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Presentation Overview

• Need for key national indicators in U.S.

• Role of U.S. Government Accountability Office

• Opportunities and roles for SAIs

• Future directions for INTOSAI 
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The 21st Century:  
A Period of Profound Transition

• Economic growth and competitiveness

• Long-term fiscal sustainability

• Changing security threats

• Environmental sustainability

• Global interdependency

• Demographic and other social change

• Advancements in science and technology

• Public expectations of government
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Implications for U.S. Government

• Many of the current policies, programs, functions, and 
activities are based on conditions that existed decades ago 
and are not well aligned with 21st century realities. 

• We cannot afford to continue to do business as usual.

• Accomplishing U.S. government goals will increasingly rely 
on strengthened mechanisms for collaboration.
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Key National Indicators and Governance 
in the 21st Century

• U.S. government increasingly has to partner with other 
governments, other levels of government, private and not-for-
profit sectors, to achieve results. Examples:

• Disaster planning, response and recovery

• Environmental protection, climate change

• Counterterrorism

• Need tools and metrics to link efforts
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Role of Key National Indicators

• Framework for related strategic planning efforts 
(linking shared purposes)

• Informing public policy decisions: what’s working, 
what’s not

• Facilitating public education and debate as well 
as an informed electorate

• Enhancing transparency and accountability

• Assessing position and progress
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Key National Indicators in the U.S.

• Numerous sets of national-level indicators in response to 
changing needs and conditions:

• Economic indicators developed during the Great 
Depression of the 1930s

• Growth in social programs in the 1960s drove need for 
social indicators (e.g., education, health)

• Concern for environmental protection led to interest in 
developing environmental data

• While lacking a national indicator system, considerable 
interest and activity at the city, state and regional levels 
during last 20 years
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Efforts to Develop National Indicator 
System for U.S.

• GAO, in cooperation with National Academy of Sciences, 
convened forum in 2003 to discuss whether and how to 
create key national indicator system for U.S. 

• About 100 leaders in accountability, business, education, 
NGO, government, labor, media, minority, scientific, and 
statistics communities

• Efforts continued over next several years under leadership of 
National Academy

• Independent non-profit organization created in 2007: State of 
the USA
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GAO’s Role in National Indicator Efforts

• PAST: Helped to identify need for key national indicator 
system through forum and reports

• FUTURE: 

• Assess development of indicators or system

• Audit effectiveness of KNI system in achieving 
objectives

• Use indicator data to help target improvement 
opportunities
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SAI Interest in Key National Indicators

• In 2007, INTOSAI members agreed that a system of key 
national indicators can be an essential tool to:

• assist SAIs in providing information on government 
performance

• prompt a healthy dialogue among citizens and 
decisionmakers

• provide improved information to national legislative 
bodies, facilitating budget allocations, policy decisions 
and government oversight

• increase transparency and accountability
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Role of SAIs in National Indicator Systems:
What Has Been Done

• In 2007 survey, 23 SAIs indicated they performed at 
least one role vis-à-vis indicator systems:

• Identifying the need for key national indicator 
systems

• Contributing to system design and implementation

• Assessing the indicators/systems

• Auditing quality, validity, reliability of indicator 
information

• Using indicators to assess, report on national 
progress

• Others: publishing guides, convening discussions, 
informing audit work, influencing public discourse
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Risks and Mitigating Strategies for 
SAIs

• Loss of independence from involvement in indicator design 

• Perception of extending beyond mandate

• Possible loss of credibility if indicators are viewed as inappropriate 
or inaccurate

• Risks could be mitigated by

• limiting involvement in design to technical assistance

• performing auditing role after development

• avoiding involvement in selection of indicators 

• studying how other countries ensured development of credible 
indicators
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Overcoming Challenges in Working 
with Key National Indicators

• Building staff capacity

• Training in performance measurement, data quality, data 
collection systems

• Hiring, contracting, or strategic alliances to acquire 
knowledge in economics, statistics, etc.

• Seeking additional authority where needed; leverage 
available resources

• Educating rest of government in use of performance 
information  
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INTOSAI Initiatives

• Established Working Group on Key National Indicators 

• Development of Knowledge Base: Guide to Terms and 
Concepts, review of international experience, pilot 
projects (Hungary)

• Memorandum of Understanding with OECD to develop 
cooperative working relationship 
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Further Information

• INTOSAI KNI Working Group: 
http://www.ach.gov.ru/en/intosaikni/

• Informing Our Nation: Improving How to Understand and 
Assess the USA’s Position and Progress (GAO-05-01) 
www.gao.gov/products/GAO-05-1

Contact: Bernice Steinhardt, steinhardtb@gao.gov
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