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Playing the VVrong PART: The Program Assessment Rating
Tool and the Functions of the President’s Budget

The extensive literarure about the Gearge W, Bush
administrations Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART)
has not emphasized an issue that appears quite clearly

in interviews with senior Office of Management and
Budget (OMB) and congressional staff. Budget analysis
can pursue efficiency in two ways. One, the object of
traditional analysis, invelves assessing programs to
understand the ratio of inputs to ontputs within an
agency, and thus the effects of more or less funding.
Another approach, termed “budgeting for results,”
mieasures program performance so as to allocate funding
among programs in a way that increases total welfare.
The second approach is much more difficult becanse it
necessitates comparison of measures of unlike phenomena,
requires expertise that often does not exist, and is more
easily contested a5 invoking values rather than facts. Both
congressional and OMB sources report concerns that
PART weakened budger analysis by diverting resources
from traditional analysis. If one goal of reformers is

for the OMB to provide analysis that will influence
Congress, the focus should be on strengthening the
capacity to do traditional budget analysis.

at is the role of the president’s budger
within federa! budgeting? In particular,
how does the formal presidential budger
process, as managed by the Office of Management and
Budget (OMB), contxibute to the success or failure of
the federal budger process?

In the summer of 2008, I decided to revisit chis
question, which I had studied nearly two decades
earlier (White 1991). In addition to reviewing the
literature produced over that period, | conducred
new interviews with 22 mostly senior officials and
former officials who had clearly relevant and usu-
ally quite extensive experience in the budget process.
Among them were two people who had served as
director of the OMB; two directors of budget review
{the senior career position in the OMB}; five who
had served as division associate direcrors (one of the
eight civil servanis who report directly to the politi-
cally appointed program associate directors); and two
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who had served as cletl (staff direcror) of the House
and Senate appropriations committees. OFf the seven
congressional souces, five had worked at the OMB.!
These interviews were part of the basis for an over-
view article (White 2009). But they also provided
perspective on a question that has provoked substan-
tial controversy in recent public adminiseration and
budgeting literature: the performance of the George
W, Bush administration’s Program Assessment Rating
Tool {PART).

PART s advocates described it as a reasonable efforc
to improve the efficiency of the federal government
(see, e.g., Blanchard 2008; Breul 2007; Redburn

et al. 2008, Shea 2008). Other analyses provided
more mixed reviews bur see some posirive aspects

in its design (e.g., Dull 2006; Frederickson and
Frederickson 2006; Gilmour 2007, 2008; McMurtry
2005; Merzenbaum 2009; Nathan 2003; Posner and
Fantone 2008, Wichowsky and Moynihan 2008).
Still ocher accounts were much more negative (e.g,,
Gueargieva et al. 2009; Nathan 2008; Radin 2006,
2008), but, on balance, PART appears to appeal to
a deeply entrenched desire within the public admin-
istration community to find a way to budget “by
pesformance” ar “for results.”

I did not set out to study PART, burt it was empha-
sized prominently by the OMB respondents when 1
began asking abour how the presidential process had
changed. “During the Bush administration,” one told
me, “the president’s management agenda and interact-
ing with that agenda has been a major change. Imple-
mentation of PART has been a major role.” “PART
we spend an enormous amount of time on,” another
source explained. Therefare, I asked abour PART in
subsequent interviews.

Congressional respondents were mostly negative,
although they said that the assessments occasionally
provided some useful informartion. This should not
surprise readers who are familiar with the literarure
on what Richard Nathan called “the alphabet soup

of systems like PPBS, MBO, ZBB, NPR, and GPRA” (2005, 207;
for the first three, see Schick 1966, 1973; Wildavsky 1966, 1969,
1981). As described later, their responses were in line with those
reported in other sources (GAQ 2008; Memenbaum 2009). The
credibility of the criticisms, however, is significandly enhanced by
the fact that the overall view from senior OMB career staff was neu-
tral at best: some positives were identified, but there was extensive
doube as to whether the contributions from PART were worth the
rime spent on it

There are important reasons for understanding both the role of the
president’s budger within federal budgeting and the ways in which
the budger process may increase the efficiency of federal operations.
Presidents and their staffs may see the presidential budger only as

a way to serve the president’s interests; bur it would not have been
created and would have lictle influence separate from the president's
powers of the veto and as a parcy leader if it did nor serve some
useful function for Congress as well {Caiden 1987; Mosher 1984;
Rubin 1994; White 1991). The OMB can contribute in a way that
is seen as useful even across party and insticusional lines by provid-
ing analysis that identifies how well agencies can use increments

or the consequences of decrements. Information about the effects
of proposed changes ro agency budgets can help decision malkers
purste efficiency, defined as a berter ratio of outputs to inpurs for

a given agency, “Scrubbing the estimates” ar the agency level is the
core funcrion of wraditional budger analysis.

As an approach to budgeting, PART in particular and “budgeting

by results” in general emphasize comparisons across units racher

1997; Kasdin 2010; McMurtry 2005; Posi er 2007; Schick 2004;
Thompson 2002; Tomkin 1998). The law: feq'iircd that agencies
create performance plans and that the ON[B / jversee this process.
The plans, in theory, would create standarass thae bath would give
incentives for berter management and would provide a basis for
assessing performance.

In practice, the GPRA had many flaws. Legistators had conflict-
ing views of its purposes. While some legislators may have liked
the idea thar agencies would clarify their programs’ objectives so

as to assess performance as a general principle, defining objecrives
is a task chat congressmen tend 1o believe is their job if they care
about a program, and so easily can get agencies into trouble. Agen-
cies 2lso were suspected of choosing measures to make themselves
look good. At the same time, the GPRA could be criricized for

not requiring anyone 1o pay actention to the reports (Duli 2006;
Kasdin 2010).

