Performance-Based Budgeting: The Contribution
of the Program Assessment Rating Tool

PATRICK R. MULLEN

Under the President’s Management Agenda for performance and budget inte-
gration, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) designed the Program
Assessment Rating Tool (PART) to breath new life into performance-based
budgeting as envisioned by the Government Performance and Results Act
(GPRA). This article discusses what PART is designed to do and how the PART
process works. Based on recent Government Accountability Office (GAO)
reports addressing implementation of PART in the last four fiscal years, the
article answers such questions as: Has PART made a difference in program
operations? What is the relationship between PART and GPRA? Has progress
been made in improving the evidence base for PART assessments? How well
does PART assess programs related to a common goal? What has been
congressional reaction to the PART process? Are PART and performance
budgeting making a difference in government?

INTRODUCTION

Federal interest in performance information and its relationship with budgeting practices
has existed to varying degrees for over 50 years.! This interest resulted in the passage of
the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) and related management re-
forms of the 1990s. GPRA mandates that federal agencies develop performance infor-
mation describing the relative effectiveness and efficiency of federal programs as a means
of improving the congressional decision-making process. Among other statutory obli-
gations, GPRA requires federal agencies to publish strategic and annual plans describing
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1. For a detailed examination of previous federal performance budgeting initiatives, see GAO, Per-
formance Budgeting: Past Initiatives Offer Insights for GPRA Implementation, GAO/AIMD-97-46
(Washington, DC, March 27, 1997).
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specific program activities with the intention of establishing a more tangible link between
performance information for these programs and agency budget requests.’

WHAT IS THE PROGRAM ASSESSMENT RATING TOOL (PART) AND HOW
DOES THE PART PROCESS WORK?

The current administration has taken several steps to strengthen the performance—re-
source linkages for which GPRA laid the groundwork. Central to the budget and per-
formance integration initiative, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) developed
the PART as a means to strengthen the process for assessing the effectiveness of pro-
grams by making this process more robust, transparent, and systematic. PART is a series
of diagnostic questions designed to provide a consistent approach to rating federal pro-
grams. Drawing on available performance and evaluation information, the PART ques-
tions rate the strengths and weaknesses of federal programs with a particular focus on
individual program results. The PART asks, for example, whether a program’s long-term
goals are specific, ambitious, and focused on outcomes, and whether annual goals dem-
onstrate progress toward achieving long-term goals.

PART is designed to be evidence based, drawing on a wide array of information,
including authorizing legislation; GPRA strategic plans, annual performance plans
and reports; financial statements; inspectors general and GAO reports; and inde-
pendent program evaluations. The reviews of individual programs are carried out on
a collaborative basis by the OMB budget examiner responsible for the program’s
budget presentation in the President’s budget documents and the program, planning,
and budget offices in the respective departments and agencies. OMB makes the
final PART determinations but the departments can appeal OMB’s decisions for a
better score for each section where they can demonstrate improvement. The pro-
gram office can also provide more information the next year to show progress; this
is known as “re-PARTing.” PART questions are divided into four sections; each
section is given a specific weight in determining the final numerical rating for a program.
Table 1 shows an overview of the four PART sections and the weights OMB has
assigned.

The answers to the questions in each of the four sections discussed in Table 1 result in
a numerical score for each section ranging from 0 to 100. These scores are then weighted
to give a summary score, again ranging from 0 to 100, for the program. In the budget
documents explaining PART scoring, OMB states, “Because reporting a single weighted
numerical rating could suggest false precision, or draw attention away from the very
areas most in need of improvement, numerical scores are combined and translated into

2. For more information on federal efforts to implement GPRA, see GAO, Results-Oriented Govern-
ment: GPRA Has Established a Solid Foundation for Achieving Greater Results, GAO-04-38 (Washington,
DC, March 10, 2004).

