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Financial Data-Driven
Decision Making

A survey of the tools and framing of financial data transparency:
A federal government perspective

BY R. SCOTT BELL AND AILEEN G. BURGMAN

emighthope tosee
the finances of the
Unionasclearand
intelligibleasa
merchant’s books, so
thatevery member
of Congress and
every manofany
mindinthe Union
should be able to comprehend them,
investigate them, and consequently to
control them.” Thomas Jefferson said
thistohis treasury secretaryin 1802,
and it's justasrelevant today.
Transparency and trustare symbiotic
concepts. The willingness and ability
tobe transparent about one’s actions or
intentions—or finances—creates trust.
Andoneistrustworthyiftheiractions
orintentions are clear and intelligible.
Article 1, Section 9 of the U.S.
Constitution states that “aregular
statement and account of the receipts
and expenditures of all public money
shall be published from time to time.”
The federal government—specifically,
the U.S. Treasury Department—has
beenissuing a monthly statement of
receipts and expenditures since 1790,
laying the foundation for what has

become along-enduring conduittoa
broad array of important government
financialinformation. But the passage
of landmarklegislation, including the
Chief Financial Officers (CFO) Act of
1990, the Government Management
Reform Act (GMRA) 0f 1994, and the
Digital Accountability and Transparency
Act (DATA Act)in 2014, hasbeen
transformational, usheringin process
and technology changes that have
significantly enhanced the federal
government’s transparency, providing
for the availability of financial informa-
tion notjustin static monthly or annual
reports, butin more dynamic, custom-
er-centric reports that can be accessed
electronicallyinreal time.

These innovations and evolutionsin
content and delivery engender trust with
the government's many constituents:
lawmalkers, government leaders,
industry, the media, and, mostimpor-
tantly, the general public. Specifically,
policy, process, and technological
innovations over the past 30 years have
provided government leadersin all three
branches with unprecedented access
toinformation thatis critical to policy
deliberation and decision making.

Federal agency financial reports

The CFO Act 0of 1990, as amended,
played a critical role in enhancing the
accountability, transparency, and
utility of federal financial information.
Amongother things, it established the
chief financial officer function at federal
agencies, required a select number of
federal executive branch agencies to
prepare annual financial statementsin
accordance with applicable accounting
standards, and created an Office of
Federal Financial Management at the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
to establish government-wide financial
management policy and perform other
critical oversight functions. Passage
ofthe CFO Actand itsreference to
accounting standards also precipitated
the formation of the Federal Accounting
Standards Advisory Board (FASAB)—
the entity thatissues financial
accounting standards and related
guidance for the federal government.
The GMRA required thatagencies
specified in the CFO Act submit audited
federal financial statements, integrat-
ingacritical assurance component
with the enhanced transparency of the
agency statements. In accordance with
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federal financial policy, annual audited
Agency Financial Reports (AFRs) are
issued 45 days after the federal govern-
ment’s September 30 fiscal year-end.
Budgets were and continue to be the
primary driver of government finance
debate and policy. However, federal
government financial statements
arerequired to be prepared pursuant
tofederal accounting standards that
are predominantly accrual-based,
considering revenues when earned and
costs whenincurred. The implication of
thisrequirementis thataudited federal
financial statements provide users,
including federal government decision
makers, with a perspective of the govern-
ment’s finances thatis comparatively
longer-term, particularly with respect
to costs and liabilities, complementary
to the budget’s more largely cash-
based, shorter-term perspective. Both
budgetary and accrual-based financial
informationin tandem provides
decision makers with an effective
combined view of the nation’s finances.
AFRs provide users with financial
results and trends about the wide range
of essential government functions
and critical programs, from national
security to health and scientific
research, to commerce, housing, energy,
agriculture, space exploration, and
beyond. Agency financial reports also
provide financial information about
the federal government’sloan, grant,
and insurance programs, as well as
Social Security, Medicare, and other
important socialinsurance programs.
The AFRs for the most financially
significant agencies government-wide
may be viewed through the agency
websites or accessed directly through
the Treasury’s website at fiscal.
treasury.gov/reports-statements/finan-
cial-report/related-resources.html.

