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Background
On May 9, 2014, the Digital
Accountability and Transparency Act
(DATA Act), Public Law No. 113-101,
was signed into law. The act draws
on lessons from the Federal Funding
Accountability and Transparency Act
of 2006 (FFATA) and the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of
2009 (ARRA), and is the nation’s
first legislative mandate for data
transparency. More importantly, the
Act signals a fundamental change
in the way agencies will manage,
access, and publicize data in the 21st
century, by standardizing data so as to
make it accessible, consumable, and
user-friendly – whether that user be a
Federal Chief Financial Officer (CFO),
program manager, other stakeholder,
or concerned citizen.
The DATA Act amends and
augments FFATA in order to increase
accountability, transparency,
accessibility, quality, and
standardization in federal spending
data. Under the law, each federal
agency will report financial and
payment information in accordance
with government-wide financial data
standards developed and issued by the
U.S. Department of Treasury and Office
of Management and Budget (OMB).
The wide array of reports and data
compilations related to spending that
currently exist – financial management,
payments, budget actions,
procurements, grants, and assistance –
can be standardized and streamlined.
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The objectives of the DATA Act are
multifold. The Act aims to:
• Track federal spending more
effectively by disclosing direct federal
agency expenditures, and linking
federal contract, loan, and grant
spending information to programs of
federal agencies
• Establish government-wide data

standards for financial data, and
provide consistent, reliable, accessible,
and searchable government-wide
spending data that is displayed
accurately on USASpending.gov

• Improve the quality of data submitted

to USASpending.gov by holding
federal agencies accountable for the
completeness and accuracy of the data
submitted

• Increase the effectiveness of federal

management by applying data
analytics to standardized federal
spending data to better illuminate
waste and fraud

• Simplify reporting for recipients

of federal awards by consolidating
reporting requirements, eliminating
duplicative reporting, and automating
reporting to reduce compliance costs
while improving transparency

Ultimately, by replacing inaccessible
documents with standardized,
searchable data accessible to all, the
DATA Act will increase accountability to
taxpayers and citizens, improve federal
management by highlighting waste and
fraud, and reduce compliance costs by
automating the creation of reports by
grantees and contractors.

Timeline
The DATA Act stipulates a general timeline for Treasury and OMB to implement the new requirements, shown in the figure below.
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Data standards, pilots, and playbook
OMB and Treasury recently completed their work to codify DATA Act data standards,
through issuance of 57 data elements (comprising nine account level elements and
48 award related elements).i Concurrently, the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services (HHS) and the Small Business Administration (SBA) have started
Section 5 pilots for both grants and procurement activities. The pilots are designed
to pay special attention to data standards, the elimination of duplicative financial
reporting, and the reduction of compliance costs for federal award recipients. The
pilots will run for two years and will be of much interest to many award recipients
and sub-recipients including local and state governments, universities, and nonprofits. Preliminary feedback from these organizations indicates that, while
opportunities exist to streamline and reduce grant recipient and other reporting
burden, much work remains to implement the DATA Act and automate reporting.
Another major initiative that has been accomplished to date is the publication of a
“DATA Act Playbook” by OMB and Treasury. The playbook “…recommends eight key
steps that can help agencies fulfil the requirements of the DATA Act by leveraging
existing capabilities and streamlining implementation efforts.” ii

i Available at https://max.gov/maxportal/assets/public/offm/DataStandardsFinal.htm.
ii Summary of the DATA Act Playbook, available at https://www.usaspending.gov/Documents/Summary%20
of%20DATA%20Act%20Playbook.pdf.
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Your Playbook for the Playbook
So how should federal organizations go forward in implementing the DATA Act
playbook? We recommend looking at each of the eight steps below (in bold) within the
context that follows.iii
1. Organize Your Team: Create an agency DATA Act work group including
impacted communities within your agency and designate a Senior Accountability
Officer (SAO)
This first playbook element addresses governance, the proper functioning of
which is essential to the successful implementation of the DATA Act within a given
organization. We recommend starting with designation of the SAO, who should
come from a part of the organization most impacted by DATA Act requirements,
such as from the Office of the CFO or Chief Information Officer (CIO). (CFO
organizations, given their responsibility of ensuring compliance with all applicable
financial laws and regulations, setting standards for financial management systems,
and developing and managing financial policies, will be best positioned in a majority
of departments and agencies to provide the SAO. Also, per OMB guidance, the CFO
must serve as the SAO if one is not otherwise identified.) If your agency also has a
Chief Data Officer (CDO), the SAO could come from this office as well. Next, the
SAO should work to identify key stakeholders from across the organization that will
be involved in overseeing and managing key DATA Act aspects, including individuals
from financial, acquisition/contract, program, grant, and information technology
elements, as well as those already involved in providing data to USASpending.
gov and representatives from standing policy and operations groups (such as an
Accounting Policy Working Group). These individuals, along with the SAO, will form
the initial governance board or body responsible for full DATA Act organizational
implementation.
Once in place, the governance board should identify the resources needed to
support the implementation and assess the level of effort needed to meet DATA
Act requirements. Initially, organizational leaders and personnel such as project
managers, business and data analysts, grants managers, contract managers, and
system owners would likely absorb time spent in DATA Act preparation as a collateral
duty in addition to their regular duties and workloads. However, as preparation nears
completion and execution/implementation activities begin, the potential workload
on current government and contractor personnel could rise to a significant level
and crowd out other vital efforts. Therefore, the governance board should assess if
current resource levels can handle DATA Act responsibilities and duties, and if not
begin activities to plan, forecast, and/or budget to authorize additional government
personnel and/or contractor support.
The SAO and governance board should then develop a plan for implementation,
addressing the unique identifiers, appropriation data, system configurations and
limitations, and resources (identified above) needed to support this initiative.

