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EVIDENCE-BASED POLICYMAKING

Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity

Why GAO Did This Study

Federal decision-makers need evidence about whether federal programs and activities are achieving intended
results. The Evidence Act aims to enhance federal agencies’ capacity to build and use evidence.

The Evidence Act includes provisions for GAO to report on findings and trends in agencies’ capacity assessments.
This report describes (1) common themes in agencies’ capacity assessments, and (2) benefits and challenges
related to conducting capacity assessments identified by agency officials.

To address these objectives, GAO conducted a content analysis of 23 agencies’ capacity assessments. GAO also
interviewed OMB and Evaluation Officer Council staff as well as officials at the 24 agencies directed by OMB to
conduct capacity assessments—those covered by the Chief Financial Officers Act of 1990.

What GAO Recommends

GAO recommends that OMB should leverage the Evaluation Officer Council to (1) identify agency officials’ needs for
additional guidance on capacity assessments and address them accordingly and (2) identify, document, and share
lessons learned on capacity assessment methods. OMB neither agreed nor disagreed with the recommendations
and stated that it would take them into consideration moving forward. The Departments of Agriculture and the
Treasury, Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Social Security Administration, and U.S. Agency for International
Development also provided comments. The remaining agencies did not comment.

What GAO Found
The Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (Evidence Act) requires agencies, every 4 years, to

assess aspects of their statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis efforts by addressing five topics, such as quality
and methods. Agencies published capacity assessments for the first time in 2022.
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GAO identified 12 themes related to six topics across agencies’ assessments.

Topics Themes

Agencies identified:

1. Strengths to build one or more source of evidence, including having staff and tools
Capacity to undertake various evidence-building activities

2. Opportunities to enhance capacity, including hiring new staff and training existing staff
Coverage 3. Their organizational approach (e.g., centralized vs. dispersed) to evidence-building

4. The programs, operations, and activities covered by their evidence-building activities

5. Strengths to ensure evidence quality by following policies and guidance and leveraging expertise
Quality 6. Opportunities to enhance the quality of evidence, including by standardizing evidence-building

approaches and tools

7. Strengths to ensure methods were rigorous and appropriate by following policies and
Methods guidance and leveraging expertise

8. Opportunities to enhance capacity for and the implementation of certain methodologies

9. Strengths to ensure evidence was useful and used, including by incorporating it into existing

Effectiveness decision-making processes

10. Opportunities to enhance use by prioritizing new evidence to meet needs and better
disseminating evidence

11. Strengths for ensuring independence, including by following relevant policies, guidance,

Independence and leading practices

12. Opportunities to enhance independence by revising evidence-building policies, practices,
and organizational structures

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982

|
Accessible Text for GAO identified 12 themes related to six topics across agencies’ assessments.

Topics Themes (agencies identified)

Capacity « Strengths to build one or more source of evidence, including having staff and tools to
undertake various evidence-building activities

«  Opportunities to enhance capacity, including hiring new staff and training existing staff

Coverage « Their organizational approach (e.g., centralized vs. dispersed) to evidence-building
« The programs, operations, and activities covered by their evidence-building activities
Quality « Strengths to ensure evidence quality by following policies and guidance and leveraging
expertise

«  Opportunities to enhance the quality of evidence, including by standardizing evidence-
building approaches and tools

Methods « Strengths to ensure methods were rigorous and appropriate by following policies and
guidance and leveraging expertise

«  Opportunities to enhance capacity for and the implementation of certain methodologies

Effectiveness «  Strengths to ensure evidence was useful and used, including by incorporating it into
existing decision-making processes

«  Opportunities to enhance use by prioritizing new evidence to meet needs and better
disseminating evidence

Independence « Strengths for ensuring independence, including by following relevant policies, guidance,
and leading practices

« Opportunities to enhance independence by revising evidence-building policies, practices,
and organizational structures

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments; GAO. | GAO-24-106982



Agency officials identified common benefits and challenges related to developing capacity assessments. Officials
expect some challenges will not persist. For example, officials stated it was challenging to identify all evidence-
building activities because they are dispersed around their agencies, but they have now developed a better
understanding of where those activities occurred.

Agency officials also identified unresolved challenges:

e Guidance. Agency officials said they faced challenges understanding Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
guidance and how the assessments would be used. GAO found variation in what agencies assessed and how they
presented their findings. Additional guidance could help agencies provide more comparable information in future
iterations. This could also help decision-makers identify and address common issues across agencies.

o Methods. Agency officials said it was a challenge to identify appropriate approaches for conducting the
assessment. They used different methodologies to assess their evidence-building capacity, which sometimes did not
result in useful information. Identifying, documenting, and sharing lessons learned could help agencies select
appropriate methodologies to ensure future capacity assessments consistently provide useful information.

The interagency Evaluation Officer Council, chaired by OMB, has responsibilities for sharing information and helping
agencies with Evidence Act implementation.
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1 U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE
441 G St. N.W.
Washington, DC 20548

August 20, 2024
Congressional Committees

Federal decision-makers need evidence about whether federal programs and activities are achieving intended
results. Evidence can include performance information, program evaluations, statistical data, and other
research and analysis. Congressional and executive branch leaders can use evidence to determine how
federal programs and activities could best make progress toward national objectives, such as expanding the
use of renewable energy, enhancing national security, or improving veterans’ health care. Evidence can also
help leaders better understand and address challenges and set priorities to improve program implementation
and performance.

To ensure that decision-makers and stakeholders have the evidence they need, federal agencies undertake a
range of evidence-building activities. Our recent work has found that federal agencies have made some
progress in effectively building and using evidence.! However we also continue to find that agencies face
challenges. For example, in July 2021, we found that the capacity for evidence building varied widely across
agencies.2 Having sufficient capacity is critical to federal agencies’ efforts to collect the needed information to
improve performance.3

The Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (Evidence Act), enacted in January 2019, aims
to enhance federal agencies’ capacity to build and use evidence.* For example, the Evidence Act requires

agencies to periodically assess various aspects of their evidence-building activities and capacity (also referred
to as capacity assessments).> Agencies published their first capacity assessments in 2022.

The Evidence Act includes provisions for us to report on findings and trends in agencies’ capacity
assessments.® This report describes (1) common themes in agencies’ capacity assessments and (2) benefits

and challenges related to conducting capacity assessments identified by agency officials.

1See, for example, GAO, Chief Data Officer Council: Progress in Strengthening Federal Evidence-Based Policymaking,
GAO-23-105514 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 15, 2022), and Evidence-Based Policymaking: Survey Results Suggest Increased Use of
Performance Information across the Federal Government, GAO-22-103910 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 3, 2021).

2GAO, Evidence-Based Policymaking: Survey Data Identify Opportunities to Strengthen Capacity across Federal Agencies,
GAO-21-536 (Washington, D.C.: July 27, 2021).

3GAO, Evidence-Based Policymaking: Practices to Help Manage and Assess the Results of Federal Efforts, GAO-23-105460
(Washington, D.C.: July 12, 2023).

4pub. L. No. 115-435, 132 Stat. 5529 (2019).
5Pub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(c)(3), 132 Stat. at 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 306(a)(9).

6Pub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(d), 132 Stat. at 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 306 note. The Evidence Act also directs us to recommend
actions to further improve agency capacity to use evaluation techniques and data to support evaluation efforts, if appropriate.
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Letter

To identify themes across assessments, we conducted a structured content analysis of the capacity
assessments issued by 23 agencies.” We reviewed the capacity assessments published in 2022—the first and
only ones required at the time of our review by the Evidence Act.8 Prior to beginning the content analysis, we
developed a coding scheme using capacity assessment content requirements, key words (e.g., program
evaluation, staffing), and type of finding (e.g., strengths, actions taken). Assessments were coded by a primary
analyst and then codes were reviewed by a second analyst. Analysts reached consensus on codes through
discussion.

We then queried and analyzed the results, using professional judgment to identify common themes. Our
coding scheme captured findings in six broad topics. Within each topic, we determined when multiple agencies
identified the same or similar findings (sub-themes).® We also identified that many of those sub-themes shared
commonalities (e.g., each related to a strength) and could be further grouped together as a theme (e.g.,
strengths).°

To illustrate each theme, we selected an example from an agency’s capacity assessment. Because the
assessments were published in 2022, we sought updates from agency officials when examples described
planned actions to address a finding. We also identified examples of government-wide actions that relate to
selected themes.

To identify benefits and challenges related to developing capacity assessments, we held semi-structured
interviews with relevant officials at the 24 major federal agencies directed to develop them.'" The officials
included agency Evaluation Officers, Chief Data Officers, and Statistical Officials. We analyzed the information
collected by these interviews to identify insights that were common across multiple agencies. We also
interviewed staff from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) who (1) were involved in providing

TOffice of Management and Budget guidance directs 24 major agencies to develop these assessments. Circular No. A-11, § 290.1
(August 2023). As of May 2024, one of those agencies—the Department of Defense (DOD)—had not published its capacity
assessment. In January 2024, DOD officials told us that organizational changes between 2021 and 2023—including the dissolution of a
DOD office—hindered the department’s ability to conduct the assessment. In May 2024, DOD officials provided us with information
describing their plans to develop and publish a capacity assessment by February 2026, when the next required iteration is due. It will be
important for DOD to conduct and publish this assessment, to more fully understand and identify opportunities to enhance the
department’s capacity to build and maintain evidence. We will continue to monitor DOD’s progress in this area.

8The Evidence Act requires agencies to develop these assessments every 4 years, as part of their strategic plans. Pub. L. No. 115-435,
§ 101(c)(3), 132 Stat. at 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 306(a)(9). Office of Management and Budget guidance encourages agencies to
update their capacity assessments more frequently, as appropriate, given their context and needs. Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August
2023). As of May 2024, two agencies—the Department of Health and Human Services and Nuclear Regulatory Commission—had
published capacity assessment updates. We excluded those updates from our analysis to maintain comparability across agencies.

9Each sub-theme involved at least three agencies. We did not corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment
findings.

10Each theme involved at least six agencies, or about one-quarter of the agencies.

The 24 agencies are those identified in the Chief Financial Officers (CFO) Act of 1990, as amended, which are generally the largest
federal agencies. 31 U.S.C. § 901(b). The 24 CFO Act agencies are the U.S. Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Defense,
Education, Energy, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, Housing and Urban Development, the Interior, Justice, Labor,
State, Transportation, the Treasury, and Veterans Affairs, as well as the U.S. Agency for International Development, Environmental
Protection Agency, General Services Administration, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, National Science Foundation,
Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Office of Personnel Management, Small Business Administration, and Social Security Administration.
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Letter

guidance and technical assistance to agency officials, and (2) lead and support the work of the interagency
Evaluation Officer Council, which OMB chairs.

We conducted this performance audit from August 2023 to August 2024 in accordance with generally accepted
government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our
audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

Background

Federal Evidence-Building Efforts

OMB defines evidence as “the available body of facts or information indicating whether a belief or proposition
is true or valid.”'2 According to OMB guidance, evidence can consist of quantitative or qualitative information
and may be derived from a variety of sources, including performance measurement; program evaluations;
foundational fact finding; policy analysis; and other data, research, and analysis.’> OMB recommends that
agencies build a portfolio of high-quality, credible sources of evidence—rather than a single source—to support
decision-making.

According to OMB guidance, agencies need “to significantly rethink how they currently plan and organize
evidence-building, data management, and data access functions to ensure an integrated and direct connection
to data and evidence needs” as envisioned by the Evidence Act.’* As we have previously reported, agencies
can only fully realize the benefit of building a portfolio of evidence when decision-makers and stakeholders use
it to identify and correct problems, improve program implementation, and make other important management
and resource allocation decisions.'®

Our recent work has found that federal agencies have made some progress in effectively building and using
evidence.'® For example, in November 2021, we found that the reported use of performance information in
decision-making increased in 2020, both across the federal government and at a majority of agencies.!”

120ffice of Management and Budget (OMB), Circular No. A-11, § 200.24 (August 2023). The Evidence Act adopts as its definition of
evidence “information produced as a result of statistical activities conducted for a statistical purpose.” It adopts as its definition of
statistical purpose “the description, estimation, or analysis of the characteristics of groups, without identifying the individuals or
organizations that comprise such groups and includes the development, implementation, or maintenance of methods, technical or
administrative procedures, or information resources that support” those actions. Pub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(a)(1), 132 Stat. at 5530; 44
U.S.C. § 3561(6), (12). OMB’s Circular No. A-11 contains these definitions. However, the guidance also states that in the context of
improving organizational and agency performance, “evidence” can be viewed more broadly, in line with OMB’s definition. Although
OMB updated it in July 2024, we cite the 2023 version throughout this report because it was the most recent during the majority of the
time of our review.

130MB, Circular No. A-11, § 200.24 (August 2023), and Memorandum M-19-23 (2019).
140MB, Memorandum M-19-23 (2019).

15GA0-23-105460.

16See, for example, GAO-23-105514, GAO-22-103910.

17GA0-22-103910.
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However, we continue to find that agencies face challenges ensuring they have the evidence they need to
inform decision-making. Agencies also face challenges ensuring evidence is of sufficient quality.