As a result, while in some agencies, the effort seemed 10 some
participants o be worth the trouble, and in Congress, observers
occasionally found some of the dara useful (Metzenbaum 2009), the
GPRA did not come close to meeting its supporters’ expectations,
In the classic pattern of such reforms, many appropriators found
the whole exercise, as one senior aide expressed it 1o me, “ludicrous”
and made hardly any use of it. During the Clinton administration,
the fact that the reports were being performed by an administrarion
of the opposite party did not help, but the facr thar the agencies

got to define their own standards also seemed problematic to the
appropriarors. Another veteran appropriations aide referred ro

than allocations within them. The assumption
is that programs with better results should—
multiple cavears aside—be favored; a portfolio
of better-performing programs will result in

a more efficient government. Yet comparison
across programs is much more problemaric
than evaluation within programs because
programs serve different goals. How PART
actually was implemented gave appropriators
further reason to distrust the analyses. At the
same time, they complained that they were
nort gerting from the OMB the rraditional
analysis that they wanted and needed. The
OMB sources agreed that the work needed

for PART diverted resources from traditional

The assumption is that
programs with better results
should—multiple cavears
aside—Dbe favored; a portfolio
of better-performing programs
will result in a more efficient
government. Yet comparison
across programs is much more
problematic than evaluation
within programs because
programs serve different goals.

the GPRA as “the biggest waste of paper in
Washingron.”

With George W. Bush’s election, both the
“public managemen: community, commit-
ted to the ideas of performance manage-
ment and budgeting, and the conservative
think tanks” wanted the GPRA process
strengehened (Dull 2006, 201), To solve the
perceived problems thar the GPRA reports
were not comparable and required no action,
the OMB created the Program Assessment
Rating Tool. As an executive mandate, PART
could be enforced through executive proc-

analysis.

'The next part of this essay describes the concerns about the useful-
ness of PART. The following section explains how those cancerns
fir with an historical perspective on the purposes of the executive
budget and low budger analysis can be used to increase efficiency.

PART, the OMB, and the Appropriators

The PART Design

PART was the Bush administration’s actempt to improve the process
created by the Government Performance and Resulis Act (GPRA)
under the Bill Clinton administration. The GPRA was one of a
series of iniciarives during the 19905 whose sponsors hoped 1o
improve federal management, thereby making the government

mare efficient and reducing the federal deficie (Dull 2006; GAO

esses. It required strategic planning burt puc
greater emphasis on measures of “perform-
ance,” variously defined. But perhaps the most important practical
difference between the GPRA and PART was that the OMB exam-
iners now made final determinations abour both the questions and
the answers.

After o widely criricized first effort for the fiscal year 2003 budger,
the OMB in 2002 designed a new instrument, with feedback from
outsiders such as the Government Accounuability Office (GAQ)
and the National Academy of Public Administration, chat frst
was implemented during the budger review in 2002 for the fiscal
year 2004 budger submission. Abour 20 percent of programs were
“PARTed” each year, so by 2007 (the fiscal year 2008 budger), 976

programs representing 96 percent of the budget had been assessed

{Redburn et ai. 2008).
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Under PART, the OMB examiners were to rate programs as
“effective,” “moderately effective,” “adequate,” “ineffective,” or
“results not demonstrated.” Scores consisted 20 percent of an
assessment of whecher the program design was logical and purpose
clear; 10 percent of whether the agency had a strategic plan with
valid goals; 20 percent of ratings of various crosscurting aspects of
program management, such as financial oversight; and 50 percent
of ratings of performance based on measures of stated goal achieve-
ment. This design could be criticized for evaluating programs in part
on standards that were not performance ac all. Critics argued that
some of the measures, such as clarity of goals, were biased against
certain types of programs, such as block grancs, for which pare of
the point is to leave goals largely to the discretion of the granrees
{Nathan 2008; Radin 2008; Stalebrinl 2009), Fven the idea that
agencies should be held responsible for performance may be ques-
tioned for programs in which the federal government is intended
not to have operating responsibility (such as grants), so the account-
ability chain is designed to be wealc (Nathan 2008).

Logically, “effective” had to mean something similar for all pro-
grams; the basic categories reflected a view thar cerrain questions

are relevant to assessing any program. Ar the same time, programs
differ, and supporters of PART argued that it recognized chis fact
because the questions differed somewhar across seven caregories of
programs {Blanchard 2008). The categories included blocl/formula
grants, capital asset and service acquisition, competicive grants,
credic programs, direct programs, regulatory-based programs, and
research and development.? Starting with a set of 25 questions

that would be asked of direct programs, the instrument provided
further questions thar could be asked of different kinds of programs.
However, unless the examiner chose ro say that some of the scandard
25 questions were “not applicable” to a program, abour 95 percent
of the score for a block grant, competitive grant, or credit program
would be based on questions also asked of direct programs. And 88
percent of the score for a capital program, 83 percent of the score
for a regulatory program, and 77 percent of the score for research
and development programs would be based on the same measures
used for direct programs.”’

Hence, the inserumenc’s “flexibilicy” depended greatly on the deci-
sions made by individual examiners. The examiners also, ultimarely,
determined the measures used to answer the questions. Thus, in

the view of one respondent within the appropriations process, “the
problem early on was they basically let individual OMB examiners
devise it any way they wanted.”

Other research has reported the same pactern from the agency
perspecrive. As a report by Shelley

this discrerion in his discussion of the extent to which examin-

ers insisted on having true outcome measures. He cited examples,
ranging from the Department of Energy’s program to ensure safe
transpore of nuclear materials to the State Department’s consular
services and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, for which examiners
accepred output measures instead of outcome measures. Bur Envi.
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) programs “were held across
the board to end outcome measures,” even thaugh that is especially
questionable for those programs (Gilmour 2007, 28). As one of
my OMB respondents explained, “the problem with EPA is, the
more you go to outcome measures, the less control they have over
it. Because they don’t implement the programs on che ground.
We pretty much know whar we want to do on air pollution, and
EPA will wrire the regs. But there’s a huge lag ... you don' sce the
impact for most of a decade. You can conceprualize the measures,
bur it's harder to track progress.”

