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About the U.S. GAO 

• Called the "congressional 
watchdog.”

• Examine how federal taxpayer 
dollars are spent and provide 
Congress and federal agencies with 
objective, non-partisan, fact-based 
information.

• Help the government save money 
and work more efficiently.
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How GAO Conducts its Work 

• Investigate programs that 
receive federal funding or 
oversight.

• Coordinate with federal, state, 
and local entities. 

• Design studies using multi-
faceted and innovative 
methodologies.  

• Issue publicly available studies.



Research Objectives

1. Describe the requirements and guidance that govern GSA’s 
Design Excellence Program and Art in Architecture Program.

2. Describe GSA’s processes for designing new federal 
buildings and renovations under the Design Excellence 
Program and commissioning art installations under the Art in 
Architecture Program.

3. Assess the role of community input in the Design Excellence 
Program.
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Methodology

• Reviewed relevant GSA policies and guidance.

• Interviewed GSA HQ officials and regional staff.

• Interviewed the American Institute of Architects 
and the National Organization of Minority 
Architects.
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The Design Excellence Program
• Established in 1994 in response to 

criticisms that federal buildings 
lacked architectural distinction. 

• Intended to ensure the development 
of exceptional public buildings that 
can serve as landmarks.

• Emphasizes that building design 
should flow from the expertise of the 
architectural profession.

• Aims to meet the 1962 Guiding 
Principles for Federal Architecture—
which include constructing buildings 
in consultation with local 
governments and avoiding an official 
architectural style for federal 
buildings. 
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John M. Roll Courthouse, 2013, Yuma, AZ.
Source: GSA (GAO-23-106139)



The Art in Architecture Program

• Established in 1972, with the intent of integrating art and 
architecture in federal buildings.

• Covers a wide range of artwork, including paintings, sculptures, and 
landscape art.

    Figure: Examples of Art in Architecture Program Commissions
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Neither Program is Governed by Statute

• The requirements for GSA’s Design Excellence Program are 
included in GSA’s Design Excellence Manual; there are no 
specific requirements for the program in statute or regulation.

• The Art in Architecture Program has some requirements 
formalized in GSA regulation. Among those are requirements 
for GSA to:
• seek the support and involvement of local citizens when 

commissioning art, 
• ensure that commissions reflect national, regional, or local 

cultural heritages and 
• emphasize the work of living American artists, including 

those in underserved communities.
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Both Programs Have Been Subject to 
Executive Orders
Executive Order Summary Dates 
Executive Order 13967 
(Design Excellence 
Program)

Directed GSA to make traditional and 
classical architecture the preferred 
style of the Design Excellence 
Program.

Dec 2020—
Feb 2021

Executive Order 13934 
(Art in Architecture)

Directed GSA to prioritize works of art 
that portray historically significant 
Americans, events of historical 
significance, or the ideals upon which 
the nation was founded. It further 
required that historically significant 
Americans not be portrayed in an 
abstract or modernist style. 

July 2020—
Jan 2022
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Design Excellence Program Process
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GSA’s Criteria for Selecting a Shortlist of 
Applicants for the Design Excellence Program
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GSA’s Criteria for Selecting a Final Awardee for 
the Design Excellence Program
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Art in Architecture Process
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GSA’s Criteria for Selecting a Shortlist and Final 
Awardee for the Art in Architecture Program
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Criteria Key points
Experience Scale, range, and complexity, including media, materials, 

content, style, budget, and market value, of the artist’s 
work

Past performance Previous work on contracts with government agencies and 
private industry in terms of cost control, quality of work, 
and compliance with performance schedules

Capacity Ability to accomplish work in the required time frame
Overall approach Evaluation of a brief written statement of an overall 

approach to the project
Total evaluated price Price for the design, development, fabrication, and 

installation of the artwork



GSA Has Recognized the Importance of Community 
Input in the Design Excellence Program

• The coordination of planning and design decisions with local 
community goals is one of the eight goals of the Design 
Excellence Program.

• When selecting a short list of applicants for a project, panelists 
must consider whether applicants demonstrate a commitment 
to stakeholder engagement. 