The federal government has made significant investments to ensure it has capacity—such as having staff with
relevant skills and tools—to build and use different sources of evidence. For example, OMB recognizes 16
agencies and units whose activities are predominantly the collection, compilation, processing, or analysis of
information for statistical purposes.'® These agencies help provide the capacity to develop and use statistical
data as evidence. According to the President’s Budget for Fiscal Year 2025, those 16 agencies and units
received approximately $3.7 billion in appropriations in fiscal year 2023.1°

Despite these investments in recognized statistical agencies and units, agencies continue to face challenges
building and maintaining sufficient capacity for statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis more broadly. In
July 2021, we analyzed results from a survey of federal managers which we conducted in 2020.2° The results
showed that about one-third to one-half of managers reported that different aspects of capacity (e.g., having
staff with relevant skills) were present in their agencies. When we disaggregated results, we found that
reported capacity varied widely across agencies and sources of evidence. We recommended that OMB should
work with relevant partners to leverage our survey results to inform efforts to enhance federal evidence-
building capacity. Subsequently, OMB and agencies have taken actions to address this recommendation,
which we closed as implemented in April 2024 .21

Evidence-Building Roles and Responsibilities

The following officer positions, agencies, and councils have responsibilities for building and using evidence,
and enhancing related capacity.

Agency officer positions. The Evidence Act established several senior officer positions with responsibilities
related to enhancing their agency’s capacity to build or use certain sources of evidence: Evaluation Officers
(program evaluation), Statistical Officials (statistical data), and Chief Data Officers (data).?2 For example, the
Evidence Act requires the Evaluation Officer to assess their agency’s capacity to support evaluation and to
coordinate, develop, and implement their agency’s evidence-building plans.2?

18According to OMB, although those 16 agencies and units are primarily focused on statistics, the federal government has over 100
agencies, units, and programs that conduct statistical activities. OMB, Analytical Perspectives, Budget of the U.S. Government, Fiscal
Year 2025 (2024).

190MB, Analytical Perspectives, Budget of the U.S. Government, Fiscal Year 2025 (2024).
20GA0-21-536.

211n December 2023, OMB staff told us that the survey results had been discussed at relevant interagency council meetings in 2021.
According to OMB staff, those discussions and other sources of evidence informed subsequent OMB actions aimed at enhancing
federal capacity. Moreover, several agencies leveraged our survey results when conducting their capacity assessments.

22The Evidence Act requires the 24 Chief Financial Officer Act agencies to establish these three officer positions. Pub. L. No. 115-435,
§§ 101(a)(1), 202(e)(1), 132 Stat. at 5531, 5541, codified at 5 U.S.C. §§ 313, 314; 44 U.S.C. § 3520. Additional agencies are required
to establish a Chief Data Officer position. For more information, see GAO-23-105514.

23pyb. L. No. 115-435, § 101(a)(1), 132 Stat. at 5531, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 313(d)(2), (4).
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Interagency councils. Agency officials are involved in several interagency councils that were established by
law and OMB to improve information sharing and coordination: the Evaluation Officer Council, Interagency
Council on Statistical Policy, and Chief Data Officer Council.2* According to statutory provisions or OMB
direction, these councils are responsible for, among other things, assisting OMB with identifying and sharing
insights into effective ways that agencies can improve federal evidence building. These councils also identify
and share best practices through written resources and training sessions.

OMB. OMB has broad responsibilities for overseeing federal evidence-building activities. For example, OMB
played a primary role in supporting agencies’ efforts to assess and enhance their capacities as part of
Evidence Act implementation.2> According to its guidance, OMB provides assistance, direction, and support to
agencies as they assess their evidence-building capacity and develop plans for future activities.26 Given its
broad purview across the entire executive branch, OMB also plays a key role in coordinating cross-cutting
efforts, including those related to evidence building. For example, OMB officials and staff generally direct or
participate in the activities of relevant interagency councils.?”

Office of Personnel Management (OPM). OPM has broad responsibilities for strategic human capital
management across the federal government.28 These responsibilities include supporting and assessing
agencies’ management of human capital, including efforts to identify and close skill gaps, and to attract,
develop, and promote a quality workforce.?® In addition, the Evidence Act directed OPM to identify key skills
and competencies needed for program evaluation in an agency.3

General Services Administration (GSA). GSA has broad responsibilities for helping federal agencies obtain
the facilities, products, and services they need to serve the public. GSA’s Office of Shared Solutions and
Performance Improvement supports 12 interagency councils, including the three described earlier. In addition,
according to GSA, its Office of Evaluation Sciences helps agencies build and use evidence. For example, it
partners with agencies to answer priority questions with rigorous evaluation methods and administrative data.

Capacity Assessments

The Evidence Act amended requirements for agency strategic plans, which are now to include an assessment
of the agencies’ evidence-building activities and capacity. Every 4 years, starting in 2022, agencies are to

240MB officials serve as the Chair of the Evaluation Officer Council and Interagency Council on Statistical Policy, and on the Executive
Committee of the Chief Data Officer Council.

250MB is responsible for providing agencies with guidance on their evidence-building and evaluation plans. Pub. L. No. 115-435, §
101(a), 132 Stat. at 5530, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 312(a)(6) and (b)(3).

260MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.20 (August 2023).

27For example, the Interagency Council on Statistical Policy is headed by the Chief Statistician of the United States, a position within
OMB. 44 U.S.C. § 3504(e). OMB also convenes and chairs the Evaluation Officer Council. OMB, Memorandum M-19-23 (2019). In
addition, OMB officials serve on the Executive Committee of the Chief Data Officer Council. 44 U.S.C. § 3520A.

285 J.S.C. § 1103(c).
295 C.F.R. part 250, subpt. B.
30pPub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(e)(3)(A), 132 Stat. at 5534.
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assess their statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis efforts related to five topics shown in figure 1.31
Related OMB implementation guidance included framing questions for agencies to use in addressing the
topics.

Figure 1: Capacity Assessment Topics and Related Guidance

Framing Question from Office of Management

Assessment Topics and Budget Guidance

@

Coverage What is happening and where is it happening?

Are the data used of high quality with respect to utility,

lit
Quality objectivity, and integrity?

"

What are the methods being used for these activities, do

Methiods these methods incorporate the necessary level of rigor, and
are those methods appropriate for the activities to which they
are being applied?

Effactiveness Are the activities meeting their intended outcomes, including
serving the needs of stakeholders and being disseminated?

@\\ Independence To what extent are the activities being carried out free from

bias and inappropriate influence?

Source: Public Law 115-435 and OMB Circular No. A-11 (2023); GAO (icons). | GAO-24-106982

Accessible Text for Figure 1: Capacity Assessment Topics and Related Guidance

Assessment Topics Framing Question from Office of Management and Budget Guidance

Coverage What is happening and where is it happening?

Quality Are the data used of high quality with respect to utility, objectivity, and integrity?
Methods What are the methods being used for these activities,do these methods incorporate the

necessary level of rigor, and are those methods appropriate for the activities to which
they are being applied?

Effectiveness Are the activities meeting their intended outcomes, including serving the needs of
stakeholders and being disseminated?

Independence To what extent are the activities being carried out free from bias and inappropriate
influence?

Source: Public Law 115-435 and OMB Circular No. A-11 (2023); GAO (icons). | GAO-24-106982

The Evidence Act also lists six specific requirements for agencies to address in their assessments. According
to OMB guidance, those specific requirements tie directly to the five assessment topics.32 For example, one
requirement is to include a list of activities and operations of the agency that are currently being evaluated or
analyzed, which relates to coverage. In addition, two of the requirements relate to agencies’ capacities to

31Pub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(c)(3), 132 Stat. at 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 306(a)(9).

320MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August 2023). OMB originally added Evidence Act implementation guidance to Circular No. A-11
in 2019. Subsequent annual updates largely retained or expanded guidance related to capacity assessments.
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undertake evidence-building activities.3? The six requirements are discussed later in this report and included in
a crosswalk in Appendix I.

According to OMB guidance, the capacity assessments provide agencies with a baseline against which they
can measure improvements to their evidence-building activities and ensure that they have sufficient capacity.3*
OMB implementation guidance directs Evaluation Officers to lead the development of the capacity
assessment, in conjunction with the Statistical Official, Chief Data Officer, and other agency staff.3> OMB

guidance also identified agency milestones related to assessment development and publication (see fig. 2).

33gpecifically, the Evidence Act requires agencies to assess (1) the extent to which evaluation and research capacity is present within
the agency to include personnel and agency processes for planning and implementing evaluation activities, disseminating best
practices and findings, and incorporating employee views and feedback; and (2) the extent to which the agency has the capacity to
assist agency staff and program offices to develop the capacity to use evaluation research and analysis approaches and data in the
day-to-day operations. Pub. L. No. 115-435, §101(c)(3), 132 Stat. at 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 306(a)(9).

340MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August 2023).

350MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August 2023). The Evidence Act requires agency Evaluation Officers to “continually assess the
coverage, quality, methods, consistency, effectiveness, independence, and balance of the portfolio of evaluations, policy research, and
ongoing evaluation activities of the agency.” It also directs Evaluation Officers to assess agency capacity to support the development
and use of evaluations. Pub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(a)(1), 132 Stat. at 5531, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 313(d)(1),(2).
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Figure 2: Key Milestones Related to Capacity Assessment Development and Publication

Capacity Assessment Development

Direction Agency Deliverables
January 2019: J
Foundations for Evidence- —O)

September 2019:
. ) Capacity assessment approach
Based Policymaking Act of 2018 proposals due to OMB

(Evidence Act, Public Law 115-435)

enacted
June 2019:
Office of Management and Budget September 2020:
(OMB) updates Circular No. A-11 with Interim capacity assessments
guidance and timelines for implementing due to OMB
Evidence Act requirements, including
capacity assessments?
May 2021:
July 2019: — L .
. . Initial draft capacity assessments
OMB issues Memqrandum M—19—_23 with due to OMB
supplemental Evidence Act guidance,
including for capacity assessments
September 2021:
Draft capacity assessments
June 2021: J dico OB

OMB issues Memorandum M-21-27 with '0—— December 2021:

guidance on evidence-based policymaking, . .
; : ; Final draft capacity assessments
including for capacity assessments due to OMB
January-July 2022:
Agencies publicly issue

capacity assessments

Spring 2026, and every 4 years thereafter, agencies are to publicly issue the

next iterations of their capacity assessments

Source: GAO analysis of Public Law 115-435, and related OMB guidance. | GAO-24-106982

Accessible Data for Figure 2: Key Milestones Related to Capacity Assessment Development and Publication

Column headings on the top
Subheads on the left, and the right side
Overarching header reads - “Capacity Assessment Development”
Left side header reads - “Direction”
Right side header reads - “Agency Deliverables”
Items for the left side (Subhead: Direction):
e January 2019 — Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (Evidence Act, Public Law
115-435) enacted
o June 2019 - Office of Management and Budget (OMB) updates Circular No. A-11 with guidance and
timelines for implementing Evidence Act requirements, including capacity assessmentsa
o Please add a superscript “a” at the end of this entry so we can add a table note.
o July 2019 — OMB issues Memorandum M-19-23 with supplemental Evidence Act guidance, including
for capacity assessments
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o June 2021 — OMB issues Memorandum M-21-27 with guidance on evidence-based policymaking,
including for capacity assessments
Items for the right side (Subhead: Agency Deliverables):
September 2019 — Capacity assessment approach proposals due to OMB
September 2020 — Interim capacity assessments due to OMB
May 2021 — Initial draft capacity assessments due to OMB
September 2021 — Draft capacity assessments due to OMB
December 2021 — Final draft capacity assessments due to OMB
e February - August 2022 — Agencies publicly issue capacity assessments
Note under timeline:
Spring 2026, and every 4 years thereafter, agencies are to publicly issue the next iterations of their capacity

assessments
Source: Source: GAO analysis of Public Law 115-435, and related OMB guidance. | GAO-24-106982

20MB issues Circular No. A-11 annually, and updated portions of the capacity assessment guidance in subsequent iterations in July 2020, August 2021,
August 2022, August 2023, and July 2024.

Agencies ldentified Existing Strengths and Opportunities to Enhance
Their Evidence-Building Efforts

Agencies Reported Common Strengths and Opportunities

We identified 12 common themes—generally strengths and opportunities—across agencies’ capacity
assessments.3 The themes relate to six topics: an overall topic concerning agencies’ capacity to undertake
evidence-building activities, as well as the five assessment topics required by the Evidence Act, as described
in figure 1 above. Figure 3 identifies the 12 themes by topic.

36\We defined capacity assessment findings as “strengths” when agencies reported having capacity, policies, or processes to effectively
build and use evidence. Conversely, “opportunities” cover instances where agencies reported ways to enhance their ability to effectively
build and use evidence. We did not corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment findings.
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Figure 3: Common Themes in Capacity Assessments, by Topic

Agencies identified:

) 1. Strengths to build one or more source of evidence, including having staff and tools
Capacity to undertake various evidence-building activities

2. Opportunities to enhance capacity, including hiring new staff and training existing staff

Govarage 3. Their organizational approach (e.g., centralized vs. dispersed) to evidence-building

4. The programs, operations, and activities covered by their evidence-building activities

. Strengths to ensure evidence quality by following policies and guidance and leveraging expertise

. Opportunities to enhance the quality of evidence, including by standardizing evidence-building
approaches and tools

7. Strengths to ensure methods were rigorous and appropriate by following policies and guidance
Methods and leveraging expertise

8. Opportunities to enhance capacity for and the implementation of certain methodologies

. 9. Strengths to ensure evidence was useful and used, including by incorporating it into existing
Effectiveness decision-making processes

©00ee

10. Opportunities to enhance use by prioritizing hew evidence to meet needs and better
disseminating evidence

11. Strengths for ensuring independence, including by following relevant policies, guidance,
and leading practices

Independence

|
fo

12. Opportunities to enhance independence by revising evidence-building policies, practices,
and organizational structures

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments; GAO (icons). | GAO-24-106982
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|
Accessible Text for Figure 3: Common Themes in Capacity Assessments, by Topic

Topics Themes (agencies identified):

Capacity Strengths to build one or more source of evidence, including having staff and tools to
undertake various evidence-building activities

Opportunities to enhance capacity, including hiring new staff and training existing staff

Coverage Their organizational approach (e.g., centralized vs. dispersed) to evidence-building
The programs, operations, and activities covered by their evidence-building activities

Quality Strengths to ensure evidence quality by following policies and guidance and leveraging
expertise

Opportunities to enhance the quality of evidence, including by standardizing evidence-
building approaches and tools

Methods Strengths to ensure methods were rigorous and appropriate by following policies and
guidance and leveraging expertise

Opportunities to enhance capacity for and the implementation of certain methodologies

Effectiveness Strengths to ensure evidence was useful and used, including by incorporating it into existing
decision-making processes

Opportunities to enhance use by prioritizing new evidence to meet needs and better
disseminating evidence

Independence Strengths for ensuring independence, including by following relevant policies, guidance, and
leading practices

Opportunities to enhance independence by revising evidence-building policies, practices,
and organizational structures

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments; GAO (icons). | GAO-24-106982
Below, we present brief summaries of each theme by the topics to which they are related.3” In some cases, the

themes represent both strengths and opportunities for enhancement for the same activities. For example, as
shown in figure 3 for independence, agencies identified strengths and opportunities related to their policies.38

Capacity

Capacity

Does the agency have the staff and tools it needs to collect, analyze, and use evidence?
Source: GAO-23-105460; GAO (icon). | GAO-24-106982

37We provide additional information, including tables that identify the agencies included in each theme, in appendix II.

