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Y W H Y  ISN'T POLICY RESEARCH E D  MORE BY 
DECIS IONNAKERS? 

( O R ,  WHY DO RESEARCHERS JUST TALK TO EACH OTBER?) 



I am happy to be here today to discuss with you a topic 

of great interest these days in the research field, the linkages 

among knowledge production and dissemination. In keeping with 

the, perhaps radical, notion that social researchers should be 
I_ 
talking to policymakers, not just each other, I will be empha- 

sizing the factors which might improve utilization of research. 

The situation reminds one of the familiar quotation: 

"And then there is good old Boston, 
The Home of the bean and the cod, 

Where the Lowells talk to the Cabots, 
and the Cabots talk o n l y  to God." 

Only recently have statistics been available on expenditures 

related to social research and development. A report by the 

National Research Council shows that in fiscal year 1976, 

the Federal Government obligated $1.8 billion to acquire, 

disseminate, and use knowledge about social problems. That 

includes obligations for both basic and applied research, and 

other areas such as evaluation, statistical and dissemination 

programs. 

Recent evidence indicates that policymakers believe 

social science can help them. A 1977 GAO review of the use 

of social research by national policymakers disclosed high 

expectations. More than 70 percent of the respondents, 

consisting of top management officials in Federal agencies, 

thought that social science should have a substantial or 

very large effect on the formulation of national policy. 
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Our  review, however, demonstrated that there are prob- 

lems in the utilization of social science research. In 

terms of practice, our study showed that 4 5  percent of the 

policymakers indicated that they were not satisfied with the 

translation of research results into usable products o r  into 

techniques f o r  problem solving. 

Sugqested Reasons for  t h e  Gap Between 
Exnectations and Utilization 

A number of explanations have been offered to account 

for  this gap between the expectations of policymakers and 

the actual utilization of social science research. 

Lawrence E. Lynn, Jr., now at Harvard University, 

addressed the issue of problems in the use of social research 

from a management perspective. He suggested that a major 

problem is that little attention is paid by researchers to 

the nature of knowledge that will be most useful to the 

Congress, the executive agencies and other audiences prior 

to the authorization of research projects. Lynn criticized 

research management that emphasized individual projects, 

rather than considering the cumulative and reinforcing impact 

of research. 

Problems in the dissemination of social research informa- 

tion contribute to low utilization, A major conce rn  is w h e t h e r  

or not the results of the research actually reach the appropriate 
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user in an understandable form. Frequently, there are no 

formal arrangements for this phase of research and dissemina- 

tion is often haphazard. 

The form of the social research that reaches policymakers 

will affect the prospects for utilization. Research reports 

are often written for academic audiences rather than for use 

in policymaking. Policy implications associated with project 

results can only be ascertained by identifying, acquiring, 

and reviewing project reports on topics relevant to policy I:I. sues. It is for this reason that each research design 

should discuss which groups of users the report is intended 

to serve. 

Measurement Problems 

I do not mean to suggest that utilization can be easily 

or clearly measured. A study is usually just one input 

into a very complex decisionmaking process. The cumulative 

impact of a series of related studies in an issue area 

provides the major indicator of use. An example of research 

findings being used can be found in the poverty research 

field. When poverty programs were established in the 196O's, 

there was little consensus on the definition of poverty. 

After many studies on this issue, there is considerably more 

agreement on a definition. We feel that more research needs 

to be conducted that attempts to develop indicators of 

utilization. 
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Increased Interaction between Policymakers 
and Social Researchers 

Increasing the utilization of social research will not 

be simple and painless. However, we believe that increased 

interaction between policymakers and social researchers could 

greatly contribute to the utilization of research results. 

The timing of research results in a matter on which 

it is particularly important for the researcher and decision- 

maker to reach agreement. If a dGcision must be made by 

a certain date and the information is late, that data w i l l  

have little value. Many decisions, such as amual budgets, 

follow a set schedule. O t h e r s ,  like those creating new programs, 

may permit longer timeframes. However, most decisionmakers 

do not have the time or the resources for extended studies. 

