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Interim Recovery.gov Data Reporting Architecture 
 
On February 12, the Coalition for an Accountable Recovery (CAR) provided 
a vision statement1 for developing a national collection and dissemination 
system to monitor government spending.  This document expands on that 
vision by providing the first steps in building the architecture for such a 
system, starting with federal responsibilities in implementing the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (herein called the Recovery Act).  
 
The architecture in this paper starts from the activities outlined in OMB 
Director Peter Orszag’s memo to agency heads on implementing the 
Recovery Act (herein called OMB Guidance).2 It makes several other 
assumptions, including: 
 

• The data provided through USASpending.gov will continue to be 
disclosed, even as the website and the data may be improved. 

 
• That each recipient of Recovery Act funds has an obligation to report 

on use of those funds. Currently the OMB Guidance only requires the 
prime recipient and the first sub-recipient to report. It does not require 
those receiving money from the sub-recipient to report, which we 
think is a major problem that requires correction.  Given the Recovery 
Act’s specific definition of “recipient,” this document will refer to all 
organizations who receive more than $25,000 in Recovery funds as 
“ultimate organizational end users.” 

 
• Identifying who gets how much money for what purposes will be a 

major governmental accomplishment.  However, we believe such 
information needs to be combined with information about what the 
spending achieved, even beyond the number of jobs saved and 
created as called for in the OMB Guidance.  Such information can be 
used to demonstrate the accomplishments of government funding, 
just as it can be used to draw attention to waste, fraud and abuse.  

 
• Our hope is that the Obama administration will use this performance 

data as a learning tool to improve the quality and effectiveness of 
federal programs.  Those involved in the delivery of government 
services seem to draw public attention only for failures – this “gotcha” 
approach is manifest in scorecards of programs.  Yet a good 
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monitoring system doesn’t just give out grades, it also uses interim goals so that self-
correction and improvement can be undertaken.  

 
• The Recovery Act depends heavily upon state and local governments, as well as 

corporations and nonprofit organizations, over which the federal government may have 
little control.  The data collected by the federal government will reveal weaknesses (as 
well as strengths) in the American governance infrastructure that could be valuable on at 
least two fronts.  First, the federal government should use interactive tools to pursue 
discussion on how the data from this accountability initiative can help improve 
governance structures.  Second, the federal government needs to work collaboratively 
with state and local governments, as well as corporations and nonprofits, to identify how 
to improve accountability and transparency for future spending beyond the Recovery 
Act. 

 
• No single website will serve all the needs of the public.  Therefore, Recovery.gov data 

must be organized in ways that can be redistributed to states and non-governmental 
organizations in simple, machine-readable formats.  We assume that non-governmental 
organizations will add context to the data that is disseminated to help the government 
better understand what works.   
 

• The model described herein assumes that federal agencies will continue to report 
awarded grants and contracts to USASpending gov and that recipients, sub-recipients, 
sub-sub-recipients, etc. report to a central reporting system on how Recovery funds 
were used and what the end results of those expenditures were (see graphic on page 
11). 

 
This report is divided into four sections:   
 

1. Data Elements: The data elements that should be collected by the federal government 
2. Reporting Architecture: The methods for reporting of the data 
3. Data Access: The means by which machines and people will consume the data 
4. Changes in Policy: The changes to laws and OMB guidance that may be necessary to 

enact the model described herein 
 
1.  Data Elements  
 
The choice of what data are collected is at the heart of determining whether Recovery.gov will 
be groundbreaking in building new levels of transparency and accountability.  Requesting the 
right data elements will be critical to ensuring that the recovery website can answer the 
questions the public will have about the government's actions. A great deal of information will 
need to tracked for each transaction/project/ultimate organizational end user, some being 
information that has never been collected and some being information that has been collected 
but not linked to this type of accountability endeavor. While we realize that requiring the 
reporting of numerous data elements can slow down the process, only with sufficient information 
will the recovery data be useful to taxpayers, combined with other information sources and 
analyzed by other groups.  Accordingly, we have carefully balanced the burden imposed on 
those who must report with the importance of accurate, accountable information to ensure 
taxpayer dollars are wisely spent.   
 
