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OBJECT IVES OF THE GENERAL 
ACCOUNTING OFF ICE 

Broadly speaking, GAO's objectives cannot be separated from 
the needs of the Congress for information and advice as it carries 
out its legislative and oversight responsibilities . We are, of course, a 
part of the legislative branch. In addition to providing assistance to 
the Congress on a request basis, we carry out under our own broad 
mandate independent responsibilities to render legal opinions. pre
scribe accounting principles and standards, and , most importllntly, 
to review Federal operations on our own initiative. and prepare 
analyses for the Congress. 

GAO's role will continue to change as the needs of the Con
gress change in response to the increasing size and complexity of 
our nation and it government. A concern frequently expressed in 
the Congress is that the executive branch has increased its power in 
relationship to the legislative branch for the simple reason that the 
executive branch has most of the experts and information on such 
complex subjects as major weapons systems, atomic energy, space 
exp loration, and pollution control. In my opinion, this concern has 
a great deal of validity. 

Many of these experts and much of the information from the 
executive branch are made available to the Congress through hear
ings and reports, or by less formal means. However, inevitable 
questions remain. 

• Were the proper alternatives to proposed programs fully 
considered and set forth objective ly to the Congress? 

• Does the executive branch keep the Congress adequately 
advised on progress and on problems which develop as 
programs are ca rri ed out? 

• Does the information provided facilitate , rathey than 
frustrate, legislative oversight? 

It is my objective to strengthen, wherever I can. the processes 
through which the Congress can obtain reliable information.· This 
means that the work of the General Accounting Office must be 
more and more relevant to the needs of the Congress. 

We have done much in this direction, and there are many 
indications that Congress will tum increasingly to the GAO in tile 
future. In recent years, the work which we classify as being of 



direct assistance to the Congress has increased mor~ thun fourfold 
to the point where it represents nearly 34 p~rcent of the total 
effort of our profession:li stuff of 4.063. 

I t is not our purpose to "sell" our services to the Congress. In 
facl. we often IHlve resisted additional responsibilities if we thought 
we cou ld not discharge them adequately. However. we have made 
strenuous dTorts to foresee the needs of the Congress and to make 
Ollf information. conclusions, :lnd r~commend3tions aV:Jih.lblc on a 
timely basi, in order to be relevant and useful to the work of the 
congressional committees. 

GAO's objective certainly is not to become the "think tank" 
for the Congress on the best solutions to pr~ssing national prob
lems. Nor is it ou r job to as.'ess overall national program priorities 
or budget-funding requirements. n,e Legislative Reorganization Act 
of 1970 and thc Congressional Budget and Impoundmen t Control 
Act of t974, however. unde,-,;core the importance of GAO respon
sibilities for the preparation of program analyses and evaluations 
and for the provision of timely infonnation nt'eded by the Con
gress in all phases of its work. While the budget and appropriations 
processes arc most important in determining national priorities. the 
Congress' oversight ami authorizing responsibilities are yet more 
basic. Titles VII. VIII and X or the 1974 a~t give GAO major roles 
in support of all these processes. 

Governl11cn t has become much more compkx since the 
Congress established GAO morc than 50 years ago. The needs of 
the Congress ror help have grown and will continue to grow. 

GAO's greatest con tribution is to provide answers to questions 
suc h as: 
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. Is it possible to eliminate waste und the inefficient lise 
of public money? 

• Are Federal programs, whether administered directly by 
the Federal Government or through other organizations, 
stich as the United Nations. or through State and local 
governments. achjeving their object ives? 

• Are there other ways of accomp li shing the objectives of 
these programs at lower costs? 

• Are funds being spent legally? and IS the accounting 
system for them adeq lIate? 



Our objective is to recommend ways of making both proposed 
and ongoing Federal programs work better. to assist in the process 
of prograrl) choice. and to make the results of our studies known 
before decisions are reached . This is especially important when 
there are strong pressures to move to new and untried approaches 
or to infuse more money into programs .that ,"ave not yet demon
strated their worth. 

The first and foremost responsibility for providing this type 
of informa tion to the Congress should continue to rest with the 
operating agencies themselves. Especially in view of the inde
pendent position which GAO holds. we can adv ise the Congress 
how well we think the agencies have done their jobs of eva lua ting 
the erfect iveness of their programs. GAO can supplement their 
efforts and go more deeply into problems which may not have 
been dealt with adeqll3tely by the agencies. 

Objec tivity is Essential 

GAO's greatest single asset is the competence. dedication. and 
en thusiasm of its staff. Whenever possible. we shou ld emphasize to 
our staff, at all levels, the great responsibility with which we have 
been entrusted. 

We are employing and developing individuals with varied back
grounds and competence in keep in g with the diverse areas which 
we are ca lled upon to rev iew. Although the competence of our 
staff is high ly important, it is essential that GAO maintain its 
hard-earned reputation for objectivity, accuracy. and high profes
sional standards. This is particularly important as we increasingly 
emphasize audits having as their principal objectives the assessment 
of the resu lts of Government programs and whether these programs 
arc bCin& carried out as the Congress intended . 

We cannot avoid the situation where certain of our reports 
will be considered controversial in the eyes of those who may 
disagree with our conclusions and recommendations. This simply 
underscores the importance of developing and presenting our con
clusions and recommendations as fairly, objectively. and factually 
as possible. 

We do not lobby for a particular legislative or program deci
sion . Rather, we enaeavo r to provide the kind of objective analysis 
of alternatives that can be valuab le to the Congress in reaching its 
own conclusion. In short, GAO must avoid a partisan program ro le 
just as it has carefu ll y avoided a part isan po li tica l role. 
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Public Confidence in Government 

In a broader context, GAO is responsible to the public. GAO 
reports to the Congress, if not classified for national security rea
sons, are public repo.rts. Although we have no official ombudsman 
responsibility , we try at all times to be sensitive to responsible 
criticisms of Federal programs and to take these criticisms into 
account in our reports and in deciding which areas to review. 

We do not seek publicity for our reports. But we think it 
quite important that tbe public have full access to our findings and 
conclusions. We provide the public with a meaningful demonstra
tion of the openness of our governmenta l processes. 

We recognize that certain information must be classified in 
the interest of national security. The legal authority to classify 
information rests with the operating agencies. We have as one of 
our objectives, however, the questioning of security classifications 
which seem unnecessary for the purposes of security legislation and 
regulations. 

Concerns are being voiced increasingly in the Congress and 
elsewhere about the apparent decreased confidence in the Govern
ment, particularly in the Government's ability to make programs 
work effectively and to serve well those individuals and groups for 
which public funds are spent. lf these concerns are valid, it is more 
important than ever before that the public be aware of the work 
of GAO as an organization which has as its principal concerns 
fiscal integrity and the economical and effective management of 
governmental programs. I believe that GAO can playa part in 
overcoming these concerns. 

~~lfILI 
of the United States 
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

The General Accounting Office came in to existence as an 
independent. nonpolitical ann of the Congress in 192 I when the 
Budget and Accounting Act was enacted . 

Following are responses to frequen tly raised questions within 
and outside the Government about GAO purpose. responsibilities, 
obj,," tives, policies, ~nu proced ures. 

Purposes and Responsibilities 

I. What are GAO's basic purposes and responsibilities? 

GAO has these basic purposes. 

• To assist the Congress. its committees, and its Members 
as much as it can to carry o ut their legislative and 
oversight responsibi lities. consisten t with its role as an 
i ndependen t, nonpolitical agency. 

• To carry out linancial control and other functions with 
respect to Fedeml Government programs and operations 
as assigned by the Congress. ThIS responsibility includes 
legal. accounting, auditing. and claims seltlement work. 

• To make recommendations designed to make Govern
ment operations more efficient and effective. 

GAO's primary internal management objective is to perform 
all of its functions as effectively. efficien tJy , economically. and 
promptly as possible. 
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Orga nization 

2. How is GAO organized? 

Until 1972 GAO's audit organization was primarily on a 
Federal agency basis. For example, it had a Defense Division 
responsible for dle audit of all activities of the Department of 
Defense, a Civil Division responsible for the audit of civil agencies, 
and an International Division responsible for the audi t of the 
international activities of all agencies. 

In 1972 the Comptroller General reorganized GAO to 
emphasize ?-~signing audit and other responsibilities on a functional 
and program basis. Further modifications in GAO's organization 
were made in 1974. The prese nt organization i, ,hown on the 
chan on page 6. 

3. What are the reasons for these changes'! 

Then! were sevc:ral reasons. 

