests for fiscal year
2008 for these 6 projects accounted for about $3.7 billion (see table 3).

Table 3: Department-Level Reviews Received by Poorly Planned and Poorly Performing Projects
Dollars in millions
FY 2008
request

Agency

IT investment

Agriculture

Modernize & Innovate the Delivery of Agr. Systems (MIDAS)

$151

Review(s) received
Selection and oversight

Defense

Defense Information System for Security

$65

Selection

Education

Common Services for Borrowers

$15

Neither

Homeland Security

DHS-Infrastructure

$1,071

Neither

Homeland Security

CBP-Secure Border Initiative (SBI) net

$1,000

Labor

New Core Financial Management System (NCFMS)

Nuclear Regulatory
Commission

National Source Tracking System (NSTS)

$4

Neither

Small Business
Administration

Business Development Management Information System

$0

Selection and oversight

Treasury

Enterprise IT Infrastructure Optimization Initiative

28

$12

$1,638

Neither
Selection and oversight

Neither

GAO-04-394G.
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FY 2008
request

Agency

IT investment

Treasury

Integrated Collection System

Veterans Affairs

VistA Imaging

Total

All 11 projects
Projects receiving neither review

$9
$41

Review(s) received
Neither
Selection

$4,006
$3,737

Source: GAO analysis of agency data.

Without consistent involvement of department-level IRBs in selecting and
overseeing projects that have been identified as poorly planned or poorly
performing, agencies incur the risk that these projects will not improve, which
could lead to potentially billions of federal taxpayer dollars being wasted.

Department-level investment review boards’ involvement in selecting and
overseeing their agencies’ IT projects is critical to ensuring that these
projects meet mission needs and that federal funds are not wasted. To
their credit, the 24 major federal agencies have established guidance
calling for department-level boards to perform project selection and
oversight reviews. However, department-level boards for two agencies did
not include representation from their business units and therefore did not
have assurance that the board included all of the executives who are in the
best position to make the full range of decisions needed to enable the
agency to carry out its mission most effectively.

Conclusions

While having selection and oversight guidance is a good step, it is only
worthwhile if effectively implemented. The fact that many poorly-planned or
performing projects were not reviewed by department-level boards is
particularly alarming considering that they represent, in total, about $6 billion in
funding and that the Management Watch List and High-Risk List were
established specifically to draw management attention to such projects. Until
agencies ensure that their department-level review boards are consistently
involved in selecting and overseeing these projects, they will continue to incur
the risk that the projects will not improve and that potentially billions of federal
taxpayer dollars will be wasted.

Recommendations for
Executive Action
•

To ensure that IT projects are effectively managed, we are making
recommendations to the agencies whose practices were not consistent
with sound management practices. Specifically, we recommend that
the Secretaries of Commerce and Labor ensure their department-level
review boards include business unit (i.e., mission) representation;
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•

the Chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission direct the Executive
Director for Operations to define conditions for elevating issues related to
project selection and oversight to its department-level IRB; and

•

the Secretary of Veterans Affairs define and implement responsibilities for
the department-level IRB to oversee projects in operations and
maintenance.
In addition, we are recommending that the Secretaries of the Departments
of Defense, Education, Homeland Security, Transportation, Treasury, and
Veterans Affairs, the Administrator for the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration, the Chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, and
the Administrator for the U.S. Agency for International Development
ensure that the projects that are identified in this report as not having
received departmental-IRB selection or oversight reviews receive these
reviews.

We sent a draft of this report to the 24 major agencies and received a
response from 20. 29 Of these 20, 15 provided comments, and 5 stated they
did not have any comments (we had not made any recommendations to
these agencies, which were the Department of Health and Human
Services, the Department of State, the Environmental Protection Agency,
the National Science Foundation, and the Office of Personnel
Management). Of the 15 agencies that provided comments, 11 generally
agreed with our recommendations, and 1 (the Department of Justice) did
not. Three agencies (the Department of Housing and Urban Development,
the Department of the Interior, and the Social Security Administration)
provided views on various aspects of our report. Several agencies also
provided technical comments, which we incorporated as appropriate.

Agency Comments
and Our Evaluation

The agencies’ comments and our response are summarized below:
•

In written comments on a draft of the report, the Department of Commerce’s
Chief Information Officer, addressing our recommendation that the
department ensure that its department-level review board include business
unit (i.e. mission) representation, stated that the department had modified the
membership structure of its investment review board to provide operating
unit management with latitude in identifying senior managers most able to
provide effective representation and, as a result had broadened its

29

We did not receive a response from the Department of Agriculture, the Department of
Energy, the General Services Administration, or the Small Business Administration.
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membership to include chief financial officers from certain operating units as
well as the Deputy Director of the Bureau of the Census. The Department of
Commerce’s comments are printed in appendix II.
•

In written comments on a draft of the report, the Department of Defense’s
Deputy Chief Information Officer concurred with our recommendation to
ensure that the Defense Information System for Security receive an
oversight review, stating that, going forward, it will ensure that the project
receives all required IRB reviews. The department partially concurred with
our recommendation to ensure its Integrated Acquisition Environment
Shared Services Provider-Past Performance Information Retrieval System
receive an oversight review, stating, as indicated in the report, that the
project is below the threshold required for department-level IRB oversight.
The department stated, however, that the project will be brought before
the appropriate department-level IRB for compliance review if, and when
it meets the financial threshold. The department also provided technical
comments which we have incorporated as appropriate. The Department of
Defense’s comments are printed in appendix III.

