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Need for Key National Indicators in the U.S. and GAO’s role 

The 21
st
 century ushered in a period of profound transition for societies and governments around 

the world, marked by growing global interdependence, rapid advances in science and 

technology, and environmental sustainability and quality of life issues, among others. All of 

these trends have changed public expectations of government, and in the U.S., carry a number of 

significant implications. Among other things, the U.S. government recognizes that attaining its 

goals will increasingly depend on strengthened mechanisms for collaboration with other 

governments and the private sector in dealing with a number of major challenges. Key national 

indicator systems can help support these collaborations, providing a framework for related 

strategic planning efforts and linking shared purposes. They can also enhance transparency and 

accountability as they help in assessing national position and progress. Although the U.S. lacks a 

national indicator system, there has been considerable interest and activity at the city, state and 

regional levels during the last 20 years. And efforts have begun to develop a national indicator 

system for the U.S. as well. 

As the supreme audit organization in the U.S., the Government Accountability Office (GAO) has 

helped to identify the need for a key national indicator system, and served as a catalyst to 

developmental efforts. In future, GAO could assess the development of an indicator system and 

its effectiveness in achieving objectives. We could also audit the quality of information and its 

reliability. Importantly, as an audit organization, we could use national indicator data to help 

target improvement opportunities.  

 

Challenges and Opportunities for Supreme Audit Organizations (SAIs) 

Globally, a number of supreme audit organizations have played some role in their countries’ 

development or use of key national indicator systems. In a 2007 survey, 23 SAIs indicated that 

they have helped to identify the need for KNI systems, contributed to their design and 

implementation, audited the quality, reliability and validity of the data, or used indicators to 

assess and report on national progress. These SAIs believe that indicator systems can be valuable 

in helping them to carry out their responsibilities, providing, among other things, a better 

understanding of the contributions of government agencies to national outcomes.  
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At the same time, audit organizations recognize that certain relationships to indicator systems 

can carry risks, potentially jeopardizing their independence if they are involved in the design of 

indicator systems and their credibility if the indicators are viewed as inappropriate or inaccurate. 

To guard against this, SAIs believe that their roles in design can be limited to technical 

assistance and that they should avoid involvement in the selection of indicators.  

Beyond this,  SAIs are also concerned about building capacity within their organizations to work 

with KNIs, including, in some instances, educating their staffs as well as other government 

agencies in the use of performance information. To help in this capacity building effort, an 

INTOSAI Working Group on Key National Indicators was formed to help share audit practices 

and methodologies, and to work with others on standards for SAI involvement in KNI systems. 

 