This usually means that timing of the information will be 

regarded as very important. Increased interaction between 

policymakers and social  researchers--and clear communication 

regarding timeframes f o r  each of the involved parties--will 

contribute to greater use of social research. 

- In GAO there is a continuing need to marry research re- 

'.suits to the timetables and specific legislative and oversight 
1 

r 
\ 

needs of committees, This means that we have to always draw a i areful line. We must avoid inaccurate and misleading analysis 
,but we rarely have t h e  luxury of sufficient t i m e  and resources 

I 
Do-carry out an "ideal" research design. 
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Limitations on Interaction 

We believe that increased interaction between policy- 

makers and social researchers could contribute to improved 

utilization, but there are limitations to this interaction, 

For one thing, there are potential users of a research study 

beyond those who commission the research, Secondary users 

cannot be involved in the research planning and may not even 

be identified by the researchers, Even the primary users 

may have moved to other positions by the time the study is 

completed. In addition, researchers may need to proceed 

with the knowledge that the interaction process may pose 

threats to the existing bureaucratic structure, 

G 

Related to the question of multiple users is the issue 

of multiple-agency inputs. Major questions being investi- 

gated by researchers could involve different agencies 

operating under a multitude of different statutes. This 

situation presents complexities in bounding or scoping the 

research. 

Organizational dynamics can play a major role in con- 

straining policy research that is interactive. Some organi- 

zational patterns may be more conducive to problem solving 

than others. Some organizations are open to new ideas, but 

not always willing to put them into effect. In some cases, 

it is very difficult for decisionmakers t o  know what inform- 

ation they need. A1so;i f  users believe that certain research 
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information may be detrimental to the b e s t  interests of their 

organization, they may be unwilling to d i s c u s s  or utilize 

such information. A related problem is that many policymakers 

are extremely busy people, Access to them may be difficult. 

It may be necessary for researchers to engage their s t a f f  

members in a series of dialogues as surrogates, but the 

researchers nust recognize the risk of misunderstanding which 

is implicit in this s o r t  of arrangement. 

GAO USES AN INTEFWCTIVE PROCESS 

The issue of the utilization of our own work has been r- of major concern at GAO. Substantial interaction with others 

[outside of GAU is a major part of our evaluation and analytical 

bzesses. However, interaction must occur within a framework 

that increases the policy relevance of our work for congres- 

sional and executive decisionmakers. You may be interested 

in a brief discussion of the system that is evolving within 

GAO , 

Within t h e  past decade, our work at GAO has evolved 

from a focus on financial and economy and efficiency audits 

to a major concern with the actual effectiveness of Federal 

programs. The development of our work from audit to program 

evaluation and policy analysis h a s  l ed  us to seek more 

sophisticated ways both to organize and plan our work and 

to assure an appropriately high level of interaction with 

relevant decisionmakers. 
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I n  1975,  GAO i n s t i t u t e d  a program p l a n n i n g  system. 

One c e n t r a l  f e a t u r e  of t h i s  sys tem is t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of 

major i s s u e s  a s  t h e  framework f o r  p l a n n i n g  o u r  work, As a 

r e s u l t  of t h a t  c o n t i n u i n g  e f f o r t ,  w e  now have 35 i s s u e  areas 

c o v e r i n g  a broad spec t rum of Government a c t i v i t y .  Some, such 

as  food, ene rgy ,  h e a l t h ,  and envi ronment  dea l  w i t h  wor ld  prob- 

lems. Some areas i n c l u d e  domes t i c  concerns :  crime, hous ing ,  

and t r a n s p o r t a t i o n .  The p l a n  f o r  e a c h  i s s u e  area clear ly  

d e f i n e s  t h e  i s s u e  area: What is it? What does  it e x c l u d e ?  

What are  t h e  major c o n c e r n s  w i t h i n  t h e  i s s u e  area? What are 

t h e  g a p s  in knowledge between c o n g r e s s i o n a l  and e x e c u t i v e  

e x p e c t a t i o n s  and program performance? 