80 Public Budgeting & Finance / Winter 2006



(€007 A1enIqa ‘D ‘UOISUIYSBAN ) STUIUSSISSY JUIUISDUD N PUD 2IUDULIOL1D] “F()OT ADIL [DIST]

‘suonsanb jooyspeards [9oxg Y Vd oY) pue

JUIUILIDAOL) $IDIS palluy) Y] JO Ja3png AU} JO SISA[RUY 20108

(SIMNSAT SUTAIYOR PUL 9A1I09JJ0 ST weadord
ay} 1yl Aedrpur Kyjenb pue adoos juaroyyns jo suonen[ead judpuadapur o
(1eak yora s[eo3 weidoid Furaaryoe
UL SSOUAAT}OJJD 1S0D 10 SAOUAYJQ paaoiduwr djerjsuowdp werdord ay) saoq
(S1e03 9ourwioy1od [enuue i1 aadryoe (s1oulted werdold Jurpnpour) weidold oyl saoq
((s)reod soueuriojrad
wI-3uof 31 3uradryoe ur ssardoxd ajenbape pojensuowop werdoid Ay sey
(soonorad juowddeuew [eOUBUY Suoms osn weidoid oY) seoq
(synsa1 aouewIoylad pue ‘Onpayds 1509
10J 9[qeIunosde proy (srouwred juowurorod ‘sioulred SuLIeys-}S0d ‘SI0J0BIIUOD
‘soqqueadqns ‘sadjueld Jurpnpour) sroulted weigoid pue sioFeuRW [BIOPI) 1Y
(Poueurroyrad saordwr pue weidord
U} o8eurw 03 31 asn pue ‘sroulred weidord Aoy woly uorEWLIOUI FUIPNOUT
‘UonBWIOJUI ddUBWLIOJIAd 9[QIPAId puk A[owI) 109[[0d AlIe[n3al Aouade ay) S0
{pasu 10 ‘}saroiul ‘wejqoid ay) 01 9OUBAJ[AI puE
SSOUQATIOJJR dren[ead pue sjudwasordur werdord j1oddns 01 papasu se 10 siseq
Ien3a1 ® uo pajonpuod Ayenb pue 2dods juddns Jo suonenead judpuadopul oIy
{S[e08 WI91-3U0[ JO/PUE [ENUUE PIEMO] JIOM PUE 0} JIUO0D (SIoulred JUdWUIA0S
‘s1ouired Sunreys-1soo ‘s10j0eNU0D ‘sadjueIidqns ‘savjuelsd) siouired [[e oq
(asodand weiSoad oy 109gal AJ[NJSUTUBIW PUEB SAWOINO UO SNO0J JBY} SOINSBIW
douewroy1dd we)-3uof oyoads Jo roqunu pIjrwll € daey weidoid o) saoq
(Apoaxip asodand s, wrerdoid ay) SSAIppe ISIMIAYIO JO/PUB SALIBIOYAUR]
PAPUAIUI YOBAI [[IM SIOINOSAI R} 0S ‘Pajagdie) A[oAndayje ugisop werdord ayy sy
(310339 91eand 10 TeOO[ ‘91BIS
‘TeI9paj I9Y310 AU Jo 2ATIRIIdNp 10 JUBRpPUNPAI JOU ST 31 0S paudisap werdord ay) s|

SUONBN[BAY I3JO YSNOIYL (9%0S)
pue ‘uonoads Juruueld o18oens Ay, AN[IqLIUNOIDE
Ul POMIIADI S[EOT pue sjnsar

uo douewrojrod werdord der o, weiiold

§110JJ9 JuswaAoxdwr werdord

pueR JYSISIOAO0 [BIOUBUI] (2%02)
Surpnpour ‘werdoxd juowddeuRW
o) Jo judwageurW AOUAZe 9JBl O], weigold ‘¢

S[eOS WI9)-3UOT

pue ‘sjeo3 renuuy (%01)
onewweldolrd prea Suruuerd
$19s Aoud3e oY} JOIAYM SSISSe O, o1391enS '

Jsuas soyew ursap weagord oy, (%07) usdisap

(pasu 10 ‘3sarojul ‘wdjqord Junsixa pue oygads € ssarppe weidord oy sooq pue ‘1e9o st asodind oy, pue asodind
(Ieapo asodind werdoxd oy sy I9UJOUM SSISSB O], weisord |
suonsan() paRPS uondrsaq (ySPM)
uondRdS

suonsanQ) LYVd JO SUONIIS JO MIAAINQ

ITHTdV.L

81

Mullen / Performance-Based Budgeting



“JUQUUSSISSB QAT BULIOJUT
arour & splark—ad£) wesSod  paxiw,, € jo uonead ‘st Jey)—sad4) wersord [YVd UeAds 1) Jo oM} WOy suonsonb Jurmerp ‘sased drel ur Jeyl palou gNQ,
‘Surpunol 03 anp juddrad (O] 01 Ppe 10U Op SATLIUDIY{,,