iii We recognize that many organizations and agencies have begun DATA Act implementation activities
and accomplished one or more of these steps. We offer our discussion of all eight steps given that some
organizations have not started their DATA Act efforts, and for those instances where organizations might
want to revisit playbook steps previously started or completed.
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2. Review Elements: Review the list of
DATA Act elements and participate in
data definitions standardization
This is the first, albeit preliminary, step
in the actual DATA Act implementation.
The SAO should lead an effort within the
organization to digest the 57 approved
data elements and their definitions,
along with the latest version of the DATA
Act Schema, as preparation for step three
in the playbook. If OMB and/or Treasury
ask for additional data definition
and standardization feedback, the
governance board should be prepared as
needed to support these efforts. Also,
if organizations are having difficulty
interpreting their data elements against
the approved elements and schema, they
should raise these concerns to OMB and
Treasury and take the necessary action to
clarify definitions as needed.
3. Inventory Data: Perform an
inventory of agency data and
associated business processes and
systems
Now the real work of the DATA Act
begins! The SAO should lead an initial
assessment of financial and program
data and source systems, in coordination
with stakeholders and system owners,
to identify and map existing data
elements against the 57 approved data
elements, and document any gaps
and limitations. In cases where more
than one system contains a given data
element, the governance board should
determine which system is the source
system of record or the best “source of
truth,” taking into account which system
traditionally provides the most accuracy
and which can more easily facilitate the
“tagging” of data (discussed further in
step 5 below). This is also the point to
ensure that the same elements residing

in two or more systems are not “double
counted.” The SAO and governance
board should also engage stakeholders
and system owners to discuss any
challenges, root causes of identified
gaps, and potential solutions. Based on
these proposed solutions, stakeholders
and system owners should develop a
roadmap for overcoming shortfalls in
current financial spending sources and
data, including actionable steps and
timelines to facilitate the implementation
of standardized data identifiers across all
financial spending and reporting systems
and (ultimately) compliance with the
DATA Act.
One of the most fundamental questions
that will need to be answered is what
system or systems a CFO will use to
generate financial data for DATA Act
reporting. This question exists for most
federal organizations, due to the fact that
multiple and often disparate systems are
used to track financial data throughout
the full planning, programming,
budgeting, execution, and reporting
cycle. The SAO, in conjunction with the
CFO, will need to ensure that processes
and procedures are established which
will reliably capture all required data
elements in an efficient and timely
manner. Departments and subordinate
services, divisions, or agencies should
also coordinate to identify potential
shared reporting systems and/or
subordinate systems that may serve as a
source of financial spending data for an
aggregate department system.
Once standardization of data is reached,
reconciliation and deletion of duplicate
data within source systems should be
accomplished. Parallel to this effort,
requirements for data entry, mapping,
consolidation, and exchange should be
documented for each source system.
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4. Design & Strategize: Plan changes
to systems and business processes to
capture financial, procurement, and
financial assistance data
As this step in the playbook suggests,
work here can take two forms, the
first being system updates. Upon
completion of the assessment, the
governance board should coordinate
with stakeholders and system owners to
develop roadmaps for implementation
of configurations and modifications in
preparation for DATA Act reporting,
including the normalization and
standardization of data housed within
the systems. Stakeholders and system
owners should then complete required
modifications and implementations of
their respective systems in line with the
defined roadmaps, resulting in spending
data that can be tracked and reported
according to DATA Act requirements.
One element of standardization
deserves additional mention. A recent
report from the U.S. Government
Accountability Office (GAO)iv noted
difficulty with standardization of the
Award Identification (ID) Number.
Agencies that employ different award
ID numbers in different systems for
the same procurement or grant item
might consider creating a new award
ID number that can be tracked in each
system and cross-referenced to the
existing disparate numbers. In this
manner, agencies can facilitate DATA Act
reporting while retaining the business
intelligence that exists in the unique
system numbers.
Secondly, DATA Act implementation
activities and the resulting transparent
and accessible data present a great
opportunity to update or reengineer
obsolete or inefficient organizational
components and business processes.
For example, auditors might be able
to leverage newly accessible data
to automate required transaction
sampling, thereby replacing manual
and time-consuming effort. Program
analysts should be able to better