• When selecting a final awardee, panelists must consider, 
among other things, whether the applicant has demonstrated 
the capacity to collect and integrate community and client 
input.
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GSA Does Not Require Design Excellence Program Architects 
to Obtain and Consider Community Input on Their Projects

• GSA noted that the Guiding Principles for Federal Architecture 
make it clear that building design should flow from the 
architectural profession to the government and not vice versa.

• However, this does not preclude GSA from identifying 
requirements in the Design Excellence Manual for architects 
to obtain and consider community input. Such requirements 
could provide architects the latitude to consider the input as 
appropriate.
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GSA Does Not Require Design Excellence Program Architects 
to Obtain and Consider Community Input on Their Projects

• Without clear requirements in the Design Excellence Manual:
• architects and GSA may not always pursue the two-way 

communications needed to obtain and consider community 
input

• GSA is at an increased risk of not achieving its objectives 
of integrating buildings into the local community and 
incorporating regional architectural traditions

• building designs may need to be revised in response to 
community concerns, which can delay projects (Savannah)

• GSA regions varied in the extent to which they required 
architects to obtain and consider community input
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Recommendation

• The Administrator of the General Services Administration 
should ensure that the Commissioner of the Public Buildings 
Service updates the Design Excellence Manual to include 
requirements for obtaining and considering community input 
on building design, including architectural style.

• Status: GSA concurred and is developing a plan to address 
the recommendation.
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Questions and Contact
• Federal Real Property: 

GSA Should Include 
Community Input 
Requirements to Help 
Fulfill Design 
Excellence Program 
Goals GAO-23-106139

• David Marroni, Acting 
Director Physical 
Infrastructure 202-512-
2834, 
marronid@gao.gov 
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GAO on the Web 
Connect with GAO on LinkedIn, Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, YouTube and our Web site: https://www.gao.gov/
Subscribe to our RSS Feeds or Email Updates. Listen to our Podcasts and read The Watchblog

Congressional Relations
A. Nicole Clowers, Managing Director, ClowersA@gao.gov 
(202) 512-4400, U.S. Government Accountability Office 
441 G Street, NW, Room 7125, Washington, DC 20548

Public Affairs
Chuck Young, Managing Director, youngc1@gao.gov
(202) 512-4800, U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW, Room 7149, Washington, DC 20548

Strategic Planning and External Liaison
Stephen J. Sanford, Managing Director, spel@gao.gov, 
(202) 512-4707, U.S. Government Accountability Office, 
441 G Street NW, Room 7814, Washington, DC 20548

Copyright
This is a work of the U.S. government and is not subject to copyright protection in the United States. The published 
product may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety without further permission from GAO. However, because this 
work may contain copyrighted images or other material, permission from the copyright holder may be necessary if you 
wish to reproduce this material separately. 

Page 20

https://www.linkedin.com/company/us-government?trk=cp_followed_name_us-government
https://facebook.com/usgao
https://flickr.com/usgao
https://twitter.com/usgao
https://youtube.com/usgao
https://www.gao.gov/
https://www.gao.gov/feeds.html
https://www.gao.gov/subscribe/index.php
https://www.gao.gov/podcast/watchdog.html
https://blog.gao.gov/
mailto:ClowersA@gao.gov
mailto:youngc1@gao.gov
mailto:spel@gao.gov

	Federal Real Property:�GSA Should Include Community Input Requirements to Help Fulfill Design Excellence Program Goals (GAO-23-106139)
	About the U.S. GAO 
	How GAO Conducts its Work 
	Research Objectives
	Methodology
	The Design Excellence Program
	The Art in Architecture Program
	Neither Program is Governed by Statute
	Both Programs Have Been Subject to Executive Orders
	Design Excellence Program Process
	GSA’s Criteria for Selecting a Shortlist of Applicants for the Design Excellence Program
	GSA’s Criteria for Selecting a Final Awardee for the Design Excellence Program
	Art in Architecture Process
	GSA’s Criteria for Selecting a Shortlist and Final Awardee for the Art in Architecture Program
	GSA Has Recognized the Importance of Community Input in the Design Excellence Program
	GSA Does Not Require Design Excellence Program Architects to Obtain and Consider Community Input on Their Projects
	GSA Does Not Require Design Excellence Program Architects to Obtain and Consider Community Input on Their Projects
	Recommendation
	Questions and Contact
	Slide Number 20

