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T
he Government Performance and Results 
Act of 1993 (GPRA) requires federal agencies to 
explain the concrete public benefits they seek to 
produce and report annually on their progress 
toward these outcomes. GPRA mandates track-

ing of outcomes, as well as activities, to ensure that agencies 
focus on producing end results that citizens value. Annual 
performance reporting under GPRA started in fiscal year 
1999.1  If GPRA works the way it is intended to work, then 
ultimately we should observe that funding for programs is 
closely related to the ability of those programs to achieve 
outcomes.  At a minimum, we should observe federal manag-
ers using GPRA goals to manage programs for results. 

Congress enacted GPRA in part because “federal manag-
ers are seriously disadvantaged in their efforts to improve 
program efficiency and effectiveness, because of insufficient 
articulation of program goals and inadequate information on 
program performance.”2 GPRA’s underlying logic suggests that 
programs should be evaluated based on empirical evidence that 
they actually produce the intended outcomes. A recent Merca-
tus Center working paper applies this same logic to GPRA itself, 
assessing whether GPRA has in fact improved the availability 
and use of performance information in federal agencies.3

The Data

Periodic Government Accountability Office (GAO) sur-
veys track the percentage of federal managers who say they 
have or use various kinds of performance information in their 
programs or activities.4 In 2000 and 2007, GAO surveyed a 
large enough sample of managers to calculate valid averages 
for each agency. The survey covers the 24 federal agencies 
subject to the Chief Financial Officers Act, which accounts 
for the vast majority of all federal spending.5
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Source: Author’s calculations based on GAO survey data.

Source: Author’s calculations based on GAO survey data.

Source: Maurice McTigue, Henry Wray, and Jerry Ellig, 9th Annual Performance Report Scorecard (Arlington, VA: Mercatus Center at George Mason University, 2008), 
http://www.mercatus.org/PublicationDetails.aspx?id=16102; Maurice McTigue, Jerry Ellig, and Steve Richardson, 2nd Annual Performance Report Scorecard (Arling-
ton, VA: Mercatus Center at George Mason University, 2001), http://www.mercatus.org/PublicationDetails.aspx?id=17550.

Figure 1: Average % of Managers with Various Types of Performance Measures

Figure 2: Average % of Managers who use Performance information for these purposes

Figure 3: Mercatus Scorecard Scores
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sures, compared to an agency that produced no GPRA report.9 
Since 40–60 percent of managers said they had outcome, out-
put, or efficiency measures, the quality of GPRA reports seems 
to explain a noticeable portion of the positive response.10

GPRA increased use of performance information.

Scorecard scores are also correlated with the percentage of 
managers saying they use performance information for the 
purposes listed in figure 2. In most cases, an agency produc-
ing a GPRA report with an average score of 34 would have 
between 7 and 14 percent more managers reporting that they 
use performance information for the various purposes enu-
merated in the GAO survey. Since 25–50 percent of manag-
ers said they use performance information for various pur-
poses, the quality of agencies’ GPRA reports seems to explain 
a noticeable portion of the positive response.11

Leadership makes a big difference.

In addition to surveying managers on the availability and use of 
performance information, GAO asked a series of questions about 
the agency’s environment that might have an effect on perfor-
mance management. One question asked managers whether 
they agree that their “agency’s top leadership demonstrates a 
strong commitment to achieving results.” The percent of man-
agers who agreed to a great or very great extent was strongly 
correlated with the percent of managers reporting that they 
have or use performance information in their programs.12 GAO 
reports similar findings in its own analysis of the survey data.13

A one-percentage-point change in affirmative responses to 
the leadership question is associated with between one-half 
and four-fifths of a percentage point increase in the number of 
managers who have or use performance information.14 Affir-
mative responses to the leadership question ranged between 
39 and 89 percent, with most agencies above 50 percent in 
2000 and above 70 percent in 2007. Clearly, leadership from 
top management makes a big difference in driving the devel-
opment and use of performance measures.

Program type affects performance management.

