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This summary report is one of a series that 
addresses major policy, management, or program 
issues facing the new Congress and administration. 
The discussion of issues, the problems associated 
with each, and recommended actions are based on 
our work in the program evaluation area. 

In this report, we are concerned with the govern- 
ment’s continuing ability to develop, disseminate, 
and use sound information. Production of sound 
and timely information is one of the most critical 
functions of government. Program evaluation- 
along with supporting data collection-is one of the 
best means available for obtaining it. Yet with few 
exceptions, we have found that both program eval- 
uation and data collection capabilities have been 
gravely eroded in the executive branch. 

-- - 

--- 

Officials in both executive and legislative branches 
need quality evaluation to help them reach sound 
judgments. Without this capability, executive 
branch policymakers are in a weak position to pur- 
sue their policy objectives with the Congress, to jus- 
tify continuation of their programs, and to eliminate 
wasteful or unnecessary initiatives, because they 
lack supporting data. 

The legislative branch continues to need program 
evaluation findings, whether or not the executive 
branch produces them. If the current drawdown in 
evaluation capabilities continues, reports from the 
GAO, its sister agencies, and from private sector ana- 
lysts may become the only sources to which the 
Congress can turn for sound information to guide 
key decisions. The erosion of evaluation capability 
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in the executive branch will not insulate agency 
programs from congressional oversight. On the con- 
trary, lacking their own evaluations, agencies could 
find themselves excluded from meaningful partici- 
pation in congressional decisions. 

For executive agencies to preserve their proper role 
in policy and program implementation, four actions 
are needed: (1) rebuilding staff capacity, (2) provid- 
ing dedicated resources for program evaluation and 
data collection, (3) setting priorities to ensure that 
information arrives when needed, and (4) ensuring 
honest, full reporting, both to agency policymakers 
and to the Congress. 

Charles A. Bowsher 

. 
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Why Program Evaluation Is Important 

“The Department doesn’t have anything 
on that” is rarely an acceptable answer by 
federal officials to questions about their 
programs, yet that is a statement heard 
with increasing regularity. 

We do not minimize the difficulties of 
determining program effectiveness. We do 
emphasize that there are proven methods 
for getting credible answers to questions 
about program operation and effective- 
ness. These methods collectively are called -- - 
program evaluation. 

When an Iranian airliner is shot down by 
an Aegis missile in the Persian Gulf, or 
when Wall Street goes into economic 
meltdown, the call for information comes 
loud and clear. Less dramatic, but equally 
real, are the “routine” demands for data 
on how effectively the federal government 
is using its trillion-dollar-plus budget. In 
1988, for example, federal officials testi- 
fied several thousand times before Con- 
gress and provided over 3,000 legislatively 
required reports, according to agency esti- 
mates At the least, these reports should 
provide relevant, timely, and technically 
adequate data on federal programs. 

Program evaluation-when it is available 
and of high quality-provides sound infor- 
mation about what programs are actually 

_-.- 
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Why Program Evaluation 
Is Important 

delivering, how they are being managed, 
and the extent to which they are effective 
or cost-effective. 

Unfortunately, we have discovered 
through our surveys that program evalua- 
tion and the data collection that supports 

it are -with few exceptions-in a 
depleted state in executive agencies today. 
Further, case studies show that basic data 
are lacking on such disparate and wide- 
ranging issues as health care quality, the 
state of the environment, and the results 
of weapon system testing. 

- -. 

This shortage of evaluative information 
should be of immediate concern to federal 
managers: they need it both to run their 
programs and to justify their decisions and 
performance. It is certainly of concern to 
GAO: it means a corresponding overflow in 
requests to us for information on program 
results. But the most important point is 
that the shortage is really everyone’s con- 
cern, because good information is not just 
a management tool. It is the responsibility 
of government to the people of this coun- 
try, and it is not in a healthy state. 

