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T

he landmark Chief Financial
Officers (CFO) Act of 19901
ushered in dramatic improvements in federal financial
management. Agencies now
routinely produce timely, accurate,
and reliable financial statements and
information. Financial systems and
operations are considerably stronger,
and the accountability workforce has
new skills, such as data analytics.
Yet, we’ve just scratched the surface
of what is possible in communicating
results to the American people and
using information as a strategic
asset. The President’s Management
Agenda (PMA) speaks to leveraging
data to grow the economy, increase
government effectiveness, facilitate
oversight, and promote transparency.2
Technology and tools to turn vast
and growing data resources into
actionable information enable financial managers to radically transform
financial and performance reporting.
Therefore, it is important to explore
the concept of impact reporting, which
integrates financial and programmatic
information to increase transparency, accountability, and awareness
of government performance, while
enhancing efficiency and effectiveness.

Impact Reporting Takes
Financial Information to
the Next Level
The CFO Act moved finance organizations more deeply into financial
management support across programs
and operations. 3 Its foundation is
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Impact reporting tells the
public in understandable
terms what government has
achieved, at what cost,
and with what result.
“managing the cost of government”
through access to reliable, relevant
and timely financial and cost information that is integrated with program
and budget information to drive the
systematic measurement of performance. Although the required audited
financial statements impose discipline
and facilitated improvements, they
were never the end game.4 Technology
advancements, unimaginable in 1990,
are today’s catalyst to again transform
program and financial management
while enhancing government performance and public trust.
The Digital Accountability and
Transparency Act of 2014 (DATA
Act) raised the information bar by
requiring public reporting of federal
spending following data standards.5
The intent is to change accountability
and transparency, together with

spending behaviors, by providing a
birds-eye view of where each dollar
went. The Department of the Treasury
and the Office of Management and
Budget (OMB) adopted the slogan
“Better Data, Better Decisions, Better
Government.” The goal is “360-degree
spending transparency” by following
spending f rom cong ressional
appropriation (how much and what
programs, projects, and activities) to
commitment and obligation (what
goods and services, for what reason,
and for whom) to disbursement of
funds (the amount, payment date,
and recipient), and linking it all to
receipts and financing (revenue and
borrowing).6
A critical element is correlating
spending with program results,
or impact, so people see what was
achieved at what cost. The DATA Act
intersects with both the CFO Act to
“manage the cost of government”
and the Government Performance
and Results Act Modernization Act
of 2010 (GPRAMA), which requires
agencies to develop annual and longterm goals and measures and to report
annually on progress towards them.7
The Government Accountability Office
(GAO) reported, however, that the use
of performance information did not
change from 2013 to 2017, noting: “The
benefit of collecting performance information is only fully realized when it is
used by managers to make decisions
aimed at improving results.”8
We would also add: “and by clearly
demonstrating to the public how
government positively impacts lives
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Comprehensiveness: Are essential
elements of telling the performance
story tied to demonstrable outcomes,
including customer service survey
results?
Understandability: Will citizens
be able to understand a program’s
mission and goals and how it achieved
those goals in the public interest?
Reliability: Is information reliable and
accurate as evidenced by independent
third-party assurance statements?

Key Actions Provide
a Road Map
and identifying shortfalls by linking
financial and performance reporting.”
Integrating reporting under the CFO
Act, GPRAMA and the DATA Act
through impact reporting would
heighten accountability and transparency and increase the usefulness of all
three streams of reporting.
With trust in government hovering
at 20 percent, compared to 75 percent
in the mid-1960s,9 impact reporting
could help address deeply entrenched
negative public perceptions with
evidence-based, validated performance information. Impact reporting
will highlight any performance shortfalls and focus attention on areas of
most importance to taxpayers. As
stated in the PMA: “Despite good
intentions, the federal government
has become overly bureaucratic and
complex in ways that have prevented
agencies from seamlessly transitioning
services to meet the needs of the
21st century.”10

A Conceptual Framework
Supports Impact Reporting
Paramount to impact reporting is
shifting a paradigm whereby performance reporting is the domain of
program managers, and spending
and financial reporting the domain
of CFOs. In its place, envision shared
responsibility, with CFOs having
a seat at the table to provide highquality financial information and
analysis to support strategic and
operational program planning and
performance measurement. In turn,
program managers would help integrate program results with financial
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reporting and would support the
integration of program and financial
management systems.
Day-to-day decisions on program
execution rightfully reside with
program managers. High-performing
finance organizations move from
routine finance operations and transaction processing to trusted program
advisors.11 They employ automation
and data tools to achieve greater
effectiveness and efficiency in the
back office, enabling a shift to:
Strategic and operational planning
and performance measurement
through sophisticated financial
analysis;
Actionable information for dayto-day program decisions and
long-range planning;
Management of enterprise and
program-specific risks to enhance
mission achievement;
Performance management that ties
planning to program results and
spending.