• To accelerate the growth of program and functional 
expertise among GAO's senior staff members. 

• To make it e11sier to carry out multiagency and 
Government-wide reviews by assigning lead responsibility 
to a particular organizational unit. 

• To facilitate the timely completion of GAO's audit work. 

• To assist the Comptroller General in dealing with his 
expanded responsibi lities (for example, chairing the Cost 
Accounting Standards Board and carrying out GAO's 
newly assigned responsibilities under the Legislative 
Reorganization Act of 1970, as amended, and under the 
Congressiona l Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 
1974.) 

4. Is the Cos t Accou nti ng Standards Board a pa rI of GAO? 

No. T he Cost Accounting Standards Board is a separate 
agency in the legislative branch. It was estab lished by law (Public 
Law 9 1-379) in August 1970. 
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Its job is to develop and promulgate cost accounting standards 
to be followed by prime contractors and subcontractors in the pric
ing, administration, and settlement of negotiated defense contrac ts 
over $ 100,000. 

The Board's main relationship to GAO is that the Comptroller 
General, by law, is the Chairman of the Board and thus is the head of 
both agencies . 

Direct Assistance to the Congress 

5. How does GAO assis t the Congress? 

GAO view, almost all of its work as assistan<.:e to the Congress 
in carrying out its legislative and oversight functions. However, cer
tain GAO work directly assists the Congress. This work includes: 

• Making specific surveys, reviews, and stud ie, directed by 
law. 

• Making special surveys. audits and review requested by 
congressional committees and individual Member!. of Con
gress or recommended in committee reports. 

• Providing infomlation and legal services relating to Govern
ment operations and policies to congressional committees 
and Members of Congress through fonnal testimony. 
informal conferences, reports on proposed legislation. and 
interpretations of statutes. 

• Providing advisory assistance in developing and drafting 
legisla tive proposals. 

• Assigning staff members to directly assist congressional 
committees. 

6. How much of GAO's work fall' in the, catego ry'? 

In fiscal year 1976 about 34 percent of the work of the profes
sional staff fell in the category of direct assist:lncc to the Cong ress. 

7. How did the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970 provide for 
additional GAO assistance to the Congress? 

As originally passed. this act provided, for example, that GAO 
assist the Congress by : 
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. Reviewing and analyzing the results of Government pro
grams and activities when directed to do so by either 
House of Congress or when requested to do so by com
mittees having jurisdiction over such programs and activi
t ies. 

• Having GAO experts assist congressiona l commi ttces in 
analyzing and conducting cos t-benefit studies. 

• Representing the Congress in coopera ting with the Secre
tary of the Treasury and the DiIector of the Office of 
Managemen t and Budget in developing and mai ntaining a 
s tandardized information and data processing system for 
budgeta ry and fi scal data, includin g standard classificat ions 
of Federal programs, activiti es, receipts, and expenditures. 

• Provid ing the Congress with monthly and annual lists of 
reports issued by GAO. 

8. Wasn't this law later amended? 

Yes. The Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act 
of 1974 amended the 1970 act to change some of the prov isions 
relating to GAO assistance to the Congress and added many new 
duties. 

The act also es tablished a system of congressional con trol over 
the impoundment of funds by the President and assig ned specific 
responsibilities to GAO to assist the Congress in this process. An
swers to questions 78 through 82 se t forth more detailed information 
on GAO's expanded responsibilities under this act. 

9. What is GAO's relatio nship with the Congressional ' Budget 
Office? 

The Congress ional Budget Office was estab lished by the Con
gressional Budget and Impoundmen t Con trol Act of 1974 as an 
office of the Congress to assist commi ttees and members in develop
ing budget and fiscal alternatives and to strengthen congressional 
budget information and analysis resources. To carry out these fun c
tions, the office is authorized to obtain infonllatiol1, <lata , e.timatcs 
and statistics developed by GAO and , upon mutual agree men t , use 
GAO's services, facili ties and personnel. 

10. What is GAO's policy in responding to requests by individual 
Members of Congress for information or audits? 

GAO's basic policy is to be as help ful as possible to all Members 
of Congress within the confmes of staff reso urces and other work 
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requirements and still preserve GAO's status as an independent. non
political agl'ncy. 

GAO doe~ respond to requests from individual Member> of Con
gress. This practice is in keeping with GAO's nonpolillcal. bipartisan 
character, since it avoids the implication that GAO limits it> assi st
ance to a particular political party in the Congress by responding 
only to requests made by committee chairmen . 

11. What other factors are considered in responding to requests 
from individual Members of Congress? 

ome times the issues raised by a Member has broader implica
tions than the concern of a particular State , congressional district. or 
constituent. GAO judges each request from this standpoint. and 
sometimes more comprehensive studies of management problems or 
procedures are made tilat come to GAO's <Ittcntion through a limited 
req 1II!~ 1. 

In some cases GAO receives requests on the same or similar 
subject; from seveml Members at about the same time . When thLs 
happens, a consolidated response is usually prepared. In some in
stances the results of GAO's work on these requests arc included in a 
report to the Congress as a whole. 

12. Doesn't the handling of requests from individual Members of 
Congress interfere with the conduct of other audit work? 

This sometimes happens since most congressional request work 
is givcn priority. GAO's objective is to provide service :Jnd to help 
Members of Congress obta in needed information as speedily und effi
cien tl y us possible . However. every effort is maue to do this without 
adver>ely alTe.:ting other work under way or planned on programs or 
activitie. which in GAO's judgment warrant priority attention or 
which can be expecteu to result in major economics or improve
mcnts. 

In d~termil1lng what GAO will do in any given C:lSC, the avail
ability of the requested information in the agency concerned or the 
possibility that a response might bettcr be made by the agency is 
considered and discussed with the requesting Member of Congress. 
Also, in some C:lSCS, a requester's needs may be sutislied by providing 
copies of reports on relevan t GAO-initiated assignments which are 
either curren tly in process or which arc in GAO's future work plans. 
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13. Don't some of the requests from individual Members involve 
rather minor matters? 

Obtaining information to respond to some requests does re
quire GAO to review agency transactions or activities which are 
not large. In many cases, this does involve performing audit work 
that GAO would not do on its own initiative simply because of the 
basic policy of using its audit staffs on majo r programs, activities, 
and problems as much as possible. Such matters are important. 
however, to the individual Member or his constituent and in many 
instances, this work has led to identifying needed improvements in 
Government operations and programs. 

If the informa tion cannot readily be obta ined directly from 
the agency or if the questions raised are of such a nature that an 
agency respo nse would not be sa tisfactory or appropriate, GAO's 
policy is to do the necessary review work as exped itiously as pos
sible to make an adequate response. 

14. Does GAO have a central point for coordinating the various 
requests from the Congress? 

Yes. GAO's 8f1ice of Congressional Relations is the central 
coordination point for providing the Congress with prompt and 
effective assistance. This Office maintains continuous contact with 
the congressional committees and Members of Congress to serve as 
a comm uni ca tions and coordination link between the Congress and 
GAO. 

Auditing 

IS. To many people, the term "audit" mealls checking and verify
ing accounts, transactions, and financial statements. What does 
GAO mean by the term? 

The term means much more in GAO operations. It includes 
examin ing accounting records and financial transactions and sta te
ments, but the fuU sco pe of a GAO audit also includes: 

• Checking for compliance with applicable laws and regula
tions . 

• Examining the efficiency and economy of operations. 
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• Reviewing the results of operations to evaluate whether 
desired results, including legislatively prescribed objec
tives, have been effectively ach ieved. 

16. What is the difference between an audit and a review? 

Both are general terms often used to describe the process of 
checking or eValuating an operat ion o r an activity. In GAO an 
audit embraces these basic phases. 

Survey- Obtaining working information and analyzing it 
to identify matters deserving of detailed 
examination or analysis. 

Review- Detailed examination or analysis work. 

Report- Communicating results of examination or analy
sis work, including recommendations. 

17. What are the purposes of GAO audits of Federal agencies? 

The primary purposes of GAO audits are to: 

• Evaluate the efficiency, economy , legality. and effec
tiveness with which Federal agencies carry out thei r 
financia l, management, and program responsib ilities. 

• Provide the Congress and Federal agency officia ls with 
significant and objective information , conclusions, and 
recommendations that will aid them in carrying out thei r 
responsibilities. 

18. More specifically. what does GAO check or evaluate when it 
makes one of these audits? 
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GAO seeks to find out whether: 

• The agency is carrying out only those programs and ac
tivities the Congress authorized. 

• The agency's programs and activities are ach ieving the 
objectives the Congress intended and at the lowest cost. 