- --- ’ 

In the past, sound evaluations have con- 
tributed strongly to well-informed deci- 
sions, such as those to maintain effective 
programs like Head Start or Runaway and 
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Why Program Evaluation 
Is Important 

Homeless Youth. Without such evalua- 
tions, these important programs might not 
have survived the budget cuts that 
depleted other programs whose effective- 
ness had not been so solidly established. 
Also, in the past, programs such as the 
breeder reactor or binary chemical weap- 
ons have been dropped or slowed down 
because evaluations convincingly showed 
their extreme weakness. 

Today, however, the capability to perform 
program evaluation is drying up, not the 
least in such areas as defense, health care, 
education, and the environment, where it 
is precisely most needed. 

a. -- / 
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The Current Decline in 
Evaluative Capability 

Program evaluation support for the admin- 
istration’s top managers may be insuffi- 
cient for their needs. In 1984, and again in 
1988, a review of evaluation services in 
non-Defense agencies found a significant 
general decline since 1980 in the capacity 
and availability of data on federal pro- 
grams, although agencies varied. 

Professional staff in agency evaluation 
units decreased overall by 22 percent, 
from about 1,500 to about 1,200, between 
1980 and 1984, while total staff for the 
agencies as a whole decreased only 6 per- 
cent. A 1988 study of 15 units that had 
been active in 1980 showed a 52-percent 
decrease in professional staff, an addi- 
tional 12 percent since 1984. 

Funds for program evaluation decreased 
by 37 percent between 1980 and 1984 (in 
constant 1980 dollars), while agency bud- 
gets had an overall increase of 4 percent. 
This reduction in resources slowed in the 
period 1984-1988, which saw a 6-percent 
decrease, primarily because of legislative 
set-asides that accounted for roughly 60 
percent of total allocations in both 1984 
and 1988. (In contrast, in 1980 the major- 
ity of resources came from departmental 
budgets.) The amount of program evalua- 
tion funds needed differs among programs, 
but overall, 1984 funding was only about 
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The Current Decline in 
Evaluative Capability 

$111 million to cover all costs of assessing 
the results of all domestic programs, 
according to the agencies. 

Despite changes in staff and funds, the 
number of evaluation studies decreased 
between 1980 and 1984 by only 3 percent. 
The impression of greater efficiency- 
same or more work with fewer 
resources-is misleading. The same work 
was not being done in 1984 or in 1988 as 
had been done in 1980. Work shifted from 
complex evaluations that give more pre- 
cise measures of program effects to less 
complex studies and nontechnical reports. 

In our 1988 sample of units, there was a 
greater reliance on external professionals. 
Unlike earlier years, when internal profes- 
sionals performed small-scale, quick-turn- 
around studies, staff shortages appear to 
have reached a critical level, forcing evalu- 
ation units to contract out even small-scale 
studies. To make matters worse, one 
agency official suggested that this pool of 
qualified contractors is also shrinking. 

Further, reports are increasingly produced 
at the request of program managers, and 
primarily for internal consumption. Evalu- 
ations for external consumption-for con- 
gressional oversight and public scrutiny- 
were limited in number and were primarily 
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The Current Decline in 
Evaluative Capability 

studies mandated by Congress, which set 
aside funds for this purpose. 

-- 
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Evaluation Findings in Specific Agencies 

The concerns just mentioned about the 
likely quality of individual studies pro- 
duced within this overall context of evalu- 
ation decline were fully borne out by our 
in-depth examinations of evaluation func- 
tions in four agencies. We found problems 
in the development, dissemination, and use 
of evaluations that were both consistent 
and extremely severe. 

Inadequacies of DOD After unprecedented real growth from fis- 
Evaluative Data cal years 1980 to 1985, defense funding 

has declined and may well decline still fur- r--I- -- 
ther. The new Congress and top manage- t 
ment will have to make difficult trade-offs 
among programs. Unfortunately, they may t 
be lacking the data crucial to these I 

decisions. L- -._ --- 

The quality of program evaluation infor- 
mation on some defense programs is so low 
that findings are misleading; in other 
cases, information is nonexistent; and in 
still others, data are incomplete. This is 
especially important because of the multi- 
billion-dollar price tags on so many DOD 
programs. Furthermore, adequate systems 
are not in place for getting sound evalua- 
tive information about DOD programs to 
its own top managers or to Congress. For 
example, we found 
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Evaluation Findings in 
Specitic Agencies 