We strongly believe that we have found the right balance in the type of data elements that must 
be collected.  At the same time, we understand that there may be ways of automating the 
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collection of information to minimize the burden on those reporting – and we are very supportive 
of such approaches. 
 
1.1 Use USASpending.gov data fields 
 
As a starting point we recommend using the data elements tracked in USAspending.gov for 
contracts, grants, and loans.  However, just duplicating the data elements from this database 
would be insufficient to accomplish the level of transparency called for by the Recovery Act.   
 
1.2 Use of Identifiers 
 
Identifiers will be essential to tracking the flow of money throughout the country.  The recovery 
data will have to include unique identifications (names or numbers) for all ultimate organizational 
end users (including sub-recipients), projects, geographic regions (cities, counties, 
congressional districts, street addresses), program areas, etc.  Ensuring consistency in the use 
of these identifiers will be a challenge.  Without a methodology such as auto-completion fields, 
pull down menus, or confirmation fields, simple misspellings and data entry mistakes will make 
federal funds disappear in the system.   
 
With so many entities reporting data, it will be critical to provide clear guidance and definitions 
for all fields.  Reports must understand what is being asked for and how they should be 
reporting each field.  Logical groupings into basic categories such as entity identification (name, 
parent company, industry, etc.), expenditure elements (amount, date of payment, etc.), contract 
specific (competition, contract type, etc.), and grant specific (program area, etc.) will help those 
reporting better understand what is being sought in each group. 
 
1.3 General Data Elements 
 

1.3.1 Geographic Information.  Ultimate organizational end users of Recovery Act 
funds should report information about where the agency or company is located, 
as well as the primary service location.  It is critical that the public obtains the 
primary service location for the specific project funded, whether that project be a 
bridge or a research lab, and not just where the ultimate organizational end 
user’s (public or private) address is.  Geographic information should be reported 
by congressional district, street address, ZIP code, and census tract.  Some 
information, such as census tract, may not be readily known to those who must 
report.  In such cases, software may be able to translate street addresses into 
census tract automatically, thereby minimizing burden imposed on those who 
must report.  

 
1.3.2 Full Contract Information.  The OMB Guidance calls for contract summaries on all 

contracts larger than $500,000 and those awarded without open competition.  
This is significantly better than nothing, but is not fully satisfactory.  The full 
contract (with redactions, if necessary), and the Request for Proposals should be 
posted. 

 
1.3.3 How Money Is Spent.  The total amount of the individual Recovery Act award that 

is the subject of the report and the amount spent or committed by the reporter to 
date, along with information about the number of jobs created or retained, wages 
paid for those jobs, and other benefits of the award.  (More on jobs is provided 
below in 1.4.) 
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1.3.4 Meeting Success Metrics.  Whether the award is on track to meet the established 

metrics for success, and, if not, what needs to change to meet the goals.  
 

1.3.5 Other Benefits of Spending.  There should be reports of other intended benefits 
of Recovery Act funding, such as energy efficiency improvements, avoided 
carbon dioxide emissions, and students’ academic progress, for example. 

 
1.3.6 Point of Contact.  For each entity that receives or administers Recovery Act 

funds, the identity and contact information of the individual designated as its 
primary coordinator for recovery-related efforts.  

 
1.3.7 Labor Agreements.  Any labor agreements or memoranda of understanding 

regarding labor practices related to work conducted with Recovery Act funds 
should be made publicly available. 

 
1.3.8 Uniformity for Similar Types of Spending.  There needs to be clear instructions 

for different types of spending: formula grants, discretionary grants, mandatory 
spending, contracts, etc.  Each similar type of financial award should have similar 
core reporting requirements. 

 
1.4 Jobs Data 
 
Job creation is one of the primary goals of the Recovery Act.  In this section we offer some initial 
suggestions on how to track the employment impact of the act in the most complete and 
effective way. Because we believe that job quality is inseparable from job creation, we also offer 
some suggestions on data collection relating to wages, benefits and hours.  
 