analyse and benchmark funding and
execution data across time and multiple
organizations, allowing for much deeper
levels of analytics than had previously
been possible. More detailed and
standardized “dashboarding” capabilities
can be made available to senior leaders
across government, allowing for more
transparent and timely analysis of key
programs and organizations. These
potential benefits are only the tip of the
iceberg, as many more initiatives and
improvements are certain to be identified
as organizations and stakeholders take
advantage of their data in increasingly
creative ways.
Organizing these activities as
organizational transformation or
improvement projects, with associated
program and change management
tools, roles, and functions, would be
advisable to help ensure that leaders
and staff understand the changes
taking place, and to help those most
impacted as they move into potentially
differing responsibilities. For example,
a project plan could propose a baseline
schedule along with a work breakdown
structure and a timeline for each task.
The communication plan could include a
stakeholder matrix, identifying primary
project tasks and the stakeholders
required to participate in those tasks.
5. Execute Broker: Implement a
“broker” at the agency. The broker is
a virtual data layer at the agency that
maps, ingests, transforms, validates,
and submits agency data into a format
consistent with the DATA Act Schema
(i.e., data exchange standards)
This step in the playbook formally starts
the actual changes to, and configuration
of, source financial and program data
for inclusion in DATA Act reporting.
Assuming the completion of broker
selection or development, identified
source data elements first need to be
“tagged” with XBRL labels to facilitate
reporting through the broker. Second,
the broker should be configured to
extract or “pull” tagged data and

assemble it into the formats needed for
transmission to Treasury (in preparation
for the next playbook step).
One item in this step warrants further
discussion. One of the main DATA
Act pilots to date involves the manual
downloading of “flat files” from source
systems for uploading into the data
broker, where the data is then tested and
validated prior to Treasury submission.
While certainly a valid methodology,
the time and expense involved in
manual manipulation of data could
prove crippling to larger organizations,
especially if they possess a host of
source systems. Therefore, as much
as possible, agencies should examine
the implementation of automated
methods to pull, validate, and submit
tagged data. Many such solutions and
tools already exist in the commercial
world for this, and they should be
implementable within reasonable cost
and effort (especially where government
agencies are already using commercial
off the shelf (COTS)-based financial,
procurement, and grants systems).
6. Test Broker Implementation: Test
broker outputs to ensure data are
accurate and reliable
This playbook step is fairly
straightforward. The SAO and
governance board are leading efforts
to examine the outputs of the broker
and compare them to the original
source data and legacy reports, all in
an effort to validate that the broker is
producing quality, accurate, and reliable
data. As with the generation of broker
data discussed above, the validation
of this data should also be automated
as much as possible. Any disparate
data should initiate work to determine,
address, and remediate any broker and/
or source system disconnects. Once
broker outputs are validated as reliable,
periodic monitoring of the broker and
supporting business processes should
occur in coordination with established
system internal control standards and
procedures.

iv U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO), DATA Act: Data Standards Established, but More Complete and Timely Guidance Is Needed to Ensure Effective
Implementation, GAO-16-261 (Washington, D.C.; January 29, 2016)
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7. Update Systems: Implement other system changes (e.g., establish linkages
between program and financial data, and capture any new data)
This step in the playbook can be viewed as a “catch-all,” where activities that
arise as a result of actions taken for, or effects realized from, steps 1-6 above are
planned and accomplished. Depending on the success that agencies have with
their data identification, tagging, and broker reporting, this step could be skipped
for the most part, or can be used to implement major system changes or updates.
Given the “data-centric” approach of DATA Act guidance, most agencies should
not have to implement large scale system changes, and instead can keep further
system efforts to a minimum. (If agencies are not carrying the prime award
identifier in their financial systems (per OMB guidance), this would be the step at
which to make the required system changes to be in compliance.)
8. Submit Data: Update and refine process (repeat 5-7 as needed).
Implementation (at least initially) comes to an end! This last playbook step entails
the submission of your data to applicable Treasury points of contact (individual
and/or systemic) for posting to the USASpending.gov website (starting in March
2016). Of course, any good governance process entails a feedback loop for
continuous improvement, which the playbook captures by including the reference
to repeat steps 5-7 as needed.
To facilitate the capture of lessons learned and implementation of further
improvements, the governance board should meet on a regular and periodic
schedule. Post implementation, the board could function much like an
information technology or system “change control board” (CCB), so that any items
requiring changes or updates to the broker or supporting systems are discussed,
approved, and managed in a documented and transparent way. The SAO can
continue in this role, or another C-suite officer can take over as the governance
board/CCB chair. The DATA Act governance board responsibilities could also
be combined with an existing CCB, assuming that the same stakeholder groups
are adequately represented; this would take advantage of existing structures and
facilitate economies of effort over the longer term.
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Conclusion
The DATA Act represents a tremendous opportunity for the federal government to
increase citizen and taxpayer transparency and lay the groundwork to improve its
financial reporting and analysis capabilities. Federal CFOs at every level therefore
should begin now to engage their organization’s vital stakeholders and start working
towards full DATA Act implementation. Doing so will help achieve the success of this
initiative while taking government spending data and analysis to new levels.
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