• The agency is conducting its programs and activi ties ef
fectively, efficiently , and economically and is meeting 
legal requirements in doing so. 



• The agency is managing and using its resources (including 
funds, property. and personnel) effect ively, efficiently, 
and economically. 

• The agency's organization and management system is 
adequately monitoring and measuring how effectively its 
programs and activities are conducted. 

• The agency is co llecting and accounting properly for all 
revenues and receipts from its programs and act ivities. 

• The agency's accoLmting sys tem is adequate for accoun t· 
ing for its resources and its programs and activities ac
cording to (I) stat utory requirements and (2) the 
accounting and auditing principles, standards. and related 
requirements prescribed by the Comptroller General. 

• Agency reports to the Congress and to central control 
agencies fulfill their purposes adequately. 

A GAO audit may cover one, or any combination, of the 
above objectives. 

19. What terms does GAO use to identify different kinds of 
audits? 

GAO audit work is classified into three broad categories . 

• Audits of financial ope rations and legal compliance. 

• Audits of efficiency and economy of opera tions. 

• Audits of program results. 

Each audit category is described in tenns of objectives: in 
other words, genera l specifications for each category are developed 
to describe what the audit seeks to accomplish. 

20. What is an example of such a description? 

An audit of financial operations and legal compliance, for 
example, is an audit of financial transactions, accounts, and reports 
and of compliance with applicable laws and regu la tions. The audit 
includes enough work to determine whether: 

13 



• The agency controls and accounts effectively for its 
funds, property , and other assets; its liabilities; and its 
revenues and expenditures. 

• The agency keeps adequate accounting records ·according 
to the principles, standards, and related requirements pre
scribed by the Comptroller General. 

• The agency's financial reports show fully and fairly its 
financial condition. the results of its operati ons. and 
changes in its financial condition and provide adequate 
financial in formation for use by rna nagers. 

• The agency's accounting system provides: 

I. A basis for settling accountable officers' accou nts. 

2. Reliable information for use in preparing budget re
quests, controlling the budget, and furnishing finan
cial information to the Office of Management and 
Budget. 

3. Information required for the Government 's central 
accounting system in the Treasury Department. 

• The agency is complying with the laws and regulations 
governing the receipt. disbursement. and application of 
public funds. 

21. What abou t audits of efficiency and economy of operations? 

Many GAO audits are concerned with efficiency and economy 
in the use of public resources. Policies. procedures , and transac
tions are examllled (I) to evaluate the efficiency, economy. and 
legality with which an agency carries out its programs and activities 
and uses financial. property. and personnel resources and (2) to 
develop recommendations for improvements. 
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Specifically. these audits inquire into such matters as the: 

• eed for goods or services provided or procured. 

• Reasonableness of costs incurred or expenditures made. 

• Adequacy of safeguards over and care of resources ac
quired . 

• Proper use of resources. 

• Adequacy of revenues received for goods or services so ld . 



Such matters are pursued primarily from t he standpoint of 
improvements needed-usually by identifying avoidable costs or 
waste, possibili ties fo r increased revenues, and alternative proce
dures for producing similar results at lower costs or better results 
at the same or lower costs. 

22. How would an audit of program results be described? 

Such an audi t would be concerned with inquiring into 
whether desired results or ·benefits are being ac hieved and whether 
the objectives established by the Congress are being met. The scope 
of an audit of program resu lts often considers such additional fac
tors as whether : 

• Management weaknesses adversely affec t the achievement 
of desired results. 

• Alternat ive approaches might achieve prog ram objec tives 
mo re effectively o r at a lower cost. 

• Benefits or detriments are resu lting that were not con
templated when the program was established. 

• The Congress should reconsider the program objectives in 
the light of experi ence. 

23. Federal agency programs :lJ1d operations are so large that 
GAO cannot possibly audit everything. What factors does 
GAO consider in deciding what to audit? 

GAO primarily considers those programs. ac t ivities, or opera
tions which are known to be, o r may be, of direct interest to the 
Congress or are of such importance that they shou ld be audited by 
GAO as an independent a rm of the Congress. 

GAO's policy, excep t as otherwise required by statute or co n
gressiona l request, is to apply its resources where it be lieves the 
effort will do the most good in promoting improvements in Gov
ernment operations an d in keeping the Congress informed abo ut 
such operations. 

24. Does the Congress specify what GAO shall audit? 

The laws enacted usually assign audit authority and responsi
bility to GAO in rather general terms . However, some laws require 
GAO to make specifi c audits. For example, the Emergency Loan 
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Guarantee Act requires GAO to audit the accounts, books, reco rds, 
and transactions of borrowers under the act. The Government Cor
poration Contro l Act requires GAO to audit Government corpora
tions periodically. 

Sometimes a law requires a one-time audit or study. Good 
examples are : 

• The military procurement authorization for 1970 which 
required GAO to make a study of profits made by de
fense contractors on negotiated contracts. 

• The Comprehensive Health Manpower Training Act of 
1971 which directed GAO to study the feasibility of 
reducing the cost of constru cting hea lth facilities. 

• The Amendments to the National School Lunch and 
Child Nutrition Acts which extcnded the pilot supp le
mental food progmm also required that GAO com plete 
an evaluation of the pilot program by March 1975. 

25. What are some of the other factors GAO considers in deciding 
what to audit? 

The important factors GAO considers in deciding what to 
audit are : 

• Expressions of congress ional interest. e.g .. views stated in 
committee reports. 

• The importance of programs and activities judged by 
such means as public impac t. amoun t of expenditu res. 
investment in asse ts. and amount of revenues. 

• The newness of programs and activities. 

• Public criticism indicating the need for corrective action. 

• The extcn t and recency of prior work by GAO or by 
agency internal review groups. 

• The opportunities to make constructivc contributions to 
legis lat ive or oversight operati ons of the Congress or to 
improve operations of Federal agencies. 

The weight GAO gives to these fac tors varies from agency to 
agency and from program to program. Its decision in each case 
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represents a composite judgment of all pertinent facto rs. The over
riding factor is whe ther the work will constructi.ely contribute to 
greate r economy . efficiency. and effectiveness of Government pro
gra ms and operations. 

26. Are any special techniques used in making decisions on what 
to audit? 

The ComptroUer General chairs a Program Planning Commit
tee of top-level GAO officials which is assisted by the Office of 
Program Planning. 

This Commit tee meets from time to time with operating divi
sion directors and their plann ing assistants and reviews their audit 
pl ans in relation to majo r Federal programs or problem areas that 
have been approved to receive priority attenti on in carrying out 
GAO :l udit work . 

At th e presen t time . the Commille~ has approved 29 such 
areas invo lving Federal programs. 

27. What are these areas? 

They are as follows: 

Accounting and Financial 
Reporting 

Automa tic Data Processing 

Consumer and Worke r Protection 

Domest k Ho using and 
Community Programs 

Edu<:ation and Training 

Enl'rgy 

Envi ro nmental Prote<: ti on 

Facilities and Materia l 
Monagemcllt 

FederaJ Pe rso nnel Management 
and Compensation 

Fede ral Records Management 

Food 

Health 

Income Security 

Materials 

I "tergove rn men tal Rela ti o n5 
and Revenue Sharing 

In ternal Auditing System~ 

International Economic and 
MiLitary Programs 

Land Use Planning and Con trol 

Law Enforceme l1l and Crime 
Prevention 

Military Prepa redn ess 

Nationa l Produc tiviry 

Non-<liscrimination and Equa l 
Opportunity 
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Pro,urement of Good and 
Services 

Program Evalualion Systems 

Scknce and Technology 

Tax Administration 

Tax Policy 

Transportation Systems and 
Policies 

Water 

28. These program and problem areas obviously involve more than 
one operating division in GAO. How are responsibilities as
signed to plan and carry out audit work related to a\l of these 
areas? 

Overall responsibility for each one of these areas is specifically 
assigned to onc of GAO's operat ing divisions , or offices. These 
" lead" divisions arc responsible for providing IC~ldcrship and guid
ance in the planning, programming. performance, and reportin g of 
audit work undenaken in the designated program or problem area. 

29. To what extent does GAO attempt to invo lve congressional 
committees in identifying programs, activities. or management 
problems for auditing? 

GAO's aud it planning is based largely on its own judgment of 
congressional interest. Congressional interest is determined through 
discussions with members of congressional committees, committee 
staffs, and individual Members of Congress. GAO also considers 
hearings. congressional debates, committee reports, and statemen ts 
of individual Members of Congress and whether programs are com
ing up for renewal. 

