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A Case Study on Data Harmonization and the Role of Business Gateway: Executive Summary 
Background: Data Harmonization and Business Gateway

While data collection is a necessary cost for businesses to operate in the United States, unnecessary burden is created when businesses are required to report the same information, multiple times, to the same, or even different parts of government.  Data harmonization is defined as the reduction of regulatory reporting burden on citizens and business by reducing the complexity of reporting processes and improving the reuse and distribution of information across Federal, State, and local agencies.  Data harmonization efforts aim to simplify reporting processes, thereby reducing burden and potentially costs as well, allowing businesses to focus on daily operations.  
The Business Gateway Initiative (BG) is managed by the Small Business Administration (SBA) with support from twenty-one partner agencies.  It serves as an incubator of technologies designed to improve the delivery of services to the nation’s small business community by providing a single access point to government services and information.  In support of its mission and consistent with the Small Business Paperwork Relief Act (SBPRA) of 2002 and the Paperwork Reduction Act (PRA) of 1995, the Business Gateway Initiative attempts to reduce burden on the businesses community by pursuing technology architectures that would render obsolete the traditional process of submitting duplicative, overlapping, and paper-based forms to various government agencies.  

In late 2004, The Business Gateway team started working with OMB on the identification of potential data harmonization projects.  One of the first projects identified was in the coal mining industry, after end-users expressed the need to collapse forms and reduce reporting burden.  Throughout 2005, the Business Gateway team worked in partnership with the Departments of Labor (DoL), Interior (DoI), and Treasury to streamline the coal industry’s reporting processes.   This led to the development of a new tool and the first official data harmonization project in 2006 – the Single-Source Coal Reporting (SSCR) pilot. 

The pilot was successful, and based on this success, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) placed Presidential Management Agenda (PMA) milestones in the Business Gateway Initiative’s 2007 and 2008 Scorecards to implement additional data harmonization projects under the following guidelines:  

· Harmonization of data/forms: reducing the amount of inputs by businesses through reduction of forms and/or the effective reuse of data across federal agencies

· Harmonization of information: organizing information in such a way that businesses can easily and quickly find the key information they need in regards to working with the federal government
· Harmonization of compliance: organizing compliance information in an easy-to-find and understandable manner, and implementing automated compliance tools that will aid businesses in identifying all of the compliance requirements for their particular industry
Investigated Opportunities 
Research to date has proven that while many data harmonization opportunities have been identified, very few of them have been realized, despite the Business Gateway team’s best efforts (see appendix).  This summary explains the approach the Business Gateway program took to identifying and pursuing data harmonization opportunities and provides organizations looking to pursue data harmonization opportunities with recommendations for how data harmonization efforts could be effectively managed and overseen.  

Since the SSCR pilot, the Business Gateway team identified over 20 data harmonization opportunities.  For each opportunity, both government and industry stakeholders were approached to gauge the validity of the opportunity and to solicit participation in a data harmonization project.  From this, five data harmonization projects were attempted, to varying degrees of success. The full Data Harmonization Lessons Learned Analysis recounts the five case studies, each selected to depict the levels of state, agency, and industry participation examined over the past four years: 
· Agency-State-Industry: The Coal Mining Single-Source Harmonization Project

· Agency-State: Trucking Registration Forms

· Multiple Agencies: Import/Export Forms 

· Agency Partnership: The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

· Agency-Internal: National Aeronautics and Space Administration

Based on experience to date, the Business Gateway team identified four common factors that have hindered the implementation of a data harmonization opportunity: lack of subject matter expertise, lack of funding, lack of authority, and privacy concerns.  These factors are detailed further in the full Lessons Learned Analysis.
Suggestions for Managing Future Data Harmonization Projects

Based on the above mentioned limitations (e.g., lack of authority), the program team determined that it is not in a position to effectively lead the implementation of future data harmonization efforts.   Rather, it is in a unique position to continue supporting data harmonization indirectly through its content partnerships with various government agencies.   The Business Gateway team further recommends that individual agencies pursue opportunities as best as they can and offers this report as a reference guide for how to recognize an opportunity, assess it’s Return on Investment (ROI), and follow best practices in executing a data harmonization project.  