The n e x t  s tep is i d e n t i f y i n g  l i n e s - o f - e f f o r t  which  

r e p r e s e n t  g r o u p i n g s  of p r o j e c t s  which w i l l  a i d  i n  s o l v i n g  the 

i d e n t i f i e d  problems, L i n e s - o f - e f f o r t  are  c l a s s i f i ed  as  p r i o r i t y  

or n o n - p r i o r i t y  during t h e  18 month p e r i o d  cove red  by t h e  plan,  

g i v e n  a v a i l a b l e  resources. 

As w e  have  r e f i n e d  o u r  program p l a n n i n g  approach  over 

t h e  l a s t  s e v e r a l  years, we've  added a couple of new ing re -  

d i e n t s .  R e c e n t l y ,  w e  added a special " f u t u r e s  s e c t i o n "  as 

a r e q u i r e m e n t  fo r  e a c h  program p l a n .  T h a t  s e c t i o n  describes 

t h e  outlook for t h e  issue area i n  terms of emerging problems, 

c o n c e r n s ,  and o p p o r t u n i t i e s  which  might  form the basis 

for  f u t u r e  GAO e f f o r t s ,  
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Another addition to our  program planning process 

is an assessment of what has been accomplished in relation 

to what else needs to be done. This section of the program 

p l a n  relates outputs such as reports, testimony, and briefings 

to the stated objectives of each of our priority lines-of- 

effort. This part of the process compares information from 

our audit, and evaluation work with congressional and executive 

expectations. Adjustments are made in the plan to reflect 

a narrowing of the knowledge gap in a particular issue area 

over time. 

Obviously, it is no small task t o  know what's going on 

in the t o t a l  audit and evaluation community, In each issue 

area, one of our divisions is responsible for knowing what is 

happening and for developing the plan for our work in that 

area. Those responsible for the plan get advice from any 

person i n  GAO who can make a contribution. Extensive knowledge 

of the concerns of the Congress are obtained from frequent 

contacts with Congressional Members and their staffs. We 

also maintain extensive contact with executive policymakers 

and program managers. Help is also obtained as needed from 

outside consultants and recognized experts in the field. 

Symposiums are frequently held during which people with 

different skills, approaches, and ideas are b r o u g h t  together 

and their viewpoints probed face-to-face. 
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A fairly substantial aid to this knowledge base is the 

work that we do--pursuant to the Congressional Budget Act 

of 19'/4--in developing and monitoring inventories of pro- 

gram-related information. One part of this was to develop 

an initial inventory of selected Federal agency program 

evaluations. You may have seen the big blue, red, and 

green volumes on Federal Program Evaluation, Federal 

Information Sources and Systems and Recurring Reports to 

the Congress. 

These issue area focal points significantly enhance 

our capability to be more responsive in producing timely 

information that w i l l  be useful to the Congress. These ten- 

ters of information help to more quickly and effectively 

prepare for testimony, briefings, and conferences that may 

be requested by the Congress. 

Another essential part  of our planning involves t h e  need 

to maintain close liaison with the Congressional Research 

Service, the Congressional Budget Office, and the Office 

of Technology Assessment. One mechanism used to assure that 

new and completed projects are coordinated is the "Research 

Notification System" which is prepared weekly by the 

Congressional Research Service, 

from t h e s e  sister organizations meet bi-monthly to discuss 

the overall liaison coordination efforts. 

Top management officials 
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Another communication vehicle concerns a program of 

the Congressional Clearinghouse on t h e  Future. The 

Clearinghouse publishes a monthly newsletter which reports 

findings from t h e  Trend Evaluation and Monitoring Program 

(TEAM) . TEAM is sponsored by the Clearinghouse and t h e  

Congressional Research Service of the Library of Congress 

in the belief that emerging issues need to be identified 

and analyzed to give t h e  Congress more lead time t o  understand 

shifts in the society and to anticipate the needs of their 

constituents. 

GAO participates in TEA14 which involves over 125 people 

who have volunteered to make the program a success. Volunteers 

include monitors and abstract analysts from Congressional 

offices, committees, study groups and capital hill support 

agencies - OTA, CRS, CBO and GAO. Monitors read and abstract 

articles in 70 periodicals in 5 subject areas: politics and 

government, business and economics, culture, science and 

technology, and social sciences. An Analysis Committee made 

up of 7-10 analysts meets to discuss the implications and 

emerging patterns in the abstracts submitted during t h e  previous 

30-day period. 