Committee staffs are briefed on GAO work plans and audits 
in process and on reactions obtained as to their interest in the 
work. GAO's Office of Congressional Relations maintains contact 
with congressional committees and many individual Members of 
Congress as to their activities and interests and these contacts a re 
also useful in audit planning. 

GAO staff members are expected to be familiar at a\l times 
with the interests and operations of the congressional committees 
involved with the agencies and programs on which GAO is 
work ing. This familiarity provides GAO with a basis for making 
appropriate changes in operating plans so that its work will be of 
the most benefit to the Congress. 
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30. Is it a GAO objective to stress muItiagency audits? 

Not necessarily, although GAO's Government-wide scope of 
interest and responsibility make it important that GAO consider 
problems from an interagency and Government-wide standpoint. 

After considering several factors, GAO determines whether the 
audit should be done in all agencies simultaneously or in one 
agency at one time. Factors that are considered include the: 

. Availability of supervisors and assistants. 

• Complexity of the problem area. 

• Importance of the problem in more than one agency. 

• Need to review more than one agency to establish a case 
for improvement. 

In some cases it is feasible and appropriate to analyze a prob
lem common to more than one agency and to develop findings 
that provide evidence of a need for improvement more convincing 
than if only one agency were reviewed. In other cases an audit in a 
single agency will be sufficient for recommending improvements or 
corrective actions in other agencies. 

31. Is it GAO's policy to consider agency in ternal audits in decid
ing what it will examine? 

Yes. This policy is grounded not only on common sense in 
determining the best use of audit staff resources but also in law. 
The Budget and Accounting Procedures Act of 1950 specifically 
directs GAO, in determining audit work to be done, to consider 
"the effectiveness of accounting organizations and systems, internal 
audit and control, and related administrative practices" of Federal 
agencies. 

One of GAO's objectives is to strengthen Government agency 
management controls and systems where possible. As these controls 
and systems have improved, GAO has been able to rely more on 
agency internal audits and management reviews. GAO must find 
out, of course, whether the work of internal audit and other evalu
ation staffs is adequate and can be relied upon. GAO's objective is 
to avoid, when practicable, duplication of agency internal audits 
and reviews. 
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32. What limits are imposed on GAO's jurisdiction? 

By law, GAO is authorized and directed to investigate all 
matters relating to the receipt. disbursement, and application of 
public funds. 

Because of specific provisions of certain laws , however , some 
Government activities are excluded from GAO's jurisdiction. 
Notable exclusions are the Federa l Reserve Sy tern ; the Ofrtce of 
Comptroller of Ule Currency, Department of the Treasury; and the 
alien property functions of the Department of Justice . These activi
ties are exc luded mainly because they are not financed with appro
priated funds and separate audit authority over these act ivities has 
not been otherwise provided by the Congress. 

Various restrictions exist on GAO's audit authority for numer
ous other activities and categories of expenditure. A complete list 
of such restrict ions is published by GAO's Office of General Coun
sel in "Legislat ion Relating to the Functions and Jurisdiction of 
the General Accounting Office." 

33. Aren't the performing agencies primarily responsible for evalu
ating their efforts in achieving the goals Or objectives of the 
programs they are responsible for carrying out? 

Yes, very definitely. This principle was emphasized in a letter 
sent by Ule Comptroller General to the chairmen of congressionaJ 
committees in August 1972 and in his March 1973 testimony be
fore the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry. Program 
eva luation is a fundamental part of effective program administra
tion and the responsibility for doing it should rest initially in the 
agencies responsiblc for carrying out the programs . 

34. Do the laws setting up Federal programs assign evaluation 
responsibility to the performing departments or agencies? 

It is not always specifically spell ed out in the authorizing 
laws, but GAO believes that it should be. Both the Comptroller 
General's August 1972 letter and his March 1973 testimony urged 
the Congress, in enacting legislation authorizing new programs or 
reauthorizing ex isting programs, to include specific requirements 
for evaluation by the department or agency involved . 

In commenting on such legislation , GAO often suggests lan
guage for includ in g such a requirement , or works with the commit
tees or their staffs in developing sui table language. 
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35. In exammmg program results. what questions about objectives 
does GAO seek to answer? 

GAO seeks answer.; to such questions as : 

• How successful is the program in accomplishing the in
tended results spelled out in legislative objectives or in 
directives of the agency? 

• Is the program succeeding within the costs anticipated 
when the legislation was enacted or amended? 

• What are the costs? and what are the benefits? 

• Is the program being carried out and are expenditures 
being made in compliance with applicable laws and regu
lations? 

• Have alternative programs or approaches been examined. 
o r shou ld they be examined. to see whether objec tives 
can be achieved more economical ly '! 

• Were all studies, such as cost-benefit studies. adequate 
for analyzing costs and benefits of alternative ap
proaches? 

• Is the program producing benefits or detriments which 
were not contemplated by the Congress when it author
ized the prog!"dm? 

• Is the information furnished to the Congress by the 
agency sufficiently adequate and aCCU!"dte to permit the 
Congress to effectively monitor program results? 

36. In examining program results are any other questions inquired 
into? 

Other questions Lhat are pur.;ued include : 

• Has agency management clearly defined and promulgated 
the objectives and goals of the program or activity? 

• Have performance or ou tput standa rds and goals been 
developed? 

• Does top management have the essen tial and reliable in
formation necessary fo r exercising supervision and con
trol and for ascertaining direct ions or trends? 
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• Does management have internal review or audit facilities 
adequate for monitoring program operations? identifying 
program and manage men t problems and weaknesses? and 
insuring fiscal integrity? 

• Are there overlappings of jurisdiction and duplications of 
effort? 

• Is the program coordinated with othe r programs that 
have simi lar objectives? 

37. Is it GAO's policy to give audits of program results preference 
over aU other types of audits? 

No. In planning and programming its audit work. GAO con
siders all of its responsibilities and the various factors listed in the 
comment on questions 23 and 25 and then decides the nature. 
scope, and timing of the audit work . 

Examining an d evaluating the results or accomplishments of 
Government programs is a logical extension of the independent 
aud itor's work and one in wh;ch there is increasing interest by 
congressional commi ttees. 

For tms reason, and also because of the specific provision of 
the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970, as amended, direc ting 
GAO to review and evaluate the results of Government programs. 
GAO is em phasizing audits of program results more than in the 
past. 

38. Does GAO audit program results when it is not possible to 
measure costs and benefits quantitatively? 

Yes. The measurement of costs and benefits, however, is pri
marily a management responsibility, and thus the first step is to 
find out what information has been developed by or for manage
ment officials. 

For some programs, however, the absence of historical data 
and of "control gro ups" and the di ffic ulty of measuring benefits 
rule out meaningful quantitative stud ies. In these areas GAO must 
examine evidence as to program impact or benefits achieved and 
must obtain and evaluate the judgments of management officials 
and of program recipients as to whether, and to what ex tent, pro
grams are effective. 
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39. How can GAO accountants and auditors make technical judg
ments on the performance of weapons systems or other kinds 
of technologically complex systems? 

GAO does not make such judgments. It has a diversified staff, 
however, that includes engineers, and it has access to outside 
experts and consultants in many fields. In this way , GAO is able to 
understand technical judgments made by experts in a Government 
agency and can call attention to factors or issues that ma y have 
been overlooked in making those judgments. 

40. With its increasingly diversified staff including systems ana
lysts, does GAO make its own cost-benefit studies and trade
off analyses of weapons or other systems? 

GAO seldom makes cost-benefi t studies on its own on the 
basis of independent ly gathering all the basic data needed. More 
commonly , it reviews and evaluates the stud ies, includ ing the da ta 
used , made by or for the agencies. 

Cost-benefit studies of weapons or other systems are based on 
many assumptions which have to be made wi th respect to such 
things as hardware performance, cost, and enemy capabilities. GAO 
studies usually test the effect that variations in key assumptions 
would have on the results obtained in agency studies. 

41. Does GAO audit programs or activities even if no particular 
problems are known or suspected? 

Yes. There may be other reasons for doing so. For exam ple, 
the program may be new and unevaluated. It may be a rapid Iy 
growing program or affect an area of significant congressional or 
public interest. Or the program may involve a matter requiring 
future congressional action . 

In any case GAO makes surveys to obtain information and an 
understanding about a program or activity as a basis for further 
decisions on the nature, extent, and objectives of more detailed 
review work. 