The financial report of the
U.S. Government

In addition torequiring annual audited
agency financial statements, the GMRA
alsorequires the Treasury Department,
in coordination with OMB, to prepare “an
[annual] audited financial statement...
coveringall accounts and associated
activities of the executive branch of the
[federal] government.” This requirement
precipitated the annual preparation of
the Financial Report of the United States
Government (FRUSG) (Exhibit 1). While
executive branch entities are statutorily
required to provide information for
preparing the FRUSG, legislative and
judicial branch entities also voluntarily
provide information for the report,
resultingin a truly comprehensive
resource. First prepared under GMRA
for FY 1997, theresulting FRUSG is a
comprehensive reporting of the federal
government’s financial position and
condition, covering more than 160 federal
entities. It contains “traditional” financial
information—what you would expect to
findin financial reports of other sector
entities—including costs, revenues,
assets, liabilities, and other data. Italso
provides unique value by including
“non-traditional” financial content
pertaining to projected trendsin (1) the
federal government’s social insurance
programs (for example, Social Security,
Medicare) and (2] the federal govern-
ment’srevenues, expenditures, deficits,
and debt more broadly as the whole. (The
Financial Report of the U.S. Government
may be accessed online at fiscal.treasury.
gov/reports-statements/financial-report.)
Asreferenced earlier, the value to
decision makers of federal financial
reports, including the FRUSG, is the com-
plementary perspective that financial
reports provide—with their emphasis on

EXHIBIT1 | 2023 U.S. Government financial report

accrual-based information—relative to
the predominantly cash-based budget
information. Exhibit 2 provides an
excerpt from an FRUSG table, showing
changesin (1) largely accrual-based
costsand revenues,! culminatingina
“bottom line” net operating cost, and (2)
thelargely cash-based budget deficit.
Exhibit 2 shows that for FY 2023, the
federal government’s budget deficit
increased while net operating cost
decreased. These seemingly contradic-
toryresults are actually explained in
the FRUSG as resulting from substantial
changesin non-cash federal activity
thataffect the government’slonger-term
net cost, butnot the budget deficit.

For example, federal accounting rules
dictate that federal entities adminis-
tering federal employee and veterans
benefits programs employ a complex
series of assumptions, including interest
rates, beneficiary eligibility, life expec-
tancy, and medical cost levels, to make

The value to decision makers of federal financial reports, including the FRUSG, is the
complementary perspective that financial reports provide—with their emphasis on
accrual-based information—relative to the predominantly cash-based budget information.
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EXHIBIT2 | Financial report of the United States Government table excerpt
Innrgase | (Decrease)
%

2023 2022*
Gross Cost S (78617 § (74200 § 2416 3.3%
Less: Farned Revenue $ 5395 S (GRS 8.4 16%
Gain/(Loss) from Changes in Assumptions $ (7606) § (22079 § (14479 (65.6%)
Net Cost $ (18828) § (90969 $ (1,214.0) (13.3%)
Less: Total Tax and Other Unearned Revenues § 44656 § 49269 § (460.3) (9.3%)
Net Operating Cost $ @Bm2 § @mo (753.8) (18.1%)
Bulget Defic § (652 § 0355|$ 307 22.2%
EXHIBIT3 | Financial report of the Unifed States Government summary fable

Increase / (Decrease)

2023 2022 $ %
Open Group (Net):
Social Security (DASDI) S (262) § (233 § 19 8.2%
Medicare (Parts A, B, &D) S (631§ (525) § 06 11%
Other S on $ on § - 0.0%

Total Social Insurance Expenditures, Net (Open Group) $ (784) § (759) § 25 3.3%

actuarial projections of their long-term
benefits and liabilities. Changesin
these assumptions canresultin either
losses (netcostincreases) or gains
(netcostdecreases). Agencies record
thelong-term costs and liabilities for
federal employee and veterans benefit
programs. The changesin the federal
government’s long-term liabilities for
these programs are recorded as gains ox
losses, which affect the government’s
costs. These assumed gains or losses,
which can be significant (representing
a$1.4trillion costdecrease in FY
2023), donot have a substantial effect
on current year expenditures and
therefore don't affect the budget deficit
(whichincreased by $319.7 billion
during FY 2023). These competing
dynamics do, however, illustrate the
value in providing the public and
decision makers with complementary

perspectives of both short-term and
long-term financial results.