Thus, substantial interaction is an integral part of 

our audit and evaluation processes. We believe that this 

approach has contributed to the increased utilization of o u r  

work. 
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For example,  t h e  u t i l i z a t i o n  of o u r  r e p o r t s  by t h e  

Congress  and t h e  a g e n c i e s  f r e q u e n t l y  r e s u l t  i n  m o d i f i c a t i o n  t o  

l e g i s l a t i o n  or c o r r e c t i v e  a c t i o n  by t h e  a g e n c i e s .  W e  keep 

t rack of these r e s u l t s  t h rough  accomplishment reports,  which 

w e  compi le  a n n u a l l y .  I brought  a f e w  c o p i e s  of o u r  l a t e s t  

c o m p i l a t i o n ,  for  t h o s e  who m i g h t  b e  i n t e r e s t e d .  A f e w  examples  

w i l l  h e l p  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  p o i n t ,  

Upon t h e  r e q u e s t  of t h e  S e n a t e  Committee on Human Resources, 

w e  i s s u e d  a r e p o r t  t o  t h e  Congress  on t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of 

t h e  Department of t h e  I n t e r i o r ' s  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  of t h e  Federal  

Metal and N o n m e t a l l i c  Mine S a f e t y  A c t .  W e  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  l i m i t e d  

progress had been made i n  t h e  s a f e t y  record of mines covered 

by t h e  A c t  s i n c e  i ts p a s s a g e  i n  1966. An advance  summary 

of o u r  report  was used e x t e n s i v e l y  i n  t h e  S e n a t e  f l o o r  debate 

p r i o r  t o  p a s s a g e  of t h e  Federa l  Mine Safety and X e a l t h  Act 

of 1977.  Several p r o v i s i o n s  i n  t h e  A c t  were made i n  acco rdance  

w i t h  o u r  recommendations. 

I n  A p r i l  1977 w e  recommended t h a t  t h e  Soc ia l  S e c u r i t y  

A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  i d e n t i f y  those i n d i v i d u a l s  who w e r e  d e n i e d  

b e n e f i t s  because  of excess p e r s o n a l  resources and a d v i s e  

them t h a t  they  may now be  e l i g i b l e  for Supp lemen ta l  S e c u r i t y  

Income b e n e f i t s  because  of a change i n  t h e  l a w  on  home owner- 

s h i p .  We a lso  recommended t h a t  s imilar  outreach e f f o r t s  be  

made i n  the f u t u r e  when l e g i s l a t i v e  changes  are made t h a t  e f f e c t  

p r e v i o u s l y  d e n i e d  a p p l i c a n t s .  
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I n  J a n u a r y  1 9 7 8 ,  w e  w e r e  a d v i s e d  t h a t  Social Secur i ty  would 

c o n t a c t  abou t  50,000 t o  70 ,000  i n d i v i d u a l s  p r e v i o u s l y  d e n i e d  

b e n e f i t s  because of excess resources. W e  w e r e  a l so  a d v i s e d  t h a t  

s imilar  o u t r e a c h  e f f o r t s  w i l l  be  made i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  

R e c e n t l y  w e  had a n  example of a r e p o r t  which w a s  very 

t imely,  b u t  t h e  t i m e l i n e s s  reflected fac tors  beyond o u r  con- 

trol. I n  March 1979,  d u r i n g  t h e  T h r e e  M i l e  I s l a n d  n u c l e a r  

reactor i n c i d e n t ,  w e  i s s u e d  a r e p o r t  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  need 

fo r  areas around n u c l e a r  f a c i l i t i e s  t o  b e  bet ter  p r e p a r e d  

fo r  r a d i o l o g i c a l  emergencies .  T h r e e  Mile I s l a n d  c e r t a i n l y  

l e d  t o  o u r  report g e t t i n g  more a t t e n t i o n  t h a n  would otherwise 

have been t h e  case, b u t  we would  have been q u i t e  happy n o t  

t o  have had such  a prompt example of t h e  problem w e  were 

d i s c u s s i n g .  