38There were various reasons for a certain activity being identified as both a strength and opportunity. For example, in some instances,
different agencies identified an activity as a strength versus an opportunity. In other instances, the same agency identified an activity as
a strength for one or more types of evidence (e.g., statistics), but an opportunity for other types (e.g., evaluation).
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Our review of capacity assessments found variation in capacity across agencies and by source of evidence,
consistent with our past findings.3°

Strengths. Common strengths related to building one or more source of evidence included

« having staff with the necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities to undertake various evidence-building
activities;

« having access to appropriate tools to collect, analyze, and use data and information, such as
information technology systems and data analysis software; and

« leveraging third parties—such as partnering with academic institutions and state and local officials or
hiring contractors—to support evidence-building activities.4°

Example: Strengths in Existing Capacity at the Social Security Administration

In its February 2022 capacity assessment, the Social Security Administration reported
having sufficient staff, having access to appropriate tools, and leveraging third parties
to support evidence-building activities. Staff—in offices such as the Office of Retirement
and Disability Policy—provide expertise in supporting other divisions with using
evaluation, research, statistics, and data analysis approaches in day-to-day operations.
The agency also reported making investments in tools such as its Enterprise Data
Warehouse, which provides employees with access to data, as well as the ability to
perform analyses. In addition, collaborative programs, such as the Retirement and
Disability Research Consortium, fund timely research and evaluation by universities
and external research centers.

Source: Social Security Administration fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment. | GAO-24-106982
Opportunities. Common opportunities to enhance agencies’ capacity for evidence-building activities included

hiring additional staff with the necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities;

« providing additional training to existing staff to strengthen skill sets;
e acquiring additional or enhanced tools to collect, analyze, and use data and information;
« creating or using existing collaborative mechanisms, such as communities of practice; and

« making additional budgetary resources available, such as through dedicated funding streams.4!

Example: Opportunities to Enhance Capacity at the Department of State

In its April 2022 capacity assessment, the Department of State identified several gaps
in its capacity and related opportunities to enhance it. For example, staff with
responsibilities for evidence-building activities often focused on performance
monitoring, but not other evidence-building activities. To address this, the department is
considering hiring specialists in various fields, including data analysis. Officials told us
that in July 2023 the department began a recruitment and hiring initiative for data
scientists. It hired eight data scientists through the initiative, but open positions remain,
officials said.

39Throughout this section, when we use the term “evidence” or the phrase “source of evidence,” we refer to those covered in capacity
assessments: statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis.

40See table 1 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.

41See table 2 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.
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In addition, department leaders and staff did not always have the skills needed to use
evidence to inform policies and programs, officials reported. To improve staff's
evaluation skills, in September 2022 the department revived training on managing
evaluations and it has since trained over 200 staff. According to officials, the
department also began a monthly series in 2022 to highlight its evaluations. The series
also includes presentations on basic evaluation skills and innovations in methodological

approaches.

Source: Information from Department of State fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment and officials. | GAO-24-106982
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Coverage

Coverage

What is happening and where is it happening?
Source: Office of Management and Budget; GAO (icon). | GAO-24-106982

Coverage relates to identifying which agency activities or operations are covered by evidence-building
activities (i.e., which are currently being evaluated or analyzed). Our past work has found that agencies take
different approaches to organizing their evidence-building activities.#2 For example, some agencies take a
centralized approach, such as establishing an office or component with agency-wide responsibilities for a
particular source of evidence (e.g., evaluation or statistical data). Others take a decentralized approach, such
as having individual programs develop and use their own performance information.

The two coverage themes reflect our past findings and respond to the framing question in OMB’s guidance.
Unlike the other themes we identified, the coverage themes generally provide context, rather than identify
strengths and opportunities.

Evidence-building organization. Agencies reported on their organizational approach to evidence-building
(i.e., where it is happening). Some agencies took a centralized approach for certain sources of evidence, such
as having an agency-wide office for evaluation. For others, activities were dispersed across their organization
for sources of evidence (e.g., research and analysis). Some agencies reported having both centralized and
dispersed evidence-building activities.*3

Example: Organizational Approaches to Evidence-Building at the Department of
Housing and Urban Development

In its March 2022 capacity assessment, the Department of Housing and Urban
Development reported that it has both centralized and dispersed evidence-building
activities. Its Office of Policy Development and Research acts as the central office for
evaluation, economic and statistical analysis, and data governance for the department.
Other aspects of evaluation and analytics are dispersed across the department,
including in the Office of Lead Hazard Control and Healthy Homes, the Office of Risk
Management, and the Office of Public and Indian Housing.

Source: Department of Housing and Urban Development fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment. | GAO-24-106982

Evidence-building activities. Agencies identified programs, operations, and activities covered by their
evidence-building activities (i.e., what is happening). In general, agencies took two approaches to how they
produced their lists of these activities in their 2022 capacity assessments. They either presented lists that

« appeared comprehensive (i.e., agencies did not note any limitations to their lists), or

42GAO, Evidence-Based Policymaking: Selected Agencies Coordinate Activities, but Could Enhance Collaboration, GAO-20-119
(Washington, D.C.: Dec. 4, 2019).

43See table 3 in appendix Il for this theme by agency.
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« represented a subset of all activities, such as those included in their learning agendas or evaluation
plans, or those related to their priority goals.*4

Example: List of Evidence-Building Activities in the Environmental Protection
Agency’s Capacity Assessment

The Environmental Protection Agency provided a list of programs being evaluated or
analyzed in its March 2022 capacity assessment. The agency stated that the list was
developed from its fiscal year 2022 Evaluation Plan and other Evidence Building
Activities, which describes significant program evaluations and other evidence-building
activities the agency plans to undertake. According to the agency, significant
evaluations and other evidence-building activities include those that (1) support the
agency’s ability to meet a leadership priority, (2) are mandated by Congress, or (3) are
being highlighted as a program priority.

Source: Environmental Protection Agency fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment. | GAO-24-106982

44The Evidence Act requires agencies to develop evidence-building plans, also known as learning agendas, every four years, as part of
their strategic plans. OMB guidance describes a learning agenda as a long-term plan that takes a systematic approach to identifying
and addressing policy questions relevant to an agency’s programs, policies, and regulations. The act also requires agencies to develop
annual evaluation plans describing activities they plan to conduct as part of their learning agendas. OMB guidance states that these
plans should describe evaluation activities for the subsequent year, including the key questions for each planned “significant" evaluation
study, as well as the key information collections or acquisitions the agency plans to begin. Pub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(a), 132 Stat. at
5530-5531, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 312; OMB, Memorandum M-19-23 (2019). See table 3 in appendix Il for this theme by agency.
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Quality

Quality
Are the data used of high quality with respect to utility, objectivity, and integrity?
Source: Office of Management and Budget; GAO (icon). | GAO-24-106982

When evidence has sufficient quality, it is more likely to be used in decision-making, according to our past
work.4> However, we found in July 2021 that decision-makers do not always have access to evidence that
meets their quality needs.*6 In a July 2023 guide on evidence-based policymaking, we highlighted our past
work related to assessing the quality of different sources of evidence, including research.4” For example, in
June 2015, we identified generally accepted research standards that assess quality through questions
including:

« Were the data used valid for the study’s purposes?

« Were the data used sufficiently reliable for the study’s purposes?

« Were any data limitations identified and were the impact of the limitations adequately explained?48

Strengths. Common strengths related to ensuring evidence quality included

« following policies and guidance for one or more sources of evidence; and

« leveraging expertise from agency staff or external entities, such as peer reviewers.4?

Example: Strengths in Ensuring Quality of Evidence at the Department of Health
and Human Services

In its March 2022 capacity assessment, the Department of Health and Human Services
described various standards and staff expertise that it relies on to ensure quality of
evidence. The department reported following federal requirements for statistical
agencies, a department-wide policy to ensure the quality of its evaluations, and
component-level policies to ensure the quality of its research. The department also
reported ensuring quality by having skilled and qualified staff, as well as processes
such as internal agency reviews and peer reviews.

Source: Department of Health and Human Services fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment. | GAO-24-106982

Opportunities. Common opportunities to enhance the quality of evidence included

45GA0-23-105460.
463ee, for example, GAO-21-536.
47TGA0-23-105460.

48GAOQ, Army Combat Vehicles: Industrial Base Study’s Approach Met Research Standards, GAO-15-548 (Washington, D.C.: June 16,
2015).

49See table 4 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.
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« enhancing relevant policies and practices; and
« standardizing evidence-building activities or tools, such as information technology systems.0

Example: Opportunities to Enhance Quality at the Department of Agriculture

In its March 2022 capacity assessment, the Department of Agriculture described
several opportunities to enhance the quality of its evidence. For example, the
department reported that it would seek to ensure greater adherence to the
department’s evaluation policy. In April 2024, officials described actions taken and
planned towards achieving this goal. These include monthly meetings, hosted by the
Performance, Evidence, Evaluation, and Risk unit, that educate staff, share best
practices, and demonstrate ongoing evidence and evaluation work. Officials also said
that the department plans to update its evaluation policy in 2024 to reflect lessons
learned since it published its capacity assessment.

Source: Information from Department of Agriculture fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment and officials. | GAO-24-106982

Methods

Methods

What are the methods being used for these activities, do these methods incorporate the necessary level of rigor, and are those methods appropriate
for the activities to which they are being applied?
Source: Office of Management and Budget; GAO (icon). | GAO-24-106982

Our past work has identified key components of methodological design for specific sources of evidence,
including methods for conducting evaluations.5! In addition, OMB guidance notes that the quality of an
evaluation depends on the underlying design and methods, implementation, and how findings are interpreted
and reported.5? It further states that an evaluation must have the most appropriate design and methods to

answer key questions, while balancing its goals, scale, timeline, feasibility, and available resources.

Strengths. Common strengths related to approaches agencies take to ensure methods were rigorous and
appropriate included

« following policies and guidance for one or more sources of evidence; and
« leveraging expertise from agency staff or external entities, such as peer reviewers.53

50See table 4 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.

51See, for example GAO, Designing Evaluations: 2012 Revision (Supersedes PEMD-10.1.4), GAO-12-208G (Washington, D.C.: Jan.
31, 2012).

520MB, Memorandum M-20-12, (Washington, D.C.: Mar 10, 2020). In that guidance, OMB uses the term "design and methods" to
collectively address the structure of an evaluation, inclusive of evaluation approach; variables for, conditions under, timing of, and
sources from which data are used or collected; and quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis methods.

533ee table 5 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.
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Example: Strengths in Ensuring Rigorous and Appropriate Methods at the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration

In its March 2022 capacity assessment, the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration described standards and staff expertise that it relies on to ensure
methodologies used for evidence-building activities are rigorous and appropriate.
Specifically, the agency reported that its methods reflect industry standards such as
risk and schedule analysis and cost estimating. In addition, agency analysts collaborate
across components to help ensure appropriate use of various methods.

Source: National Aeronautics and Space Administration fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment. | GAO-24-106982

Opportunities. Common opportunities included

« enhancing agency data and evaluation methodologies to ensure quality and usefulness; and

« taking actions to enhance organizational capacity for and awareness of different sources of evidence

and methods.%

Example: Opportunities to Enhance Methodologies at the Office of Personnel
Management

In its March 2022 capacity assessment, the Office of Personnel Management identified
gaps in evidence-building methodologies and related opportunities to enhance them.
Specifically, the agency’s survey of managers and senior leaders found technical rigor
of evidence activities to be low. To address this issue, through November 2023 the
agency increased staffing for a new team within the Office of the Chief Financial
Officer's Planning, Performance, and Evaluation Group. This team, first established in
September 2020, is responsible for (1) conducting research and evaluation projects in
support of the agency’s Learning Agenda and Annual Evaluation Plans, (2) developing
research guidance, (3) providing relevant training for the agency, and (4) coordinating a
research community of practice.

In addition, officials told us in April 2024 that starting in September 2022 the agency
integrated evidence sharing into quarterly performance review meetings with senior
leadership. Officials also told us that the agency had established peer review processes
in December 2021. These processes included verification of findings by other analysts
and reviews by internal content experts.