1.4.1 Estimates vs. Reporting 
 

The Recovery Act and the initial OMB Guidance refer to an obligation on the part 
of recipients to provide estimates of jobs created and retained. This needs 
clarification. We want to be sure the use of that term is not seen as diminishing 
the obligation of ultimate organizational end users to keep careful records of their 
activities and to provide reports that feed into Recovery.gov. We trust that all 
contractors and subcontractors hired with Recovery Act funds will be required to 
provide actual data based on their payroll records.  

 
We understand that employers may have to resort to estimating when it comes to 
determining, for example, how many workers can be considered to have been 
retained as a result of Recovery Act–related business (especially when a firm 
has both Recovery Act and non-Recovery Act projects).  What we want to avoid 
are situations in which government agencies substitute their own estimates of job 
creation and retention for actual payroll data from employers. 

 
1.4.2 Who Does the Job Reporting? 
 

The OMB Guidance gives the impression that reporting requirements will extend 
no farther than the states. Particularly in the case of job data, this is not 
adequate. An obligation to report jobs data should extend to all final employers 
receiving Recovery Act funds from a federal agency, from state agencies through 
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which the federal funds flow, or from a contractor hired by one of those federal or 
state agencies. This means that all contractors and subcontractors on Recovery 
Act-funded projects should be reporting their jobs data. 
 
A more complicated question is whether to extend the reporting requirement to 
firms that serve as suppliers to Recovery Act contractors and subcontractors, 
which generate what are known as “upstream” ripple effect jobs. Their job 
creation and retention will be properly seen as an indirect impact of Recovery Act 
spending, but it may not be practical to expect those companies to report. The 
same would go for jobs generated by the spending power of workers directly 
created by Recovery Act funding, known as “downstream” ripple effect jobs. To 
avoid inflated ripple-effect claims, credible economic input-output models, such 
as the RIMS-II Series of the Bureau of Economic Analysis, can be employed.  
 
Also to be resolved is where the reporting responsibility lies with employers that 
have multiple worksites. The Multiple Worksite Reports used by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics could serve as a model.  The tagging of corporate entities will 
make it easier to determine relationships among different reporters.  

 
1.4.3 What Gets Reported? 

 
• Hours of work. Given the lack of a universal definition of a “job,” we recommend 

reporting on the total number of hours of work performed on Recovery Act projects. 
The number of workers (including both employees and independent contractors) 
putting in those hours should also be reported. Together, these two figures will allow 
one to determine both the number of full-time equivalent positions being generated 
by Recovery Act funding and the average number of hours for each worker (which 
will indicate whether excessive overtime or excessive use of part-timers is taking 
place).  

 
• Creation vs. Retention. Given that the Recovery Act is concerned with both job 

creation and retention, employers should be required to divide the work time in two 
categories: hours of work on new activities that would not be occurring but for the 
existence of Recovery Act funding, and hours of work on previously occurring 
activities that would not be continuing but for the existence of Recovery Act funding. 
Clearly, this is an area in which employers will have to engage in some degree of 
estimation, but they should be given some guidance. For example, the U.S. 
Department of Commerce Economic Development Administration states that for a 
job to be claimed as retained, its loss must be “imminent and demonstrable.” 

 
• Type of work. If employers are allowed to combine all kinds of jobs into a single 

number, that will reveal little about the nature of any specific jobs being created or 
retained by Recovery Act. Employers should be required to break down their work-
time reporting into a short list of occupational categories, such as those used in the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission’s EEO-1 Survey.   

 
• Wage levels. For each of those occupational categories, the employer should be 

required to report the total payroll and to divide it by the total number of hours to 
show the average hourly pay for each group. Criteria for calculating the payroll could 
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follow the procedures used by the Bureau of Labor Statistics in its monthly 
Establishment Survey.  

 
• Healthcare coverage. Given the Obama Administration’s emphasis on reducing the 

number of Americans without medical insurance, employers should be required to 
report how many hours of work in each group were performed by workers receiving 
company-provided health insurance.  