Moving to a new impact reporting
model represents a vision formed
by performance and accountability
reporting concepts. It will require
further conceptualization and refinement plus extensive collaboration
between program management and
the CFO.
Eight actions will advance this
concept toward streamlined and
targeted reporting for greater accountability and transparency and use in
everyday program management.

Action 1: Foster a HighPerformance Culture that
Prioritizes Data-Driven
Program Reporting
Leading organizations embrace
data-driven program reporting
to increase understanding of the
impact of and any challenges to
accomplishing goals and objectives.
OMB Circular A-11 said: “Perhaps
the most important aspect of any
effective performance management
system is ensuring active leadership
engagement. Leadership engagement

They connect the dots, turning
data into insight to drive better
decisions and public reporting. This
fosters positive impacts on mission
performance — a cornerstone of
government that works better and
costs less and the foundation of
achieving the statutory framework
for performance-based management.
The framework for impact reporting
revolves around four themes:
Data relevance: Does it focus on
performance elements of greatest
public interest?
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fosters a high-performance culture
that empowers employees at all
levels and enables the organization
to work across silos to solve problems.
In particular, leaders are responsible
not just for establishing goals and
priorities but also for conducting
data-driven reviews that are critical
for creating a results-oriented culture,
where leaders and staff debate questions that help them define, sustain,
and spread promising practices and
policies.”12

value through activities such as risk
management and financial reporting;
it creates value by expanding its reach
into program and enterprise operations, moving far beyond the back
room of accounting to the board room
of mission and operational strategy
and impact.13 Likewise, program
management supports finance’s data
needs and fosters system integration.

Action 2: Broaden Relationships
Between Program Management
and the CFO

Mission goals are translated into
impacts tied to specific performance
goals and measurable results. This
involves integration with GPRAMA’s
strategic planning and performance
framework in which goals are
continually sharpened to address
impacts, not outputs, and to monitor
public expectations and perceptions
of performance through surveys and
other tools.
For example, among its strategic
goals, GAO highlights the dollar
value of financial benefits from its

Action 3: Develop Impact-Oriented
Mission Goals and Measurements

High-performing finance organizations are business partners,
facilitators, and strategic resources
to program management, fostering
strong partnerships. They provide
valuable support to strategic and
operational planning and goal setting,
program execution, risk management, and performance measurement
and reporting. Finance preserves

work and the return on each dollar
Congress invested in the agency.
The impact — $75.1 billion, a
return of $124 for every $1 spent
in fiscal year (FY) 2018 — is easy to
understand. GAO also highlights its
financial results over time. Its FY 2018
Performance and Accountability
Report (PAR) states: “Since 2002,
GAO’s work has resulted in over
$895 billion in financial benefits and
more than 21,600 program and operational benefits that helped change
laws, improved public safety and
other services, and promoted better
management throughout the government.”14 The results are validated by
a GAO organization independent of
the unit reporting the accomplishment and subject to audit by GAO’s
inspector general (IG).

Action 4: Continue to Modernize
Business Systems
The federal government has
struggled to keep pace with rapid
advancements in technology. Systems,

At Kearney, we listen and LEAD the way.
We’ve kept our Federal
Government clients moving
in the right direction for
more than two decades.
www.kearneyco.com

Contact us today to find
out how we can help your
agency with services in:
• Audit
• Consulting
• Technology

Exclusively serving the Federal Government.
SPRING 2019

JOURNAL OF GOVERNMENT FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT 25

© 2019. Association of Government Accountants. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.

most likely developed in stovepipes
and not integrated, impact performance. Legacy systems dominate
federal IT spending, consuming a
reported 80 percent of $85 billion spent
on IT in FY 2017.15
The PMA’s long-term IT modernization vision, focused on mission
outcomes and effective stewardship of
taxpayer dollars, calls for technology
to “function as the backbone of how
government serves the public.”16
Replacing legacy systems would
modernize and transform program
delivery and finance, such as through
intelligent automation. It is critical to
first break down organizational silos
that have resulted in a proliferation
of stand-alone business systems and
to re-engineer antiquated business
processes.