Source: Information from OPM fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment and officials. | GAO-24-106982

54See table 5 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.
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Effectiveness

Effectiveness

Are the activities meeting their intended outcomes, including serving the needs of stakeholders and being disseminated?
Source: Office of Management and Budget; GAO (icon). | GAO-24-106982

Decision-makers generally have access to one or more sources of evidence, but they do not always use it in
decision-making, according to our past work.% In July 2023, we identified key practices and related actions to
help federal leaders and employees use evidence in a range of decision-making activities.% For example, one
practice is to use evidence to learn, by assessing progress towards goals and developing an understanding of
why results were achieved. We also illustrated different types of decisions evidence can inform, including when
identifying priorities, developing strategies, and allocating resources.

Strengths. Common strengths to ensure that evidence was both useful and used involved

« building evidence to meet the identified needs of decision-makers; and

« incorporating the use of evidence into existing decision-making processes.%”

Example: Building Evidence to Meet Stakeholder Needs at the Department of
Education

In its July 2022 capacity assessment, the Department of Education identified building
evidence on effective strategies to support students’ academic, social, emotional, and
career-development needs as a particular strength. For example, prior research found
that focusing on various activities, including career development, may improve a range
of outcomes for all students. Starting in 2018, the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult
Education provided funding for an Institute of Education Sciences research network
that carried out six studies on career and technical education interventions. The studies
found that participants who received those interventions had higher rates of high school
graduation, college enroliment, and degree attainment, among other outcomes.

The department’s Fiscal Years 2022-2026 Learning Agenda—which incorporated input
from stakeholders on their evidence needs—identified activities to generate additional
evidence on the impact of career and technical education on student success in
education and the workforce. According to officials, at the end of fiscal year 2023, the
department’s Institute of Education Sciences partnered with the Office of Career,
Technical, and Adult Education to provide additional research grant funding to expand
the evidence base on effective practices in career and technical education.

Source: Information from Department of Education fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment and officials. | GAO-24-106982

55GA0-21-536.

56GA0-23-105460. To identify these practices, we reviewed (1) federal laws and guidance related to evidence-building and
performance-management activities and (2) our related past reports. We identified and distilled several hundred relevant actions into 13
key practices. We then refined the practices and actions, as appropriate, based on input from cognizant officials at 24 major federal
agencies and OMB staff. We identified three key practices related to using evidence.

57See table 6 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.
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Opportunities. Common opportunities to enhance the use of evidence included

« prioritizing building new evidence to meet decision-maker and stakeholder needs; and

« better disseminating evidence.%8

Example: Opportunities to Enhance Use of Evidence at the Department of
Transportation

In its March 2022 capacity assessment, the Department of Transportation identified a
gap in evidence to meet decision-maker and stakeholder needs and described
opportunities to address this gap. The department reported that data availability was an
impediment to using evidence to advance transportation equity. According to officials,
the department developed an action plan in February 2023 with three phases to
address this issue. Plan phases include (1) exploring the use of existing data to model
effects by demographic groups; (2) conducting a feasibility study for data collection
options, potentially to include original data collection and sharing data within the
department and publicly; and (3) implementing the data collection option chosen
through the feasibility study, assuming available funds. Officials told us in April 2024,
that the department was in the process of conducting the feasibility study.

Source: Information from Department of Transportation fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment and officials. | GAO-24-106982

Independence

Independence

To what extent are the activities being carried out free from bias and inappropriate influence?
Source: Office of Management and Budget; GAO (icon). | GAO-24-106982

Our past work and relevant OMB guidance highlight the importance of independence related to building certain
sources of evidence. For example, we both highlight the importance of independence for program evaluation.5?
In addition, OMB guidance states that a federal statistical agency must be independent from political and other
undue external influence in developing, producing, and disseminating statistics.0

Strengths. Common approaches to ensuring independence involved

« following relevant policies, guidance, or leading practices; and

58See table 6 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.

593ee, for example, GAO, Program Evaluation: Key Terms and Concepts, GAO-21-404SP (Washington, D.C.: Mar 22, 2021); and
OMB, Memorandum M-20-12, (Washington, D.C.: Mar 10, 2020).

600MB, Statistical Policy Directive No. 1: Fundamental Responsibilities of Federal Statistical Agencies and Recognized Statistical
Units, 79 Fed. Reg. 71,610, 71,612 (Dec. 2, 2014).
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« separating certain evidence-building activities from other agency functions, such as policymaking and
implementation activities.8!

Example: Ensuring Independence at the United States Agency for International
Development

In its March 2022 capacity assessment, the United States Agency for International
Development reported following relevant policies and dividing responsibilities to ensure
independence of evidence. The agency reported that its required evaluations are
conducted by a team external to both the agency and its implementation partners to
ensure functional independence. In addition, external evaluation team members are
required to sign a statement attesting to a lack of conflict of interest or describing an
existing conflict of interest relative to the project under evaluation.

Source: United States Agency for International Development fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment. | GAO-24-106982

Opportunities. Common opportunities to enhance the independence of evidence involved revising evidence-
building policies, practices, and organizational structures.5?

Example: Opportunities to Enhance Independence at the Department of Veterans
Affairs

The Department of Veterans Affairs reported in its April 2022 capacity assessment that
responsibility for evidence-building activities—including for evaluation—are generally
dispersed across the department. As a result, it had not established or enforced a
single set of department-wide standards for evaluation, including related to
independence. The department identified opportunities to ensure independence by
establishing better oversight of its evaluation activities.

In April 2024, officials told us that the department had chartered several organizations
to address these issues. For example, the department’s Office of Enterprise Integration
established the Evidence-Based Policy Council to serve as the executive-level sponsor
of program evaluations. Various working groups have developed tools to establish
program evaluation standards and expectations. These tools also identify policy
principles, such as independence, that apply when conducting evaluations. These
actions help ensure that organizations across the department use a common set of
principles and approaches to produce independent evaluations.

Source: Information from Department of Veterans Affairs fiscal year 2022 capacity assessment and officials. | GAO-24-106982

Actions to Enhance Federal Evidence-Building Activities and Capacity

In addition to the actions agencies identified in their capacity assessments, OMB, OPM, GSA, and interagency
councils have taken actions to enhance federal evidence-building activities and capacity. These actions often
align with agency findings and the themes we identified. Below, we highlight examples of the actions they have
taken.

OMB. According to the President’s Budget for Fiscal Year 2025 and OMB staff, OMB has undertaken various
activities to enhance agency capacity.

« OMB partnered with the Department of Health and Human Services and evaluation experts to develop
the Federal Evaluation Toolkit. The web-based toolkit, launched in January 2024, includes information on

61See table 7 in appendix Il for these sub-themes by agency.

62See table 7 in appendix Il for this sub-theme by agency.
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the basics of evaluation, working with evaluators, and how to use evaluation findings. The toolkit is
intended to help address gaps in staff skills and knowledge around evaluation.

« OMB has also made resources available for agencies’ evidence building work. Its Evidence and
Evaluation Community of Practice has coordinated over 75 workshops and training sessions on evidence
and evaluation topics since 2018 for executive branch staff. According to the President’s Budget for Fiscal
Year 2025, participant feedback on the workshops has found that attendees view the content as a helpful
source of insights that will enhance their contributions to their own office. This community of practice has
an associated website—with access limited to Executive Branch employees—that includes resources
related to Evidence Act implementation, program evaluation, and other evidence-building approaches. In
August 2021, OMB, in partnership with GSA, also launched the public-facing website, Evaluation.gov. The
website serves as the home for all deliverables required by the Evidence Act and other tools and
resources.

« Additionally, OMB partnered with the Federal Executive Institute in OPM to offer an Evidence-Based
Decision-Making Leadership Academy for members of the Senior Executive Service. The Academy aims to
provide agency leaders with the tools needed to ground their decision-making in the best available
evidence while also building a learning culture within their agencies. At the conclusion of the Academy,
leaders leave with an action plan to advance evidence-based decision-making in their agencies.

OPM. In November 2023, OPM released a program evaluation competency model, comprised of 33 different
competencies. According to OPM, it consulted subject matter experts and solicited feedback via focus groups
and government-wide surveys to identify key skills and competencies. OPM used the qualitative and
quantitative evidence collected to comprehensively cover federal program evaluation work and validate a
competency model. The model covers both general and technical competencies and is intended for agencies
to use in workforce planning, recruitment, employee selection, training and development, and performance
management of their program evaluation positions.83

GSA. In August 2023, GSA announced a multiyear partnership with the OMB Evidence Team to address
challenges agencies had in identifying and connecting with highly skilled contractors to meet critical evaluation
needs. This effort identified qualified, pre-vetted contractors that can be selected by agencies to design and
execute program evaluations.

Interagency Councils. Interagency councils have also taken actions to enhance agency capacity.

« As we reported in December 2022, the Chief Data Officer Council’s Data Inventory Working Group
released a report in April 2022 recommending practices to help agencies develop inventories of their data
assets.? Data assets are a collection of data elements or data sets that may be grouped together. For
example, the report states that an agency’s inventory should be designed to give staff and the public a
clear, comprehensive understanding of the data assets the agency possesses. That inventory should also
provide information on how the public can access or request access to an asset.

« According to OMB officials, the Evaluation Officer Council has similarly undertaken activities to build
and strengthen capacity through peer sharing and other community building efforts. For example, the

630ffice of Personnel Management, Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 — Program Evaluation Competency
Model, (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 8, 2023).

64GA0-23-105514.
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Interagency Council on Evaluation Policy, a working group of the Evaluation Officer Council, has hosted
several workshops for federal staff on evaluation and evidence topics. Interagency Council on Evaluation
Policy members also provide technical assistance to agencies on evaluation and related topics through
direct engagement and monthly open office hours.

« According to the President’s Budget for Fiscal Year 2025, members of the Interagency Council on
Statistical Policy work collaboratively to set strategic goals to modernize the federal statistical system,
ensure data quality, provide safe and appropriate access to data, and enhance coordination and
collaboration across the system. In April 2023, the federal statistical system launched a new public facing
website, StatsPolicy.gov. The website provides information about the federal statistical system, the
Interagency Council on Statistical Policy, and the Office of the Chief Statistician.

Agencies ldentified Benefits and Some Challenges That OMB Has
Opportunities to Address with Future Capacity Assessments

Benefits and Challenges Related to Agencies’ Initial Development of Capacity
Assessments

Officials from 21 agencies identified common benefits and challenges specific to the development of their first
iteration of the capacity assessments.®® These related to

« identifying existing evidence-building activities and capacity (benefit and challenge),
« understanding evidence-related concepts and terminology (benefit and challenge), and

« working within time and resource constraints (challenge).

Officials did not expect these challenges to continue when they develop future capacity assessments. Officials
either overcame these challenges—which then led to a benefit, as indicated for the first two items above—or
they were unique to undertaking these efforts for the first time.

Identifying existing evidence-building activities and capacity. Officials from 18 agencies told us they faced
challenges identifying evidence-building activities and their related capacity, but they realized benefits through
the capacity assessment process. Evidence-building activities can be fragmented within agencies and occur at
multiple levels and entities within and across the agencies.®® Given this fragmentation, officials told us it was
difficult to identify what constituted evidence-building activities, where they took place within their agencies,
and who was responsible for them.

650Officials we interviewed at all 23 agencies identified benefits or challenges related to developing their first capacity assessments.
However, some of those benefits and challenges were unique to the agency. In this section, we present benefits and challenges that
were common across multiple agencies, which ranged from eight to 21 agencies.

66GA0O-20-119. We found that within agencies, many organizations have evidence-building responsibilities, including statistical
agencies and programs, evaluation and policy research offices, performance management offices, policy analysis offices, and program
administrators. When those activities are well coordinated, it can help improve an agency’s capacity to fully address a specific research
or policy question.
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At the same time, developing the capacity assessments helped agency officials better understand evidence-
building activities and leverage existing capacity. Officials said although they were previously aware of some
aspects of their agency’s capacity, the development process provided an opportunity to systematically review
and reflect on it. In addition, the development process helped them form and strengthen connections among
evidence-related staff across different offices. They also said the process led to increased collaboration among
agency officials with responsibilities for implementing the Evidence Act.67 Officials told us these connections
have been beneficial for coordinating other Evidence Act work and for supporting evidence building more
generally.

Understanding evidence-related concepts and terminology. Officials from 12 agencies told us staff do not
have a common understanding of evidence-related concepts and terminology. This challenge hindered their
ability to assess their agency’s evidence-building activities and capacity. For example, they told us staff
conflated evaluation with other sources of evidence, such as research studies or audits, when answering
surveys or interviews for the capacity assessment. Therefore, they may not have accurately assessed specific
sources of evidence, such as evaluations.

The Evidence Act defines evaluation as “an assessment using systematic data collection and analysis of one
of more programs, policies, and organizations intended to assess their effectiveness and efficiency.”¢8
Evaluations can answer specific types of questions. For instance, a program evaluation can provide insights on
whether a program is working and why.89

Despite these challenges, the process of developing the capacity assessments presented an opportunity for
staff to strengthen their knowledge of evidence-related concepts, agency officials said. For example, agency
officials said they organized learning around these concepts for staff, including through tailored workshops on
the Evidence Act. Officials said they now have greater assurance that staff have a common understanding of
evidence concepts to provide comparable information for future assessments.

Working within time and resource constraints. Agency officials also identified time and resource challenges
that were unique to conducting capacity assessments for the first time.

Officials from 16 agencies described challenges producing the assessment with constrained resources,
including a limited time frame. Officials told us they faced challenges developing their assessments while
simultaneously working on other Evidence Act responsibilities.”® For example, agencies had approximately 1
year to conduct the capacity assessment and submit their first draft to OMB for review.”' Moving forward,

67The Evidence Act directed CFO Act agencies to designate three Evidence Officials to ensure effective implementation of the law: an
Evaluation Officer, a Chief Data Officer, and a Statistical Official. These officials have responsibilities as specified in the Evidence Act.
See Pub. L. No. 115-435, §§ 101(a)(1), 202(e)(1), 132 Stat. at 5531, 5541, codified at 5 U.S.C. §§ 313, 314; 44 U.S.C. § 3520. The
requirement to designate a Chief Data Officer applies to entities beyond the 24 CFO Act agencies. See 44 U.S.C. § 3502(1).