A r e c e n t  report w e  i s s u e d  focused  on Federal employment 

examina t ions  i n  which w e  found t h a t  t h e  P r o f e s s i o n a l  and 

A d m i n i s t r a t i v e  Career Examinat ion (PACE) and t h e  J u n i o r  Federal  

A s s i s t a n t  Examinat ion  s c r e e n  o u t  b l a c k  a p p l i c a n t s  a t  a much 

h i g h e r  r a t e  t h a n  w h i t e s  and t h a t  f e w  Slacks who pass t h e  t es t  

score h i g h  enough for a rea l i s t ic  j ob  o p p o r t u n i t y .  W h i l e  t h e  

r e p o r t  o f f e r s  no  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problem, i t  f o c u s e s  a t t e n t i o n  

i n  t h e  need t o  renew emphasis on d e v e l o p i n g  s e l e c t i o n  methods 

which g i v e  everyone  a n  equa l  chance f o r  employment w h i l e  a s s u r i n g  

a competent  and p r o d u c t i v e  Federal  work force. 
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r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  t o  t h e  Congress--we have f o c u s e d  OR,  in-  

v o l v e s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Congress  and t h e  programs 

it a u t h o r i z e s .  

"F ind ing  Ou t  How Programs A r e  Working: S u g g e s t i o n s  f o r  Congres- 

s i o n a l  O v e r s i g h t . "  T h i s  report  p r o v i d e s  g u i d a n c e  f o r  an i n t e r -  

ac t ive  p r o c e s s  i n v o l v i n g  e v a l u a t o r s  and d e c i s i o n m a k e r s  t h a t  c a n  

be used for p l a n n i n g  and c a r r y i n g  o u t  c o n g r e s s i o n a l  o v e r s i g h t  

of programs. 

W e  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  s ix-e lement  p r o c e s s  b e g i n  when 

t h e  Congress  e n a c t s  l e g i s l a t i o n  a u t h o r i z i n g  a program. At 

t h a t  t i m e ,  o v e r s i g h t  r e q u i r e m e n t s  s h o u l d  be  s p e l l e d  o u t  so 

t h a t  a g e n c i e s  know when and w h a t  t hey  s h o u l d  report t o  t h e  

Congress  a b o u t  implementing and e v a l u a t i n g  t h e  programs. 

The other  e l e m e n t s  of t h e  process would i n v o l v e  i n t e r a c t i o n  

between a g e n c i e s  and committees aimed a t  c l a r i f y i n g  and, 

i f  n e c e s s a r y ,  a d j u s t i n g  e x e c u t i v e  branch  p o l i c y ,  agency program 

d e s i g n ,  a c t u a l  program a c t i v i t i e s  and p l anned  e v a l u a t i o n  

measures. The l a s t  e l emen t  i n v o l v e s  d e f i n i n g  d e t a i l e d  

r e q u i r e m e n t s  f o r  r e p o r t i n g  t h e  r e s u l t s  of completed e v a l u a t i o n  

s t u d i e s .  
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The i n t e r a c t i v e  o v e r s i g h t  procedure  t h a t  w e  proposed 

wou ld  e s t a b l i s h  a more s y s t e m a t i c  review p rocess .  An advantage 

of t h e  process is  t h a t  a l though it c l e a r l y  a r t i c u l a t e s  a 

review p r o c e s s  fo r  all programs, it also p e r m i t s  case-by-case 

f l e x i b i l i t y  for t a i l o r i n g  t h e  type  of e v a l u a t i o n  t o  t h e  

n a t u r e  of the  program under review s i n c e  e v a l u a t i o n  would 

r e s u l t  from a series of d i s c u s s i o n s  between committees and 

agenc ie s .  We b e l i e v e  t h a t  s u c h  a process w o u l d  l ead  t o  t h e  

Congress '  g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t  i n  and u s e  of e v a l u a t i o n s ,  

A r e c e n t l y  i s s u e d  GAO r e p o r t  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  