Supporters of PART argued that the examiners’ discretion was a
good thing because the evaluations “represent the combined wisdom
of carcer ofhcials. This is not a political process” (Senator Wayne
Allard, quored in Blanchard 2008, 71). This definitely was nor how
it looked from the agencies. A GAO report explained,

[Cloncerns exist among federal managers regarding the qual-
ity of OMB's assessments. Specifically, managers responding
w our survey expressed concern that OMB examiners may

be spread too thinly and de not have sufficient knowledge

of the programs ... the suggested improvement to PART
with the highest level of endorsement from federal managers
familiar with PART was ro ensure that OMDB’s examiners have
an in-depth knowledge of the programs they review. Seventy
percent of respondents indicated thar chis was a high to very

high priority for improving PART. (2008, 21)

Perhaps the most striking aspect of my interviews is that veteran
OMB personnel reported similar concerns. In fact, they argued that
PART was mast useful as a way to educate inexperienced examiners
about the programs they reviewed. As one put it, “for my junior
examiners coming in, T think PART is very useful in terms of having
a structured way to learn the program. It asks a lor of the right ques-
tions. It’s too structured for my taste, and for the senior examiners
would not be useful, but we have a lot of examiners coming in from
grad school and ic’s good when you're starting with a relatively low
lnowledge base.”

The examiners’ discretion was a key reason why appropriations
committee aides, who often are far more experienced than the
examiners, did not rrust the assessments. Asa

Merzenbaum put it, “Agency staff identified
reviewer inconsistency as a setious prob-
lem” (2009, 33}). One of her respondents,
for example, reported that, “I have worked
with five different examiners, 14 programs,
19 program reviews with re-PARTs, and 60
measures, plus 40 or 50 follow-up actions. It
is amazing to me how they take the guid-

The examiners discretion was a
key reason why appropriations
committee aides, who often are
far more experienced than the
examiners, did not trust the
assessments.

departmental budger officer saw the situation,
“it’s something that was layered on tap of the
responsibilities of the examiners, Their ability
to do this in a particularly useful way is [im-
ited, and as a result what’s been produced has
been a mixed bag, And my sense is that che
utility of it on the Hill in particular is reduced
not only because the quality is various but

ance and look ar it differentdy ... It is mostly
dependent on the examiner. Thac is a serious problem with the

PART™ (2009, 32). John Gilmour provided another indicator of
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because the secretiveness of the process, the
black box wicth things popping out, does not engender a lot of confi-
dence among oursiders in the resulc.”

PART advocartes believed thac having the standards published made
the process “transparent,” but a negodiation berween an OMB exam-
iner and agency officials in which the examiner has the final decision
is not, to oursiders, an open process. An OMB respondent who
has wricten in favor of PART emphasized that “you or anyone else
can go on the website and.see what's what, at least as seen by OMB
examiners,” But chere is little reason for veteran staff in Congress, or
legislarors, to credit such broad judgments when made by individual
examiners. The GAO reported that the absence of consultation
berween OMB and congressional saff to either determine the
evidence used for analysis or set priorities as to which programs to
analyze was one reason for “most congressional staff we spoke wich
not using the PART informarion” (2008, 19).

;
Evidence about Benefits from PART
PART contained two aspirations for performance budgeting. One
was that either the inability to document performance or measures
that show poor performance could fead agency management to
commit to change. PART did give agency staff strong incentives to
agree with their examiners about a set of mensures. They did nor, as
one OMB respondent recorded, want to be downgraded on “cheir
management scorecard” within the President’s Management Agenda
for having no rating, But an incentive to agree an measures is not
the same as an incentive to improve performance.

The GAQ's surveys of federal managers on performance and man-
agement issues show that PART likely contributed to an increase in
the number of performance measures available within che federal
government. The seme surveys, however, show

The OMB guidance stated chat the process “requires a high standard
of evidence and it will likely be mare difficult ro justify a ¥es than a
No” 1o the question of whether a program is effective (Dull 2006,
203}. Lloyd A. Blanchard, who as program associare directar for the
General Government Division of the OMB in 2001 was an early
advacate for the PART process, argued that public organizations
seek to “enhance” their budgers. Because “there is no natural incen-
tive ta promate efficiency and effectdveness in government program
service delivery,” through PART, “an incentive can be created by
rewarding better-performing programs with larger increases in their
budgers, and punishing poorer performers with smaller increases or
decreases in budgerary allocations™ (Blanchard 2008, 72). In shorr,
“budger maximizing bureaicrats” must be oppesed or co-opted.”
Appropriations staffers who believed thar the purpose of the process
within the Bush administration was mainly to create rationales for
cuts had good reason for their perception.

Did PART affect allocations among programs? The most positive
respondent reported thar the PART analyses “were used for present-
ing alternatives to the leadership ... thar doesn't mean decisions
necessarily were due to the PARTS, but it was used and became
part of the vacabulary certainly.” Thar begs the question, however,
of whether PART scores were driving analysis or simply reflected
preexisting bias within the OMB, which would have caused the
same decisions within the presidential process. One hias w be rather
skeptical, after all, when one sees that “"programs established under
Democrartic presidents received systemarically lower PART scores
than programs initiated under Republican presidents” (Gilmour
and Lewis 2006, 743), or that redistribusive

no change or even a dedline berween 1997
and 2007 in the extenr to which manag-

ers reported making subseancial use of those
measures for management activities (GAO
2008, 4, 6). It seems fair o say that PART did
not create a culture of managing for pecform-
ance. What it did do was give managers at

the upper levels of agencies strong incentives
to make their programs look good on the
measures.