•

In written comments on a draft of the report, the Department of
Education’s Chief Information Officer, agreed with our recommendation
to ensure that the two projects we identified in the report as not having
received departmental-level IRB selection or oversight reviews receive
such reviews, stating that the IRB will review the investments, render
decisions as appropriate, and incorporate the results in the IT portfolio
currently under review. The department also noted that, while the projects
we reviewed were under the oversight of the Federal Student Aid’s
Executive Leadership Team, they would be brought under the
department’s oversight along with all other investments. The department
disagreed with the statement that the projects reviewed did not receive a
selection or oversight review, stating that they had been selected and
reviewed by the Federal Student Aid’s Executive Leadership Team. In our
report, we have clarified the discussion of these reviews by the Executive
Leadership Team where appropriate. The Department of Education’s
comments are reprinted in appendix IV.

•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Department of
Homeland Security’s Director for Departmental GAO/OIG Liaison Office
agreed with the recommendation to conduct department-level reviews of
the three programs we reviewed and provided evidence of department
Acquisition Review Board reviews for these programs during fiscal year
2008. The department disagreed with the assertion that the departmentlevel review boards were not active in overseeing the three projects we
examined during our review and provided decision memoranda—three of
which we had not been provided before—as evidence of reviews by the
boards in place for 2007, the time period we considered. However, in our
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report, we do not state that the department-level boards were not active.
Rather, we note that the department did not provide sufficient evidence of
department-level IRB reviews. We did not change our assessments for the
three projects because the additional documentation received still did not
provide sufficient evidence documenting the 2007 reviews.
The documentation we have seen from more recent reviews more
completely documents departmental-level IRB reviews and we have noted
this in our report. The department also provided technical comments. The
department’s comments are reprinted in appendix V.
•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Acting Chief Information
Officer of the Department of Housing and Urban Development stated that
the department-level IRB will maintain its disciplined process for program
executives to participate in selecting and overseeing projects. We did not
make any recommendations to the department. The Department of Housing
and Urban Development’s comments are reprinted in appendix VI.

•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Department of the
Interior’s Deputy Assistant Secretary for Budget and Business
Management agreed with our conclusions that consistent involvement of
department-level review boards in selecting and overseeing projects,
particularly poorly performing projects, is important in safeguarding
federal taxpayer dollars. The department also asked that the definition of
high-risk projects reflect the fact that some investments designated as
such are performing within acceptable thresholds but require heightened
awareness and oversight by investment review boards because of their
importance. To address this comment, we have added OMB’s criteria for
designating projects as high-risk to our report background. We did not
make any recommendations to the Department of the Interior. The
Department of the Interior’s comments are reprinted in appendix VII.

•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Department of Justice’s
Assistant Attorney General for Administration disagreed with our
recommendation that it ensure its department-level review board include
business unit representation and provided clarification on the role and
responsibilities of the Deputy Attorney General who chairs the board and
on the participation of component executives in the board’s
decisionmaking process. Based on this clarification, we agree that the
board provides adequate business unit representation. We have noted this
change in our report and removed the related recommendation. In its
comments, the department also took issue with our use of the term
“poorly performing” to characterize the projects we reviewed. We are not
implying as the department states that these projects are “near failing.” We
have clarified our use of the term in the report and, in the case of the
Sentinel project—which we have reviewed— acknowledged progress
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made in managing the project. The Department of Justice’s comments are
reprinted in appendix VIII.
•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Department of Labor’s
Assistant Secretary for Administration and Management addressed our
recommendation to ensure that its department-level review board include
business unit representation by acknowledging that the board does not
include senior executives from business units and stating that, while it
believes the executives on the board effectively represented the business
interests of their respective organizations, it will consider appropriate and
efficient steps for including senior executives from business units as part
of the board’s process. The Department of Labor’s comments are reprinted
in appendix IX.

•

In e-mail comments on a draft of this report, the Department of
Transportation’s Director of Audit Relations addressed our
recommendation to ensure that the projects we identified as not having
received department-level IRB selection or oversight reviews receive these
reviews by stating that actions are underway to schedule a summer IRB
meeting to review the entire budget year 2011 portfolio of IT investments,
and that the Combined IT Infrastructure investment which we reviewed is
expected to be reviewed in detail.