68Pyub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(a)(1), 132 Stat. at 5530, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 311(3).

69GA0-21-404SP. In addition, to determine the effectiveness of programs, evaluations must meet certain standards, such as employing
methods appropriate for their purpose and being implemented by qualified evaluators. See OMB, Memorandum M-20-12 (2020).

70The Evidence Act established various agency deliverables—including Evidence-Building Plans (also referred to as Learning
Agendas), Evaluation Plans, and Capacity Assessments—to be completed simultaneously within a short timeframe. Pub. L. No. 115-
435, §§ 101(a)(1), (c), 132 Stat. at 5530-5531, 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. §§ 306(a)(9), 312.

"\We provided a timeline of selected milestones related to capacity assessment development and publication in figure 2.

Page 24 GAO-24-106982 Evidence-Building Capacity


https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-21-404SP

Letter

agencies will have greater lead time to conduct their assessments, which as noted above are to be produced
every 4 years.”

Additionally, agency officials said they faced challenges producing their capacity assessments with limited
resources. To meet the new Evidence Act requirements, officials redirected staff and budgetary resources. For
example, they used funds otherwise marked for evaluations or they enhanced their capacity by using
contractors. In the Analytical Perspectives volume of the Fiscal Year 2024 Budget of the U.S. Government,
OMB noted that the proposed budget ensured all major agencies had some dedicated evaluation staff to
support the Evaluation Officer. In our interviews with agency officials in January and February 2024, they told
us that their agencies now have more staff supporting this function.

Agency Officials Identified Unresolved Challenges Related to Limited Guidance and
Information about Assessment Methodologies

Officials from 18 of 23 agencies identified common, unresolved challenges related to developing capacity
assessments. These challenges involved (1) interpreting guidance, (2) understanding how the assessment
would be used, and (3) identifying appropriate methodologies for conducting the capacity assessment.

The first two challenges related to OMB’s guidance for capacity assessments.

Interpreting guidance. Officials from 13 agencies said they faced challenges interpreting capacity
assessment topics and related guidance. In its guidance, OMB encouraged agencies to use a format, process,
and structure that best meets their specific context.”® Officials told us they appreciated the flexibility to tailor
their approach to the agency’s specific needs, but the limited guidance led to a lack of clarity surrounding the
assessment topics and requirements.

As noted earlier, the Evidence Act directs agencies to assess the coverage, quality, methods, effectiveness,
and independence of their evidence-building activities. However, the act does not define any of those terms or
how to assess them. To assist with this, OMB’s guidance provides a question to help frame agencies’
assessments for each of the five topics, as depicted in figure 1 earlier in this report.” In addition to the five
topics, the law also establishes six specific requirements (see text box below).

725 J.S.C. § 306(a).
730MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August 2023).
740MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August 2023).
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Specific Requirements for Capacity Assessments from the Evidence Act

1. A list of the activities and operations of the agency that are currently
being evaluated and analyzed;

2. The extent to which the evaluations, research, and analysis efforts
and related activities of the agency support the needs of various divisions
within the agency;

3. The extent to which the evaluation research and analysis efforts and
related activities of the agency address an appropriate balance between needs
related to organizational learning, ongoing program management,
performance management, strategic management, interagency and private
sector coordination, internal and external oversight, and accountability;

4. The extent to which the agency uses methods and combinations of
methods that are appropriate to agency divisions and the corresponding
research questions being addressed, including an appropriate combination of
formative and summative evaluation research and analysis approaches;

5. The extent to which evaluation and research capacity is present
within the agency to include personnel and agency processes for planning and
implementing evaluation activities, disseminating best practices and findings,
and incorporating employee views and feedback; and

6. The extent to which the agency has the capacity to assist agency
staff and program offices to develop the capacity to use evaluation research
and analysis approaches and data in the day-to-day operations.

Source: 5 U.S.C. § 306(a)(9). | GAO-24-106982

OMB guidance does not provide information to help agencies interpret and address these six specific
requirements. As was described earlier, the guidance lists the requirements and states how they relate to the
assessment topics. However, it does not offer other information, such as defining key terms or providing
examples, which would help agencies interpret and address those requirements. As a result, we found that
interpretations of the assessment topics and requirements varied across the 23 agencies’ capacity
assessments. Therefore, the information they presented was not always comparable. For example, we saw
variation in how agencies interpreted and addressed the requirement related to ensuring evidence-building
activities were balanced across different needs (see specific requirement 3 in text box above). This variation
included instances where agencies

« focused on how they addressed different organizational needs, but did not assess whether those items
were balanced appropriately (six agencies); and

« assessed how they balanced evidence-building activities generally but did not discuss balance across
different organizational needs (three agencies).

Understanding the assessment’s intent and use. Officials from eight agencies described challenges
understanding the intent and potential uses of their assessment results. For example, they did not know how
outside entities would use the information presented in their capacity assessment and whether it might affect
budget formulation and appropriations decisions. OMB guidance states that the capacity assessment will
“provide senior officials with information needed to improve the agency’s ability to support the development
and use of evaluation, coordinate and increase technical expertise available for evaluation and related
research activities within the agency, and improve the quality of evaluations and knowledge of evaluation
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methodology and standards.””® However, the guidance does not specify how agencies might present their
assessment results to ensure they are useful for decision-makers and stakeholders within and external to
agencies.

As a result, we found variation in how agencies presented their findings, limiting comparability. For example,
nine agencies used maturity models to rate their evidence-building activities and capacity.’® In those instances,
agencies presented a clear picture of their existing strengths and opportunities for enhancement. In three
instances, agencies generally framed their findings as opportunities or recommendations on how to improve
evidence-building activities and capacity without fully identifying underlying gaps. Officials from two of these
three agencies told us they also produced a more detailed internal version of the capacity assessment that
identified gaps. However, they did not include this information in the public-facing version sometimes due to
concerns voiced by leadership or staff on how it may be perceived.

OMB has broad responsibilities related to federal evidence building and developing guidance, including for the
capacity assessment.”” OMB staff told us in December 2023 that before finalizing annual guidance that covers
Evidence Act implementation, they provide agencies an opportunity to comment on it. However, agency
officials told us that they had not fully thought through these challenges or the need for additional guidance to
resolve them until we held discussions with them. Because agencies only conduct capacity assessments once
every 4 years, with the next ones due in 2026, officials had been focused on other ongoing activities.

The Evaluation Officer Council, chaired by OMB, serves as a forum for agencies to exchange information, and
coordinate and collaborate on areas of common interest, including development of the capacity assessment
and other deliverables required by the Evidence Act.”® Leveraging the Evaluation Officer Council to identify
agency needs for additional guidance could help OMB ensure that agencies provide more comparable
information in future capacity assessments. This would help decision-makers and stakeholders more easily
identify and address common opportunities and challenges across agencies. It would also help agencies learn
from one another, allowing them to identify actions other agencies have taken to enhance their evidence-
building activities and capacity.

Determining appropriate assessment methodologies. Officials from 13 agencies described challenges
identifying, developing, and implementing methodologies for conducting their capacity assessments. Officials
told us they used different methodologies to assess their evidence-building capacity, and sometimes the

750MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August 2023). Guidance further clarifies that “[a]gencies should use and apply the information
generated to make the improvements needed to enhance their capacity in these areas.” OMB also directs agencies to “use updates to
the Capacity Assessment to both describe how they are building capacity to address gaps identified in the original document and to
identify new or emerging gaps in capacity.”

76A maturity model is a framework for measuring the maturity of an organization or one of its functions. Maturity refers to the level of an
organization’s abilities along a scale, such as from low to high. In the context of conducting capacity assessments, agencies used
models that measured their ability to undertake various aspects of building and using evidence.

7TOMB is responsible for providing agencies with guidance on their evidence-building and evaluation plans. Pub. L. No. 115-435, §
101(a), 132 Stat. at 5530, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 312(a)(6) and (b)(3). In addition, in its guidance, OMB describes its role in
Evidence Act implementation, which includes working with agencies on deliverables, providing technical assistance, clarifying direction,
and offering other support as needed. OMB, Circular A-11, § 290.20 (August 2023).

780MB, Memorandum M-19-23.
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methodologies did not result in useful or actionable information. Agencies used methodologies including
maturity models, surveys, focus groups, and data calls, among others.

Officials described challenges associated with different methodologies. For example, officials from nine
agencies said that they used surveys to capture a breadth of staff perspectives. Of those, seven agencies
described challenges with survey design, administration, and outcomes. Surveys often use close-ended
questions, which do not allow respondents to expand on why they responded in a certain way. Agency officials
told us it was therefore difficult to identify the cause of an issue, which limited the usefulness of the results (i.e.,
it was not always clear what actions were needed). In contrast, officials from five agencies said that they used
structured interviews, which allowed them to gather in-depth information and probe individuals about the root
cause of an issue. However, they described challenges with these interviews, including that they were time
intensive and involved fewer staff, limiting how applicable the results were across the agency more broadly.

According to OMB staff, the Evaluation Officer Council held four sessions focused on capacity assessments
between 2019 and 2021 while agencies were developing their initial assessments.”® Officials from 21 agencies
told us that information sharing during those meetings—as well as directly from OMB staff and officials from
other agencies outside these meetings—helped inform their capacity assessment development. In some
cases, they told us they were able to leverage methodologies shared by other agencies depending on whether
they were appropriate for their own agency’s context, including factors such as mission and size, among
others.

Since the initial capacity assessments were published in 2022, two agencies have conducted and published
updates.®0 In addition, according to OMB staff in May 2024, multiple agencies are continually assessing their
evidence-building capacity. However, Evaluation Officer Council sessions since 2021 generally have not
focused on capacity assessments or identifying and sharing information about effective methodologies for
conducting those assessments.?’

According to OMB staff, the Council has focused on a range of topics to address the ongoing needs of its
members and the federal evaluation and evidence community.

As of May 2024, the Evaluation Officer Council had not undertaken a systematic effort to identify, document,
and share lessons learned on effective methodologies for capacity assessments with agencies. According to
our prior work, federal entities should take those actions regarding lessons learned to limit the chance of

recurrence of previous difficulties.®2 By doing so, OMB could ensure that the Evaluation Officer Council helps

79The four specific sessions were December 2019, August 2020, April 2021, and May 2021. More recently, the April 2024 Evaluation
Officer Council session also focused on capacity assessments. In addition, OMB also conducted a workshop in January 2020 for
executive branch employees focused on capacity assessments.

80As of May 2024, the Department of Health and Human Services and Nuclear Regulatory Commission had published capacity
assessment updates.

811n May 2024, OMB staff told us that the April 2024 Council meeting included agency officials sharing information about efforts to
continually assess evidence-building capacity.

82For example, GAO, Veterans Employment: Identifying Lessons Learned from Rapid Retraining Program Could Benefit Future Efforts,
GAO-23-106191 (Washington, D.C.: Sep. 28, 2023); and Project Management: DOE and NNSA Should Improve Their Lessons-
Learned Process for Capital Asset Projects, GAO-19-25 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 21, 2018). These reports identified practices based on
a review of prior GAO work as well as work from the Center for Army Lessons Learned and the Project Management Institute.
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agencies make appropriate methodological decisions to ensure their ongoing and future capacity assessment
efforts consistently provide useful information.

In addition, agencies are assessing their evidence-building capacity at different intervals—some continually,
others every 4 years as required by the Evidence Act. Periodically undertaking efforts to identify, document,
and share any new lessons learned could further help ensure agency officials are able to make informed
decisions moving forward.

Documenting lessons learned is particularly important to ensure this knowledge is not lost when agency
officials and staff leave their positions. Officials from 12 agencies told us that since they issued their capacity
assessments, there has been turnover in multiple offices and positions involved in developing them, including
the Evaluation Officer position in several instances.

Conclusions

Federal decision-makers and stakeholders rely on evidence to ensure federal programs are effectively
implemented and achieve results. Despite government-wide actions to enhance federal evidence-building
activities, agencies continue to face challenges in ensuring they have sufficient capacity. Agency capacity
assessments provide important insights on evidence-building activities and capacity across the federal
government.

However, limited guidance and information about lessons learned hindered agencies’ ability to produce
comparable and actionable assessments. Addressing these challenges could lead to more useful information.
Decision-makers and stakeholders would be better positioned to understand and take further actions to
enhance evidence-building activities and capacity at individual agencies and across the federal government.

Recommendations for Executive Action

We are making the following two recommendations to OMB:

The Director of OMB should leverage the Evaluation Officer Council to identify agency officials’ needs for
additional guidance on capacity assessments and address them accordingly. (Recommendation 1)

The Director of OMB should leverage the Evaluation Officer Council to identify, document, and share lessons
learned from agency officials on capacity assessment methods. This could be done periodically to ensure any
new lessons are captured. (Recommendation 2)

Agency Comments
We provided a draft of this report to OMB and the 24 CFO Act agencies for review and comment.

In written comments reprinted in Appendix Ill, OMB neither agreed nor disagreed with our recommendations
and stated that it would take them into consideration during future engagements with the Evaluation Officer
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Council. OMB also described its efforts, and those of the Council, to support agencies as they assess and
improve their evidence-building capacity.