It seems fair to say that PART
did not create a culture of
managing for performance.
What it did do was give
managers at the upper levels of
agencies strong incentives to
make their programs look good
on the measures.

programs received significantly more nega-
tive scores in a Republican administration
(Greitens and Joaquin 2010).

Gilmour and Lewis attempted to separate our
any bias effects with an instrumenteal vari-
ables technique and cancluded that “PART
scores were positively associated” with OMB
proposals for “Democratic programs but not

the rest” (2006, 742). They concluded that “it

When Gilmour studied agencies that raised

their ratings, he found thar they “explained their success with almost
identical language. “We learned how to take che test,” they said.”
They learned “how to write more acceptable answers” and “how

to devise acceprable outcome measures.” None of his respondents
“claimed they had introduced significant management improve-
ments or changed program design to raise their rating” (2008,
29-30).* The evidence does not support the hope thar measuremeint
of results would produce organizational transformation (for furcher
analysis of the difficulties, see Kasdin 2010).

The second goal was that measurement of results could “provide
decision-malkers with information needed to better allocate scarce
respurces in a way that will yield the greatest benefic” (Gilmour
2008, 23). Did this mean cutting programs thar received low
ratings? Advocares of PART sent mixed messages on this point
(Breul 2007; Dull 2006). Nevercheless, PART clearly was designed
from a premise that programs needed o be challenged, and it was
interpreted by the adminiscracion’s allies as a way to cut spending.

appears to be easier to implement perform-
ance budgeting with programs thar one does
not support” (7531). Blanchard, using more years of dara, found

a larger effect on allocations while simply dismissing the concern
abour underlying bias, His evidence about effects on actual budpgees
is not strong, The partern in the early years is inconsistent (before
2007, the highest-performance quarrile did worse than the next
highest}, and the percentages of variance explained were very small:
4 percent or less with no conrrols, and 7.1 percent with a variery
of other factors such as the size of the program, program type, and
whether the department was part of the “fight against terrorism”

added (Blanchard 2008, 78-87).

Asked directly for examples of the PART exercise affeciing OMB
budger proposals, my respondents described it as ar best a minor
factor. A division associate director reported that a program thar
was not of much incerest to a deparement “rurned out to save
money; OMB was able to use their PART score to justify an add.”
Another program gor a low score, though it was already under
fire ("they mighr have tried to kill_anyway, but the low PART
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score helped”). The same director, however, reported that career
staff “fele the.way we handled it ... was not the right approach.”
Another senior official observed that the examples tended to be “ar
a micro level,” such as some watershed programs—programs that
were not getting a lor of atrention in the first place. Asked directly,
“was it worth all the work?” chis person responded, “I will refrain
from answering that question ... In essence the PART has some
value, bur you can question whether it ought to be applied to all
programs.” -

Both the OMB and congressional respondents suggested that PART
did not work well for the Nadional Institutes of Healeh, for which

it is particularly difficult to define achievable goals and for which
“there are so many diseases” that comparison is unmanageable—in
spite of the somewhat different standards for research programs.
Some PART “findings” were not news ar all. The president’s budger
for fiscal year 2004 reporred thar “[d]espite enormous federal invest-
ments over the years, virtually none of the programs intended to
reduce drug abuse are able to demonstrate resules” (OMB 2003,
51). Appropriations staff (borh Republican and Democratic, in

both the House and Senate) had been telling me che same thing in
interviews since the late 1980s,

My interviews suggest that there were occasional cases of the analysis
influencing presidential submissions, which, in turn, can influence
appropriations decisions directly—especially when Congress and the
presidency are controlled by the same party. Both the available stud-
ies and the interviews, however, suggest that any such influence was
quite marginal. Perhaps a more important question, chen, is whether
the worl done on PART gave, as an early OMB explanation of the
process promised, “lawmakers more detailed information on which
to base their chaices” (OMB 2003, 52). In facr, legislative sraff
reported the opposite, and the observations from within the OMB
supported that concern,

The Costs of PART

PART was viewed by apprapriators as having both credibility
problems and opportunity costs. Some of the credibility issues were
artriburable to distrust: “the sense was that the program evaluarion
process was established for the purpose of destroying programs, so
there wasn't a great deal of respect for those evaluations.” The fact
that PART scores basically were determined by individual examiners
did not add to their credibility. Bur veteran appropriations staff also
emphasized the opportunity cost. One of my respondents com-
mented that the PART analyses “have some good data bur ie’s sort of
crowding out other information. We're not getting much of a sense
of how our agencies are doing,”

Appropriators want to know what would be bought with more
money or losc if the agency received less money. Their basic world-
view was summarized neatly by a ranking House appropriations
subcommittee member in che 1980s when I asked him how appro-
priating was different from authorizing. Appropriating, he said, was
much simpler because chere were “three questions: What is it? Why
do you need ir? And if it’s so imporeant, how did you do without it
last year?” The trouble with PART for appropriarors is thar it does
noc answer those questions. As the House Appropriations Financial
Services and General Government Subcommittee complained in the
2008 commirtee report on its bill,6
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For years, the Commirtee has directed deparoments and agen-
cies to improve the budger justification document quality
and presentation by including relevant and specific budger
information. While the Commitree has seen some improve-
ment in a few submissions, most justifications conrinue to
be filled with references to the Program Assessment Rating
Tool (PART), drowning in pleonasm, and yet still devoid of
uscful information ... The Committee finds lictle use for a
budger justification which does not reveal specific derails of
the measurable indicatars and standards used to evaluate a
program’s performance, relevance, or adherence o underly-
ing authorization statute. Further, the Commirteee has lictle
patience for agency heads who cannot explain the rationale
behind a program’s funding level other than “the PART
score,” “gerting to green,” or “this is what OMB provided.”
{U.S. House 2008)