"(900T Areniqeq ‘D ‘uoITUIYSEAY)
AISqIM INO 2Y} UO J[qR[IBAR DIDp AdDuins [ d IPIM-JUIUUIIA0LD ‘907 ADIL [DISL] ‘JUdUNLIdA0L) SIS pajiuy) ayl fo j1a3png pue {(¢O07 Aleniqoqj
‘O ‘UOISUIYSBAN ) STUIUISSISS Y JUIUIDSDUD J\] PUD IIUDULIOL1D “$(0(T DI [DISL] ‘TUdUWIUIIA0LD) $IIDIS Pajluf) Y] JO 123png ) JO SISA[RUR PUR AIRWWNG 201105

sadA) wei3oid JUAIDJJIP JO SIUIWI[ UIBIUO0D IRy} sweIdold

JIPaId 1021Ip puk ‘sodjuerend ueo] ‘sueo] y3noiyl jroddns apraoid jey) sweidorq
MIIAI GINO 03 192[qns
o1e yorym ‘suorie[ndar jueoyrugis ansst swerdord 9say ], syuowdambar sonoeid 10
ampasold saqrosap 10 ‘Aorjod 10 me[ saqudsald 10 ‘sjordiour ‘syuowdrdur jey) Suryew

J[n1 ySnoay) sjeod Aouafe pue werdord 9AdIYOR 0] UONOL A10JB[NTal asn JBy) SWRIT0I]
SIISO]OUYD] IO ‘S[BLIQJBW ‘SPOYIOW ‘SIJIAIP ‘SUWIIISAS

Jo uoneard Y} premol 31 Suikdde 10 oaFpaoymoury Surneard uo snooj ey} swerdold
90IN0S [BIDIAWIWOD B WO (A30[0uyo)
UOI)BULIOJUI PUE J0UBUIIUIBW SB [oNs) sa01AIds Jo aseyoind oy 1o (A3xodoid
rempooqur pue ‘quowdmba ‘samjonns ‘puel se yons) sjosse [eirdes jo uonsmboe

pue juawdo[oAdp ) St s[eoT adIyor 0} sueaw Arewrd ay3 yorym ur sweidord
ssa001d aAannedwod © y3noIyj sannud I9yJ0 pue ‘S[enpIAIpul

‘SUOTIBZIUBSIO ‘SJUSWIUIdAOS [BqQLI) PUB ‘[BOO[ ‘9IS 0} SpuUnj )nquyjsIp jey) sweisord
JuRIS Y00[q 10 BINUWIO} Aq

SONIIUD I9YJO PUB SJUSWIUISAOS [BqLI} PUB [BO0[ ‘91B)S 01 Spunj 2Inqrisip jeyl swersold

sookoduwd [e1opay Aq Aqurewnid popiaold are sao1ales pue jxoddns yorym ur swerdoid

PIXINL -

npa1d

paseq

K10718n39Y -

Jjuowdo[oaap

pue yoIeasay °

uonismboe
90TAI0S pUE

syosse [ejde)) -

jueid

aannadwo) -

jueid
r[OWLIOJ/Yo0[q

[e1opay 10211

C

1

%01 %<
LL 14
%y %C
8¢ 14
Y%L %9
139 Sl
%9 %Pl
Ly [43
%6 %S1
€L 143
%8I %91
94! LE
%91 %381
8¢l 0%
%1€ %67
eve L9
sweidold p6L SweIsold pET
L00T Ad 00T Ad
Sueisdold