 
• Demographic characteristics. It is a matter of great concern that Recovery Act funds 

end up helping all sectors of the population. For this reason, employers need to 
provide demographic information on the workers they are hiring and retaining. Here, 
too, the EEO-1 Survey is a long-established model.  

 
1.4.4 Mechanics of Reporting 

 
• Frequency. Because both policymakers and the public need current information on 

the uses of Recovery Act spending, we recommend that Recovery Act employers be 
required to report on job creation and retention on a monthly basis. This would be 
consistent, for example, with the Bureau of Labor Statistics Establishment Survey, 
which covers about 150,000 firms. 

 
• Certification of Accuracy. In the same way that corporate executives must now certify 

the accuracy of financial reports submitted to the Securities and Exchange 
Commission, we recommend that a certification system be adopted for Recovery Act 
reporting.  

 
• Validation and Auditing. While we recommend that all ultimate organizational end 

users of Recovery Act funds and contracts report directly to Recovery.gov and that 
these raw reports be publicly accessible online, we also recommend that state and 
federal agencies review at least a portion of the submissions to determine whether 
the information is plausible given the nature and size of the project. We assume that 
more detailed audits of a portion of ultimate organizational end users will be 
necessary to safeguard against waste, fraud and abuse.  

 
1.5 Other Program-Specific Data 
 

1.5.1 General State Information 
 

Key baseline data are needed for each state during state fiscal years 08, 09, 10 and 11, 
including:  
 

• State reserve funds; 
• Total general fund expenditures, and expenditures specifically in elementary and 

secondary education (K-12), higher education, Medicaid/SCHIP, human services, 
transportation, corrections, and other areas; 

• Per-pupil state K-12 expenditures as well as distribution by school districts; 
• Changes in Medicaid eligibility and services with 2008 as a baseline; 
• Enacted changes in taxes and fees, including impact on annual revenues; and 
• Actual revenue collections by quarter, both with and without adjustment for 

legislated changes. 
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This baseline information is vitally important to better understand how states are using 
Recovery Act funds in the context of the state’s own resources.  Simply measuring jobs 
saved or created will not capture displacement of state funding. 
 
1.5.2 Surface Transportation Program 

 
For the $27.5 billion in the Recovery Act devoted to the Surface Transportation Program, 
states should report the net number of new lane miles, if any, generated by projects.  
The key is to know whether resources are being used to fix existing roads and bridges 
before devoting resources to building new capacity. In addition to tracking new highway 
lane miles, new transit capacity should be tracked via new service mileage for fixed 
guideways and expanded fleet capacity for all transit modes (in comparison to 
replacement fleet purchases).  Additionally, there should be reporting on whether funds 
have been “flexed” over to other programs such as public transit, intercity rail, or 
pedestrian improvements as allowed by law. This type of data will allow better informed 
debate over transportation policy in terms of whether states are deploying money in 
ways that will increase or decrease our nation’s dependence on foreign oil. 
 
1.5.3 School Construction 

 
It is important to know how much of the discretionary funds in the $53.6 billion education 
State Fiscal Stabilization Fund goes to pay for school building improvements, both for 
elementary and secondary schools and for higher education and where those activities 
occurred.  Thus, funds associated with education construction should be coded as 
“infrastructure” so it can be monitored.  To augment the data from USASpending.gov, 
the direct reporting needs to include:  
 
• The name of the school district (including school) or college/university, along with the 

code assigned from the Common Core of Data, which is the Department of 
Education's primary database on public elementary and secondary education in the 
United States. 

• Project justification such as whether it was to save energy, meet safety and health 
codes, upgrade building components and systems, enhance education design, 
reduce crowding, or increase building utilization.  

• Expected life of improvement. 
• Whether matching funds were involved, how much, and source of the matching 

funds. 
• With regards to any contract, in addition to the original contract, owner-initiated and 

contractor-initiated change orders, and the ultimate size of the contract. 
 