While much of the FRUSG focuses on
the “traditional” financial information
(such asrevenues, costs, assets, and
liabilities), itis the “non-traditional”
information that makes these reports
truly distinctive. Under federal account-
ing standards, agencies thatadmin-
ister key social insurance programs,
including Social Security, Medicare, and
others, include a separate and distinct
Statement of Social Insurance (SOSI)
intheir Agency Financial Reports. The
data presented in SOSI is compiled and
consolidated into a government-wide
presentation in the FRUSG (see summary
table FRUSG excerpt in Exhibit 3].

The SOSI presents the net present
value of projected long-term receipts
and expenditures for four federal social
insurance programs: Social Security,

Medicare (Parts A, B, and D), Railroad
Retirement, and Black Lung. These
projections are based on current law
assumptions, meaning thatthelegal
landscape is not held constant, but
instead permitted to “run its course”
with currentlaws expiring (or sustain-
ing) as scheduled. The implication
isthat the amounts presented in the
SOSIare projections or mathematical
extrapolations of current trends rather
than predictions of what will occur. The
amounts presented for Social Security
and Medicare are consistent with and
have their origins in the Social Security
and Medicare Trustees Reports. The SOSI
amounts from the FRUSG in Exhibit 3
show that the present value of projected
expenditures significantly exceed

the present value of projected receipts
over the projection period. Both agency
reports and the FRUSG go on to discuss
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EXHIBIT4 | Policy projections for public-held debt as a percentage of GDP

Chart 6: Historical and Current Policy Projections for Debt Held by the Public, 1980-2098
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theimplications of these trends on the
status of the trust funds. Such informa-
tion—both at the individual agency and
the government-wide levels—provides
insightinto and can be a significant con-
tributor to policy discussions concerning
the sustainability of these programs.
The FRUSG takes the discussion of sus-
tainability a step further by including
analysis prepared by OMB that provides
abroader perspective to consider the
comparative present value of projected
receipts and expenditures for the federal
government as a whole—notjust the SOSI
programs. This analysisis presented
in combination as (1) a Statement of
Long-Term Fiscal Projections (SLTFP)
and (2) adiscussion of the related
projected effects on deficits and public
debtas a percent of gross domestic
product (GDP). The analysis, unique to
the FRUSG, culminates in a presentation
of historical and current policy projec-
tions for debt held by the publicasa
percentage of GDP (see Exhibit 4].
Exhibit 4 shows (and the FRUSG
discusses) that, without policy change,
and using similar assumptions as

the SOSIanalysis,? public debtasa
percentage of GDP (debt/GDP) would
grow significantly over the 75-year pro-
jection period, to as much as five times
the current debt/GDP reported in the FY
2023 FRUSG. Based on this analysis,
the FRUSG goes on to conclude that:

“...current policy is not sustainable
and must ultimately change. If
policy changes are not so abruptas
to slow economic growth, then the
sooner policy changes are adopted to
avertthese trends, the smaller the
changes torevenue and/or spending
thatwould be required to achieve
sustainability over the long term.”

The SOSI and sustainability analyses
are both important contributors to
policy discussions about the sustain-
ability of social insurance programs
and the federal government’s fiscal
path asawhole. The candor with which
these conclusions are expressedis a
significant source of transparency and
trust, asare the underlying charts and
tables. Sotoois the assurance conveyed
by the audit process.