JO UG [I_qunN

uondusaq

adL ], weidoiq

sodA 1, wreiold LYV JO MIAIAQ
CHT1dVL

Public Budgeting & Finance / Winter 2006

82



TABLE3
PART Program Ratings by Year Completed, 2002-2005

2002 2003 2004 2005
Ratings (FY 2004) (FY 2005) (FY 2006) (FY 2007)
Effective 6% 11% 15% 15%
Moderately effective 24% 26% 26% 29%
Adequate 14% 20% 26% 28%
Ineffective 5% 5% 4% 4%
Results not demonstrated 51% 38% 29% 24%
Total programs 234 407 607 794

Source: Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2007, Analytical
Perspectives, p.15.

qualitative ranges” (Analytical Perspectives, FY 2007 Budget, p. 10). The qualitative
ratings and point ranges of the weighted summary ratings are: Effective (85-100), Mod-
erately Effective (10-84), Adequate (50-69), and Ineffective (0-49).

In addition, each PART program is assessed according to one of seven types of
approaches to delivering services. Table 2 provides an overview of these program types
and the number and percentage of programs covered by each type in the President’s fiscal
year (FY) 2004 budget submission, the first time PART results were reported, and this
year’s FY 2007 budget submission.

Since the FY 2004-budget cycle, OMB has applied PART to 794 programs (about 80
percent of the federal budget) and given each program one of the four overall ratings
discussed above. A fifth category of “Results Not Demonstrated” was given—inde-
pendent of a program’s numerical score—if OMB decided that a program’s performance
information, performance measures, or both were insufficient or inadequate. Table 3
shows the distribution of ratings for calendar years 2002 through 2005 (FYs 2004-2007).
During calendar year 2006, the Administration will assess all remaining executive branch
programs, with limited exceptions, and report the results with the release of the FY 2008
budget.’

Figure 1 shows these same PART ratings displayed in a bar chart that shows that
PART ratings for programs have been improving and the “Results Not Demonstrated”
designation has been consistently falling. As program and budget officers learn how to
satisfy PART requirements, they are able to convince OMB budget examiners that there
is enough performance information to make a definite determination of where a program
falls within the four performance categories.

3. The administration is considering alternative methods and timelines for assessing programs with
limited impact (generally administrative and policy functions) and large activities where it is difficult to
determine an appropriate unit of analysis (generally programs within the Department of Defense).
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FIGURE 1
OMB’s PART Ratings Show that Program Results Are Improving
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Source: Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government,
Fiscal Year 2007, Analytical Perspectives, p. 15

For each program assessment, PART summary worksheets were published in a sep-
arate volume starting with the President’s FY 2004 budget request. For the FY 2005 and
2006 budgets, similar information was provided on the OMB website and in an accom-
panying CD-ROM. The detailed, supporting worksheets for each program were posted
on OMB’s website. For programs assessed and published with the budget for the first
time, all summary sheets display the program’s goals and measures, budget information,
significant findings, and recommendations (also known as follow-up program actions).
Beginning with the FY 2006 budget, summary sheets for programs that have been re-
assessed or originally published with the FY 2004 or 2005 budgets include information
on when the program was last assessed and the status of the follow-up actions. Status
ranges from “no action taken” to “‘action taken but not completed” to “completed.” For
FY 2007 reporting of PART results, OMB’s PART recommendations are generally
aimed at improving program design, management, funding, and/or assessment. They can
be general or very specific. Examples of recommendations for each of the four categories
are shown in Table 4.

For the 794 programs assessed to date, OMB has made about 1,600 recommenda-
tions, with 58 percent of the recommendations to improve program assessment, 18 per-
cent to improve program management, 12 percent to affect program-funding decisions in
the President’s budget, 11 percent to change program design, and 1 percent that could
not be categorized.

OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THE IMPACT OF PART REVIEWS

In its first report on PART’s implementation, GAO gave PART credit for helping to
structure OMB’s use of performance information for its internal program and budget
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TABLE4
Examples of PART Recommendations for Categories of Program Management

Category Example of Recommendations
Program “Reduce unnecessary subsidies to lenders and other program participants.”
design “The 2006 Budget proposes to restructure the grant allocation process,

providing the Secretary with greater discretion to award funds based on
risks, threats, and vulnerabilities.”
Program “Continue to improve the contractor evaluation processes and weapon
management program performance metrics to focus on schedules and performance
against baselines to increase performance and cost-effectiveness.”
“Increase the number of accounts supporting this program to quicken the
transfer of funds with contractors and increase management flexibility to
address changing security conditions and mission priorities. This will
significantly improve the obligation and costing process of funds.”
Funding “Maintain funding at the 2005 enacted level until the agency can show how
it will use additional funds to improve performance.”
“Directly related to the PART findings, the Budget includes $37 million,
a $3 million decrease.”
Program “Develop a means of regularly performing independent evaluations to examine
assessment program effectiveness.”
“Developed baselines for its proposed long-term measures. Without baselines
for the measures, it was impossible to verify the performance of the
program.”