. There were virtually no data on defense 
industrial production capabilities and 
problems at the subcontractor level. Col- 
lecting our own data, we found many 
unsuspected problems, including a heavy 
dependency on foreign suppliers, 
shortages of production machines and test 
equipment, and a large number of 
processes proprietary to individual 
contractors. 

l Program testers failed to collect data on so -- - 
many crucial questions in the Bigeye 
chemical bomb’s development tests that it 
is unclear whether the bomb has met its 
specifications. 

l In DOD’s Live Fire Testing Program, weap- 
ons were often procured based only on L-L, 

computer analyses of vulnerability and 
lethality estimates, with little or no real 
data on weapon system effectiveness 
against actual threats under field 
conditions. 

. The Secretary of Defense and Congress 
regularly receive information that contains 
omissions and inaccuracies in the data. 
They also receive assessments that con- 
sistently transmit a more favorable pre- 
sentation of test adequacy and system 
performance than is warranted by the 
facts. 
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Evaluation Findings in 
Specific Agencies 

Tough Medicare 
Issues 

Medicare-second only to Social Security 
among HHS entitlement programs- 
expended an estimated $70 billion, or 10 
percent of the non-Defense budget, on 
health services to the elderly in fiscal year 
1987. If current trends continue, rising 
federal health care costs for the elderly 
will overtake federal spending for retire- 
ment income. Whether efforts to control 
Medicare costs and reduce unnecessary 
care are severely damaging access to care 
and the quality of that care is a major 
issue for program evaluation today. The 
need is great, also, to determine whether 
proposed alternatives are in fact viable 
solutions. 

The Medicare program’s evaluation system 
today cannot support informed decisions. 
For example 

- - --- ’ 

l The Office of Research and Demonstra- 
tions-the logical unit within the Health 
Care Financing Administration to assume 
responsibility for Medicare program evalu- 
ation-has serious evaluation manage- 
ment problems. 

l Information is meager on the quality of 
care that Medicare hospital patients 
receive. 
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Evaluation Findings in 
Specific Agencies 

l Information on quality of care in other set- 
tings is virtually nonexistent. 

Adequacy and EPA does not know whether many mul- 
Availability of EPA 
Regulatory Data 

tibillion-dollar environmental programs 
are effective in achieving planned goals, 
because its evaluation information is mis- 
leading, inadequate, or incomplete. 
Shortfalls abound in the basic descriptive 
information needed to establish and moni- 
tor environmental regulations, and the F 
effects of some costly environmental pro- 
grams that entail considerable compliance 
burdens are undocumented. For example 

l Data on hazardous waste volume and 
capacity are lacking or suspect. -- 

0 EPA has not comprehensively character- 
ized the groundwater contaminants regu- 
lated by the states. 

. The states lack important data to set tech- 
nically sound groundwater protection 
standards. 

l Major questions remain unanswered about 
the quality of the nation’s rivers and 
streams. 
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Evaluation Findings in 
Speciiic Agencies 

l Data do not exist on the effectiveness of 
EPA’s drinking water standards as protec- 
tion against groundwater contamination, 
yet many states are using them. 

l The effectiveness of the multibillion-dollar 
wastewater construction grants program 
in improving water quality has not been 
adequately evaluated. 

. In many program areas, EPA has not con- 
ducted program evaluations to determine 
the health effects of risk-reduction efforts. 

F-- -, 

Our conclusions in the program evaluation 
area are consistent with those of the GAO 
general management review of EPA (RCED-TV- 

loi), which emphasized the need for the 
agency to set measurable objectives and to 
manage its resources to achieve and assess 
program and policy goals. On the plus side, 
we found that some of EPA’s scientific risk 
assessment work has been very well 
conducted. 

Education: C- On 
Information 

The responsibility for collecting nationally 
useful information on who is getting edu- 
cated, how well, and what can be done to 
improve the excellence of U.S. education is 
dispersed across evaluation, statistical, 
and research units throughout the Depart- 
ment of Education. Since the early 197Os, 
education studies have declined sharply. 
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Evaluation Findings in 
Specific Agencies 

Program evaluation studies, in particular, 
have declined by over 65 percent. More- 
over, the statistical data produced were 
often stale (3-5 years, or more, out of date) 
and the technical quality varied. 