Merzenbaum’s respondents made much the same point. As one put it,

No one has a problem with the agency showing us the overall
picture, but we cannot find information thar rells us this is
how they spent the money and how they are planning to
spend the money in the coming year if appropriated. With-
our that core, we cannot go forward ... You need to respect
the critical core of whar the budge is, and how you would
propose to.spend it, which would be part of a conversation
about how that program would conrribute to a goal ... It is
fine to present budgers with respect to performance, bur not
at the expense of core informarion that staff and the public
need. (2009, 26-27)

"The OMB veterans shared the concern abour the opportunity

cost of PART. The basic question may be phrased as, does PART
improve budger analysis? The overall answer from my OMB
respondents is that it could male a concriburion, but not if ic
displaces traditional analysis, and nort particularly if the examiners
are knowledgeable to begin with. The earlier quote about PART
being more useful for less experienced examiners expresses part of
this perceprion. Another source called PART “a structured approach
to doing somerhing good examiners were doing all along.” Yet che
most common response about PART was that, in one senior career
official’s words, it “really ate a lor of time,” This was viewed as 2
significant cost.

“One thing I used to do,” one division associate direcror recalied,
“was sit down with examiners and identify nwo or three things we
would need to learn more about from March ro September ... we
could no longer do that, because PART sucked up every moment
between February and September.” In the late 1980s, the amount
of time spent dealing with Congress was viewed as making it dif-
ficulr for examiners to learn abour the acrual operarions of agencies
(White 1991). By 2008, the OMB was much less directly engaged
with Congress (White 2009), but, in one career veteran’s words,
there had “been a gradual expansion of legislated tasks, and the
result is char there is a substantial amount of examiners’ time thac
gets consumed with responding to requirements that are eicher
mandated or legislated on the institution, Dring cthe Bush adminis-

tration the president’s management agenda and interacting wich that
agenda has been a major change”

PART and other management initatives, therefore, diminished

the capacity to do traditional budget work. The problem was made
worse by the erosion in OMB staffing. “Most of us who've been
here a longer time .., believe thart the quality of our thinking and
analysis is probably less than it used to be. Net because we don't
have a lot of really smart people here but because they're spread so
thinly across so many activities, and the number of people in OMB
has gone down.” OMB veterans worried that examiners knew less
and less about programs. As one put ir, “they've cur the hell out of
OMB’s budget in the last couple of years. The budger constraints
absorbed within OMB have made it very difficult to continue to
have field education for examiners,”

Another senior career official expressed this concern most strongly.
He argued that there had been a “slow erosion” of capacity 1o go in
the field and really learn abourt the programs that had “gorten more
critical” in recent years. “When examiners can't tell if an agency

is lying because they've never been out there to check things,” he

explained, “the whole reladonship has fundamentally changed.

Appropriators might be able to convince cheir colleagues in Con-
gress that Agency X does not need an increase, or can live witha Z
peecent increase or decrease, if the appropriators can say thae they
have data abour the operational needs of Agency X. Traditional anal-
ysis asks a micro-level performance question: in essence, whar would
be the result of giving more or fewer resources of certain types to

an agency? (Tanaka, O'Neill, and Holen 2003). It is quite another
matter to give two programs PART scores and say thar one is more
deserving than another because it earned a higher rating, especially
when the appropriateness of the indicators is questionable and the
scores are assigned by individual budget examiners whose authority
of expertise (never mind posidion) is not recognized by oursiders.

The mismatch between executive analysis and congressional needs
was evident to agency budger officers. What is an agency ro do
when the OMB insises that it emphasize performance information,
including PART, and the appropriators want tradicional justifica-
tions? (Kamensky 2007). The answer, as the direcror of the Budget
Service for the Deparement of Education presented it, was to give
the appropriators all the traditional material.

They say whartever they need to say to OMB,
because the examiners cant rell. To me that's
been one of the prablems wich the President’s
Management Agendz. There’s a whele lot of
paper there, but we don't have the time to

see if any of it is actually representative of any-
thing, It's way too much.”

The worldoad from PART added to the
obstacles created by high turnover, budger
constraints, and, therefore, a smaller, younger,

[E]ven my OMB respondents,
on balance, believed that PART
should be a supplement to
traditional budget analysis,
and that means that, if PART
significantly reduces the time
needed for traditional analysis,
it is not a good investment.

Performance information could be included
in narratives, as it normally has been when
agencies had some, but with descriptions of
the darta sources. Appropriators preferred that
“performance budget” information be submit-
ted in a separate tab (Skelly 2006). Appro-
priators always will cake more information,
and they may use ir if it is credible and helps
them meer the political challenge of passing
their bills. But even my OMB respondents,

less experienced staff. There have been ather
times when the ability to do the work was a concern, and OMB
staff proudly insisred they would handle it (Berman 1979; Tomkin
1998). Bur the concern certainly seemed strong as of 2008, and
senior staff less confident. In one respondent’s words, “our ministe-
rial functions we could always do. Now we'te so low ... {a colleague]
says he gets scared when an apportionment comes in because he's
not sure the staff know how to do it righe.”

The Role of Executive Analysis in Congressional
Budgeting

The concerns about PART from both appropriators and OMB
should not be raken o suggest that the president’s budger during
the George W. Bush administration had lictle effect on congressional
budger decisions. The president has power both as a party leader and
as the wielder of the veto. Hierarchical narms enable the OMB ro
limit (thaugh only partially) the flow of informarion berween agen-
cies and Congress that would contradict the preferences expressed in
the president’s budget. Whether it succeeded or failed, PART would
not change these aspects of presidendal influence on spending
decisions.