Source: OMB PART assessments.

analysis, making the use of this information more transparent, and stimulating agency
interest in budget and performance integration.* OMB and agency staff said this helped
OMB staff with varying levels of experience focus on similar issues. One of PART’s
major impacts was its ability to highlight OMB’s recommended changes in program
management and design. Much of PART’s potential value lies in the related program
recommendations, but realizing these benefits requires sustained attention to implemen-
tation and oversight to determine whether the desired results are achieved. GAO cau-
tioned that OMB needed to be cognizant of this as it considers capacity and workload
issues in PART.

There are inherent challenges in assigning a single rating to programs having multiple
purposes and goals. OMB devoted considerable effort to promoting consistent ratings,
but challenges remain in addressing inconsistencies among OMB staff, such as inter-
preting PART guidance and defining acceptable measures. Limited credible evidence on

4. U.S. Government Accountability Office, Performance Budgeting: Observations on the Use of OMB'’s
Program Assessment Rating Tool for the Fiscal Year 2004 Budget (GAO-04-174, January 2004).
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results also constrained OMB’s ability to rate program effectiveness, as evidenced by the
51 percent of programs rated “results not demonstrated” in the FY 2004 budget docu-
ments. GAO also observed that PART was not well integrated with GPRA, which is the
current statutory framework for strategic planning and reporting.” By using the PART
process to review and sometimes replace GPRA goals and measures, OMB is substi-
tuting its judgment for a wide range of stakeholder interests. The PART-GPRA tension
is further highlighted by challenges in defining a unit of analysis useful for both program-
level budget analysis and agency planning purposes. Although PART can stimulate
discussion on program-specific measurement issues, it cannot substitute for GPRA’s
focus on thematic goals and department- and government-wide crosscutting compari-
sons. Moreover, PART does not currently evaluate similar programs together to facili-
tate trade-offs or make relative comparisons.

PART clearly must serve the President’s interests. However, the many actors whose
input is critical to decisions will not likely use performance information unless they feel it
is credible and reflects a consensus on goals. It will be important for OMB to initiate
timely discussions with Congress concerning the focus of PART assessments and to
clarify the results and limitations of PART and the underlying performance information.
A more systematic congressional approach to providing its perspective on performance
issues and goals could facilitate OMB’s understanding of congressional priorities and
thus increase PART’s usefulness in budget deliberations.

In GAOQ’s latest report on implementation of PART, GAO stated that the PART
process has aided OMB’s oversight of agencies, focused agencies’ efforts to improve
program management, and created or enhanced an evaluation culture within agencies.®
Although the PART has enhanced the focus on performance, the PART remains a labor-
intensive process at OMB and agencies. However, GAO also noted that most PART
recommendations are focused on improving outcome measures and data collection, and
are not designed to result in observable short-term performance improvements. As these
necessary first steps on the path to long-term program improvement do not usually lead
to improved short-term results, there is limited evidence to date of the PART’s influence
on outcome-based program results. Moreover, as of February 2006—the date of the
most recent available OMB data—the majority of follow-up program recommendations
had not yet been fully implemented. By design, OMB has not prioritized them within or
among agencies. Because OMB has chosen to assess nearly all federal programs, OMB
and agency resources are diffused across multiple areas instead of concentrated on those
areas of highest priority both within agencies and across the federal government. This
strategy is likely to lengthen the time it will take to observe measurable change compared
with a more strategic approach. OMB has used the PART as a framework for several

5. However, there is proposed legislation to make the PART process a statutory requirement. See the OMB
website for its proposed Government Reorganization and Program Performance Improvement Act of 2005.