1.5.4 Agency Goals 
 
The Recovery Act enumerates a set of goals for each agency that is charged with 
disbursing stimulus funds. For example, the Assistant Secretary of Commerce is tasked 
with establishing a national broadband service development and expansion program that 
is to “provide improved access to broadband service to consumers residing in 
underserved areas of the United State.”  For every goal specified in the Recovery Act, 
the responsible agency should report whether that goal has been met, and if not, what 
the completion status of that achieving that goal is.  

 7



 
1.5.5 Tax expenditures 

 
For entities receiving tax breaks authorized by the Recovery Act, the IRS should require 
a special code with the clear intention to make such information publicly available.  All 
entities seeking tax relief under the Recovery Act should be informed that the amount of 
tax reduction will be disclosed.  Individuals should be excluded from this disclosure 
requirement. 

 
2.  Reporting Architecture 
 
The current system for reporting of grants and contracts relies on federal agencies reporting 
such information to the USASpending.gov database.  For contracts, the Federal Procurement 
Data System is used.  For financial assistance, such as grants, the Federal Assistance Award 
Data System is used.3  Thus, USASpending.gov provides information about funds that have 
been distributed. 
 
2.1 All Ultimate Organizational End Users of Recovery Act Money Must Report 
 
To complement federal agency reporting to USASpending.gov, the government should create a 
central reporting mechanism to which all ultimate organizational end users of Recovery Act 
funding must register and report. All recipients and sub-recipients, regardless of how many 
layers removed from the initial federal dispersal should be required to report to the system for 
any Recovery Act money over $25,000.  This de minimis will eliminate unnecessary reporting by 
very small subcontractors or suppliers.  All reporting should be done through digitally secure 
communications. 
 
2.2 Create a Centralized Registration System 
 
The OMB Guidance requires direct recipients of federal funds to register under the Central 
Contractor Registration (CCR).  We are supportive of using a central registry.  However, three 
changes need to occur.  First, all ultimate organizational end users of federal funds need to 
register, not just direct recipients of federal funds.  All registrants must provide information that 
CCR already collects, including street address, NAICS, and a host of other data. 
 
Second, there needs to be an improved identification system, particularly for entity ID and 
parent company ID.  Currently, applicants for federal funding must obtain a Data Universal 
Numbering System (DUNS) number, a nine digit unique number given by Dun & Bradstreet that 
identifies the organization. A DUNS number of the parent company is also reported on the CCR.  
The problem is that the DUNS number is a private sector identifying system, which means that 
the government has little control over how the numbers are assigned or for that matter 
disclosed.  Instead, the federal government should have its own unique identifier that can be 
made publicly accessible, and recipients of federal funds, whether direct or indirect, must keep 
their profile up to date in the registry, including changes in parent company identifier (e.g., when 

                                                 
3 Some agencies are participating in FAADS Plus, which expedites the information being sent to 
USASpending.gov and includes data elements not collected through FAADS.  See the OMB memo from 
Robert Shea, Associate Director, to agency heads, “Guidance on Future Data Submissions under the 
Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act (Transparency Act),” March 6, 2008, M-08-12, at 
http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/omb/memoranda/fy2008/m08-12.pdf. 
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a company is bought out or merges).  Accuracy and transparency in the parent identifier is 
essential for tying together different databases in government. 
 
Third, the federal government should coordinate with states so that the unique identifier is used 
in tracking state grants and contracts. 
 
2.3 Create a Centralized Reporting System 
 
Direct reporting by ultimate organizational end users into a central system, rather than reporting 
back up through the chain of funding, will eliminate the possibility that data will be manipulated 
or delayed by agencies or companies higher in the chain.  When data are “cleaned” to identify 
and correct errors, the raw reported data should also be preserved.  A central reporting system 
ensures the raw data are actually raw and not manipulated before the federal government 
receives it.  
  