The Business Gateway team has concluded that the success of future data harmonization efforts can best be served by direct support and leadership from an agency of authority, such as the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA) within OMB or SBA’s Office of Advocacy.   Such an agency could formalize a data harmonization approach, thereby increasing the chances of success:
· Involve top management from the onset to ensure the necessary support and commitment from all levels of an agency/bureau
· Involve industry associations and end users in key steps to better understand business process and end-user experience issues.   Allow industry to provide the impetus and sponsorship of the project for validation of the business case  

· Establish project roles and responsibilities and oversee the project’s commencement by holding an initial kick-off meeting, or series of meetings as necessary, to train team members/management involved with the effort.  Together, the team should discuss outreach to funding partners, project milestones with dates, and other issues relevant to the project’s inception.

· Create a rigorous process for evaluating potential harmonization projects

· Assemble the right Subject Matter Experts early on to validate the potential for harmonizing data and reducing burden
· Implement a formal Go/No-Go decision process for leadership input and approval
Future harmonization attempts should also consider the following lessons learned when researching opportunities, which are expressed with detail in the Lessons Learned Analysis:
· Stress a Partnership Opportunity Over Harmonization “Enforcement”

The label “data harmonization” can be a confusing and misleading concept at the outset of a burden dialogue.  The Business Gateway team observed that stakeholders were more willing to discuss harmonization when the term itself was avoided.  Instead of initially targeting agencies with a harmonization approach, the Business Gateway team found that agencies were willing to partner with the program in other ways to reduce burden, namely sharing content and simplifying access to information.  After the initial partnering, the concept –and label– of data harmonization became more lucid.  Dialogue subsequently flowed when stakeholders recognized harmonization as a partnership opportunity, rather than something being done to them.  Partnership discussions also revealed that data harmonization activities are already occurring within agencies, but are not necessarily labeled as such.   

· Identify Viable Harmonization Opportunities/Engage Industry

While researching opportunities, every possibility of burden reduction should be examined.  Once an opportunity fits the definition of harmonization, the engagement of industry associations/end-users should be leveraged to ensure a meaningful reduction of burden through the validation of assumptions about issues currently affecting the business community.  
· Solicit Management Support

Organizational commitment helps harmonization efforts get recognition as priorities within an agency, and assist with the allocation of necessary resources, as was the case with the NASA harmonization effort.  With the help of Business Gateway, NASA leadership encouraged the research of several internal opportunities to identify meaningful burden reduction and ultimately consolidated three information requests, representing nearly two million burden hours.  The full support of management results in committed resources and provides an added benefit – a cross-agency champion, helpful in the event that cross-agency issues develop, which harmonization team members may not be fully equipped to resolve.  In this regard, the support of OMB is an additional element providing visibility and credibility to harmonization efforts.  
· Amass Expertise

Experience has shown that the most knowledgeable people are often times working within the agencies using the forms/data in question.  A lesson learned from the SSCR project is to assemble two teams of experts – one team handling larger policy and cross-governmental agency issues, and a second team focusing on technical implementation including legal requirements, Federal Enterprise Architecture requirements, and security/privatization.

Final Recommendations
The Business Gateway team concludes that there appear to be ample government-wide data harmonization opportunities, and that the value data harmonization provides is significant to both end users of the small business community and government agencies alike.  However, research shows that several critical elements are necessary to ensure the success of a project.  Therefore, a leading agency with the proper authority, funding ability, and expertise, can best support data harmonization efforts going forward.  The Business Gateway Initiative is strongly encouraged that data harmonization under these circumstances can simplify reporting requirements for businesses, reducing unnecessary burden and allowing the business community to focus on running their businesses, not government requirements.  Future lead agencies can also continue to leverage The Business Gateway Initiative as a tool, drawing on the program’s distinctive ability to form cross-government content partnerships.  
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