At some times, the presidencial budger apparacus has functioned
essentially as staff to support the administration in a war with
Congress to caprure budgetary territory {Heclo 1984; Johnsan
1984; Macthiasen 1988; Tomkin 1998; White 2009). Butr when an
executive budget process works well, it serves not only to advocate
for the president’s budget but also 1o help Congress do its own
analysis.

an halance, believed that PART should bea
supplement to craditional budger analysis, and thar means thar, if
PART significantly reduces the time needed for wraditional analysis,
it is not a good investment.

The most critical reviews of PART have argued thar it involves an
approach to budgeting thar ignores politics. PART advacates, Beryl
Radin summarized,

are actracted to the dimensions of budgering that flow from
the internal management approach, including a reliance on
the technical skills of the budger staff, a belief in a rational
resource allocation model, a belief char informarion is neurral
and can be determined to be true or false, a search for apoliri-
cal or a least bipartisan approaches, an emphasis on efficiency
norms, a tendency to use che private or business sector as a
model, and a strong reliance on the execurive branch of gov-
ecnment. (2008, 116-17}

These criricisms are all significant, bue the contrast chae Radin iden-
tifies should not be interpreted as meaning that the executive cares
about efficiency norms and the legislature does naot.

The rationale for PART treats the federal government as a portfolio
of programs and reframe the budgering question as, “in which of
these programs would investment yield the most resurn?” As soon
as analysis switches from how resources would be used wichin an
individual program 1o comparisons among programs, however,

it ceases to be value neurral. Because almost all programs serve
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different values, efficiency comparisons across programs are, in prac-
tice, value choices. Not only are such comparisons easily criticized,
but also they are harder 1o do credibly than evaluation of an agency
work plan. Congress, naturally, is not interested in analysis that
creates value judgments based on a framework thar looks consistent
buet quite clearly, if one looks at the details, is based on individual
budger examiners’ extensive discretion.

The Budget Bureau’s Traditional Contribution

to Legislative Budgeting

T am not suggesting that individual members of Congress always are
pleased o be told thac their pet programs cannot use more money.
There always have been tensions berween the presidential budger
organizations and the legislative budgeters—particularly the budget
bureau and the appropriators—because the budget process is one
battle in a contest for concrol of federal agencies. Yer the appro-
priators need reasons to say no. The executive budger process as it
developed particularly over its first 30 years served chis congressional
interest in countering agency and agency advocares’ elaims about
how much their programs “need.”

This is not the place for a full review of the history of the federal
governments execucive budger (good monographs include Berman
1979; Mosher 1984; Tomkin 1998; for a congressional perspective
on the 1921 act, see U.5. Senare 2008; for other sources, see White
2009). As Caiden (1987) argued, the core ideas of the execurive
budget movement ht poorly with the constitutional design, yet the
procedures actually adopted beteer fit that design. The president
received new and significant “first mover” powers, but Congress
retained its ability to “dispose” of the presidential proposals.

The presidencs budgee helped Conggess by deflecting some blame.
If the president propased restraints thar Congress was willing o
accept, legislarors could accepe the proposal and blame him. Even
if this only reduced their share of the blame, that was better than
having the blame all to themselves. If Congress rejected a presi-
dendial praposal, and so had 1o replace it with another in order o
keep spending within some target, legislators at lenst could get some
credit from the interescs they protected.

The secand contribution made by che presidential budget process
was mare technical: it provided oversight of agency proposals and
thus a way to “scrub” them to reduce “far” and increase efficiency
within programs. As Simon (1997) and Wildavsly {(1966) both
explained, “efficiency” is not the same as “economy,” the goal of
simply reducing spending, They defined efficiency as the ratio of
aucputs to inputs, so that it can be increased either by raising the
output for a level of input or by lowering the input for a level of
output. False economy in inputs could reduce ourpurs even moze
than inputs, making the organizarion less efficient. “Efficiency”
in this sense is not a politically loaded concept, and so it can be
useful to political actors whe etherwise might be in conflict with
each other.”

As Schick explained, “[e}xpenditures for running operations and
services are ... the areas that budget malkers look to for short-term
savings to align revenues and expenditures” (2004, 96-97). In the
United States, this has been true of both the budger bureau and
the appropriations comumitrees, so if the budget bureau can help
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identify such efficiencies, that is often a service to Congress. Differ-
ent politicians would put programmatic efficiencies to different uses,
but this only shows thar increasing programmaric efficiency is the
closest thing to a neutral competence. Thus, in one of my interviews
two decades ago, a senior career official said that “the idea I grew

up with was to be a neutral competent budger analyst. As [ told

my staff, that meant 1f itwasa Rc;tmf)[imn administration trying to
minimize cost; if it was o Democratic administration, how to maxinize
valne for the money we had.”

Even now, appropriators will say that having a presidential review is
necessary. The best example of why is the Narional Cancer Institure’s
“bypass budger.” The instituce legally is allowed to submic its true
preferences directly to Congress. When asleed directly whether thar
is useful, an appropriations aide replied, “No. It’s just too expensive,
nobody can use ic.”

The budget bureau across its history sometimes has pursued another
way to improve efﬁciency within agencies: improving agency
management. The relationship berween budgeting and management
competence, however, is parcicularly controversial (Berman 1979;
Dickinson and Rudalevige 2007; Mosher 1984; Posner 2007; Radin
2008; Stone 1990; Tanala, O'Neill, and Holen 2003; Tomkin
1998). Putting PART within the context of the OMB’s scruggle

to define a plausible managemenr funcrion would require another
article. Because my focus was on budget formulation, it was nota
'topic in my interviews. There is little reason to believe, however,
that PART did much to improve federal management. The best that
can be said is thar it increased the number of measures (GAO 2008;
Gilmour 2008; Merzenbaum 2009).