42. Under what circumstances does GAO recommend changes in 
legislation? 

GAO recommends changes in legislation when it concludes 
that changes are necessary if Government programs and activities 
are to be carried out more efficiently , economically, or effectively. 
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43. Does GAO make audits for the express purpose of developing 
policy recommendations on programs pending before the Con
gress? 

No. GAO's main concern is with the management and results 
of ongoing programs. However, GAO can, and often does, con
tribute to the legislative process by: 

• Providing informa lion on the effectiveness of existing 
programs for use by congressional committees in consid
ering the me rits of executive agency proposals which are 
ex tensions of, or variations from , existing programs, and 

• Advising congressional committees of the accuracy, com
pleteness, or other aspects of program proposals by the 
execu tive branch. 

I f a commi ttee req uests it , GAO can also render assistance 
relating to a new program by: 

• Helping to develop questions for the committee to ask 
the executive branch. 

• Analyzing the advantages and disadvantages of the pro
gram and possible alternatives. 

• Analyzing the cost estimates. 

• Reviewing management, organization, and otl)e r aspects 
of the program. 

44. D9es GAO ever recommend levels of funding of Government 
programs or activities? 

GAO is not responsible for recommending specific funding 
levels. However, in its audit work it does sometimes find that the 
funds or other resources available to an agency are not adequate 
for it to do an effective job. 

In such a case, GAO makes recommendations which could 
require an increase in funding if such an increase would enable the 
agency to carry out its programs and activities more efficiently and 
effectively. However, such a recommendation is not stated in terms 
of a specific level or amount of fund ing. 
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45. Does GAO use contractors and individual consultants? 

Yes . Research firms or individual experts and consultants hav
ing expertise in technical and special ized fields are engaged when
ever GAO feels it lacks all the necessary skills to carry out an audit 
or study Or when GAO considers it desirable to bo lster its taknts 
and resources with outside assistance. 

46. Is GAO usurpi ng the role of the Office of Management and 
Budget by seek ing to become a major management improve
ment force in the Federal Govern men t? 

No. The two agencies have different roles. The Office of 
Management and Budget 's principa l job is to serve the President: 
GAO's principal job is to serve the Congress. 

It is true that GAO identities many management improvement 
opportunities: this is one of its major purposes. Thus GAO. rather 
than being a competing agency. is an additiona l source of informa
tion for the Office of Management and Budget in carrying out its 
m(lnagemcnt improvement work . 

SOJ11~ management improvement proj~('l~ are carnl!d out 
jointly and cooperatively with the Office of Management and 
Budget. as well as with Treasury and the Civil Service Commission 
under the Joint Financial Managemcnt Improvement Program . 

47. At one time GAO d id most of its audit work centrally 111 its 
ow n offi ce. Is this kind of audit work still being done? 

The last important segmen t of audit work done centrally in 
the headquarters office in Washington. D.C. was the mldit of trans
po rtatio n bills paid by Federal agencies. As of October 1975. 
ddermining the correctness of transportation charges and recover
ing overcharges became the responsibility o f the General Services 
Administration. The t ransfer was made pursuant to the General 
Accounting Office Act of 1974. 

48. Does this mean that GAO will no longer be involved in audit
ing transportation payments'! 

Not exactly. The transfer has no effect on the general author
ity of GAO to make audits of agency tran sacti ons and o perations. 
TIlliS, th e sys tems o f individual agencies for procuring traJ1sporta
tion se rvi ces and the way the Genera l Services Administrati on 
ca rries out its new aud it function wi ll be subject to GAO review. 



Also , carriers will continue to have O,e right to appeal disallow
ances resulting from General Services Administration audit actions 
to GAO and transportation claims invo lving do ubtful questions of 
law or fact will continue to be settled by GAO. 

49. Did the General Accounting Office Act of 1974 contain any 
other provisions affecting GAO's functions and responsibili
ties? 

Yes. In addition to transferring GAO's transportation aud it 
responsibilities to the General Services Administration, the Act 
contained a number of provisions intended to enab le GAO to 
operate more effectively . Some of these are: 

• Authorizing GAO audits of certain nonappropriated fund 
act ivi ties. 

• Providing greater llexibi lity and authority in aUditing 
various Government corporations and revolving funds. 

• Authorizing the hire of ex perts and consu ltants. 

• Reducing the statute of limitations on claims and de
mands to be filed in GAO from 10 to 6 years . 

• Authorizing the Comptroller General to prescribe limita
tions on the number of individual disbursement vouchers 
which may be preaudited by Federal agencies under sta
tistical sampling tech niq ues. 

• Providing th e Comptroller General con tro l over use of 
space in the GAO building. 

50. Why has GAO ceased to use the term "investigations'!" 

GAO has not ceased to use this term entire ly . For example, 
the Budget and Accounting Act, 1921. specifically directs the 
Comptroller General to "investigate" aU mat ters relating to the 
receipt , disbursement, and application of public funds. GAO does 
not emphasize the term, however, because it has differen t meanings 
and is frequently misused by the press. 

GAO is not an investigative agency in the sense of initiating 
studies having as their primary objectives expos ing personal wrong
doing or criminal activities. When GAO identifies such problems 
during an audit. its policy is to tum th e information over to the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation or other law enforcement agen
cies for appropriate follow up. 
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5 I. How does GAO report on the results of its work? 

In a variety of ways, including: 

• Submitting indivillual reports to the Congress as a whole; 
that is, to the Speaker of the House of Representatives 
and to the President of the Senate. 

• Submitting reports to specific committees, sUbcommit
tees, or Members of Congress. 

• Sending to interested committees and Members of Co n
gress reports addressed to agency officials. 

• Testifying before congressional committees. 

• Making oral presentations to. and discussing aud it find
ings with , committees and Members of Congress and 
their staffs and agency officials . 

• Providing staff papers to congressional committees con
taining factual information, analysis of pros md cons of 
alternative courses of action , and questions on subjects 
of particular ·interest to the committees. 

• Preparing and distributing the annual report of the 
Comptroller General on the work of GAO-a requirement 
of the Budget and Accounting Act. 1921 . 

• Distributing copies of periodic publications con taining 
su mmary information on GAO act ivities; e.g., the 
Monthly List of GAO Reports-a requirement of the Leg
islative Reorganization Act of 1970. 

GAO sends copies of reports addressed to agency heads to the 
House and Senate Committees on Appropriations md Government 
Operations, as required by the Legislative Reorganization Act of 
1970, if the reports include recommelldatiolls to the heads of Fed
eral agellcies. Such agencies must submit written statements of the 
action taken on the .recommendations to the four committees. 

52. If GAO is an arm of the Congress. why does it address some 
reports to agency officials? Isn't it responsible to the Congress 
for all of its work? 

GAO is responsible to the Congress for al l of its work. How
ever, not all of its reports need to be formally transmitted to the 
Congress. This is particularly true when congressional action is not 
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called for and when agency officia ls are taking, or have agreed to 
take, appropriate corrective action. 

GAO sends reports to agency officials and sends copies to any 
congressional committees interested in or concerned with the sub
ject matter. Sending reports to an agency head or other officials is 
just as important to GAO operations as is sending reports to the 
Congress when its work contributes to improving Government 
operations, wltieh, as stated earlier, is a primary GAO objective. 

The Congress as a whole is informed about the reports to 
agency heads through the Monthly List of GAO Reports which is 
prepared and distributed to aU Members of Congress. The annual 
report of the Comptroller General lists all reports. 

53. Is it necessary to identify and develop a deficiency to justify 
a report? 

No: however, descriptions of deficiencies, evaluations of their 
significance, and analyses of their causes are highly important in 
identifying the need for ·corrective actions and in supporting rec
ommendations for such actions. 

When its audits disclose no major adverse findings or problem 
areas warranting closer examination , GAO recognizes this fact and 
also reports favorable findings and examples of successful opera
tion. 

From time to time GAO prepares reports which summa rize, 
but do not evaluate, information about specific Government pro
grams and activities. These reports do not contain conclus ions or 
recommendations but are useful to the Congress. Also , GAO con
clusions and recommendations may not be needed or appropriate 
in reports responding to certain congressional requests. 

54. Why does GAO wait until it can write a report before it 
advises agency officials about a problem or a deficiency it has 
identified? 

This is not GAO's operating policy , although occasionally it 
happens. GAO's policy is to discuss with agency officials the exist
ence of or the possibility of deficiencies before they are fully 
ana lyzed so that the agency can take. or at least consider, prompt 
corrective action. 
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If the agency takes effective action at that point, GAO may 
not need to devote its resources to exami ning the problems as 
extensively as it otherwise would. Th.is practice can be just as 
effective in promoting improvements in Government ope rations as 
can writing reports and sometimes more so. 