When a financial award is made, a unique award number must be assigned.  This is separate 
and beyond the identifier that is it Recovery Act funding.  This unique Award ID must follow the 
money wherever it goes.  If a state receives Award ID 100, and provides a sub-award to the city, 
the sub-award should be identified as Award ID 100-A.  If the city provides three contracts, then 
each contractor’s funds should be identified as part of Award ID 100 (e.g., Award ID 100-B, 100-
C, etc.).  In this manner, when any ultimate organizational end user reports on their use of the 
funds, the original source of the award can easily be identified. 
 
There may be systems, such as USASpending.gov, that can be expanded to become this 
reporting system.  But building an entirely new system, though difficult and time consuming, 
might avoid the many limitations that those systems currently contain.  Since the Recovery Act 
already requires companies receiving stimulus money to register with the federal CCR, it may 
also serve as an ideal location for a central reporting system.  Locating a reporting system for 
spending, jobs and results at the same place companies register their name, location and other 
information could create a useful synergy that would make it easier to ensure data quality.     
 
2.4 Reporting Formats 
 
All reporting should be done electronically for maximum speed and accuracy.  The federal 
government must establish clear standards and formatting for the electronic reporting to avoid 
confusion and misreporting.  One standard that is increasingly used – and the SEC has 
familiarity with using – is eXtensible Business Reporting Language (XBRL).  XBRL is based on 
XML (eXtensible Markup Language), a widely accepted standard, that has the ability to “tag” or 
code each element of a Recovery Act report with information such as description, amount spent, 
jobs created or saved, etc., so that it is easy to identify and understand for users of the 
information.  All the elements are grouped together into a collection of reporting terms called a 
“taxonomy”.  XBRL is extensible, meaning that the terms available for use can be customized so 
that companies using XBRL can create their own elements – called "extensions" – to describe a 
unique reporting situation.  XBRL is not an accounting standard and will not change what is 
reported, only how it’s reported.  The XML tagging means that the information in a report is 
computer-readable and can be more easily extracted, searched and analyzed by users of that 
information.  The information can also then be reliably extracted and analyzed across 
companies with no manual intervention.  Developing this standard is essential for data 
interoperability and can also improve data quality. 
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Considering the wide variety of formats agencies and companies may be using to track the 
Recovery Act data, the federal government should not mandate the software used for reporting 
information.  Instead it should focus on the standard.  Thus, the issue is not whether Microsoft 
Word or Excel is used to maintain the data, but rather whether the information is consistently 
coded in a standard format, such as XBRL.  At the same time, the government should establish 
a webform for reporting directly into the central reporting system.  This would allow a variety of 
vendors, institutions, and open source developers to create new reporting tools for filing 
information. For example, SAP or Oracle could create a module that allows their systems to file 
data with the central reporting system.  
 
2.5 Merging Data 
 
With accurate company and parent company identifiers and other identifiers (e.g., award 
identifier), along with a data standard such as XBRL, it will be possible to merge data from 
USASpending.gov and the central reporting system.  Recovery.gov should be the website 
where these merged data sets come together.  (When moving beyond Recovery Act funding, 
USASpending.gov should be the site for merged data sets.  However, that website will need 
substantial overhaul to make that happen.) 
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3.  Data Access 
 
3.1 Data Standards 
 
To help with existing and new data fields, we suggest that OMB establish a data dictionary.  
Multiple agencies, 50 states, hundreds of municipalities, and thousands of contractors will be 
exchanging information, and under this architecture, it will all converge in one location.  Without 
universally accepted parameters that explicitly define each element of data, computer systems 
and humans alike will be confused about what information exactly is being exchanged or 
reported, rendering Recovery.gov virtually unusable. 
 
When a library of required and optional collected data is established, a data dictionary that 
explicitly defines the parameters of each data field (e.g. “A ‘city’ is no more than 35 characters 
and describes a unified, geographically defined, autonomous municipal entity”) should be 
promulgated before agencies, states, localities, and contractors begin implementing reporting 
systems. 
 
The federal government should encourage states to adopt federal spending reporting data 
standards to facilitate not only the development of individual state spending data collection 
systems, but to facilitate the electronic exchange of data between states and the federal 
government.  A universal spending data dictionary would also facilitate the development of third-
party data analysis tools.  For example, a nonprofit research advocacy organization could 
produce a website like FedSpending.org that could easily be used for state spending analysis 
and adapted for multiple states. 
 