•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Department of the
Treasury’s Deputy Assistant Secretary for Information Systems and Chief
Information Officer addressed our recommendation to ensure that the
projects we identified as not having received department-level IRB
selection or oversight reviews receive these reviews by noting recent
efforts to reconstitute a department-level Executive Investment Review
Board, increase the oversight role of its Chief Information Officer Council,
and remediate weaknesses associated with the three projects we
reviewed. The Department of the Treasury’s comments are reprinted in
appendix X.

•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Secretary of the
Department of Veterans Affairs concurred with our recommendations to
define and implement responsibilities for the department-level IRB to
oversee projects in operations and maintenance by noting that the
Programming and Long Term Issues Board will include operational
programs/projects in its program reviews for fiscal year 2010. The
department also concurred with our recommendation to ensure that the
project which we identified as not having received department-level IRB
oversight reviews receive these reviews and stated that it will address
actions to ensure this in its plan to address our recommendations. The
Department of Veterans Affairs’ comments are reprinted in appendix XI.
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•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration’s Associate Deputy Administrator partially
concurred with our recommendation that projects which are identified in
this report as not having received department-level IRB selection or
oversight reviews receive these reviews stating that the departmental
board will continue to review major IT investments that are not highly
specialized in nature (this includes two of the four projects we reviewed),
while another governing body will maintain responsibility for ensuring the
overall successful performance of NASA’s program portfolio, including the
highly specialized IT investments. We received information about the
second governing body after we sent our report to NASA for comment.
During the comment period, the agency also provided us additional
documentation on the projects we reviewed. After reviewing this
documentation, we have changed the reported reason column in table 1
from “department-level board was not active (i.e., it had not yet been
established)” to “NASA did not provide evidence that a selection review
had been performed by the appropriate department-level IRB” for the
three projects we reviewed for selection. In addition, we changed the
department-level IRB review column in table 2 for the Integrated Financial
Management Improvement program from a “no” to a “yes.” NASA’s
comments are reprinted in appendix XII.

•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission’s Deputy Executive Director for Corporate Management, Office
of the Executive Director for Operations, agreed with our recommendation
to define conditions for elevating issues related to project selection and
oversight to its department-level IRB stating that the commission will
review and enhance the existing guidance for project selection and
oversight to ensure that its process is compliant with the intent of the
Clinger-Cohen Act. This will include updating the Information Technology
Business Council charter for project oversight reviews to include any
necessary changes to the process or criteria for review by the Information
Technology Senior Advisory Council. The commission also agreed with our
recommendation to ensure that the National Source Tracking System which
we identified as not having received a selection or oversight review by the
department-level IRB receive such review. The Nuclear Regulatory
Commission’s comments are reprinted in appendix XIII.

•

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Commissioner of the
Social Security Administration asked that we remove the Information
Technology Operations Assurance project we reviewed from our report
because it is not a poorly planned or poorly performing project. During the
agency comment period, we informed the agency that we would be
removing the project from our sample, and, based on clarification provided
by the Associate Chief Information Officer that the project reported a
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positive cost variance, agreed that it should not be considered poorly
performing. We did not make any recommendations to the agency. The
Social Security Administration’s comments are reprinted in appendix XIV.
•

In e-mail comments on a draft of this report, the U.S. Agency for
International Development concurred with our recommendation to ensure
that the project which we identified as not having received a departmentlevel IRB oversight review receive this review. The agency noted, however,
that the review might not occur if the project is not funded.
As agreed with your offices, unless you publicly announce the contents of
this report earlier, we plan no further distribution until 30 days from the
report date. At that time, we will send copies to other interested
congressional committees, the Director of the Office of Management and
Budget, and other interested parties. The report also will be available at no
charge on the GAO Web site at http://www.gao.gov. Should you or your
offices have questions on matters discussed in this report, please contact
me at (202) 512-9286 or at pownerd@gao.gov. Contact points for our
Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the
last page of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this
report are listed in
appendix XV.