Assurance, transparency, and frust
through audit

It wasnoted earlier that the GMRA
required audits of the financial statements
prepared by the agencies enumerated in
the CFO Actaswell as the FRUSG. Through
subsequent legislation, this requirement
has been extended to the more than 160
entities with financial data consolidated
into the FRUSG. While the FRUSG
receives a disclaimer of audit opinion,
the majority of the significant entities’
AFRshave earned unmodified opinions.
Further, the FRUSG—the audit option,
in particular—discusses the significant
progress that hasbeen made, particularly
inrecent years, toward resolving the
material weaknesses that contribute to
the disclaimer. While audit challenges
remain, users of AFRs and the FRUSG can
be assured that the information provided
hasbeen subjected to robust audit proce-
dures, which is critical to conveying trust.
The 1990s ushered in arenaissancein
federal financial reporting and account-
ability. Agency Financial Reports and the
Financial Report of the U.S. Government
provide valuable insightinto the federal
government’s financial position and
condition as well as perspective on key
financial trends thatis complementary
to the budget. However, the full utility
of thisreportingislimited by the fact
that AFRs and the FRUSG are prepared
annually. So, while the annual data
isinformative, itis of limited utility,
particularlyin an age driven by nearly
continuous technological innovation.
The demand from the public and decision
makers for more timely and functional
information has driven more recent
innovationsin federal data transparency.

Transparency of federal spending arms
policymakers with valuable insights

Datatransparencyisacornerstonein the
government’'s commitment to empower the
American public. Financial data transpar-
ency, in particular, is the focal point of two
website products developed and main-
tained at the Department of the Treasury:
USAspending (usaspending.gov) which is
the official source for federal spending data
traced down to specific federal awards;
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EXHIBITS | Digital Accountability and Transparency Act of 2014 milestones

The Digital Accountability and
Transparency Act (DATA Act) was signed
into law on May 9, 2014, expanding on
the Federal Funding Accountability and
Transparency Act of 2006, mandating
federal agencies to report spending
data in a standard format to improve
transparency and accountability.
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2016

2015

Treasury released initial blueprints of
grants, loans, procurement, and financial
management processes and data flows.

Data standards across multiple
business lines were consolidated
into a single Spending Data Schema
and the Data Broker was launched,
facilitating federal agencies’
submission of their spending data.

i USAspending went from beta to
i the live version that exists today
 onMarch2, 2018
i
1

2018

2020

Service Desk was launched online to
provide a central resource for agencies
and website users to submit questions
and search our knowledge base to find
answers to frequently asked questions.

Association of Government Accountants
honored the DATA Act Implementation
Team with the Relmond P. Van Daniker
Government Transparency Award “for
transparent, user-centered and agile
implementation efforts to significantly
enhance the public’s access to federal
financial data.”

USAspending released the
COVID-19 Spending Profile

in response to the COVID-19
pandemic and enhanced financial
data standards for reporting on
federal emergency spending.

Pursuant to Office of Management and

Budget (OMB) memorandum M-20-21,

all agencies reporting to USAspending

were required to begin reporting on a

monthly basis (originally quarterly). .

2021

2023

Rebranded the DATA Act Information Model
Schema (DAIMS) to the Governmentwide
Spending Data Model (GSDM) to reflect the
inclusion of legislation and policies related to
government spending data that go beyond
the DATA Act.

and FiscalData (fiscaldata.treasury.
gov) which is a one-stop-shop for many
other federal financial data resources.
The Treasury’s missionisto provide
accessible, easy-to-use financial data
andresources to inform the American
public, inspire trustin government, and
help drive good decisions and strong
policies.