Four agencies—the Department of the Treasury, Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Social Security
Administration, and U.S. Agency for International Development—provided written comments, which are
reprinted in appendixes IV, V, VI, and VIl respectively. The Department of the Treasury provided information
about actions it has taken to enhance its evidence-building capacity, and stated it would use our report to
inform the next iteration of its capacity assessment. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission and the Social
Security Administration stated that they had no comments on our report. The U.S. Agency for International
Development summarized findings from our report and stated that it would continue to strengthen its capacity
to build and use evidence in decision-making.

The Department of Agriculture, in comments via email, stated that it agreed with our findings and
recommendations. It supported the involvement of the Evaluation Officer Council in clarifying capacity
assessment requirements, which it stated would help preserve flexibilities to meet legal requirements and
agency needs. The department also suggested that the relationship between agency strategic planning and
Evidence Act implementation could be explored further.

In addition, three agencies—OMB and the Departments of Education and State—provided technical
comments, which we incorporated as appropriate.

Seventeen agencies informed us that they had no comments: the Departments of Commerce, Defense,
Energy, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, Housing and Urban Development, the Interior,
Justice, Labor, Transportation, and Veterans Affairs; Environmental Protection Agency; GSA; OPM; National
Aeronautics and Space Administration; National Science Foundation; and Small Business Administration.

We are sending copies of this report to appropriate congressional committees, the Director of OMB, the heads
of each of the 24 agencies, and other interested parties. This report will also be available at no charge on the
GAO website at https://www.gao.gov. If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact
Dawn Locke at (202) 512-6806 or LockeD@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of Congressional Relations
and Public Affairs may be found on the last page of our report. Key contributors to this report are listed in
appendix VIII.

Dawn G. Locke
Director, Strategic Issues
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Appendix |: Capacity Assessment Requirements
and Guidance

The Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (Evidence Act) amended requirements for
agency strategic plans, which are now to include an assessment of the agencies’ evidence-building activities
and capacity. Every 4 years, starting in 2022, agencies are to assess their statistics, evaluation, research, and
analysis efforts related to five topics.!’ Related OMB implementation guidance included framing questions for
agencies to use in addressing the five topics.

The Evidence Act also lists six specific requirements for agencies to address in their assessments. According
to OMB guidance, those specific requirements tie directly to the five assessment topics.2 In addition, two of the
requirements relate to agencies’ capacities to undertake evidence-building activities.?

Figure 4 identifies the five assessment topics along with the related framing questions from OMB’s guidance
and six specific requirements.

TPub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(c)(3), 132 Stat. at 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 306(a)(9).
20MB, Circular No. A-11, § 290.13 (August 2023).

3Specifically, the Evidence Act requires agencies to assess (1) the extent to which evaluation and research capacity is present within
the agency to include personnel and agency processes for planning and implementing evaluation activities, disseminating best
practices and findings, and incorporating employee views and feedback; and (2) the extent to which the agency has the capacity to
assist agency staff and program offices to develop the capacity to use evaluation research and analysis approaches and data in the
day-to-day operations. Pub. L. No. 115-435, § 101(c)(3), 132 Stat. at 5533, codified at 5 U.S.C. § 306(a)(9).
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Figure 4: Capacity Assessment Requirements and Related Guidance

Assessment Topics

Framing Question from

Office of Management and
Budget Guidance

Related Specific Requirements

Coverage

@

What is happening and where is it
happening?

A list of the activities and operations of the agency that are
currently being evaluated and analyzed

\ Quality

Are the data used of high quality with
respect to utility, objectivity, and
integrity?

Not applicable

(%)

ﬁ. Methods

What are the methods being used

for these activities,do these methods
incorporate the necessary level of rigor,
and are those methods appropriate for
the activities to which they are being
applied?

The extent to which the agency uses methods and combinations
of methods that are appropriate to agency divisions and the
corresponding research questions being addressed, including an
appropriate combination of formative and consummative
evaluation research and analysis approaches

Effectiveness

©

Are the activities meeting their
intended outcomes, including serving
the needs of stakeholders and being
disseminated?

The extent to which the evaluation research and analysis efforts
and related activities of the agency address an appropriate balance
between needs related to organizational learning, ongoing program
management, performance management, strategic management,
interagency and private sector coordination, internal and external
oversight, and accountability

The extent to which the evaluations, research, and analysis efforts
and related activities of the agency support the needs of various
divisions within the agency

E?l Independence

Additional Topic?

@ Capacity

To what extent are the activities
being carried out free from bias
and inappropriate influence?

Not applicable

Related Specific Requirement

The extent to which the agency has the capacity to assist agency staff
and program offices to develop the capacity to use evaluation research
and analysis approaches and data in the day-to-day operations

The extent to which evaluation and research capacity is present within
the agency to include personnel and agency processes for planning
and implementing evaluation activities, disseminating best practices
and findings, and incorporating employee views and feedback

Source: GAO analysis of Public Law 115-435 and OMB Circular No. A-11 (2023); GAO (icons). | GAO-24-106982
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|
Accessible Text for Figure 4: Capacity Assessment Requirements and Related Guidance

Assessment topics Framing question from Office of Related specific requirements
Management and Budget guidance
Coverage What is happening and where is it A list of the activities and operations of the agency
happening? that are currently being evaluated and analyzed
Quality Are the data used of high quality with Not applicable
respect to utility, objectivity, and integrity?
Methods What are the methods being used for The extent to which the agency uses methods and
these activities, do these methods combinations of methods that are appropriate to

incorporate the necessary level of rigor, agency divisions and the corresponding research

and are those methods appropriate for the questions being addressed, including an appropriate

activities to which they are being applied? combination of formative and summative evaluation
research and analysis approaches

Effectiveness Are the activities meeting their intended The extent to which the evaluation research and
outcomes, including serving the needs of  analysis efforts and related activities of the agency
stakeholders and being disseminated? address an appropriate balance between needs

related to organizational learning, ongoing program
management, performance management, strategic
management, interagency and private sector
coordination, internal and external oversight, and
accountability

The extent to which the evaluations, research, and
analysis efforts and related activities of the agency
support the needs of various divisions within the

agency
Independence To what extent are the activities being Not applicable
carried out free from bias and
inappropriate influence?
Additional topic? Related specific requirement
Capacity The extent to which the agency has the capacity to assist agency staff and

program offices to develop the capacity to use evaluation research and analysis
approaches and data in the day-to-day operations

The extent to which evaluation and research capacity is present within the
agency to include personnel and agency processes for planning and
implementing evaluation activities, disseminating best practices and findings,
and incorporating employee views and feedback

Source: GAO analysis of Public Law 115-435 and OMB Circular No. A-11 (2023); GAO (icons). | GAO-24-106982

Note: According to Office of Management and Budget guidance, the six specific requirements tie directly to the assessment topics. The guidance
provides examples of how three specific requirements relate to coverage and effectiveness, as shown in the crosswalk above. The relationship for the
remaining three requirements to methods and capacity are based on our interpretation.

@The Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 does not list “capacity” as an assessment topic. However, two of the specific
requirements relate to agencies’ capacities to undertake evidence-building activities.

Page 35 GAO-24-106982 Evidence-Building Capacity



Appendix ll: Capacity Assessment Themes by Agency

Appendix ll: Capacity Assessment Themes by
Agency

As described earlier in this report, we identified 12 common themes—generally strengths and opportunities—
across agencies’ capacity assessments.! Those themes relate to six topics agencies covered in their capacity
assessments: (1) capacity, (2) coverage, (3) quality, (4) methods, (5) effectiveness, and (6) independence.?

Most themes (11 of the 12) involved a majority of the 23 agencies, ranging from 12 to 21.3 The agencies not
included in themes generally covered the six related topics in their capacity assessments. The findings they
identified related to those topics were unique and different from those identified by the other agencies, and
therefore were not included in our themes.

The tables below illustrate which agencies are included in each theme.

We defined capacity assessment findings as “strengths” when agencies reported having capacity, policies, or processes to effectively
build and use evidence. Conversely, “opportunities” cover instances where agencies reported ways to enhance their ability to effectively
build and use evidence.

2To identify themes across assessments, we conducted a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23
agencies in 2022. Prior to beginning the content analysis, we developed a coding scheme using capacity assessment content
requirements, keywords (e.g., program evaluation, staffing), and type of finding (e.g., strengths, actions taken). Assessments were
coded by a primary analyst and then codes were reviewed by a second analyst. Analysts reached consensus on codes through
discussion. We then queried and analyzed the results, using professional judgment to identify common themes. Our coding scheme
captured findings in six broad topics listed above. Within each topic, we identified when multiple agencies identified the same or similar
findings (sub-themes). We further identified that many of those sub-themes shared commonalities (e.g., each related to a strength) and
could be further grouped together as a theme (e.g., strengths). We did not corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity
assessment findings.

30ne of the twelve themes—opportunities to strengthen policies, practices, and organizational structures to enhance independence—

involved seven agencies. Each theme related to strengths or opportunities is comprised of one to five sub-themes, which we also
identify in the tables that follow.
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|
Table 1: Agency-Reported Strengths Related to Existing Capacity in Capacity Assessments

na Strength sub-themes (21 Strength sub-themes (21 Strength sub-themes (21
agencies) agencies) agencies)

Agencies Had staff with the necessary Had access to appropriate Leveraged third parties to
knowledge, skills, and tools to collect, analyze, and support evidence-building
abilities use data and information activities

Department of Agriculture X

Commerce X X

Education X X

Energy X

Health and Human Services X X

Homeland Security X X X

Housing and Urban X X

Development

Justice X X X

Labor X X X

State X

Transportation X X X

the Treasury X

Veterans Affairs X X

Environmental Protection X

Agency

National Aeronautics and X X

Space Administration

National Science Foundation X X X

Nuclear Regulatory X X X

Commission

Office of Personnel X

Management

Small Business Administration X X

Social Security Administration X X X

U.S. Agency for International X X X

Development

Number of agencies 16 10 19

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982

Note: We identified themes and sub-themes through a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23 agencies in 2022. An
agency'’s inclusion or exclusion in a sub-theme is based on our analysis of agency-reported information in its capacity assessment. We did not
corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment findings. Sub-themes relate to one or more source of evidence (i.e., those covered
in capacity assessments: statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis). We defined capacity assessment findings as “strengths” when agencies reported
having capacity, policies, or processes to effectively build and use evidence.
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Table 2: Agency-Reported Opportunities to Enhance Capacity in Capacity Assessments

na Opportunity sub-  Opportunity sub-  Opportunity sub- Opportunity sub- Opportunity sub-
themes (21 themes (21 themes (21 themes (21 themes (21
agencies) agencies) agencies) agencies) agencies)

Agencies Hire additional Provide additional Acquire additional Create or use Make additional
staff with the training to existing or enhanced tools existing budgetary
necessary staff to strengthen to collect, analyze, collaborative resources
knowledge, skills, skill sets and use data and mechanisms available
and abilities information

Department of X X X

Agriculture

Education X X X X

Health and Human X X X

Services

Homeland Security X X X X X

Housing and Urban X X X

Development

the Interior X X

Justice X X X X X

Labor X X X

State X X X X X

Transportation X X X

the Treasury X X X X

Veterans Affairs X X X X

Environmental X X X

Protection Agency

General Services X X X

Administration

National X

Aeronautics and

Space

Administration

National Science X X X

Foundation

Nuclear Regulatory X X X

Commission

Office of Personnel X X X

Management

Small Business X X X

Administration

Social Security X

Administration

U.S. Agency for X X X

International

Development

Number of agencies 16 16 15 15 5

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982
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Note: We identified themes and sub-themes through a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23 agencies in 2022. An
agency'’s inclusion or exclusion in a sub-theme is based on our analysis of agency-reported information in its capacity assessment. We did not
corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment findings. Sub-themes relate to one or more source of evidence (i.e., those covered
in capacity assessments: statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis). We defined capacity assessment findings as “opportunities” when agencies
reported ways to enhance their ability to effectively build and use evidence.

. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Table 3: Agency-Reported Coverage of Evidence-Building Activities in Capacity Assessments

na Themes Themes

Agencies Described organization of their Identified evidence-building activities
evidence-building activities (21 agencies)
(17 agencies)

Department of Agriculture X X

Commerce X

Education X X

Energy X

Health and Human Services X

Homeland Security X X

Housing and Urban Development X

the Interior X X

Justice X

Labor X X

State X X

Transportation X X

the Treasury X X

Veterans Affairs X X

Environmental Protection Agency X

General Services Administration X

National Aeronautics and Space X X

Administration

National Science Foundation X X

Nuclear Regulatory Commission X X

Office of Personnel Management X

Small Business Administration X X

Social Security Administration X X

U.S. Agency for International X X

Development

Number of agencies 17 21

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982

Note: We identified themes through a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23 agencies in 2022. An agency’s inclusion or
exclusion in a theme is based on our analysis of agency-reported information in its capacity assessment. We did not corroborate or verify the accuracy
of agencies’ capacity assessment findings.
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|
Table 4: Agency-Reported Strengths and Opportunities to Enhance Quality in Capacity Assessments

na Theme: Strengths (17 Theme: Strengths (17 Theme: Opportunities Theme: Opportunities
agencies) agencies) (16 agencies) (16 agencies)

Agencies Sub-theme: Followed Sub-theme: Leveraged Sub-theme: Enhance  Sub-theme:
policies and guidance internal and external policies and practices Standardize evidence-

expertise building activities or
tools

Department of X X X

Agriculture

Commerce X

Education X

Health and Human X X

Services

X
X
X

Homeland Security

Housing and Urban X X X
Development

x
x

Justice X
Labor X X
State X
Transportation X X

X
X

the Treasury
Veterans Affairs X

Environmental X
Protection Agency

X| X| X| X

X

General Services
Administration

National Aeronautics X X
and Space
Administration

National Science X X
Foundation

Nuclear Regulatory X
Commission

Office of Personnel X
Management

Small Business X X
Administration

Social Security X X X
Administration

U.S. Agency for X X X
International
Development

Number of agencies 15 10 14 5

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982

Note: We identified themes and sub-themes through a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23 agencies in 2022. An
agency'’s inclusion or exclusion in a theme or sub-theme is based on our analysis of agency-reported information in its capacity assessment. We did not
corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment findings. Sub-themes relate to one or more source of evidence (i.e., those covered
in capacity assessments: statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis). We defined capacity assessment findings as “strengths” when agencies reported
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having capacity, policies, or processes to effectively build and use evidence. We defined capacity assessment findings as “opportunities” when agencies
reported ways to enhance their ability to effectively build and use evidence.

|
Table 5: Agency-Reported Strengths and Opportunities to Enhance Methods in Capacity Assessments

na Theme: Strengths (16 Theme: Strengths (16 Theme: Opportunities Theme: Opportunities
agencies) agencies) (13 agencies) (13 agencies)
Agencies Sub-theme: Followed Sub-theme: Leveraged Sub-theme: Enhance  Sub-theme: Enhance
policies and guidance internal and external data or evaluation capacity and
expertise methodologies awareness of different

sources of evidence
and methods

Department of X X X X
Agriculture

Commerce X X
Education X X
Energy X

Health and Human X X
Services

x

X
X
X

Homeland Security

x

Housing and Urban X X
Development

the Interior

X

Justice
State X
Transportation X

X| X[ X| X| X

the Treasury

Veterans Affairs X

National Aeronautics X X
and Space
Administration

National Science X
Foundation

Nuclear Regulatory X X
Commission

Office of Personnel X X
Management

Small Business X
Administration

Social Security X
Administration

U.S. Agency for X X
International
Development

Number of agencies 10 13 10 7

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982

Note: We identified themes and sub-themes through a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23 agencies in 2022. An
agency'’s inclusion or exclusion in a theme or sub-theme is based on our analysis of agency-reported information in its capacity assessment. We did not
corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment findings. Sub-themes relate to one or more source of evidence (i.e., those covered
in capacity assessments: statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis). We defined capacity assessment findings as “strengths” when agencies reported
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having capacity, policies, or processes to effectively build and use evidence. We defined capacity assessment findings as “opportunities” when agencies
reported ways to enhance their ability to effectively build and use evidence.

|
Table 6: Agency-Reported Strengths and Opportunities to Enhance Effectiveness in Capacity Assessments

na Theme: Strengths (19 Theme: Strengths (19 Theme: Opportunities Theme: Opportunities
agencies) agencies) (20 agencies) (20 agencies)

Agencies Sub-theme: Built Sub-theme: Used Sub-theme: Sub-theme: Better
evidence to meet evidence in decision-  Prioritizing building disseminating
identified needs of making processes new evidence to meet evidence
decision-makers decision-maker and

stakeholder needs

Department of X

Agriculture

Commerce X X

Education X X X

Health and Human X X X

Services

Homeland Security X X

Housing and Urban X X X X

Development

the Interior X

Justice X X

Labor X X X

State X X

Transportation X X X X

the Treasury X X

Veterans Affairs X X X

Environmental X X

Protection Agency

General Services X X

Administration

National Aeronautics X X X

and Space

Administration

National Science X X

Foundation

Nuclear Regulatory X X

Commission

Office of Personnel X X X

Management

Small Business X X X

Administration

Social Security X X X X

Administration

U.S. Agency for X X X X

International

Development

Number of agencies 12 17 16 14
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Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982

Note: We identified themes and sub-themes through a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23 agencies in 2022. An
agency'’s inclusion or exclusion in a theme or sub-theme is based on our analysis of agency-reported information in its capacity assessment. We did not
corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment findings. Sub-themes relate to one or more source of evidence (i.e., those covered
in capacity assessments: statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis). We defined capacity assessment findings as “strengths” when agencies reported
having capacity, policies, or processes to effectively build and use evidence. We defined capacity assessment findings as “opportunities” when agencies
reported ways to enhance their ability to effectively build and use evidence.

|
Table 7: Agency-Reported Strengths and Opportunities to Enhance Independence in Capacity Assessments

na Theme: Strengths (13 Theme: Strengths (13 Theme: Opportunities (7
agencies) agencies) agencies)

Agencies Sub-theme: Followed Sub-theme: Functional Sub-theme: Strengthen
policies and guidance separation of certain policies, practices, and

evidence-building activities = organizational structures

Department of Agriculture X

Commerce X

Health and Human Services X X

Homeland Security X X

Housing and Urban X X

Development

State X

Transportation X X

the Treasury X X

Veterans Affairs X X

National Aeronautics and X

Space Administration

National Science Foundation X

Nuclear Regulatory X

Commission

Office of Personnel X

Management

Small Business Administration X

Social Security Administration X X

U.S. Agency for International X X

Development

Number of agencies 13 4 7

Source: GAO analysis of agency capacity assessments. | GAO-24-106982

Note: We identified themes and sub-themes through a structured content analysis of the capacity assessments issued by 23 agencies in 2022. An
agency'’s inclusion or exclusion in a theme or sub-theme is based on our analysis of agency-reported information in its capacity assessment. We did not
corroborate or verify the accuracy of agencies’ capacity assessment findings. Sub-themes relate to one or more source of evidence (i.e., those covered
in capacity assessments: statistics, evaluation, research, and analysis). We defined capacity assessment findings as “strengths” when agencies reported
having capacity, policies, or processes to effectively build and use evidence. We defined capacity assessment findings as “opportunities” when agencies
reported ways to enhance their ability to effectively build and use evidence.
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Appendix [ll: Comments from the Office of
Management and Budget

EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20503

August 1, 2024

Dawn G. Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Director Locke:

The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) appreciates the opportunity to review the
Government Accountability Office’s (GAO) draft report, “Evidence-Based Policymaking —
Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity” (GAO-24-106982), which seeks
to document findings and trends in agencies’ capacity assessments under the Evidence Act.

OMB appreciates GAQO’s attention to the Evidence Act’s requirement for agency capacity
assessments and acknowledges GAO’s recommendations. OMB neither agrees nor disagrees
with the recommendations and will take them into consideration during future engagements with
the Evaluation Officer Council. OMB notes that a number of steps already in progress will well
equip agencies to develop their next capacity assessments, while also making use of the
information and learning gained from their previous assessments. OMB intends to continue
leveraging the Evaluation Officer Council as a forum for sharing leading practices and methods,
including those related to the capacity assessment, among agency peers.

GAO’s report accurately reflects that OMB has done this successfully to date: officials
from 21 agencies told GAO that information-sharing during Council meetings and other support
from OMB has helped inform their development of capacity assessments. OMB has also
provided agencies with additional support for the capacity assessment through workshops and
trainings available for all Executive Branch staff, with recordings and materials available on a
Government MAX gov page, as well as an explanation of statutory terms and definitions related
to capacity assessments in OMB Circular A-11, Section 290.

OMB’s approach to providing agencies with flexibility to design and conduct the
capacity assessment allows the assessment to be a useful tool that can meet agencies’ specific
needs, rather than serving as a compliance exercise for OMB’s benefit. In its role leading the
Evaluation Officer Council, OMB believes that Evaluation Officer Council meetings have
provided agencies with a critical forum to address the gaps and needs identified in their capacity
assessments, including by developing and sharing practices and policies to improve their
capacity for evaluation and related evidence-building activities. Reflecting the intent of the
Evidence Act to improve agencies’ capacity to build and use evidence, OMB and the Evaluation
Officer Council have focused on responding to the results of the agency capacity assessments
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published in 2021. OMB believes that using limited Council resources to improve agencies’
capacity is ultimately the most important priority.

We look forward to further collaboration with GAO.
Sincerely,
/ Ao

Jason Miller
Deputy Director for Management
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the Office of Management and Budget

August 1, 2024

Dawn G. Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Director Locke:

The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) appreciates the opportunity to review the Government
Accountability Office’s (GAOQ) draft report, “Evidence-Based Policymaking — Agencies Need Additional
Guidance to Assess Their Capacity” (GAO-24-106982), which seeks to document findings and trends in
agencies’ capacity assessments under the Evidence Act.

OMB appreciates GAO’s attention to the Evidence Act’s requirement for agency capacity assessments and
acknowledges GAQO’s recommendations. OMB neither agrees nor disagrees with the recommendations and
will take them into consideration during future engagements with the Evaluation Officer Council. OMB notes
that a number of steps already in progress will well equip agencies to develop their next capacity assessments,
while also making use of the information and learning gained from their previous assessments. OMB intends to
continue leveraging the Evaluation Officer Council as a forum for sharing leading practices and methods,
including those related to the capacity assessment, among agency peers.

GAO'’s report accurately reflects that OMB has done this successfully to date: officials from 21 agencies told
GAO that information-sharing during Council meetings and other support from OMB has helped inform their
development of capacity assessments. OMB has also provided agencies with additional support for the
capacity assessment through workshops and trainings available for all Executive Branch staff, with recordings
and materials available on a Government MAX.gov page, as well as an explanation of statutory terms and
definitions related to capacity assessments in OMB Circular A-11, Section 290.

OMB’s approach to providing agencies with flexibility to design and conduct the capacity assessment allows
the assessment to be a useful tool that can meet agencies’ specific needs, rather than serving as a compliance
exercise for OMB’s benefit. In its role leading the Evaluation Officer Council, OMB believes that Evaluation
Officer Council meetings have provided agencies with a critical forum to address the gaps and needs identified
in their capacity assessments, including by developing and sharing practices and policies to improve their
capacity for evaluation and related evidence-building activities. Reflecting the intent of the Evidence Act to
improve agencies’ capacity to build and use evidence, OMB and the Evaluation Officer Council have focused
on responding to the results of the agency capacity assessments published in 2021. OMB believes that using
limited Council resources to improve agencies’ capacity is ultimately the most important priority.

We look forward to further collaboration with GAO.
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Sincerely,

Jason Miller
Deputy Director for Management
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Appendix IV: Comments from the Department of
the Treasury

DEPARTMENT OF THE TREASURY

WASHINGTON, D.C.

July 31, 2024
Dawn G. Locke
Director, Strategic Issues
Government Accountability Office
441 G Strect, NW
‘Washington, DC 20548

LockeD@gao.gov

Dear Dawn G. Locke,

Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on Government Accountability Office (GAO)
Report GAO-24-106982, “Evidence-Based Policymaking: Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess
Their Capacity.” The Department of the Treasury (Treasury) appreciates the work performed by the GAO
team and while the report makes recommendations to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB),
Treasury will use the report to inform our planning for the upcoming FY 2026-2030 Capacity Assessment.

Since Treasury completed the first capacity assessment in February 2022, we have made meaningful
improvements to the Department’s evidence-building capacity, policies, and practices by strategically
investing limited resources in smart ways. The capacity assessment provided an important tool in helping
us to identify and prioritize these investments. The publication of this GAO report presents an opportunity
to highlight our accomplishments as we continue to advocate to Congress for deeper investments in
Evidence Act implementation and begin our preparations for conducting the next capacity assessment.

GAO Challenge: Working within time and resource constraints (p.28)

GAO identified that agency officials said they faced challenges producing their capacity assessments with
limited resources. The report further states that “In the Analytical Perspectives volume of the Fiscal Year
2024 Budget of the U.S. Government, OMB noted that the proposed budget ensured all major agencies
had some dedicated evaluation staff to support the Evaluation Officer. In our interviews with agency
officials in January and February 2024, they told us that their agencies now have more staff supporting
this function.”

Treasury continues to seek the resources for a small central evidence team at the agency headquarters
level bolstered by deep program evaluation and research benches within each Treasury bureau. This
model will optimize evidence-building capacity by enabling the small central team to effectively
coordinate Department-wide cvidence building activitics, form partnerships, provide technical assistance,
and directly conduct cross-cutting/high-priority cvaluations while the burcaus build deep expertise and
capacity closer to the operations and mission. In the FY 2023, FY 2024, and FY 2025 President’s
Budgets, we advocated for the resources to support this vision.

While some of the bureau requests have been subsequently funded by Congress, the central team
resources have not yet received new funding. We therefore made the difficult choice to realign internal
positions. Although this demonstrates our commitment to building agency capacity, the team remains
below the Evaluation Officer Council (EOC) recommendation’ that agencies’ evaluation planning and
reporting functions be staffed with a minimum of five (5) FTE (an agency Evaluation Officer, or EO, and
four analysts/cvaluators). We will need new investments to achicve our vision and fully address this
challenge.

! June 2024 Memorandum to OMB from the Evaluation Officer Council’s Resource and Capacity Working Group
on Recommendations to Improve the Government’s Capacity to Build and Use Evidence
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

Assessment Topic — Capacity (Table 1): Does the agency have the staff and tools it needs to collect,
analyze, and use evidence?

‘When we completed the capacity assessment in February 2022, Treasury did not (at an enterprise level)
leverage third parties to support evidence building activities, as indicated in the table. Since that time,
Treasury has built our capacity to leverage third parties to supplement our limited in-house evidence-
building capacity. We have particularly focused on strengthening our use of our Federally Funded
Research and Development Center (FFRDC), which is MITRE’s Center for Enterprise Modernization.
Another example includes partnering with the GSA Office of Evaluation Sciences (OES) to conduct five
evaluations that supported Treasury’s response to executive orders and OMB implementation guidance
for major new legislative programs. Finally, Treasury is now leveraging the Evidence Portal to engage
with third-party resources (e.g., academic, external researchers). In 2024, Treasury opened two portal
opportunities, resulting in Memorandums of Understanding with researchers to answer Learning Agenda
questions.