Department of A g r i c u l t u r e ' s  Water Program i n c o r p o r a t e s  

some a s p e c t s  of t h e  s i x  e l e m e n t  p rocess .  A f t e r  o u r  

review of a USDA e v a l u a t i o n  of t h e  program, w e  prepared  

q u e s t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  a s s i s t a n c e  of  t h e  USDA and t r a n s m i t t e d  

them t o  t h e  S e n a t e  Committee on A g r i c u l t u r e ,  N u t r i t i o n ,  

and F o r e s t r y .  W e  sugges ted  t h a t  these q u e s t i o n s  b e  sent 

to s i x  Federal agencies-  and 1 9  nongovernmental o rganiza-  

t i o n s  involved i n  we t l and  p r e s e r v a t i o n .  A t  t h e  request 

of t h e  Committee, w e  analyzed t h e  r e sponses  and held dis -  

c u s s i o n s  w i t h  o f f i c i a l s  from OMB and s e v e r a l  of t h e  

a g e n c i e s  involved,  As a r e s u l t  of t h i s  i n t e r a c t i v e  p r o c e s s ,  

we recommended t h a t  t h e  Committee propose l e g i s l a t i v e  changes 

t h a t  would i n c r e a s e  t h e  S e c r e t a r y  of A g r i c u l t u r e ' s  f l e x i b i l i t y  
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in administering the program. We a lso  suggested that a 

coordinated data collection and research effort between 

several Federal agencies be required. 

The active involvement of decisionmakers requires a 

commitment of valuable and scarce time and resources. Con- 

sequently, there is a need to be selective. Research will 

need to be sensitive to the c o s t s  of active involvement and 

the benefits of enhanced decisionmaking ability through 

use of research data. For example, the Congress nay wish 

to use all the elements of the oversight process proposed 

by o u r  office only with the most crucial pieces of legis- 

lation and take a less active role in certain others. The 

limitations of time and resources may mean that only a 

few of the many issues needing decision can be thoroughly 

analyzed. 

CONCLUSION 

The availability of relevant, timely, objective, reliable, 

and valid research does not automatically ensure its use 

in decisionmaking. For a long time, social scientists 

were unwilling to address the issue of utilization; those 

who believed that the value of research was defined 

by its uses were criticized. Utilization is much more 

openly addressed today. The challenge of the future is to 

better define what constitutes 

ways to decide what is usable, 

utilization, to determine 

and to develop techniques 
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and o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  u t i l i z a t i o n .  These  under- 

t a k i n g s  shou ld  be  conducted w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of a t o t a f .  

research process which g i v e s  emphasis  t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n ,  

d i f f u s i o n ,  and u t i l i z a t i o n  of knowledge. 

W e  have l e a r n e d  t h a t  a n  i n t e r a c t i v e  process between 

d e c i s i o n m a k e r s  and pol icy researchers is a c r u c i a l  fac- 

t o r  i n  p l a n n i n g  fo r  u t i l i z a t i o n .  W e  have a l so  l e a r n e d  

t h a t  p o l i c y  research is more l i k e l y  t o  be u t i l i z e d  i f  

planning for u t i l i z a t i o n  is a n  integral part of t h e  research 

process. W e  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s u c h  p l a n n i n g  s h o u l d  address  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  t y p e s  of q u e s t i o n s  over t i m e :  

--How w e l l  i d e n t i f i e d  and d e f i n e d  a re  d e c i s i o n m a k e r  
problems need ing  research? 

--What p r i o r i t i e s  are t o  be placed on  s u p p o r t i n g  
projects  des igned  t o  h e l p  s o l v e  t h e  problems 
i d e n t i f i e d ?  

--How w e l l  d i d  research per form i n  h e l p i n g  t o  under- 
s t a n d  t h e  problem and c o n t r i b u t e  t o  its s o l u t i o n ?  

--How w e l l  d i d  i n f o r m a t i o n  on research per formance  
r e a c h  t h e  r e l e v a n t  dec i s ionmaker s?  

--To what e x t e n t  d i d  dec i s ionmaker s  a p p l y  t h e  new 
knowledge to change e x p e c t a t i o n s  or  p o l i c i e s ?  