The process of proposing and then appropriating budgers for what
are now called “discretionary” programs is not, of course, the only
part of federal budgeting that matters. It has become a smaller part,
in both dollar and procedural terms, of budgeting over the past half
century (Schick 1980; White 2009; White and Wildavsky 1991).
Nevertheless, throughout the past decades of conflict and prace-
dural change, a large part of the worl of budgeting has focused

on allocations of discretionary spending o individual agencies. It
remains by far the largest part of the OMB’s activity. Throughout a
quarter centiery of interviewing in the appropriations commitrees,
appropriators continually have expressed to me their interest in hav-
ing a president’s budget that provides information thar they can use
to figure out how to get the most value for meney our of individual

agencies. PART did not help.

Conclusion
So what, now, for PART in particular, and for “budgering for
resufts” in general?

PART now has been added to what Blondal, Kraan and Ruffner
called the “long, if irregular history” of performance budgeting in
the United States, a history thar, as of 2003, had “failed to make

a substantial impact on the budger process” {2003, 31). I have
argued here thar the fundamental problem of PART, as of all such
measures, is chat it seels to analyze programs’ overall efficiency so

as 1o compare programs. Such comparisons are not useful to and
therefore are not used by Congress—because they inevirably involve
value judgments thar legislators will not accept from the OMB, and

because the kinds of measures and experrise required are extremely
easy to question. [n the case of PART, che outcome measures were
{and had to be) quite different between programs; other questions
were applied even if nor obviously appropriate to programs; metrics
varied greatly on fundamental factors such as whether they actually
measured outcomes; and the standards were chosen by individual
examiners in an obscure and discretionary process. This would have
reduced credibility éven if the examiners had had better claims to
expertise. Legislative budgerers are far more interested in informa-
rion at a more detailed (so less conflicrual and value-laden) level thae
they can use to say, “No, you don't need that much money.”

In its first budget proposal, the Barack Obama administration
promised to “fundamentally reconfigure” PART while promising wo
replace “ideological performance goals” with “goals that Americans
care about and that are based on congressional intent and feedback
from the people served by government programs” (Newell 2009).
This responded to Democrats’ distrust of the Bush administration
without explicitly recognizing the fundamenual difficulties wich
PART. In practice, the process of reconfiguring PART turned into
suspending the process. The administration instead chose to empha-
size identification and measurement of a small ser of “high priority
performance goals” that were identified in the Analytical Perspectives
volume of the president’s fiscal year 2011 budger. This approach
implicitly recognizes that a central agency must ration ics acrencion
1o performance issues, while also implicidy abandoning the concept
that measures should be used to assess programs overall in 2 way
that might allow comparison.

The retreat from PART's basic logic continued in a memorandum
issued on June 25, 2010, in which Office of Personnel Management
associate director for performance and personnel management Shel-
ley Metzenbaum {(whose research on PART and GPRA I have cited)
instructed agencies that they should,

integrate their former Program Assessment Rating Tool
(PART) performance measures into their annual perform-
ance reports, If an agency wants to eliminare PART or
GPRA measures it feels are not usefisl, it should propose

the lisc of measures for deletion and discuss their deletion
with ey stakeholders, Congress, and their OMB Resource
Management Office before dropping the measures. The lise
of dropped measures and reasons for their deletion should be
included in the annual performance report. (OMB 2010, 5)

Considering the evidence, these are reasonable sreps.

It would be helpful, however, if the administration and public
administration experts would explain why PART did not work
rather than, all too often, raising excessive hopes for what perform-
ance measurement could accomplish. While deemphasizing PART is
useful in itself, it will not redress the OMB's resource shortages. The
OMB needs more staff, and a better ability o retain chat staff, o do
traditional budgeting berrer.
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Notes

1. Tuse the pass tense here becuse some of the respondens had left OMB at the
time of the interviews, Because pare of my focus was change over time, 1 began
by contacting 12 individuals whom 1 had interviewed for previous worl; as in
a “snowball” sample, I then was direeted to others by the originaf respondents.
While I cannot claim that the group was "represenmtive” in any sense, it offered

a great deal of expert experience.

t

The OMB examiners also could define a program as "mised.” Here are some
examples: the Commadity Supplementat Food Program is a block grane; the
National Forest Improvement and Maintenance is capitad assess; the Cochran
Fellowship Progran is a competitive prans; the Rural Waeer and Wastewater
Grants and Loans are credic programs: the Agricultuml Commodity Grading and
Cerrification Programs are direct; the Railroad Safety Progeam is regularory; the
National Institute of Standards and Technelogy Laborataries are research and
development; the Internal Revenue Service’s tax collection is mixed.

3. Author’s calculations from the “derailed information” on the assessments of each
of the programs listed in nore, downloaded from herp:/fwwwwhitchouse.gav/
ombfexpectmore (accessed Auguse 3, 2009).

4. Shea claims that the Bush administration’s management efforts improved agency

performance but provides no evidence thar these impravements were caused

by PART. For instance, one mighs expect that the Social Security Administra-

tion would have "increased (its) use of informasion technology” (Shea 2008,

63) berween 2001 and 2008 with or without PART. Gilmour's interview darz

provide 1 more reflable test.

r o

For powerful crisiques of Willinm Niskanen's

W

budget maximizing bureaucrac”®
theory, see Blais and Dion (1991) and Wilson (1989),

6. For other examples of appropriations subcommitcees expressing distasee for
PART, see Frisca and Smlebrink (2009, 13-15).

7. As Stone (1997) emphasizes, “efficiency” in this sense can be neutral only if all

parties are concerned with the same ourpue, which may nor be the case.
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Commentary: “Playing the Wrong PART:
The Program Assessment Rating Tool and the Functions

le extensive research that I and others did at

the Organisation for Economic Co-operation

and Development and at the Internarional
Manetary Fund indicates that countries—and the
analysts who review them—often confuse per-
formance budgeting with performance-informed
budgeting, The former is much more involved with
the allocation of resources based on achieved results.
In the latter, performance information is important in
the budger decision-making process, but ic does not
determine the amount of resources allocared, nor does
it have a predefined weighe in decisions. This confusion
is evident in the application of Program Assessment
Rating Tool (PART) informartion in the United Stares,
as described in Professor Joseph Whites article.