55. Why does GAO write a report or letter after the agency has 
taken or agreed to take corrective action on a problem? 

Even when the agency has taken or agreed to take action to 
correct a particular problem, it is GAO's policy to close out each 
assignment with a written report or letter. This provides official 
recogn ition of comple tion of the assignment in additi on to high
lighting in writing the results of the review. This can be beneficial 
to officials of the affected agencies and to committees and Mem
bers of Congress who may be interested in the results of the review 
as well as to GAO officia ls as a source of information concerning 
work previously done. 

56. What is GAO's policy with respect to following up on its 
recommendations? 

GAO's policy is to follow up on its recommendations until 
either appropriate action is taken or it is convinced that the recom
mendations were considered but not adopted for good and suffi
cien treasons. 

Followup reviews are often made when agencies have agreed 
to make changes or to make further stud ies relating to recommen
dations GAO has made. 

57 . What is GAO's policy for obtaining agency views on proposed 
reports? 

GAO's longstanding policy is to obtain agency views. to con
sider them carefully in reaching its final conclusions and recom
mendations, to discuss them in its reports, and to include in fu ll in 
its repor ts agency positions which differ from those of GAO. 

This procedure helps to insure that GAO's reports are fai r, 
complete. and objective. It also makes it possible for GAO to 
present its findings, recommendations, and agency views to the 
Congress in one package. 

Obtaining agency views ca n se riously delay the completion 
and issuance of GAO reports. For this reason, every effort is made 
to ob tain this information promptly so as to make GAO reports as 
timely and useful as possible. 
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58. What about obtaining comments of a contractor or grantee 
whose activities are discussed in the proposed report? 

Where a contractor or grantee is involved. GAO nonnally 
obtains and considers its written comments on the infonnation in 
the report draft applicable to its operations. It is.seldom necessary, 
however. to request a contractor or grantee to provide comments 
on an entire report. 

59. Does GAO make its report drafts available to trade, industry, 
or professional associations or other interested parties for ad
vance review and comment? 

This is done only rarely and with the approval of the Comp
troller General or Deputy Comptroller General. . 

Some GAO audit work leads to recommendations which could 
result in important changes in Govemment policies or standards 
affecting the in terests of numerous private companies or persons. 
During the audit work. GAO auditors are expected to obtain back
ground information. points of view, copies of studies. and other 
pertinent information from many sources, including professional 
organizations, trade associations, or consumer organizations having 
direct concern with the subject. 

This kind of information is part of the ev idence obtained in 
support of GAO findings. But except in unusual cases. it is not 
GAO policy to obta in the views of such organizations on tentative 
conclus ions anu recommendations by means of their reviewing 
report drafts. 

60. What publicity does GAO give to its reports? 

GAO's pruetice is to see that the Congress. its interested com
mittees and Members. and the Federal agencies and third parties 
directly concerned are provided. before anyone else, with copies of 
reports to Ihe Congress. Commi Itee sta ffs are briefed when they 
are especially interested in the subj",,,! nMtter of" report. 

Shortly after reports are re leased to the Congress, GAO makes 
Ihem public if they are not classified for national secu rit y reasons. 
At this time they are made available to other Federal agencies, 
contractors. grantees. the press, and interested organizations. 

One method of making known the existence of GAO reports 
is the Monthly List of GAO Reports required by the Legislative 
Reorganization Act of 1970. These lists. which summarize each 
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report, are distributed to Members of Congress. They are also 
printed in the COllgressiollal Record and are available to anyone. 

61 . Does GAO hold press conferences on its reports? 

As a general practice. GAO does not issue special press re
leases or hold press briefings on its reports. Occasionally. GAO 
conducts a press briefing when it believes that such a procedure 
will serve a useful purpose in explaining a particularly complex or 
important report. 

Aft er a report has been made public. GAO makes available to 
the press or .other inquirers whatever additional exp lanations may 
be necessary so tha t the report is understood correctly. Usually 
these exp lanations are provided by auditors at the req uest o f 
GAO's Info rmat ion Office. 

62. Why does GAO need an Information Office? 

When newspapers or rad io o r television stations have questions 
about a Government agency. they usually direct them to the head 
of that agency . GAO's Information Office assists the Comptroller 
General and the Deputy Comptroller Gene ral in answering such 
quest ions. 

In addition . the In fornlation Office handles most of the tc le
phone inquiries the Comptroller General and the GAO receive from 
the genera l pUblic. 

The I nfonllU tion Ortice prepares the Monthly List of GA 0 
Reports and serves the Comptroller General as an advisor in GAO 
communica ti ons with the media. and the pUblic. 

63. What is GAO's policy on naming in its reports the Federal 
employees who are directly involved in it~ audit findings? 

The primary reasons for reporting adverse condit ions in " Fed
era l age ncy are to get management to make inlprovements and to 
prevent future waste . rather than to fix blame o r to recommend 
penalties against lesser officials and employees for deficient per
fo rmances. 

If. fo r any reason, GAO considers it desirable to name the 
persons directly invo lved in the findings. it does so in discuss ions 
with appropriate top managemen t officials o r in the le tter sending 
the report to the head of the agency, rather than in the published 
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reports. On request, or when deemed desirable, GAO reveals such 
names to congressional committees. 

GAO includes in its reports the names of Federal agency top 
management officials responsible for the activities discussed. GAO 
does not name in its reports Federal employees at lower levels who 
are directly involved in its findings. 

64. Why does GAO list the names and titles of Federal agency 
officials in its reports? 

GAO lists these names and titles as a convenience to the 
reader in disclosing top-level responsibility for the activities 
discussed. This information is not always readily available else
where, particularly when the report rela tes to act ivi ties over a 
period of year.;. 

The list not only identifies top officials but also relates, at 
least at top agency levels, the officials with their responsibilities. 

Another reason for this list is that, in some cases, it shows a 
frequency of turnover in top positions ·that, although not specifi
cally discussed. may be an importan t factor in the problems de
scribed in a report. 

65. What are GAO's practices on disclosing the names of third 
parties? 

If a report pertains to a single Government contractor or 
grantee or to State, loca l, or foreign governmental bodies. GAO's 
practice is to disclose their names in the reports. 

If the review primarily is an eva luation of a Federal agency's 
operations-and if a part of the work includes examinations at a 
sampling of cont ractor plants. grantee offices, or other third-party 
10cations-GAO's general policy is to not disclose the names of the 
third parties in the report, unless they have been found to be in 
violation of a Feder.1 law, regulation, or other requirement or 
unless such disclosure will not adversely affect them or may even 
be to their benefit. 

If the names of violators of an existing law, a regulation, or 
other requirement are disclosed, GAO practice is to confirm with 
them during the review the findings of fact that are expected to be 
included in the report. 
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66. Does GAO measure its effectiveness by the amount of cash 
savings it can make each year? 

Only in part. GAO identifies savings attributab le to its work, 
when practicable, just as it identifies management or program 
improvements. However, many savings are not read ily measurable 
in dollar terms. and these savings may be even greate r than those 
which are measurable. 

Actions taken by the Congress to save money are not in
cluded in GAO's cash savings figures unless such action is taken 
specifica ll y in response to GAO's recommended actions. 

Audits of program results are concerned more with determin
ing whether public funds are being productively applied to realize 
the purposes intended by the Congress than with identifying 
opportunities to save money. The measure of effectiveness for such 
audits is the usefulness of the infon;nation produced and reported 
rather than the financial savings that may be attributable to them. 

67. Does GAO top management consider that the number of 
audit reports it issues is the most important measure of GAO 
productivity? 

No. Reports are un important medium for communicating the 
results of GAO's audit work, and they often lead to needed correc
tive actions or operating improvements. However, by themselves, 
they do not provide a measure of GAO productivity. 

More important measures for this purpose are the extent to 
which GAO's work, including preparation of reports, results in 
such accomp lishments as : 

• Improved Government operations through better manage
ment systems and increased efficiency. 

• Savings of public funds. 

• Better compliance with requirements of lows and regu
lat ions. 

• More effective operat ions. 

• Assistance to congressional commi ttees and Members of 
Congress in carrying out their legislative and ove rsight 
responsi bil i ties. 
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• Better congressional lmder>;t3nding of Government opera
tions and of whether and to what extent Government 
programs and operations meet congressional objectives. 

68. Is the progress of GAO staff members directly related to the 
number of reports they work on or complete? 

Definitely not. GAO does not play the "numbers game" in 
measuring the productivity and abi li ty of individual staff members. 

