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4 CDO INSIGHTS: 2021 Survey Results

More than two years ago, Congress and the President 
jointly enacted the Foundations for Evidence-Based 
Policymaking Act of 2018 (Evidence Act). The Evidence 
Act directed federal agencies to appoint a Chief Data 
Officer (CDO) and to take specific actions for improving 
access to high-quality government data with the goal to 
enhance decision-making about important programs 
and the availability of open data for the American people. 
With the establishment of the CDOs throughout the 
federal government, agencies are making meaningful 
improvements to data infrastructure, governance, 
and analytics.  

The Data Foundation, in partnership with Grant 
Thornton Public Sector, conducted its second survey 
of federal CDOs in 2021 to assess the progress of CDOs 
in fulfilling their responsibilities and supporting their 
agency missions. Multiple indicators suggest these 
agency leaders made substantial progress over the past 
year, including implementing the Evidence Act and the 
Federal Data Strategy. The Data Foundation combined its 
survey results with information compiled in 2021 by the 
CDO Council and from a roundtable with CDOs to provide 
an extended set of findings and recommendations.

Executive Summary

Key findings:

• CDOs completed or are making progress on most 
of the action items in the Federal Data Strategy 
2020 Action Plan. Seventy-five percent of responding 
CDOs reported that they had started or completed 
implementation of at least 5 of the 6 agency action 
items that were detailed in the 2020 Action Plan 
for CDOs. 

• CDOs are experienced, tenured civil servants. 
Most CDOs have years of experience in the federal 
government and at their specific agency, even if their 
tenure as the designated CDO has been brief. This 
experience provides CDOs with a wealth of knowledge 
for understanding how programs operate, navigating 
management and administrative processes, and for 
how to most effectively support agency priorities using 
data assets. 

• CDOs at smaller agencies are more likely to perform 
multiple jobs. Nearly two-thirds of CDOs in small 
agencies had multiple roles in addition to the CDO 
responsibilities. However, for CDOs in large agencies, 
only 13% maintained other roles than the CDO.

• Just over half of CDOs report hiring contractors to 
complete tasks. Many CDOs are hiring contractors to 
perform a wide variety of tasks, suggesting a growing 
need for rapid and flexibility capacity.

• Challenges remain to ensure CDOs are successful 
long-term. While roles and responsibilities are 
becoming clearer and better supported, all CDOs 
continue to face some challenges. Top areas for 
consideration raised by CDOs include the ability to 
acquire expertise and talent, identifying resources 
and funding to support their office, and sustaining 
leadership support for their activities.
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Recommendations
The success of CDOs in the federal government hinges 
on their ability to perform expected and critical tasks. 
If they are successful, government data can be an 
asset and using robust data infrastructure will serve a 
variety of purposes including improving operational 

CONGRESS SHOULD INCREASE CDO FUNDING 

FLEXIBILITIES AND DIRECT RESOURCES.

Most CDOs do not have adequate resources to fulfill 
their statutory responsibilities and support agency 
missions. Providing CDOs sustained, predictable, 
and adequate resources to implement data priorities 
could include set-aside authorities and direct 
appropriations. 

OMB SHOULD ISSUE ADDITIONAL GUIDANCE 

TO CDOS TO CLARIFY RESPONSIBILITIES AND 

EXPECTATIONS.

Clarifying guidance is needed to better articulate 
the data governance function in government, CDO 
responsibilities for open data and tiered access, and 
how agencies should recognize the role of the CDO 
among senior leaders. 

CONGRESS SHOULD REMOVE THE STATUTORY 

SUNSET OF THE CDO COUNCIL.

Currently the CDO Council is scheduled by law to 
sunset in 2025. It has proven itself to be a valuable 
coordinating body and community of practice for 
CDOs. With the expectation that CDO roles continue 
indefinitely, the coordination of the CDO Council 
should as well.  

CDOS CAN IMPROVE COMMUNICATION ABOUT 

HOW THEY DEMONSTRATE THE VALUE OF 

USING DATA.

Where possible, in coordination with the Chief 
Evaluation Officer and the Chief Statistical Officer, 
CDOs should engage in deliberate steps to provide 
metrics, summaries, and, evaluations that highlight 
the impact and cost savings of their efforts. Improved 
communication about the progress of CDOs can help 
improve understanding of the value and benefits for 
agencies to focus on data activities.

1

3

2

4

decision-making and evidence-based policymaking 
capabilities. While there are challenges, their progress 
is commendable. Based on the survey results, there 
are several opportunities to support CDOs in their 
implementation of the Evidence Act and other priorities 
over the next year:

CDOs can support government in fulfilling virtually every 
priority and delivering every service to the American 
people. While there are real challenges for the CDO 
community, the leaders in the CDO positions across 
government are realizing tangible, lasting progress for 

improving the governance and use of data. Congress, 
leaders in the Executive Branch, and external partners 
must continue to find ways to support and encourage the 
maturing CDO community in the years ahead.



6 CDO INSIGHTS: 2021 Survey Results

The evolution of the Chief Data Officer (CDO) role in 
federal agencies continues to shape data practices and 
capabilities to support evidence-informed policymaking. 
For most federal agencies, the CDO role, along with its 
activities and responsibilities, is relatively new. 
There are a few federal agencies that have more 
experience and history than most with the CDO role. 
In some of these agencies the CDO and support staff 
demonstrated the positive impact on operational and 
programmatic activities. 

