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32 Years



GAO’s High Risk List
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• The GAO publishes the new High Risk List at the start of each odd-numbered year to 
coincide with the start of the newly elected Congress, informing areas of concern 
needing congressional attention and/or action. 

• Since 1990, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) has routinely tracked areas 
of the federal government deemed High Risk for fraud, waste, abuse, and 
mismanagement, or that need transformation. NASA’s acquisition management has 
been designated as a High Risk area since the first High Risk Report in 1990.

• NASA’s High Risk designation undermines Congressional and public confidence in our 
ability to responsibly and efficiently spend taxpayer dollars. 

What is it?
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NASA’s 
Second 32 

Years
Al te rna t i ve  

Head l ines  o f  
P rogress

Congress Enacts 
CFO Act of 1990

NASA Emphasizing Use of 
EVM for Program Control

JCL’s Raise Confidence in 
NASA Estimates

KDP Decision Memos Actually 
Document Decisions

CADRe’s Build NASA 
Historical Record

NASA Increases 
Transparency 

NASA Leadership 
Institutes Baseline 
Performance Reviews

Performance Management Takes Hold at NASA

NASA Adopts New High Risk 
Corrective Action Plan

NASA Adopts New High Risk 
Corrective Action Plan Again

NASA Receives 11th
Consecutive Clean 
Audit Opinion

NASA Establishes the Chief 
Program Management Officer

New Jersey Native Steve Shinn Named NASA Deputy CFO

NASA Develops Slew of New 
Cost/Schedule Estimation Tools
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All JCL Projects Projects in Phase C Projects in Phase D Launched Projects Rebaselined Projects
Within MA 29% 40% 50% 26% 0%
Within ABC 43% 50% 67% 47% 0%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

NASA Major Project Portfolio Performance
Percent within Management Agreement (MA) &
Percent within Agency Baseline Commitment (ABC)

ABC target

MA target

(12 of 42)
(18 of 42)

(4 of 10)
(5 of 10)

(3 of 6)
(4 of 6)

(5 of 19)
(9 of 19)

(0 of 7)
(0 of 7)

Challenges Remain…



Variation to Agency Baseline Commitment – Development Cost
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Variation to Agency Baseline Commitment: Key Schedule Milestone
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O f f i c e  o f  t h e  C h i e f  F i n a n c i a l  O f f i c e r
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NASA has a High Risk Corrective Action Plan (CAP) in place containing a number of initiatives 
that are associated with High Risk concerns that, when completed, should contribute to 
improved agency acquisition management practices.

Completed/in-work
v Enhance EVM implementation
v PP&C training curriculum
v Pilot schedule repository
v Implement schedule repository
v Improve HEOMD insight and status
v HEOMD ESD/AES transparency of cost and schedule
v Include original ABC’s for rebaselined projects
v CADRe Cat III Class D enhancements
v Enhance annual strategic review process
v Risk assessment and financial evaluation of contractors
v Create technology readiness assessment best practices document
v Update probabilistic programmatic policy
v Enhance implementation indicators

2022 CAP Update
Underway with ten additional candidate initiatives under consideration proposing or 
capturing improvement efforts related to acquisition management.

High Risk Corrective Action Plan Initiatives

https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/atoms/files/nasa_high_risk_corrective_action_plan_2020.pdf


2022 NASA Strategic Plan
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https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/atoms/files/fy_22_strategic_plan.pdf


The Next 32 Years…
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Continuous rededication to programmatic performance

• Sustained leadership commitment

• Expanded capacity for cost and schedule 
estimation capability

• Strengthened monitoring programs to 
maintain key insight into performance

• Renewed action plans to capture modern 
techniques and approaches

• Continue to demonstrate progress of 
program control across the NASA 
investment portfolio



Backup
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Variation to Agency Baseline Commitment: Life Cycle Cost
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Baselines and Rebaselines
1

• The Agency Baseline Commitment (ABC) is the baseline against which the Agency’s 
performance is measured during the Implementation Phase

• The ABC for programs/projects with a life cycle cost (LCC) of $250M or more forms the basis 
for the Agency’s external commitment to OMB and Congress

• Programs or projects shall be rebaselined when:
• The estimated development cost exceeds the ABC development cost by 30% or more;
• The NASA AA judges that events external to the Agency make a rebaseline appropriate;
• The NASA AA judges that the program or project scope defined in the ABC has been 

changed or the project has been interrupted
• When an ABC is rebaselined, the Decision Authority directs that a review of the new baseline 

be conducted by the Standing Review Board (SRB) or as determined by the Decision Authority 

1 As described in NPR 7120.5F paragraphs 2.4.1.5 and 2.4.1.8. 14



Conflicting Approaches 
to Rebaseline Performance Tracking 

3 Adopting GAO recommendation, NASA now also reports against original baselines 
for rebaselined projects both internally and externally to improve transparency
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NASA-external products, such as 
the annual GAO Assessment of 
Major Projects, typically track 
performance only against the 

original baseline2

• Holds NASA accountable to original 
external commitments, improving 
transparency on complete history of 
project performance

In most cases, NASA-internal 
processes reset after a rebaseline 
and track performance against the 

new baseline3

• Recognizes that a new baseline effectively 
represents a newly Congressionally-authorized 
project following significant internal and 
independent review processes, at times 
including scope not included in the original 
baseline

2 NASA: Assessments of Major Projects | U.S. GAO

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-21-306


Rebaseline 
Assumption 
for Analysis
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In order to maintain accountability to 
original baselines while also recognizing 

the significance of a rebaseline:

When project is 
rebaselined, add to 

dataset as new, separate 
project (e.g., JWST 

Rebaseline #1) and track 
performance against new 

established baseline

Continue to maintain 
original project in the 
dataset and continue 
tracking performance 

against original baseline

Categorize rebaselined 
projects separately from 
its original instance (e.g., 

rebaselined project vs 
Project in Phase D) for 

analytical purposes

Example:



O f f i c e  o f  t h e  C h i e f  F i n a n c i a l  O f f i c e r

17F O R  N A S A  I N T E R N A L  U S E  O N L Y

48 Performance Goals
• 38 rated Green
• 6 rated Yellow
• 1 rated Red
• 3 rated White

FY 2021 Performance Goal Ratings

By Strategic Objective (SO)

Performance Goal Ratings
GREEN = Annual target achieved
YELLOW = Slightly below target or 
behind schedule

RED = Significantly below target or 
behind schedule

WHITE = Unable to assess; evaluation 
data unavailable for fiscal year

UNRATED at this time
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O f f i c e  o f  t h e  C h i e f  F i n a n c i a l  O f f i c e r
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History of High Risk 
Designations and Removals

= years designated high risk

NASA Acquisition Management is 
1 of 5 areas designated High Risk 
since 1990 that remain on the list
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Pluto: NASA/Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory/Southwest Research Institute/Alex Parker
Saturn: NASA/JPL-Caltech/Space Science Institute
Webb: NASA/Chris Gunn
Science Mission Fleet: NASA/Jenny Mottar
SLS on pad: NASA/Joel Kowsky
Solar electric propulsion: NASA/Chris Lynch

Photo Credits