USAspending was enacted through
the Federal Funding Accountability
and Transparency Act of 2006 (FFATA)
and later expanded by the Digital
Accountability and Transparency Act of
2014 (DATA Act). FFATA required federal
contract, grant, loan, and other financial
assistance awards to be displayed on
apublicly accessible and searchable
website to give the American public
access toinformation on how their tax
dollars are being spent. The DATA Act
amended and expanded FFATA by:

= Disclosingdirectagency expenditures
and linking federal contract, loan, and
grant spending information to federal
agency programs;

= Establishing government-wide data
standards for financial data and
providing consistent, reliable, and
searchable data thatis displayed
accurately on USAspending.gov;

USAspending.gov

has more than 1.9 million users

and 9.7 million page views annually

= Simplifyingreporting, streamlining
reporting requirements, reducing
compliance costs, while improving
transparency; and

= Improving the quality of data
submitted to USAspending.gov by
holding agencies accountable.

Inimplementing these two foundational
pieces oflegislation, the Treasury
developed a comprehensive and inclusive
reporting framework that collects more
than standardized data elements from
various government systems. With a
nightly data pipeline, USAspending
ensures timely updates of available data,
providing the public with currentinsights
into federal spending trends.
USAspending.govhas morethan 1.9
million users and 9.7 million page views
annually, highlightingits significance
asaresource for the American public,
including lawmalkers and key decision
makers. As 2024 marked the ten-year

anniversary of the DATA Act, Exhibit5
notes these significant milestonesin the
journeytoimplementand enhance the
transparency of federal financial data.

Continued growth and expansion on
transparency foundations

Inbeingresponsive to new emerging
policies, as well as expanding operational
needs, Treasury applied agile principles
that allowed flexibility in adjusting
priorities that were often time sensitive.
The mostsignificant example is the
quickreaction to provide financial
information about the COVID-19 pandemic
response. Treasury already had a sound
financialreporting infrastructure and
agile operating model in place thatallowed
for quickimplementation of anew data
element to capture disaster funding.
Tobetter help lawmalkers, oversight
bodies, federal agencies, and the public
accessand understand COVID-19 spending
data, the team quickly developed a web
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EXHIBITG | Treasury’s GOVID-19 web page

page (Exhibit 6] to capture the journey of
COVID-19 dollars from appropriation to
obligation and outlay by federal agencies,
allowingusers to see who received
funding, which agencies spent the funds,
which programs were funded, and more.

More recently, Treasuryisredesigning
the USAspending advanced search
function to make it more intuitive,
accessible, and customer-centric,
based upon extensive user research
and feedback. These changes will
makeiteven easier tofind summary
statistics and specific federal awards.

Given the importance of USAspending
to Congressional stakeholders, a
significantimprovement within the
advanced search function is the update
of all features across the site to reflect
the new Congressional districts while
ensuring thatall datais backwards-com-
patible with previous Congressional
districts (see Exhibit 7). This helps
the Congressional stakeholders better
understand the financial impact of
their actions and any ties to federal
funding or spending over time, even
when districtlines are redrawn.

Another improvement currently in
development pertains to scenarios where
the Federal government makes an award
to a state agency, and the state agency will
often use that money to fund local projects
through sub-awards. USAspending
actively engages with partnersin gov-
ernment and civil society toimprove the
quality and availability of this data. This

initiative will allow the public to better
track spending in their communities.

This will be particularly useful for
state or local lawmalkers who want to
trace the federal funding provided to
theirlocality and constituents and will
provide them insights on how they are
succeedingin theirrole as stewards of
public finances.

Use cases that demonstrate the value
of financial data in policymaking

The Puerto Rico federal funding
dashboard (see Exhibit 8) is one example
of how USAspending data was used to
provide policymalkers with high-quality,
disaggregated data for understanding
the distribution of federal funding
from a geospatial perspective. Using
USAspending data, the team was
able to track funding ata municipal
(county-equivalent) level and allowed
policymalkers supporting the Puerto
Rico Economic Dialoguesin 2023 to
conductresearch on where the adminis-
tration’'s funding related to the recovery
from Hurricane Maria, COVID-19, and
the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law were
being distributed. With the place-based
approach, the team was able to overlay
equityindicators and provide decision
makers with better information about
where opportunities for more targeted
outreach and engagement existed.
While this dashboard was initially
built on a platform intended for use by

EXHIBIT7 | USAspending advanced search function

federal employees, it was clear during
theroadshow demos that policymalkers
and other external organizations found
itvaluable, and they approached the
USAspending team to integrate it on to
Treasury’s public website. Thisinitiative
is currently underway, with adjustments
to broaden the scope to any state or
territory through the USAspending profile
pages with iterative improvements.