As stated in answer to the previous question. the test of ac
complishment in GAO is not the number of reports issued but the 
improvements in Government operations whjch result from GAO's 
work and the disclosure of infommtion needed by or usefu l to the 
Congress in carrying out its responsibilities. 

The progress of an individual staff member in GAO is deter
mined by many factors. including his contribution to assignments 
wltich lead to accomplishments of this nature. Other factors in
clude skill and effectiveness in carrying out and completing as
signments in accordance with GAO policies: innovating when 
necessary: communicating orally and in writing: working with con
gressional committees and with agency personnel: and supervising 
subo rdinates. including assisting them and encouraging them in 
their con tinuing professional development. 

69. How does GAO insure that its standards of independence and 
objectivity are followed in its widespread audit work? 
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In several ways. For example: 

• Through training programs where these importam charac
teristiC$ of GAO's work are ~xplain"d and emphasized. 

• Through day-to-day supervision of the work of all staff 
member>;. 

• By avoiding the assignment of stafr members to audi t 
work where connicts of interest may exist. 

• Through carefu l review of written repo rts and other 
work products. 

• Through systematic rotation of starr members to audit 
assignmen ts. 



• By requiring, as a matter of policy, the consideration of 
all pertinent, significant information relating to audit 
findings, conclusions. and recommendations . 

• By obtaining and systema tically considering com men ts of 
Federal agency officials (or contractors, grantees, or 
other third parties who may be involved) on findings, 
conclusions, and recommendations. 

Account ing 

70. What are PAO's acco unting responsibili ties? 

In its earlier years, GAO kept thousands of ledger accounts as 
parl of its effort to centrally audit and settle the accounts of the 
accountable officers of the Federal agencies. This was changed in 
1950 when the Congress passed the Budget and Accounting Proce
dures Act. The law made agency heads responsible for properly 
accounting for their resources and operations and gave the Comp
troller General the following overall accounting responsibilities, 

. ,To prescribe the accounting principles, swndards. and 
related requirements for the executive agencies of the 
Federal Government. 

• To cooperate with the executive agencies in developing 
their accounting systems. 

• To approve executive agency accounting systems when 
they are deemed adequate and meet prescribed principles 
and standards, 

• To conduct, jointly with the Office of Management and 
Budget and the Treasury Department, a continuous pro
gram to improve accounting and financial reporting in 
the Federal Government. The scope of this program was 
later btoadened to include all fm an cia I management prac
tices and the Civil Service Co mmission and the General 
Serv ices Administration were added to the group of cen
tra l agencies responsible for providing leadership for the 
program. 

The 1950 law also directed GAO to review from time to time 
the executive agency accounting systems and to report the results 
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of such reviews to the agency heads concerned: the Secretary of 
the Treasury; the Director, Office of Management and Budget; 
and the Congress, if appropriate. 

Legal Services 

71. What is the scope of GAO's legal services? 

The Comptroller General. as the head of GAO, renders legal 
decisions and advice to : 

• Heads of Federal agencies and to disbu rsing and certify
ing officers on quest ions of authori ty granted to the 
agencies by the Congress and th~ circumstances under 
which they may spend public funds. 

• Debtors and creditors of the Government who are d issat
isfied with the handling of their affairs by other Govern
ment agencies. 

• Government contracting and procurement officers and 
individuals and firms doing business , or seeking to do 
business, with the Govemmen t on legal questions about 
the award of Government contracts. 

• Members of Congress. congressional committees, the 
Attorney General, and the Office of Managemen t and 
Budget. as requested. 

GAO decisions on the legality of expenditures arc binding on 
the executive branch and on GAO, but they are not binding on the 
Congress or on the couns. 

Settling Claims 

72. What is GAO's authority and responsibili ty to settle claims? 

Numerous laws affecting GAO's function of set tling claims 
have been passed. 
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• The basic Federal law on claims provides that GAO settle 
all claims and demands by or against the Government. 

• Another law, originally enacted in 1894. provides that 
GAO superintend the recovery of all debts certified by it 
to be due the United States. 



• The Federal Claims Collection Act of 1966 authorizes 
GAO to compromise debts owed the United States. 
Another law authorizes GAO, under certain conditions, 
to waive, in whole or in part, claims arising from errone
o us sa lary paymen ts to executive agency employees. 

• Various laws provide that specific classes or types of 
claims against the United States be paid on ly after settle
ment by GAO. 

Settlement of certain claims (such as most claims based on 
veterans' legislation, internal revenue and customs laws. and retire
ment and socia l security laws) are, by law, the responsibility of the 
administrative agency concerned. 

73. How does GAO discharge its responsibilities for settling claims 
against the Government? 

In three ways: 

1. By reviewing and passing on the claims before pay
ments are made or denied. 

2. By reviewing agency denials of claims. 

3. By audits o f transactions after payments and by se t
tlements of accounts of accou ntable officers. 

Claims which involve no doubtful questions of law or fact are 
paid, subject to GAO audit, by the agencies under which the 
claims arose. 

74. How does it superintend the recovery of debts owed to the 
United States? 

Federal agencies are responsib le for coll ecting their debts but 
may compromise, terminate , or suspend action on them under the 
Federal Claims Collection Act of 1966. To the exte nt they do so, 
GAO superintends the recovery of such claims by: 

• Reviewing agency regulations, proced ures, and collection 
operations. 

• Reviewing records of uncoll ectib le debts referred to 
GAO for further collection action. 

The following types of debt claims by the United States must 
be submitted to GAO for handling. 
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• Thos~ in which elements of doubt exis t as to th~ amo un t 
or validity of the Government's claims. 

• Those which Federal agencies have tried unsuccessfully 
to co llect in fu ll. compromise, suspend. or terminate 
under the Federal Claims CoUection Act of 1966. 

After a debt which an agency rinds uncollectib le. is submi tted 
to GAO. it atlempts to collect from the debtor. In some Cllses, il 
refers debts to the Department of Justice to sue for collection. 

75. Does GAO have any responsibility for waiving the recovery of 
erroneous payments of pay and aUowa nces? 

Yes. Th is responsibility is c'lrriecl o ut by: 

• Considering and acting o n requests for wa iver when the 
amounl involved is over $500 or when the request is 
refe rred to GAO by an agency because of doubl as to 
whe ther the debl should be waived. 

• Reviewing agency regulations, procedures. and opera tio ns 
for waiving recovery of such paymenls 10 promole as 
much as possible Government-wide uniformity in carry
ing oul Ihe laws providing for waivers. 

Other Responsibilities 

76. Doesn't GAO have sorne special responsibilities with respect 
to Federal regulatory agencies? 

Yes. In 1973. the Congress amended the Federa l Reports Act 
to require GAO to rev iew how the independent Federal regu latory 
agencies collect information. The generd l purpose of such reviews is 
to assure t hai the informalion requested is oblained with a mini
mum bu rden on business enterprises and others required 10 furnish 
information. Another purpose is to eliminate duplication in the 
co llection of information thai may be already avai lable in other 
Fede ral agendes . 

Fourteen agencies wilh regulatory functions a re subject to 
GAO's rev iew. The information-collecting work of all other agen
cies thai are subjec i to the Fede ra l Reports Act is subject to 
revi ew by the Office of Management and Budget. 
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77. Who does this work in GAO? 

A small stalT in the Special Programs office. 

Congressiona l Budget and Impoundment 
Contro l Act of 1974 

78 . What was the impact of this legisla lion on GAO'! 

This act "mend~cI certa in sect ions o f the LegislaliVe' Reorgani
za lio ll A~I o r 1970 allt! ill su cluillg expalluet! GAO', aUlhur il y alit! 
responsibility to ass ist the Co ngress and its committees. Tht' aci 
requircs add itiona l assislance by GAO in l11allers of fis~"I. budget 
and program-rcJatecl information and controls. including making 
program reviews and evaluations. 

79. What kind of assistance re lating to fiscal and budgetary 
matters? 

In parl. th e act requires that GAO: 

• Provide information. services. facilitie~. and pl!rsonnel. as 
mu tually agreed on. to the Congressiona l Iludget Office. 

• Cond uct a continuing progrmn to identiry needs of com
millees and Members of Congress for fiscal. budgetary. 
and program-related information. 

• Assist congressiona l committ ees in developing their infor
malion needs and in obtain ing the required in for ma ti on 
and ana lys is. 

• Monito r recurring reporting requirements o f the Con
gress. 

• Develop. with the Congressional Budget Office. cent ral 
fil es of data and in formation to meet recurring requ ire
ments of the Congress for fiscal. budgetary. and 
program-related in forma tion. 

