
 

 

 

 

No. 33: The Fight for Reliable Federal Contracting Data (06/06/2013) 

With the implementation of sequestration, federal 

spending is expected to be cut by approximately 

$1.2 trillion over the next decade. In these times of 

austerity, demand from the public and Congress to 

verify that federal money is spent effectively has led 

to a number of policies and mechanisms meant to 

improve the quality and quantity of federal 

contracting data. Most recently, the Department of 

Defense (DoD) issued a January 2013 memorandum 

requiring all contracts to include a product or 

service code (PSC) with all purchase requests.
1
 This 

is an encouraging overture with major implications. 

First, more transparency can improve agencies’ 

internal processes, allowing them to track the 

history of their contracting through a variety of 

lenses. Second, it improves the accountability of the 

government as a whole, by making it easier for 

external organizations to conduct analysis on the 

efficiency of government contracting. 

The Data Boom 

Between 2000 and 2004 alone, the number of 

contract entries to the Federal Procurement Data 

System (FPDS) database more than tripled, from 

587,000 entries to nearly two million entries. From 

2004 to 2008, that number increased to over four 

million entries, reaching over half a trillion dollars 

in total obligated amount, before falling back to 

three million entries in 2012 (see Figure 1). The 

lowering of the recording threshold from $25,000 to 

$3,000 and the sizable growth of recorded contracts 

necessitated a better and more thorough data 

management system for government spending. This 

led to the creation of the Federal Procurement Data 

System - Next Generation (FPDS-NG) in 2004, 

which provides procurement transaction data in 

real-time. Thanks to FPDS-NG, users could now 

access data by products and service categories, 
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 Department of Defense, Traceability of Contract Execution 

Expenditures for Services, January 14, 2013. 

contractor classifications, departments, or place of 

performance, among other categories. This presents 

the opportunity to track as well as analyze 

government spending in myriad ways, including 

mapping trends and matching spending to policy 

priorities. 

Figure 1: Growth in FPDS Obligated Amounts and 

Number of Actions, 2000-2012 

 

Source: Federal Procurement Data System, CSIS Analysis 

Despite this progress, FPDS-NG still has yet to 

address a number of issues that hinder effective and 

transparent data usage. Large and complex contracts 

that carry out a range of services could be classified 

under more than one of the FPDS-NG major service 

codes and potentially cause confusion for analysts. 

This ambiguity necessitates the establishment of a 

more clearly defined taxonomy. LOGCAP 

contracts, for example – a $150 billion program that 

provides logistical contractor support across several 

categories – were initially and incorrectly recorded 

within the research & development (R&D) 

category, though R&D is not actually part of its 

directive.
2
 Miscategorizations aside, there still 

remain missing records in several key contract data 
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fields, though these issues are finally receiving 

more attention. 

Legislation and the Feedback Loop 

The January DoD memorandum represents just the 

most recent top-down efforts to standardize federal 

data transparency. The Digital Accountability and 

Transparency Act (DATA), has been an ongoing 

effort by Senators Mark Warner (D-VA) and Rob 

Portman (R-OH) to prioritize data transparency 

legislation. Sen. Warner explains that it “will allow 

[users] to track the full cycle of federal spending on 

one website.”
3
   

Key government sectors, as well as the private 

sector and government oversight entities, stand to 

benefit from such changes. With 12 departments 

and 26 agencies that deliver foreign assistance, for 

example, agencies like USAID could benefit from a 

clearer understanding of the full cycle of their 

contract spending. However, the Foreign Aid 

Transparency and Accountability Act of 2012, 

which could have put aid agencies on a trajectory 

towards greater transparency, was also never acted 

upon in the Senate after passing with unanimous 

support in the House. Databases such as 

USAspending.gov and ForeignAssistance.gov, 

managed by the Office of Management and Budget, 

still have large gaps in their contracting data. A 

sample study conducted by the Government 

Accountability Office (GAO) in July 2012 found 

that USAspending.gov is still missing grant data 

from 9 agencies dating as far back as fiscal year 

2008.
4
 If the DATA Act passes, it will represent a 

powerful government-wide push toward a more 

complete database. 

Continued efforts by both legislative and user-

generated feedback to FPDS-NG have led to 

measurable changes in data quality. Between 2011 

and 2012, for example, the number of professional 

services contract actions with unlabeled funding for 

the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 

declined by 67 percent to less than 1 percent of total 
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 GAO, Government Transparency: Efforts to Improve 

Information on Federal Spending, July 18, 2012. 

DHS contracts; this from a high of 13 percent as 

recently as 2008.
5
 The combination of bottom-up 

and top-down efforts signals a promising shift in the 

quality and quantity of future government 

contracting data management, as better data attracts 

larger user-bases and generates more feedback. 

Further Challenges and Improvement 

The office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of 

Defense for Manufacturing and Industrial base 

estimates that 70 percent of DoD obligations now 

go through sub-contractors. With this growing 

reality, the 2010 Supplemental Appropriations Act 

created new reporting mechanisms for 

USASpending.gov to include all subcontractor data 

for contracts larger than $25,000 in March 2011.  

However, despite these significant strides in 

contractor data validation, swaths of valuable and 

required information remain missing or unreported. 

In both 2011 and 2012, the total sub-award amount 

for DoD is less than 10 percent of DoD’s total 

obligations. This means that the vast majority of 

DoD sub-award dollars go unreported. Furthermore, 

the Federal Awardee Performance and Integrity 

Information System (FAPIIS) – a provision of the 

2011 National Defense Authorization Act – collects 

data on any contractors who have had terminations 

or criminal inquiries as well as contracts of $10 

million or more.
6
 However, FAPIIS needs to track 

more than just the negative extremes of contracting. 

High quality data is the foundation for well-

informed policy, but rapid acceleration and 

expanding volume of complex and diverse data 

present continued challenges to data management. 

However, thanks to legislative efforts and feedback 

from frequent users such as CSIS and GAO, the 

momentum set by FPDS-NG create more complete 

government contracting data for future educated 

acquisition and procurement decision-making. 

-Andysheh Dadsetan and Sneha Raghavan 
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