Assessment Topic — Methods (Table 5): What are the methods being used for these activities, do
these methods incorporate the necessary level of rigor, and are those methods appropriate for the
activities to which they are being applied? AND Assessment Topic — Independence (Table 7): To
what extent are the activities being carried out free from bias and inappropriate influence?

‘When we completed the capacity assessment in February 2022, Treasury did not have in place an agency
policy or standards regarding evidence-building activities, including program evaluations. Consequently,
strengthening our policies, practices, and organizational structures became a key priority for improving
our cvidence-building capacity. Since the capacity assessment was conducted, Treasury has taken steps to
revise its Evidence and Evaluation Policy. The Evaluation Officer is partnering with the Statistical
Official, Chicf Data Officer, and burcau and policy office evaluators to revise its Evidence and Evaluation
Policy. The revised policy is expected to be finalized in 2024. We are also finalizing policies related to
broader strategic management and program/project management that reinforce principles of evidence use.

Further, Treasury developed and is finalizing its Treasury Directive 12-80 Scientific Integrity Policy. The
purpose of the policy is to provide instruction to enhance and promote a continuing culture of scientific
integrity within Treasury and ensure the integrity of all aspects of scientific activities within Treasury. The
policy is expected to be published by September 2024.

Thank you again for your timely work in summarizing the key strengths and opportunitics identificd
government-wide during the last capacity assessment, and for the opportunity to review and comment. We
look forward to partnering with OMB and the Evaluation Officer Council as we continue to improve our
evidence-building capacity and expect this report will be a valuable resource as we conduct our second
capacity assessment in the coming year.

Respectfully,
Digitally signed by Lenora J.

Lenora J. Stiles sties

Date: 2024.08.02 10:07:03 -04'00'
Lenora Stiles
Deputy Assistant Secretary for Strategy, Planning, and Performance Improvement
U.S. Department of the Treasury
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Accessible Text for Appendix IV: Comments from
the Department of the Treasury

July 31, 2024

Dawn G. Locke

Director, Strategic Issues
Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548
LockeD@gao.gov

Dear Dawn G. Locke,

Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on Government Accountability Office (GAQO) Report
GAO-24-106982, “Evidence-Based Policymaking: Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their
Capacity.” The Department of the Treasury (Treasury) appreciates the work performed by the GAO team and
while the report makes recommendations to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), Treasury will use
the report to inform our planning for the upcoming FY 2026-2030 Capacity Assessment.

Since Treasury completed the first capacity assessment in February 2022, we have made meaningful
improvements to the Department’s evidence-building capacity, policies, and practices by strategically investing
limited resources in smart ways. The capacity assessment provided an important tool in helping us to identify
and prioritize these investments. The publication of this GAO report presents an opportunity to highlight our
accomplishments as we continue to advocate to Congress for deeper investments in Evidence Act
implementation and begin our preparations for conducting the next capacity assessment.

GAO Challenge: Working within time and resource constraints (p.28)

GAO identified that agency officials said they faced challenges producing their capacity assessments with
limited resources. The report further states that “In the Analytical Perspectives volume of the Fiscal Year 2024
Budget of the U.S. Government, OMB noted that the proposed budget ensured all major agencies had some
dedicated evaluation staff to support the Evaluation Officer. In our interviews with agency officials in January
and February 2024, they told us that their agencies now have more staff supporting this function.”

Treasury continues to seek the resources for a small central evidence team at the agency headquarters level
bolstered by deep program evaluation and research benches within each Treasury bureau. This model will
optimize evidence-building capacity by enabling the small central team to effectively coordinate Department-
wide evidence building activities, form partnerships, provide technical assistance, and directly conduct cross-
cutting/high-priority evaluations while the bureaus build deep expertise and capacity closer to the operations
and mission. In the FY 2023, FY 2024, and FY 2025 President’s Budgets, we advocated for the resources to
support this vision.

While some of the bureau requests have been subsequently funded by Congress, the central team resources
have not yet received new funding. We therefore made the difficult choice to realign internal positions.
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Although this demonstrates our commitment to building agency capacity, the team remains below the
Evaluation Officer Council (EOC) recommendation® that agencies’ evaluation planning and reporting functions
be staffed with a minimum of five (5) FTE (an agency Evaluation Officer, or EO, and four analysts/evaluators).
We will need new investments to achieve our vision and fully address this challenge.

Assessment Topic — Capacity (Table 1): Does the agency have the staff and tools it needs to collect,
analyze, and use evidence?

When we completed the capacity assessment in February 2022, Treasury did not (at an enterprise level)
leverage third parties to support evidence building activities, as indicated in the table. Since that time, Treasury
has built our capacity to leverage third parties to supplement our limited in-house evidence- building capacity.
We have particularly focused on strengthening our use of our Federally Funded Research and Development
Center (FFRDC), which is MITRE’s Center for Enterprise Modernization. Another example includes partnering
with the GSA Office of Evaluation Sciences (OES) to conduct five evaluations that supported Treasury’s
response to executive orders and OMB implementation guidance for major new legislative programs. Finally,
Treasury is now leveraging the Evidence Portal to engage with third-party resources (e.g., academic, external
researchers). In 2024, Treasury opened two portal opportunities, resulting in Memorandums of Understanding
with researchers to answer Learning Agenda questions.

Assessment Topic — Methods (Table 5): What are the methods being used for these activities, do these
methods incorporate the necessary level of rigor, and are those methods appropriate for the activities

to which they are being applied? AND Assessment Topic — Independence (Table 7): To what extent are
the activities being carried out free from bias and inappropriate influence?

When we completed the capacity assessment in February 2022, Treasury did not have in place an agency
policy or standards regarding evidence-building activities, including program evaluations. Consequently,
strengthening our policies, practices, and organizational structures became a key priority for improving our
evidence-building capacity. Since the capacity assessment was conducted, Treasury has taken steps to revise
its Evidence and Evaluation Policy. The Evaluation Officer is partnering with the Statistical Official, Chief Data
Officer, and bureau and policy office evaluators to revise its Evidence and Evaluation Policy. The revised policy
is expected to be finalized in 2024. We are also finalizing policies related to broader strategic management and
program/project management that reinforce principles of evidence use.

Further, Treasury developed and is finalizing its Treasury Directive 12-80 Scientific Integrity Policy. The
purpose of the policy is to provide instruction to enhance and promote a continuing culture of scientific integrity
within Treasury and ensure the integrity of all aspects of scientific activities within Treasury. The policy is
expected to be published by September 2024.

Thank you again for your timely work in summarizing the key strengths and opportunities identified
government-wide during the last capacity assessment, and for the opportunity to review and comment. We
look forward to partnering with OMB and the Evaluation Officer Council as we continue to improve our

1 June 2024 Memorandum to OMB from the Evaluation Officer Council’'s Resource and Capacity Working Group on Recommendations
to Improve the Government’s Capacity to Build and Use Evidence
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evidence-building capacity and expect this report will be a valuable resource as we conduct our second
capacity assessment in the coming year.

Respectfully,

Lenora J. Stiles

Digitally signed by Lenora J.
Stiles

Date: 2024.08.02 10:07:03 -04'00'
Lenora Stiles

Deputy Assistant Secretary for Strategy, Planning, and Performance Improvement
U.S. Department of the Treasury
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Regulatory Commission

UNITED STATES

NUCLEAR REGULATORY COMMISSION
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20555-0001

July 30, 2024

Dawn G. Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, N.W.

Washington, DC 20548

SUBJECT:  GAO DRAFT REPORT: EVIDENCE-BASED POLICYMAKING: AGENCIES
NEED ADDITIONAL GUIDANCE TO ASSESS THEIR CAPABILITY
(GAO-24-106982)

Dear Ms. Locke:

On behalf of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC), | am responding to your request
for comments on the U.S. Government Accountability Office draft report GAO-24-106982,
“Evidence-based Policymaking: Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity.”
As requested, the NRC has reviewed the draft report and has no comment.

If you have any questions regarding this response, please contact John Jolicoeur. Mr. Jolicoeur
can be reached at 301-415-1642 or by e-mail to John.Jolicoeur@nrc.gov.

Sincerely,
N} Signed by Gavrilas, Mirela
on 07/30/24

Mirela Gavrilas
Executive Director for Operations
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Accessible Text for Appendix V: Comments from
the Nuclear Regulatory Commission

July 30, 2024

Dawn G. Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, N.W.

Washington, DC 20548

SUBJECT: GAO DRAFT REPORT: EVIDENCE-BASED POLICYMAKING: AGENCIES NEED ADDITIONAL
GUIDANCE TO ASSESS THEIR CAPABILITY (GAO-24-106982)

Dear Ms. Locke:

On behalf of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC), | am responding to your request for comments
on the U.S. Government Accountability Office draft report GAO-24-106982, “Evidence-based Policymaking:
Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity.” As requested, the NRC has reviewed the draft
report and has no comment.

If you have any questions regarding this response, please contact John Jolicoeur. Mr. Jolicoeur can be
reached at 301-415-1642 or by e-mail to John.Jolicoeur@nrc.gov.

Sincerely,
Signed by Gavrilas, Mirela on 07/30/24

Mirela Gavrilas
Executive Director for Operations
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SOCIAL SECURITY

Office of the Commissioner

July 26, 2024

Dawn G. Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

United States Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Director Locke,

Thank you for the opportunity to review the Draft Report, “EVIDENCE-BASED POLICYMAKING:
Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity” (GAO-24-106982). We have no
comments.

Please contact me at (410) 965-2611 if I can be of further assistance. Your staff may contact Hank
Amato, Director of the Audit Liaison Staff, at (407) 765-9774.

Sincerely,

et D S

Dustin Brown
Acting Chief of Staff
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Accessible Text for Appendix VI: Comments from
the Social Security Administration

July 26, 2024

Dawn G. Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

United States Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Director Locke,

Thank you for the opportunity to review the Draft Report, “EVIDENCE-BASED POLICYMAKING: Agencies
Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity” (GAO-24-106982). We have no comments.

Please contact me at (410) 965-2611 if | can be of further assistance. Your staff may contact Hank Amato,
Director of the Audit Liaison Staff, at (407) 765-9774.

Sincerely,

Dustin Brown
Acting Chief of Staff
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Appendix VII: Comments from the U.S. Agency for
International Development

'USAID

FROM THE AMERICAN PEOPLE

July 31, 2024

Dawn Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20226

Re: Evidence-based Policymaking: Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their
Capacity (GAO-24-106982)

Dear Ms Locke:

This letter serves as the formal response of the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID) to the draft report produced by the U.S. Government Accountability
Office (GAO) titled, Evidence-based Policymaking: Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess
Their Capacity, (GAO-24-106982). This report does not contain any recommendations for action
onh behalf of USAID. USAID would like to thank GAO for the opportunity to review this draft
report. We sincerely appreciate the extensive work of the GAO engagement team.

The report highlights strengths, as well as opportunities for agencies to enhance their
ability to effectively build and use evidence. In addition, the draft report also provided, as an
example, USAID’s approach to ensuring independence of program evaluation, by, for example,
having evaluations conducted by a third-party evaluation team external to USAID and to the
partner implementing the program under evaluation. As USAID seeks to maximize the
effectiveness of our programs, we look forward to continuously strengthening our capacity to
generate and use quality evidence in our decision-making.

| am transmitting this letter for inclusion in the final GAO report. Thank you for the
courtesies extended by your staff while conducting this engagement. We are grateful for the
opportunity to participate in GAO engagement and guidance on the Agency Evidence-Building
Capacity Assessments.

Sincerely,

Cottlsan AW on

Colleen Allen
Assistant Administrator
Bureau for Management
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July 31, 2024

Dawn Locke

Director, Strategic Issues

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20226

Re: Evidence-based Policymaking: Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity (GAO-24-
106982)

Dear Ms Locke:

This letter serves as the formal response of the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) to the
draft report produced by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) titled, Evidence-based
Policymaking: Agencies Need Additional Guidance to Assess Their Capacity, (GAO-24-106982). This report
does not contain any recommendations for action on behalf of USAID. USAID would like to thank GAO for the
opportunity to review this draft report. We sincerely appreciate the extensive work of the GAO engagement
team.

The report highlights strengths, as well as opportunities for agencies to enhance their ability to effectively build
and use evidence. In addition, the draft report also provided, as an example, USAID’s approach to ensuring
independence of program evaluation, by, for example, having evaluations conducted by a third-party
evaluation team external to USAID and to the partner implementing the program under evaluation. As USAID
seeks to maximize the effectiveness of our programs, we look forward to continuously strengthening our
capacity to generate and use quality evidence in our decision-making.

I am transmitting this letter for inclusion in the final GAO report. Thank you for the courtesies extended by your
staff while conducting this engagement. We are grateful for the opportunity to participate in GAO engagement
and guidance on the Agency Evidence-Building Capacity Assessments.

Sincerely,

Colleen Allen

Assistant Administrator
Bureau for Management
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Appendix VIII: GAO Contact and Staff
Acknowledgments

GAO Contact

Dawn G. Locke, (202) 512-6806 or LockeD@gao.gov

Staff Acknowledgments

In addition to the above contact, Benjamin T. Licht (Assistant Director), Shelby Kain (Analyst-in-Charge),
Michael Bechetti, Brett Caloia, Valerie Caracelli, Robert Gebhart, Terell Lasane, Alexia Lipman, Rebecca Sero,
and Andrew J. Stephens made significant contributions to this report.
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The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and investigative arm of Congress, exists to support
Congress in meeting its constitutional responsibilities and to help improve the performance and accountability of the
federal government for the American people. GAO examines the use of public funds; evaluates federal programs and
policies; and provides analyses, recommendations, and other assistance to help Congress make informed oversight,
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