Action 5: Integrate Reporting
Easier said than done, conversion
to impact reporting will require early
adopters and experimentation that
challenges traditional norms of financial reporting. Building on PARs and
annual financial reports provides a
mechanism to enhance public accountability and program management by
associating spending with results
and audited financial statements. It
is in line with the call for “360-degree
spending transparency” and consistent with the CFO Act requirement to
systematically measure performance

and integrate program, budget and
accounting information.
For example, Grants.gov and
USASpending.gov include an extensive amount of financial information
on federal grants and contracts. Users
can drill down with embedded search
tools for further analysis on grant
amounts and recipient spending.
However, spending is not currently
linked to results so that users can see
the impact, nor is information between
related programs linked to help identify
duplication and overlap.

Action 6: Embrace
Customer-Centricity
Like any business, the federal
government needs to continually
understand performance and how
it appears to customers. Customer
surveys from private sector companies are common, but how often does
government survey citizen satisfaction? Per the PMA “… despite advances
in interactive, user-centered design,
the American public often lacks the
same opportunity to provide feedback
on federal programs and services ….,
making it harder to continuously
improve federal services.”17
DigitalGov, an effort led by the
General Services Administration,
offers a customer experience toolkit
to help agencies deliver improved
public services and information.
The toolkit includes videos, links to

sample documents and agency-specific
examples, plus recommended actions
to improve an agency’s customer experience strategy, governance, culture
and customer understanding.18 Taking
steps to improve the customer experience also helps agencies understand
which information is most relevant to
stakeholders.

Action 7: Provide Reasonable
Assurance for Performance and
Spending Data
GAO and agency IGs continue
to highlight serious data quality
problems. For example, in assessing
DATA Act reporting, GAO cited
completeness, accuracy and disclosure
shortfalls.19
Completeness: Awards for 160
financial assistance programs
with estimated annual spending of
$80.8 billion were omitted. Also, 13
agencies submitted the file intended
to link budgetary and award information without providing any data.
Accuracy: While 56 to 75 percent

of the newly-required budgetary
records were fully consistent
with agency sources, only zero to
one percent of award records were
fully consistent.
Disclosure of data limitations: Known

limitations affecting data quality
were not sufficiently disclosed to
users.
A subsequent GAO report summarized results of IG reviews of agency
DATA Act reporting and noted that
while about half of the agencies met
OMB and Treasury requirements
for implementation and use of data
standards, almost three-fourths of
submissions were not complete,
timely, accurate or of quality.20
Agencies will need to apply the rigor
of financial statement reporting to
DATA Act and performance reporting.
Data quality problems impair public
trust while denying program managers
the information needed to support dayto-day management. AGA’s research
report, “e-Reporting,” in making recommendations to advance web reporting,
emphasized, “Trustworthiness of
government financial, non-financial and
performance information is earned and
absolutely necessary for success.”21
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Action 8: Re-Examine the Reporting
Model and Means of Reporting
Developing an impact reporting
model requires assessment and experimentation of options for modernizing
the current maze of financial and
performance reporting requirements.
It also demands leadership from OMB
and Treasury, engagement across the
financial and program management
communities, and input from Congress,
which established the current legislative reporting framework.
In June 2018, OMB broadened
Appendix A of Circular A-123 from
“financial reporting” to “reporting,”
recognizing the importance of highquality management information. In
addition, open government reporting,
through websites such as USASpending.
gov, Grants.gov, and Performance.
gov, has enhanced accountability and
transparency. The Federal Accounting
Standards Advisory Board (FASAB)
Financial Reporting Task Force made
10 recommendations to increase user
access to and understanding of federal
financial statements. Central to these
recommendations were electronic,
web-based reporting and a financial
management website.22 FASAB can play
an important role in identifying and
considering impact reporting options.

Moving to the Next Frontier
Impact reporting, the intersection of
performance and financial reporting
through open government websites,
will improve the value of public
reporting. Agencies would tell their
performance story online in simple
terms while providing machine readable information online. Users could
conduct searches and download data
in different visualizations and formats
for deeper understanding.
A longer-term vision aims to build
performance and spending information into the PARs or a new report;
expand online, real-time reporting and
analytic tools; and provide a level of
assurance commensurate with financial statements, which drove dramatic
improvements in information quality
and enhanced public reporting.
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