The Committee for a Responsible
Federal Budget (CRFB) developed a
COVID Money Tracker (see Exhibit 9] that
provides acomprehensive analysis of how
the U.S. government has allocated funds
inresponse to the COVID-19 pandemic.

It presents data on relief programslike
Economic Impact Payments and allows
users to search forinformation by state,
legislation, and recipient with real time
tracing from USAspending.gov. This

site aims to promote transparency and
accountability by making the financial
data easily accessible to the public. Italso
offersinteractive tools and visualizations
to help users understand the distribution
of funds and track how the money has
been used.
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EXHIBITS | Puerto Rico federal funding dashboard

EXHIBIT9 ‘ The COVID Money Tracker page

EXHIBIT10 | Fiscal Data

Increasing use of and access to federal financial
data through new, innovative tools fosters trust
through transparency and enables the public as well
as policymakers to be informed decision makers.

Another transparency product the
Treasury developed for the purpose
of providing a one-stop-shop of
consolidated federal financial datais
fiscaldata.treasury.gov (see Exhibit 10).
With 61 datasets and 165 data tables,
Fiscal Data offers a comprehensive
view of federal financial operations,
catering to the needs of diverse users.

FiscalData.treasury.gov engages
over 2.5 million users with 3.6 million
page views annually, demonstrating
its significance as a trusted resource
forunderstanding federal finances.

Examples of the wealth of
financial data on this site that can
help inform policies include:

= Themonthly Treasury statement,
which provides the official
summary report of receipts,
outlays, and the surplus/deficit.

* Thedaily Treasury statement, which
provides the daily cash and debt
operations of the U.S. Treasury.

= Your Guide to America’s Finances,
which provides a comprehensive
overview of the trillions of
dollars processed by the federal
government each year, with easily
searchable topic pages onrevenue,
spending, deficit, and debt.

= Treasurysecurities auctions.
= Delinquentdebtinformation.

Conclusion

These use cases and examples demon-
strate that thereis dedicated interestand
value in understanding financial data
and the impact past decisions have had,
which will helpinform and influence
future decisions and policymaking.

Whether the focusisonlegacy
reporting processes through monthly
or annual reports—which are useful
vehicles for understanding the “big
picture” (for example, risks, financial
health)—or on more dynamic, web-based,
real-time information—which are useful
foranalyzing ad-hoc or specific policy
issues—bothresources benefit from the
important audit and assurance process
and can serve multiple purposes and
audiences simultaneously. Especially
when combined with the legacy financial
reporting tools such as annual audited
financial reports and otherresources,
increasing use of and access to federal
financial data through new, innovative
tools, fosters trust through transparency
and enables the public as well as policy-
malkers to be informed decision makers. F§
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" Non-exchange revenue, including taxes, duties, fines, and
penalties, are recognized when collected and adjusted for the
change in amounts receivable (modified cash basis). Related
refunds and other offsets, including those that are measurable
and legally payable, are netted against non-exchange revenue.

2The 2023 and 2022 Statements of Long-Term Fiscal
Projections and related analysis are based on assumptions
of current policy without change. Current policy is based on
current law but includes several adjustments. In the SLTFP,
notable adjustments to current law are: 1) projected spending,
receipts, and borrowing levels assume raising or suspending
the current statutory limit on federal debt; 2) continued
discretionary appropriations are assumed throughout the
projections period; 3) scheduled Social Security and Medicare
Part A benefit payments are assumed to occur beyond
the projected point of trust fund depletion; and 4) many
mandatory programs with expiration dates prior to the end of
the 75-year projection period are assumed to be reauthorized.
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