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TACKLE FEDERAL IMPROPER PAYMENTS 
As the national debt continues to rise, the amount of federal 
improper payments grows with it. The Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) estimates that improper payments 
government-wide have totaled over $1 trillion since 2003. In 
Fiscal Year (FY) 2019, the Federal Government reported $175 
billion in improper payments.1 These payments are a 
representation of systemic government waste and 
mismanagement.  

BACKGROUND  

According to GAO, “the federal government is unable to 
determine the full extent to which improper payments occur and reasonably ensure that actions are taken to 
reduce them.”2 Improper payments are defined as “any payment that should not have been made or that was 
made in an incorrect amount.”3 Since 2002, a series of laws have established and expanded requirements for 
agencies to identify, measure, prevent, and report improper payments within their programs. Despite these 
requirements, GAO estimates that improper payments government-wide have totaled over $1.5 trillion since 
2003.4,5    
 
According to recently released figures from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), federal 
improper payments rose to about $175 billion in FY2019.6,7 In FY2018, the Federal Government reportedly 
sent out $151 billion in improper payments,8 an increase of about $10 billion from FY2017.9 Nearly all of 
the $10 billion increase in FY2018 was attributed to the USDA Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), which began reporting its improper payments for the first time in about four years.10   
 
The five highest reported root causes for improper payments in FY2019 include (note: data may be 
incomplete due to failure to report):11 Insufficient documentation (about $73.7 billion); inability to verify 
eligibility (about $39.7 billion);  administrative or process errors made by other parties (about $25 billion);12 
administrative or process errors made by state or local agencies (about $11 billion); and program design or 
structural issues (about $14 billion).13   
  
Select GAO Transparency and Accountability Concerns:14,15  
 

● GAO has been unable to render an opinion on the Federal Government's consolidated financial 
statement since 1997, due in part to the government's inability to adequately account for and 
reconcile its financial activities.16 
 

● OMB ceased publishing the total amount of federal improper payments on its website in 2017,17 
focusing only on program-by-program amounts at individual agencies.18  

Quick Take 

GAO estimates that improper payments 
government-wide have totaled over $1 trillion since 
2003.  

Congress must ensure the Federal Government 
takes appropriate measures to safeguard the 
integrity of taxpayer resources.   



  
 

● Nine Chief Financial Officer (CFO) Act executive agencies19 were reported as noncompliant from 
FY2011 through FY2017 in one or more programs every year since the implementation of the 
Improper Payments Elimination and Recovery Act (IPERA) of 2010, totaling seven consecutive 
years of noncompliance.20 See Appendix I for a breakdown of the seven-year agency 
noncompliance. 
 

● Half, or 12 of 24 CFO Act agencies,21 reported as noncompliant with one or more criteria under 
IPERA in FY2018.22,23 IPERA compliance does not necessarily imply accurate reporting.24 
 

● Agencies with any program reported as noncompliant for three or more consecutive years are 
required to notify Congress of their program's consecutive noncompliance and submit a proposal for 
reauthorization or statutory change to bring that program into compliance. 
 

● The number of federal programs reported as noncompliant for three or more consecutive years 
increased from 14 programs in FY2016 ($109 billion),25 to 18 programs in FY2017 ($74 billion),26 
and to 21 programs in FY2018 ($78 billion). As Table 1 shows below, FY2018 noncompliant 
programs across eight federal agencies represented nearly 52 percent, of the total $151 billion in 
improper payments.  
 

 
 
From FY2015 to FY2018, improper payments government-wide increased from $137 billion to over $151 
billion.27 The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) accounted for two-thirds of all federal 
improper payments28 with over $90 billion in FY2017. Medicaid reported over $36 billion, or 40 percent, of 
the HHS improper payments, with a recent increase of over $57 billion in FY2019.29 According to GAO’s 



High-Risk List report, Medicare reached an estimated $48 billion in improper payments in FY2018.30  
 
Recent data released by OMB provides more context, although lack of sufficient reporting prevents a full 
account of government-wide improper payments.31 In FY2019, the Federal Government reported a total of 
about $175 billion in improper payments. HHS alone reported over $106 billion of that amount.32  

 

 
Source: GAO-20-344,33 

 
Medicare (Fee-for-Service, Part C, and Part D) declined slightly to about $46 billion in FY2019, but 
Medicaid improper payments rose to $57 billion, representing about one-third of government-wide improper 
payments.34 Medicaid’s improper payments increase can primarily be attributed to the Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid (CMS) conducting Payment Error Rate Management (PERM) eligibility reviews on states for 
the first time since FY2015, which it had ceased to perform following rule changes through the Affordable 
Care Act’s Medicaid expansion.35 Although the Treasury Department reported an improper payment 
estimate for the EITC program, GAO reports that “Treasury and OMB developed a series…of supplemental 
measures in lieu of reduction targets. As such, the Treasury IG determined that the requirement” to meet and 
publish “reduction targets was not applicable.”36 

CONSTITUTIONAL AUTHORITY AND REPUBLICAN PRINCIPLES  

The Constitution grants Congress the power to tax and spend.37 Congress must utilize its legislative and 
oversight authorities to safeguard the integrity of taxpayer resources.		 

POLICY SOLUTIONS 

GAO has over 30 open priority recommendations on improper payments.38 At a minimum, Congress must 
review root causes to determine appropriate actions to reduce improper payments.  Actions Congress may 
consider include, but are not limited to:  



• Reduce payments to ineligible deceased recipients. Amending the Social Security Act would enable 
the Social Security Administration to share relevant death data to appropriate federal agencies and 
other administering entities;  
 

• Facilitate government-wide data standardization by establishing a common taxonomy and 
information sharing by reforming the Computer Matching Act, the Do Not Pay System, and the 
National Directory of New Hires; and 
 

• Review statutory limitations to data sharing between federal, state, and local agencies.  

On March 2, 2020, President Trump signed S.375, the Payment Integrity Information Act of 2019, into law. 
The new law consolidates the various existing improper payment laws within the U.S. Code. It also creates a 
working group consisting of federal agencies and non-federal partners, such as state governments, to 
develop strategies for addressing root causes of improper payments.  
 
Promoting accountability and program integrity also requires transparency across the Federal Government.   
GAO has estimated that the Federal Government could save billions of dollars by reconciling duplicative 
and overlapping missions across agencies.39 The GPRA Modernization Act (GPRAMA) of 2010 required 
the development of a federal program inventory and quarterly reporting on performance management.40  
However, nearly a decade later after the law was passed, no such inventory list exists.  According to GAO 
Comptroller General Dodaro hearing testimony, such a list would help agencies identify significant 
savings.41  In 2015, the Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI) found inconsistent accounts of the number of 
agencies and departments reported across the federal bureaucracy, due to the lack of an authoritative list.42  
 
The Senate should pass H.R. 3830, the Taxpayers Right-to-Know Act, which passed the House on February 
10, 2020. The Taxpayers Right-to-Know Act would build on efforts to promote transparent accounting of 
federal program administration43 by requiring public agency disclosure of performance metrics and financial 
data across certain federal programs.44  Additionally, it would require the disclosure of essential budgetary 
information and links to relevant assessments and reviews conducted by GAO and the Inspectors General. 
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