PART is the latest in a series of efforts that began
more than 60 years ago to develop and use

of the President’s Budget”

performance information in the U.S. budger process.
To the exrent thar PART informarion was intended

to be used directly in the allocation of resources,

then, lor the reasons pointed out in White’s article, |
concur with the conclusion thar “PART did not help.”
However, if the informarion produced by PART was
to be considered in the decision-malking process, bue
cereainly not as the only or necessarily the determin-
ing factor in resource allocation, then PART informa-
tion could concribute to che process. In this concext,
it is imporrane not to underestimare the value of
efforts—even generally unsuccessful ones—rto reorient
the budger decision process away from inputs, such as
appropriation amounss or staffing levels, and toward
outpurs and eventually, in some cases, ourcomes.
PART's proponents may well have promised much
more than it could deliver and, in the process,
consumed staff resources that could have been becrer
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utilized on more direct outpur measures, Bur PARTs
goals are hard to fault even if its execution lefr much
to be desired.

The international budget community has closely
followed, and learned from, the U.S. experiences wich
PART. In pardcular, PART’s management scorecard—
red, yellow, and green scores or, using its polirically
incorrect label, “name and shame”—has been copied.
Perhaps many experienced and oh so savvy LS,
officials did indeed learn “how to take the [rarings]
test” without creating “a culture of managing for
performance.” But no other eountry is committed to a
separation of powers mentalicy lile che United States,
and thus the power of name and shame and the infor-
mation produced to derjve a scorecard has had much
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greater resonance overseas. Even in the United Stares,
the cynical assessment of many of PART’s value may
be as much a comment on the widely discredited
fiscal policies of President George W. Bush as on the
value and use of PART itself. Nevertheless, there is no
doubt that PART could have contributed much more
had it not raised “excessive hopes for whar perfor-
mance measurement could accomplish.”

The United Stares produces more and better-qualicy
information on performance and results than any other
country. However, it will not take advantage of this
informarion unless it is integrared into a performance-
informed budgeting system, not a performance bud-
gering one. It is hoped the PART experience will help

the Unired Srates reach this conclusion.

How Credible Is the Evidence, and Does It Matter?
An Analysis of the Program Assessment Rating Tool

This research empirically assesses the quality of evidence
that agencies provided to the Office of Management and
Budger in the application of the Program Assessment
Rating Tool (PART), introduced in 2002 to more
rigoronshy, systematically, and transparently assess public
program effectiveness and lold agencies necountable for
results by tying them to the executive budget formulation
process and progran funding. Evidence submitted by

95 programs administered by the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services for the PART assessment

is analysed using mensures that capture the quality of
evidence and methods used by programs and information
on characteristics af agencies that might relae to program
results and government funding decisions. The stuly finds
that of those programs offering some evidence, most was
internal and qualitative, and about balf did not assess
baw their performance compared to other government

ar private programs witl stmilar abjecri wes. Programs
were least likely ta provide externally genevated evidence
of their performance relative ro long-term and annnal
performance goals, Inportantly, averall PART and results
scores were (ttatistically) significantly lower for pragrams
that failed to provide quantitative evidence and did ot
use long-term medsures, baseline measures ar targets, or
independent evaluations. Although the PART program
results ratings and overall PART scores had no discernible
consequences for program funding over time, the PART
assessments appeared to take seriously the evaluation of
evidence quality, a positive step forward in recent effores
to base policy decisions on more rigorous evidence.

n the 1990s, “results-ariented povernment” ook

off as a new way of holding government account-

able for how it spends public money and, in
particular, for the outcomes or results it produces. The
new tools and public management reforms advanced
reflected an intentional shift from an emphasis on
rules- or compliance-oriented accountability toward
a focus on performance, or how well an organiza-
tion does what it does in relation to its arganiza-
tional goals (Heinrich 2003; Radin 2000). Although
prior administrations initiated reforms promoting
accountability for results, pay for performance,

Carolyn l. Heinrich
University of Texas at Austin

and performance-based contracting, the National
Partnership for Reinventing Government, speat-
headed by Vice President Al Gore (and drawing on
the influential work of Osborne and Gaebler 1992),
transformed these themes and principles into a move-
ment to improve government performance, complete
with reinvention teams (internal and government-
wide), reinvention laboratories within agencies, town
hall meetings and reinvention summits, and new
legislation to mandare performance management at
the federal level (Kamensky 1999).!

The first major fruit of these efforts was the Govern-
ment Performance and Results Act (GPRA), enacted
in 1993 ro generate more objective information on
government performance and efficiency by measur-
ing progress toward performance goals, providing
evidence of performance relative to targets, and hold-
ing federal agencies accountable for results in annual
reports to the public. In the decade and a half since
passage of the GPRA, few dispute that there has been
a definitive transformation in federal government
capacity and infrastrucrure for managing for results,
that is, in its use of outcome-ariented stracegic plans,
performance measures, and reporting of results (GAO
2008). Yet some in-depth assessments of the imple-
mentation of the GPRA also have been highly crirical.
Several researchers have suggested thar overlaying a
results-oriented managerial logic on top of an inher-
ently political process in which agency goals may be
ambiguous o contradictory sets the stage for inevita-
ble problems in implementation, above and beyond
the challenges of identifying adequate measures of
performance {Frederickson and Frederickson 2006;
Radin 2000, 2006). Radin (2000) argued that rather
than freeing public managers to focus on results, the
GPRA’s performance requirements exacerbared ad-
miniscrative constraints and conflict among program
managers and heightened distrust between agencies
and legislatoss.

One of the primary goals of the George W.

Bush administration in introducing the Program
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