The National Center for Educational Sta- 
tistics has initiated efforts to upgrade 
national data bases and has overhauled its 
management, providing some much-needed 
stability and technical expertise. These 
improvements are new, and they will 
require continued management support 
over the next few years. 

The research function could benefit from 
the lessons learned in reconstructing the 
statistical systems. Beginning in 1989, the 
laboratory and center systems supported 
by research funds are scheduled for 
recompetition. Currently they consume 
about 95 percent of the Department’s non- 
programmatic research resources, yet no 
evaluative data exist on whether this is an 
optimal use of limited funds. How priori- 
ties for these awards are set will affect the 
flow of educational information for the 
next 5 years. For example, will top prior- 
ity be set on the disadvantaged? on higher 
education? or on others of the many topics 
competing for attention? 

r-- -- t 
L --- 
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Evaluation Findings in 
Specific Agencies 

Much of the Department’s program evalua- 
tion resources are used for internal analy- 
ses of proposed policies. But in part 
through congressional mandates and set- 
asides, there are several nationally signifi- 
cant evaluation studies are nearing the end 
of the pipeline. In 1989, major evaluations 
of such sensitive topics as bilingual educa- 
tion and educational reform should be 
completed. In the recent past, there have 
been criticisms of how the Department 
reviews and releases this kind of policy- I” 
sensitive research. For example, headline- 
getting press conferences have been held 
before reports were available for proper 
professional and public review. 

Page 18 GAO/OCG89-8TR Program Evaluation Issues 



Rebuilding Capacity 

Throughout many federal agencies the 
information pipeline for program oversight 
and management is drying up. The reduc- 
tion in staff and funds needed to deter- 
mine program effectiveness leaves 
managers unprepared to answer tough 
questions about program costs and results, 
and vulnerable to incidents such as the 
Vincennes situation in the Persian Gulf. 
Top-management support for collecting 
this information and insistence on honest 
reporting are urgently needed. 

-- - 

What Is Needed: 
Capacity 

The infrastructure-the capacity for pro- 
gram evaluation-has generally eroded 
and will have to be rebuilt. For example 

l Staff who are professionally trained in 
evaluation techniques and who also have 
the requisite understanding of programs 
will have to be recruited and trained in 
federal procedures. Graduate training is 
usually a minimum requirement for these 
positions. 

l Many evaluation units may be inade- 
quately staffed. As a rough estimate, one 
evaluator can manage about $1 million in 
contract activity and one manager is 
needed for every six or seven evaluators, 
depending on the size and complexity of a 
program. 
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Rebuilding Capacity 

. Locating at least one evaluation unit at the 
top-management level is essential, so that 
priorities can directly reflect agency and 
congressional concerns and the results can 
flow without censorship to the top. 

l Relationships that support planning and 
budget functions also need to be 
strengthened. 

What Is Needed: 
Resources 

A notable imbalance persists in executive 
branch funding of program evaluation. - 
Some agencies say they do not do any eval- 
uations. In others, such costly programs as 
Clean Water lack adequate data on pro- 
gram effectiveness. Given the resources 
that can be saved through sound evalua- 
tion and the need for an agency to be able -- 
to show that its programs are effective 
and well managed, 

l program evaluation needs to be generally 
strengthened throughout the government, 
and 

l resources need to be both dedicated to pro- 
gram evaluation and expanded in those 
agencies where evaluation has been eroded 
or is not functioning well. 

Program evaluation personnel can present 
a tempting target to budget cutters in 
times of tight resource constraints, simply 

c- 

_- 
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Rebuilding Capacity 

because they are not line staff. This temp- 
tation must be resisted. 

What Is Needed: 
Priorities 

Within the four areas we examined in 
depth, we believe the top-priority evalua- 
tion issues for the next few years are: 

l integrity of weapon system evaluation, 

l long-term medical care needs, 

. cost-effectiveness of environmental sys- 
tems, and - 

l excellence and competitiveness of U.S. 
education. 