WHAT'S ON THE HORIZON? 

During t h e  month of May, w e  t e s t i f i e d  a t  c o n g r e s s i o n a l  

h e a r i n g s  on proposed  l e g i s l a t i o n  f o r  c o n g r e s s i o n a l  over -  

s i g h t .  W e  are  encouraged t h a t  there a p p e a r s  t o  be a 

growing consensus  on t h e  need t o  improve Congress '  capa- 

b i l i t y  b o t h ' t o  f i n d  out how w e l l  or  poorly l a w s  a re  
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working and t o  a c t  th rough  l e g i s l a t i o n  o n  t h e  bas i s  of 

what it h a s  l e a r n e d ,  

For example, i n f o r m a t i o n  on  programs and policy o p t i o n s  

would need t o  b e  developed and p r e s e n t e d  t o  t h e  Congress  so 

t h a t  i t  can ac t  r e s p o n s i b l y  i n  d e c i s i o n s  to c o n t i n u e ,  t e r m i -  

nate, o r  modify programs. I n  our t e s t i m o n y ,  w e  emphasized 

t h a t  better o v e r s i g h t  i d e a l l y  shou ld  b e g i n  a t  t h e  " f r o n t  

end" of t h e  l e g i s l a t i v e  p r o c e s s .  W e  u rged  t h a t  Congress ,  

i n  a u t h o r i z i n g  new o r  i n  r e a u t h o r i z i n g  e x i s t i n g  programs 

s t a t e  its objec t ives  and e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r  s u c h  programs a s  

c l e a r l y  a s  is f e a s i b l e ,  and t o  i n c l u d e  s t a t u t o r y  require- 

ments  which are as specif ic  a s  possible  for s y s t e m a t i c  

m o n i t o r i n g  and e v a l u a t i o n  of its programs by t h e  admini- 

s t e r i n g  d e p a r t m e n t s  or a g e n c i e s .  

S t a t e m e n t s  of program o b j e c t i v e s  and e x p e c t e d  results 

can serve as benchmarks a g a i n s t  which t o  j u d g e  t h e  per formance  

of programs. I d e a l l y  such  s t a t e m e n t s  s h o u l d  be i n c l u d e d  

i n  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  b u t  t h i s  is n o t  always prac t i ca l ,  for a va r i e ty  

of r easons .  C e r t a i n l y  such  s t a t e m e n t s  s h o u l d  be i n c l u d e d  

i n  committee r e p o r t s .  

I n  t e s t i m o n y  conce rn ing  effective oversight of t h e  

r e g u l a t o r y  p r o c e s s  GAO p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t ,  it is i m p o r t a n t  

t o  n o t e  t h a t  t h e  o b s t a c l e  t o  t h e  choice of the l e a s t  

cos t ly  method of a c h i e v i n g  r e g u l a t o r y  goals  is sometimes 
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in the enabling legislation itself rather than in the execu- 

tive branch implementation of that legislation. Congress 

occasionally has enacted legislation that mandates a particular 

regulation, and the regulatory agency is effectively foreclosed 

from considering alternative approaches. For example, the 

Motor Vehicle Information and Cost Savings Act, as 

amended, (15 U . S . C .  et, seq.) set specific fleet fuel 

economy standards f o r  cars that must be met by 1985. The 

Department of Transportation and E P A  have only limited dis- 

cretion in implementing the law and may not consider whether 

it is the optimal strategy to achieve the goal of reduced 

f u e l  consumption. T h a t  kind of analysis is required by 

Senate Rule 29 .5  which requires that a regulatory impact 

evaluation be included in the committee report accompanying 

all public bills and joint resolutions. 

Thus, the major elements of the oversight process 

which can provide a major incentive for improved audit, 

evaluation, and research utilization include: 

--a review schedule which can relate analytical 
efforts to coincide with congressional over- 
sight timetables; 

--statements of legislative objectives for 
programs which can provide better criteria 
for assessing how well programs are working 
and whether alternative approaches may o f f e r  
greater promise; and 

--establishing periodic performance reporting 
requirements which will be directly useful. 
in committee reviews. 
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