3.2 Machine-Readable Data 
 
It is of primary importance that all that data that are collected through the Recovery.gov be 
available in an electronic format and accessed from Recovery.gov by machines.  The underlying 
details of the implementation of such access methods are better left to a more technical 
document, but what does get implemented should function as an open programming interface 
such as an Application Programming Interface (API).  An API is a commonly used method by 
which computers exchange information.   Enabling such machine-readable access to 
Recovery.gov data through an API is essential to allowing outside stakeholders to analyze 
collected data.  In addition to API access, Recovery.gov should also provide bulk access to 
structured data.  Digital copies of contracts as well as CSV or Microsoft Excel files, QuickBooks 
files or other reporting application files can be easily organized into simple directory structures 
and made accessible via FTP or HTTP. 
 
But making the data available via APIs or FTP must also be accompanied by clear 
documentation and help files to assist developers in building applications around Recovery.gov 
data.  Developers should also have access to an address to which they can email questions to a 
Recovery.gov expert. 
 
3.3 Raw-Data Access 
 
Human-created data will be imperfect even when a standard such as XBRL is employed.  Data 
standards and machine access to data, while decreasing the probability that the data will be 
corrupted, cannot eliminate inevitable errors in human data entry.  Data entered by humans, 
scanned in from bar codes, or transcribed from paper documents are considered “raw” data.  
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They will contain trivial (e.g. “Street” instead of “Lane”) and substantial errors (e.g. “$1,000,000” 
instead of “$10,000,000”).  There are a host of data correction tools that can be built into the 
central reporting system in order to standardize information.  For example, it will not be unusual 
for someone to abbreviate “association” with “assn” while another filer will use “assoc”.  The 
reporting system should normalize these terms to a common standard.  Errors in company 
spelling, such as “Acme” and “Acme Inc.” and “Acme Inc” can be addressed through the 
company and parent identifiers. 
 
Simple data corrections will be necessary to improve the accuracy of the data, but transparency 
advocates have concerns over the degree to which the data will be “cleaned.”  On the one hand, 
“dirty” data may do more to obstruct transparency in that the reported data do not reflect the 
reality of the world the data are supposed to describe.  On the other hand, cleansing of data 
provides an opportunity for government officials to insert inaccurate information.  For example, a 
project completion date might be altered by a month to create the appearance of timely 
execution.  To elide this problem, both sets of data should be made available, and both sets 
should be associated with a set of provisos indicating the potential problems associated with 
each. 
 
3.4 People Readable Access 
 

3.4.1 Searchability 
 

Once the data are collected from the various data repositories (USASpending.gov, 
Central Reporting System, and the Oversight database), the data should be displayed 
on the Recovery.gov website in a manner that allows non-expert users to easily observe 
the flow of federal funds and the impact those funds are having.  Two dimensions should 
be paramount in making decisions how to display information on Recovery.gov: data 
knowledge of the user and technology skills of the user.  Recovery.gov should serve 
those at the low end of both dimensions, but not at the expense of the high end for each 
dimension. 

 
At a minimum, the data should be searchable by: 
• Ultimate Organizational End Users of federal funds 
• Geography (state, congressional district, street address, ZIP code, census tract) 
• Project type 
• Federal agency 
• Number and type of jobs 
• Dollar amount 
• Other criteria 

 
3.4.2 Display 

 
Federal spending data should be displayed in a format similar, but not necessarily 
identical to the federal government’s USASpending.gov.  Although the user interface of 
the site could be improved, it should serve as the basis for how the data should be 
displayed.  The principle is that the public should be able to search by federal agency, 
company, state or city, for example, to obtain aggregate information and then drill down 
on specific transactions. 
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Recovery.gov initially provided expectations in terms of jobs created or saved in each 
state that will result from Recovery Act funding.  Development of these expectations or 
interim goals is laudatory (see 1.5.4 above).  The aggregate data displayed on 
Recovery.gov should be juxtaposed against these expectations or goals. 
 