The regressions included control variables measuring the per-
cent of each agency’s budget devoted to competitive grants, block 
grants, regulation, or research and development. In some cases, 
the types of programs an agency administers affected the percent 
of managers saying they have or use performance information:15

Agencies with a higher percentage of their budgets •	
devoted to competitive grants have a higher percent-
age of managers who say they have outcome measures. 
They appear more likely to use performance informa-
tion to coordinate with external parties, develop mea-
sures, and set goals. 

Figure 1 shows the average percentage of managers across 
agencies who reported that they have various types of perfor-
mance measures “to a great extent” or “to a very great extent.” 
All averages increased between 2000 and 2007. The increase 
was especially large for outcome measures (8.4 percentage 
points) and efficiency measures (9 percentage points).6

Use of performance information also increased, as figure 2 
shows. This figure graphs the average percentage of managers 
across agencies who reported that they use performance infor-
mation “to a great extent” or “to a very great extent.” The larg-
est increases were for “Setting job expectations for employees 
I manage” (12.3 percentage points), “Rewarding employees I 
manage or supervise” (9.1 percentage points), and “Coordinat-
ing with external organizations” (9.7 percentage points).7 

These figures show that the availability and use of performance 
information has increased since agencies started producing 
annual GPRA performance reports. But this improvement may 
be due to unrelated reasons. If managers with better GPRA 
initiatives are more likely to report that they have and use the 
types of performance measures envisioned by GPRA, then we 
can be more confident that GPRA contributed to the improve-
ment in availability and use of performance information.

Each year, the Mercatus Center produces a Performance Report 
Scorecard that evaluates the quality of agencies’ annual GPRA 
reports. Like the GAO surveys, the Scorecard covers the 24 agen-
cies subject to the Chief Financial Officers’ Act. An expert team 
evaluates each report on 12 criteria—four each for transparency, 
public benefits, and leadership. On each criterion, the report 
receives a score that can range from 1 (no useful content) to 5 
(best practice that other agencies should adopt). The maximum 
possible score is 60, with a minimum of 12. Figure 3 shows each 
agency’s score on the Mercatus Scorecard in 2000 and 2007.8

The Mercatus working paper uses econometric regression 
analysis to see how the GAO survey results are correlated 
with agencies’ scores on the Scorecard along with several 
other control variables that might affect the survey results. 
All results are statistically significant at the 90 percent level or 
higher, meaning that there is a 90 percent or better likelihood 
that the correlations are not the result of mere chance.

Key Findings

GPRA increased availability of performance information.

Agency Scorecard scores are correlated with the percentage of 
managers stating that they have various performance measures 
for their programs or activities. The average agency Scorecard 
score was 34 for the years covered in the study. The correlations 
imply that an agency producing a GPRA report with an aver-
age score of 34 would have about 10 percent more managers 
reporting that they have outcome, output, or efficiency mea-
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Agencies with a higher percentage of block grants have •	
lower percentages of managers claiming they have effi-
ciency measures.

Agencies with a higher percentage of their budgets •	
devoted to regulation have lower percentages of man-
agers that say they have outcome measures or use per-
formance information to allocate resources.

Agencies with more of a research and development focus •	
have lower percentages of managers reporting they have 
output and efficiency measures. The percent of agency 
budget spent on research and development is negatively 
correlated with use of performance information to set 
priorities, change programs or work processes, coordi-
nate with external parties, develop goals and measures, 
establish job expectations, or reward employees.

Conclusion

Federal management reforms usually begin with a burst 
of enthusiasm and then die, leaving disappointment and cyni-
cism in their wake. GPRA has the potential to be different 
because unlike prior management initiatives, it is written into 
federal law. The research findings reported here suggest that 
GPRA has had measurable success in improving the availabil-
ity and use of performance information in federal agencies. 

Despite GPRA’s effects, agencies with a heavy regulatory or 
research-and-development focus seem less likely to have or 
use certain types of performance information. Assisting these 
agencies should be a high priority for the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget. Congressional oversight and appropriations 
committees might also prompt progress by insisting that these 
types of agencies show outcome and output measures and, 
ultimately, use those results for budgeting purposes.

Finally, leadership clearly has a large effect on performance 
management. Commitment to GPRA principles—and perfor-
mance management generally—should be the key component 
in the performance plans of all senior federal managers, both 
appointees and career civil servants.
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