6. U.S. Government Accountability Office, Performance Budgeting: PART Focuses Attention on Pro-
gram Performance, But More Can Be Done to Engage Congress (GAO-06-28, October 2005).
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crosscutting reviews, but these have not always included all relevant tools, such as tax
expenditures, that contribute to related goals. Greater focus on selecting related pro-
grams and activities for concurrent review would improve their usefulness.

GAO gave OMB credit for taking some steps to clarify the PART-GPRA relation-
ship, but observed that many agencies still struggle to balance the differing needs of
the budget and planning processes and their various stakeholders. Unresolved tensions
between GPRA and the PART can result in conflicting ideas about what to measure and
how to measure it. Finally, the focus of agencies’ strategic planning continues to shift
from long-term goal setting to short-term executive budget and planning needs.

GAO also credited OMB for using a variety of methods to communicate PART
results, but congressional committee staff had concerns about the tool itself, how pro-
grams were defined, and the usefulness of goals and measures. Most said that the PART
would more likely inform their deliberations if OMB consulted them early on regarding
the selection and timing of programs; the methodology and evidence to be used; and how
PART information can be communicated and presented to best meet their needs. It is
also important that Congress take full advantage of the benefits arising from the
executive reform agenda. While Congress has a number of opportunities to provide its
perspective on specific performance issues and performance goals, opportunities also
exist for Congress to enhance its institutional focus to enable a more systematic assess-
ment of key programs and performance goals.’

NEXT STEPS FOR PART IN THE FY 2007 BUDGET CYCLE

In the FY 2007 budget, OMB discussed GAO’s recommendations that OMB (1) select
PART reassessments and crosscutting reviews based on factors including the relative
priorities, costs, and risks associated with clusters of related programs, and reflective of
congressional input; and (2) solicit congressional views on the performance issues and
program areas most in need of review, the most useful performance data, and the pre-
sentation of that data. OMB noted that it is using the PART to conduct ‘“‘crosscutting
reviews”’ to improve the performance of similar programs in areas that are expected to
yield meaningful results and that OMB and agencies are also actively soliciting the views
of the Congress in PART assessments, on improvement plans, and in oversight efforts.
They also said that Congressional guidance would be a factor in choosing topics for the
next group of crosscutting analyses. OMB also reported that crosscutting PART reviews
help to analyze performance across agencies, to improve the performance of programs
with similar purpose and design, and to break down barriers between federal, state, and
local levels so that all are working toward the same goal. OMB reported on three PART
crosscutting reviews for the FY 2007 budget, and an updated one from the FY 2006

7. See also U.S. Government Accountability Office, Program Evaluation: OMB’s PART Reviews
Increased Agencies’. Attention to Improving Evidence of Program Results (GAO-06-67, October 2005).
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budget. Consistent with past GAO recommendations, OMB noted that rigorous follow-
up on recommendations from the PART will be necessary to ensure that the hard work
carried out through the PART produces performance and management improvements,
and that implementation of these plans is tracked and reported. OMB also plans a
greater use of PART to facilitate crosscutting analysis where there is a higher return than
assessing programs individually.

CONCLUSIONS

OMB is to be commended for developing the PART to bring a renewed focus on in-
dividual program-level management and performance. PART has had several successes,
including helping structure and discipline OMB’s use of performance information over a
broad range of programs, questions, and evidence. PART has also made OMB’s use of
performance information more transparent in terms of public reporting of judgments
and sources, including explicit recommendations to change management practices and
program design in response to PART findings. This has, in turn, stimulated agencies’
interest in performance and budget integration and in improving evidence regarding
demonstrating program results. Nevertheless, several challenges have also been evident
during the four years of PART implementation, such as the consistent application of
general principles to diverse cases, which requires interpretation and judgment. Another
challenge is for agencies, OMB, and Congress to define agreed-upon program outcomes
and reduce complexity to a consensus bottom-line rating. This challenge is exacerbated
by the difficulty of obtaining credible information on program effectiveness, which is
compounded by limited agency evaluation capacity. If these challenges can be success-
fully overcome—which will be an incredibly difficult task to say the least—OMB will
have gone a long way, through its development of PART, in providing performance-
based information on individual programs to the full range of actors who implement
budget, policy, and management decisions.
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