Top leadership in all agencies should 
review their program evaluation efforts to 
determine what areas in their programs 
need highest priority attention. 

What Is Needed: 
Honest Reporting 

Some of the problems with agency evalua- 
tions have included the failure to conduct 
necessary studies, nontechnical influence 
on draft reports that have concealed or 
distorted findings, technical flaws affect- 
ing study quality, the uncertain access of 
top managers to complete and unvarnished 
study findings, and the limited use of eval- 
uations in making policy. 
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Rebuilding Capacity 

Needed improvements in the reporting and 
use of program evaluation include 

l assurance that objective data get to top 
decisionmakers. The review process that 
helps ensure technical adequacy and bal- 
ance should not deter timeliness or candor. 

. more extensive communication between 
requesters and evaluators in the early, 
middle, and late stages of a study. Such 
communication, which includes evaluator -* -, 
participation in the early formulation of 
data requests, is lacking, particularly in 
studies mandated by Congress. Communi- 
cation is crucial to keeping results of 
costly studies off some dusty shelf and 
putting them onto agendas for action, _- 3 

. greater attention to the prospective aspect 
of evaluations, before new programs, poli- 
cies, or regulations are launched. “Front- 
end” evaluations can prevent a poor use of 
funds and target resources where they are 
most likely to be effective. 
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If Agencies Don’t, Others Will 

A consequence of the drawdown in evalua- 
tion capacity is that agencies may find 
themselves fenced off from evaluation- 
based debates about their own programs. 
That is, not only may agency-generated 
information for the public be lacking, but 
agencies themselves may not have the data 
needed to be most convincing about what 
they think should be started, what they 
think should be stopped, and what they 
think should be changed. The terms of the 
debates and the data brought to bear on 
these issues may be someone else’s call. 

Further, the problems we have described 
mean that to a growing extent, even GAO 
and others that often draw on agency 
records and data may be able to report lit- 
tle more than “Information to answer this 
key question is not available.” That is, the 
loss of program evaluation information 
has repercussions that go beyond whether 
an agency head has to testify, “My Depart- 
ment does not have any data on that 
point,” to whether a wide range of groups 
that rely in part on federally collected 
evaluations can independently tell Con- 
gress what is happening in the executive 
branch. 

Over the years, the congressional appetite 
for the data needed for oversight on com- 
plex questions about the operations and 

Page 23 GAO/OCX&KWR Program Evaluation Issues 



If Agencies Don’t, Others Will 

consequences of federal programs has not 
slackened. Congress increasingly is relying 
on GAO and its sister agencies-the Con- 
gressional Budget Office (CBO), the Office 
of Technology Assessment (OlIA), and the 
Congressional Research Service (CRS)-to 
do studies that might appropriately be 
conducted by executive branch agencies. 
We have, for example, been tasked legisla- 
tively with a major set of analyses on the 
effect of immigration reform and with 
determination of the numbers of homeless 
children and youth. 

Clearly, if the executive branch cannot 
provide timely, relevant, technically ade- 
quate, and credible information on the 
programs that it is responsible for 
administering, Congress will continue to 
write us into legislation that mandates 
these important studies. 

Our mission, of course, is to provide credi- 
ble information to Congress and help 
ensure that Congress is not limited to 
reports from special interest, public inter- 
est, or other groups. However, although 
Congress may have the high ground on 
information, we should not, and indeed 
cannot, do it all. Such a role exceeds our 
resources. Moreover, it could lead to a seri- 
ous imbalance between the branches on 
who calls the shots on the information that 
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If Agencies Don’t, Others Will 

has become a vital influence in major 
debates on national policy and that is con- 
sidered an important indicator of a credi- 
ble government. 

Each agency head should have, as a top 
priority, an honest inventory of what 
information is coming on line, whether it 
will be available in time to affect key deci- 
sions over the next 4 years, what the tech- 
nical quality and relevance of the 
evaluations are, and what gaps need to be 
plugged first. In a few instances, the situa- 
tion may be relatively good; but in many 
others, we must emphasize that a renewed 
commitment to program evaluation is 
urgently needed. 
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