David A. Powner
Director, Information Technology
Management Issues
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List of Requesters
The Honorable Joseph I. Lieberman
Chairman
The Honorable Susan M. Collins
Ranking Member
Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs
United States Senate
The Honorable Thomas R. Carper
Chairman
The Honorable John McCain
Acting Ranking Member
Subcommittee on Federal Financial Management, Government
Information, Federal Services, and International Security
Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs
United States Senate
The Honorable Tom Coburn, M.D.
United States Senate
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Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology
Our objectives were to determine whether (1) federal
departments/agencies have guidance on the role of their department-level
investment review boards (IRB) in selecting and overseeing information
technology (IT) projects and (2) these boards are performing selection and
oversight reviews of poorly planned and performing projects.
To address the first objective, we reviewed the investment management
guidance (including policy documents and board charters) of each of 24
agencies listed in the Chief Financial Officers (CFO) Act of 1990 1 (referred
to in our report as “the 24 major agencies”). In reviewing the guidance, we
determined the role department-level IRBs are expected to play in
selecting and overseeing IT projects, updating the findings from our 2004
governmentwide review of agencies’ use of key investment management
practices. 2 We also reviewed the composition of the boards to determine
whether they included senior executives from both IT and business (i.e.,
mission) units, in accordance with the GAO IT Investment Management
framework which identifies the key practices for creating and maintaining
successful investment management processes. 3
For the second objective, we selected a sample of 48 IT projects that were
identified as being poorly planned according to the Office of Management
and Budget’s Management Watch List 4 or reported as poorly performing
on the High-Risk Lists 5 or both. To provide a governmentwide perspective,
we attempted to select one project from the 2007 Management Watch List
and one project from the High-Risk List with performance shortfalls
during 2007 for each of the 24 major agencies. We focused on the high-risk
projects with performance shortfalls in the areas of cost and schedule
since we had reported in September 2007 that these were the most

1

31 U.S.C. §901(b).

2

GAO-04-49.

3

GAO-04-394G.

4

The Management Watch List identifies projects that OMB determines to be “poorly
planned.” When we began our review at the beginning of 2008, OMB had not yet released
the fiscal year 2008 Management Watch List.
5
High-risk projects are identified as having performance shortfalls if one or more of the
following performance evaluation criteria are not met: (1) establishing baselines with clear
cost, schedule, and performance goals; (2) maintaining the project’s cost and schedule
variances within 10 percent; (3) assigning a qualified project manager; and (4) avoiding
duplication by leveraging inter-agency and governmentwide investments.
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frequently reported shortfalls. 6 To obtain broader representation of
agencies with high-risk projects, we also selected three High-Risk projects
that had performance shortfalls in 2006. From these lists, we selected
those projects with the highest funding levels according to the fiscal year
2008 President’s budget request. When an agency had a project on only
one of the lists (i.e., only the Management Watch List or High-Risk List),
we selected at least 2 projects from that list. For example, we selected 2
high-risk projects with shortfalls for the Environmental Protection Agency
because the agency did not have any projects on the Management Watch
List for the time frame we considered.
Our selection process resulted in 26 projects from the Management Watch
List, totaling about $7.4 billion in the fiscal year 2008 budget request, and
33 projects from the High-Risk List, totaling about $5.2 billion in the fiscal
year 2008 budget request. Eleven of these projects, totaling about $4
billion, were on both lists. The Department of Energy and the National
Science Foundation did not have any projects on the Management Watch
List or on the High-Risk List with shortfalls and, therefore, we did not
select any projects from these agencies. We removed two Management
Watch List projects and five high-risk projects from our initial sample after
sending the draft report to agency comment because we determined after
further review and discussion with agencies that these projects had not
been on the Management Watch List during 2007 or reported negative cost
or schedule variances exceeding 10 percent between December 2006 and
December 2007. This brought our sample of Management Watch List
projects to 24 projects, totaling about $7.3 billion in the fiscal year 2008
budget request and 28 high-risk projects totaling about $4.7 billion in the
fiscal year 2008 budget request and the number of projects on both lists to
11 projects totaling $4 billion in the fiscal year 2008 budget request.
To determine whether department-level IRBs were performing selection
and oversight reviews of poorly planned and performing projects, we
requested evidence of board reviews for the 48 projects in our sample
during the time they were either on the Management Watch List or HighRisk List. We analyzed the documentation obtained, and, when reviews
had not been performed, we followed up with agencies to determine why
the required reviews were not performed. For the oversight reviews, we
determined whether project cost, benefit, schedule and risk data had been

6

GAO-07-1211T.
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provided to the board, but we did not assess the reliability of this
information.
We conducted this performance audit from January 2008 to June 2009 in
Washington, D.C., in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the
audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We
believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.
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GAO Contact

David A. Powner, (202) 512-9286, or pownerd@gao.gov

Staff
Acknowledgments

In addition to the individual named above, Sabine R. Paul, Assistant
Director; William G. Barrick; Neil J. Doherty; Nancy E. Glover; Robert G.
Kershaw; Lee A. McCracken; Tomas Ramirez; and Kevin C. Walsh made
key contributions to this report.
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GAO’s Mission

The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and
investigative arm of Congress, exists to support Congress in meeting its
constitutional responsibilities and to help improve the performance and
accountability of the federal government for the American people. GAO
examines the use of public funds; evaluates federal programs and policies;
and provides analyses, recommendations, and other assistance to help
Congress make informed oversight, policy, and funding decisions. GAO’s
commitment to good government is reflected in its core values of
accountability, integrity, and reliability.
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