80. Didn't the act require various cooperative effo rls with other 
agencies'? 

Yes. The act provides that GAO: 

• Take the lead, in cooperalion with the Treasu ry . the 
Offi ce of Management and Budget an d the Congressional 

39 



Budget Office, in developing standard tenninology, defi
nitions, classifications, and codes and an up-to-date 
inventory of sources and infonnation ystems for fiscal, 
budgetary, and program-related infonnation. 

• Cooperate with the Treasury and the Office of Manage
ment and Budget in developing standardized data proc
essing and information systems for fiscal. budgetary and 
program-related information. 

• Cooperate with the Office of Management and Budget 
and the Congressional Budget Office and representatives 
of State and local governments in providng this type of 
infonnation to such governments . 

81. Did the 1974 act change GAO's role in reviewing the results 
of Government programs and activities? 

The act strengthened GAO's role. Not only is GAO required 
to review and evaluate results of Government programs and activi
ties but it is also required to : 

• Assist congressional committees in developing statements 
of legislative objectives and goals and methods for assess
ing and reporting actual program perfonnance. 

• Assist such committees in analyzing and assessing Federal 
agency program reviews and evaluation studies. 

• Develop and recommend methods for review and .evalua
tion of Government programs. 

82. What about the impoundment control part of the 1974 act? 

The act established a system of congressional impoundment 
control which requires the President to report to the Congress aU 
actions and inactions that result in a reserve or deferral of budget 
authority. GAO is involved in all proposed rescissions or deferrals 
of bUd,get authority by reviewing and reporting to the Congress the 
facts surrounding each proposal of the President. If reserves or 
deferrals are not reported by the President, GAO is to report on 
the matter to the Congress. GAO is also empowered to sue in 
court to require the freeing of budget authority not made available 
as required. 
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Federal Election 
Financing and 

Campaign 
Control 

83. The Congress passed laws in 1971 and 1972-the Presidential 
Election Campaign Act and the Federal Election Campaign 
Act-which assigned new functions to GAO. such as making it 
responsible for supervising and assisting in the con trol of Fed
eral election campaign expenditu res. Is GAO st ill involved in 
this work? 

No. GAO's responsibilities under thesc' I"ws w~re transfe rred 
in May 1975 to the new independent Federal Election Commission 
which was crea ted by the Federal Election Campaign Act Amend
ments of" 1974. 

Energy Pol icy and Conservation 

Act of 1975 
84. How did this act affect GAO? 

Provi"ions of this :let represent a substall ti;J) expansion of 
GAO audit autho rity with respect to encrgy-rel"t.:d ini"ormation in 
the private sector. In general. the act authorizes the Comptroller 
General to Ill"ke verification examinations of the books and rec
ords of: (I) any person required to submi t energy informa tion to 
the Federal 1:.nergy Administration. the Departmen t of" the Interior. 
or the FClkral Power Commission, (~) any pe"on engaged in pro
du.:ing. proees>ing. refining. tran'portlllg by pipeline. or distrib
uting an energy resource. and (3) vertically integrated oil 
companies. 

The Comptrolkr General is required to pcrfollll such verifica
tion examinations if requested 10 do so by a comm itt ee o f either 
House having legisla tive or oversight responsibilities with respect to 
~nl! rgy mal krs. 

85. Did the act provide GAO with additional authority in making 
these examinations? 

Yes. The Comptroller General can sign and issue subpoenas, 
administer o aths. requ ire written answers to interrogatories. and 
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enter business premises to inv~n tO IY and sample encrgy resources 
and examine and copy books and records. Any person who violates 
an order of the Comptroller General will be subject to a civil 
penalty of up to S I 0.000. with each day of non~ompliaI1l.:e consti
ruting a separate violation. 

Staffing 

86 . Ho w big is GAO-how many employees'? 

At June 30. 1976. GAO had 5.167 employees of which 4.063 
were member. of GAO's professional staff. About 55 pac~nt of 
the professional taff members live and work in the Washington. 
D.C .. metropo litan area. TI,e remaining 45 percen t are ,,>\igned to 
either regional olTices locat<'d in major cities throughout the coun
try or to one of GAO's four overseas ortices. 

87. How does GAO ge t the people it needs? 

Most of GAO's profe"ionaJ starf needs arc me t through a 
vigorous recruiting program at U.S. colleges and universities. During 
fiscal year 1976. GAO visited over 300 colleges and hired 352 
qua lity graduates. , AO also hired 85 experienced professionals 
from both the public and priva te sector. 

To support its operJtions. GAO needs capable ,e~retarial. 
technical. and clerical talent. During fis~al year 1976 GAO hired 
about 300 permanent and tcmporary employees for its support 
starf. 

88. What are GAO's policies fo r employi ng persons o the r than 
those trained or experienced in the fi elds o f acco unting o r 
aUditing'? 

In recent years. GAO ha, employ~d many person, trainell or 
experienced in other fjelds. to strengthl!n its ~udll ,t~IT and cn~hk 
it to better curry alit increasingly compkx audit assignment'. Of ~ 
total of abollt 4.06~ professional stafr member>. over 30 pl'l'ccnl 
arc I}ersons whose m~jor rields of s tudy or experie nce have nO l 
been in accountin g or audi ting. 

GAO's , talT th us ineiudcs engineers. l'conomists. mathema-
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tidans. stall!\tlclan,. actuari~s. computer !"'pccia\i\l\. anti pI.! r ... oIlS 
with ~cademic b"ckgrounds or experience in bu;inc" and public 
administration. The increased diversity in GAO's st"tT ha, been 
highly benefl,ia l and h~s enabled it to make mort· comprehcn,ive 
and pendrating audits. 

89 . Doe, GAO e nco urage pro fessio nal d evelo pme nt '? 

Yes. GAO el1cour:.tgc~ its staff m~l11ber:-. to become I1h:mhers 
of, and 10 be ac tive in . profl!ssionai organizJ lion:-. who..;\: activitit's 
are rela ted to GAO work. These activitil!~ :Jfl.! (.:oll ... idcr~d to he 
addi ti ona l ways I'or sta lT members to keep abre~st 01' developmen ts 
in their prol'ession anti to fu rt her the ir growth. 

GAO also provitles financial a»ist:lnce to employees parti,i
pating in olT-duty collc!,-e course" bch ye',r a nUlllb,'r of cm
ployl.!~~ :Hl' ~dl.!\.:lt.:d 10 altl:nd t:xt!\.:utiv~ (.h::vdopm...:nl 1'01l1">e::-. ;Jt 

major lIniVl'r\iti\.!\, 

90. How does GAO s t rcs> eq ual employmcnt opportu nit y'! 

GAO strc"", cqu~1 ,'mployment opportunity for cad1 em
ployee anti job applicant--giving priority attenlion to improving the 
employmenl profile 01' minority persons and women. GAO', minor
ity work I'orce has !!rown I'rom 747 person, al J une 30. IlJ75. to 

824 al J une 30. 1976. This means that aboul If> pen;cn l of lO tal 
gell l'r:.l1 sch...:d uh.! employl.::'l.::'s art;:' minorit y pe rSOnS--i.lll ann ua I i n
l'rea::-.e or mor...: lhi.ln i p~r":l'll l. 

Th~ work force of whit~ women ha!'l illcr~a~l'd from 1.335 
p""on, at June 30. 1975. to 1.399 at Jun~ 30. 1'17(>. 

9 1. Does GAO havl' a n upward mob ili ty p rogram'! 

GAO ha, an upward mobility prog.ram (ksign~tI to provide 
C;treer development opportunities for GAO employee, in a non
prort:~sion~1I scri~s in P3Y gmdes GS-3 through GS-9 or wag~ grade 
equivalent. Employe", with demonstra led po tential ar~ competi
tively selecled for the program. These em ployees are assigned to 
training posi l ions that wi ll prepa re them-through on-t he-job train
ing and selec t~d college cou rses-to enter as a Management Ana lys t. 
Personnel Speci" lis t. Compu te r Technician. Budget Ana lyst. or a, 
an Ed itor. Th irty-one employees are curren tl y en rolled in the pro-
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gram and about 20 em ployees will be selected to en ler the pro
gram during liscal year 1977. 

92. How does one apply for a position with GAO ? 

Requests (U.S. Civi l Service Commission Form 171) for em
ployment with GAO should be sent to: 
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Office of Personnel Management 
U.S. General Accounting ornc~ 
Room 7536 
441 G Street, W. 
Washington. D.C. 20548 