Not only should the federal government be analyzing the data collected about Recovery 
Act spending, but they should provide resources to states to conduct state-specific 
reviews.  
 
3.4.3 Upstream Communication 

 
While providing information about federal spending may be the sole purpose of 
Recovery.gov, we believe more can be achieved.  In addition to posting oversight 
reports and findings by various government offices, as required by law, Recovery.gov 
should also serve as an avenue by which citizens can send information to the federal 
government.  There are at least three areas for interactivity: 
 

• Site Improvements.  There should be a section of the website inviting public 
feedback on site improvement, new “data mash-ups,” and other innovations.  
There may be issues that need to be solved and inviting the public to offer 
solutions, data collections, or crowdsourcing fixes would be consistent with 
President Obama’s memo to agency heads issued on Jan. 21 that said two of 
three principles guiding his administration will be citizen participation and 
collaboration. 

 
• Anonymous Reporting of Misuse of Funds.  Recovery.gov should provide an 

online form and telephone number for whistleblowers and others to identify 
waste, fraud, and abuse.  Allowing anonymous reporting of such misuse of funds 
will be critical.   Additionally, there should be dedicated staff within government 
reviewing and acting on this information. 

 
• Discussion of Government Successes.  Recovery.gov should not become a 

public relations gloss for Recovery Act spending.  But when government has 
achieved outcomes, there should be an opportunity for public discourse about 
the success and the lessons learned from that success.  A key part of 
Recovery.gov should be presenting a theme that government needs to learn from 
both successes and failures in order to make things work better when moving 
forward. 

 
• Macro Measures.  Recovery.gov should have a tracking of various key measures 

of success, including employment statistics. 
 
4.  Changes in Policy 
 
Changes in federal contracting regulations, OMB Guidance, and public laws may be required to 
implement this architecture.  This subject deserves further study, but upon superficial 
examination it appears that several aspects of this architecture would require policy changes.   
 
4.1 Reporting Requirements for Sub-Recipients 
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The initial OMB Guidance requires that federal award data be collected from the first level sub-
recipient only.  In the example given in the Guidance, a city that receives federal funds from a 
state would be the last organizational user to report on the use of federal funds.  The 
architecture outlined herein requires that any organization that receive funds from the city – 
such as a contractor hired to build a school and that contractor’s subcontractors and suppliers – 
be required to report on their use of federal funds if above a de minimis amount of money. 
 
4.2 Timeliness of Reporting 
 
Current law requires that federal award information be uploaded to USASpending.gov no more 
than 30 days after a contract or grant is awarded.   Like the requirements of data uploads to 
USASpending.gov, uploads to Recovery.gov should be no later than 30 days after receipt of an 
award.  However, the Recovery Act and the initial OMB Guidance, in accord with the law, 
require that agencies report on Recovery Act fund usage on a quarterly basis.   
 
4.3 Federal Agency Lobbying Disclosure 
 
Current law does not require that the federal government disclose efforts undertaken by 
potential award recipients or their agents in persuading a federal agency to award a contract or 
grant to that recipient.  The information that is collected by the federal agencies is minimal and 
is not necessarily stored in an electronic format.  President Obama’s Executive Order on “Ethics 
Commitments by Executive Branch Personnel” calls for ramped up disclosure of such lobbying 
activities.  The administration should implement such reporting and disclosure; that information 
should be on USASpending.gov or Recovery.gov so that it is clear what types of influences may 
have gone into the award of federal funds. 
 
4.4 Contractor Misconduct Information 
 
The public has a right to know with whom the government does business.  Too often contractors 
are not complying with tax requirements or fail to properly implement federal regulations related 
to worker safety or environmental protections, for example.  With an accurate company and 
parent company identifier, it is possible to combine databases from various federal agencies to 
better describe who receives federal funds.  Such a database can also help government 
contract managers who would be well served to have the ability to search a contractor 
misconduct database to identify potential risks.   
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