Like the private sector, the role of the CDO is one that 
continues to evolve and mature, demonstrating its 
value and capabilities for improving operations and 
decision-making. High quality, accessible, and ethically 
managed data are essential for supporting individuals 
in making evidence-based decisions. It is necessary to 
learn the priorities, successes, and challenges of the CDO 
community to support them and enable their success. 

This summary of survey results first provides 
background on the creation of the CDO role in the 
federal government, then summarizes findings from 
recent surveys of the CDO community. The summary 
concludes with a brief discussion of the implications and 
recommendations for next steps.

 Introduction
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The Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking 
Act (Evidence Act) was passed by Congress in 2018 
and signed into law in early 2019. Largely a result of 
recommendations of the U.S. Commission on Evidence-
Based Policymaking, the Evidence Act focused on 
improving access to government data, improving 
agencies’ ability to use data, and strengthening data 
privacy. The CDO role as envisioned by the Evidence Act 
is to better organize government data to make impactful 
and informed decisions.

The requirement to establish a CDO is contained in the 
second title of the Evidence Act, the OPEN Government 
Data Act. The OPEN Government Data Act lays out the 
specific qualifications required for CDOs as well as 
their duties and responsibilities.1 Qualifications include 
training and experience in areas such as data collection 
and data governance that are a direct responsibility of 
the CDO. Since the qualifications in law are largely skill- 
and knowledge-based, federal CDOs are not required 
to have direct experience with their agency or even as a 
government employee. The OPEN Government Data Act 
and other portions of the Evidence Act, further define 
agency expectations in the areas of capacity building, 
data governance, and data privacy activities. 

In 2019, the Executive Branch published a Federal Data 
Strategy, a ten-year strategy to leverage the use of data 
as a strategic asset.2 The strategy coordinated by the 
White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 
also provides valuable guidance and priorities to the CDO 
community.3 In conjunction with the long-term plan, 
the Federal Data Strategy 2020 Action Plan included 
20 specific action items across three categories to be 
completed within one year:

Creating the CDO Role in 
Federal Agencies

AGENCY

Six actions were identified for agencies to implement 
in order to better manage data in support of the 
agency’s mission.

COMMUNITY

Four actions were targeted at communities of practice, 
to be taken through cross-agency collaboration to speed 
the implementation of already existing requirements. 
Of note, the establishment of the CDO Council was 
included as a community action.

SHARED

Ten actions were identified to be implemented by a 
single agency or existing council, with the intent to 
produce shared benefits for all agencies.

The establishment of the CDO Council in 2020 marked 
the beginning of an increasingly coordinated phase for 
implementing the Evidence Act requirements in the CDO 
community. The CDO Council now provides additional 
support, training, and coordination across agencies and 
priority issues, such as response to the global pandemic 
using data.4
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In 2020, just as many of the CDOs were being named 
and organizing their operations, the Data Foundation 
conducted an initial survey of CDOs to identify 
early stage challenges and opportunities.5 The Data 
Foundation’s second survey of federal CDOs was 
conducted in partnership with Grant Thornton Public 
Sector, collecting information from federal CDOs in 
2021 to determine their progress in implementing their 
roles and responsibilities. The survey specifically asked 
CDOs across federal agencies, bureaus, and operating 
divisions, as well as statistical officials, about their roles 
both within and beyond the guidance provided by OMB 
and the Federal Data Strategy. This section summarizes 
the results of this year’s CDO survey and key findings.

CDOs Bring Substantial Federal and 
Agency Experience
As with the results from the 2020 Data Foundation CDO 
survey, the 2021 survey finds that CDOs bring lengthy 
experience in government service to the role. Of the 
respondents, all responding CDOs report that they 
have more than five years of experience in the federal 
government, up from the 97% reported in the 2020 
survey. This suggests CDOs generally have familiarity 
with the federal government, which should include 
knowledge of basic laws, regulations, policies, and 
processes. Almost all CDOs (90%) report having been 
with their organization for at least a year, and 40% of 
CDOs report having been with their organization for at 
least five years.

Data Foundation Survey Findings 

This level of experience within the federal government 
and the specific agency served makes sense for such a 
senior role within federal agencies. Additionally, since 
the CDO role is relatively new to many agencies, we 
have seen an increase in the length of tenure for CDOs 
between 2020 and 2021. In 2020, only 57% had served in 
the CDO role more than a year and this increased to 80% 
in 2021. This indicates that CDOs have a relatively deep 
knowledge of their organization and the data it produces 
and consumes.

Years of Experience with Their Organization

<1 year

1–5 years

6–10 years 

10+ years20%

20%
50%

10%

Years of experience as CDO

<1 year

1–2 years

2+ years 

2020 2021
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Size of CDO Office

10 or fewer FTE

11-25 FTE

More than 25 FTE

2020 2021
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

The Most Effective Organizational 
Structure is Not Yet Clear
There is not yet much evidence as to which reporting 
structure is most effective for CDOs, though some 
preliminary perspectives suggest understanding the 
nuances of the structures will be increasingly important 
for the success of CDOs.6 In the 2020 CDO survey, the 
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Data Foundation Survey Findings 

most common direct report for CDOs was to the Chief 
Information Officer. In 2021, it was to the Chief Executive 
Officer (30%), the Chief Operating Officer (20%), 
or the Chief Information Officer (15%). The rest of the 
responding CDOs report to a variety of agency officials 
such as the Chief Financial Officer, the Chief Technology 
Officer, and the Chief of the Office of Performance 
and Technology. There is not a clear pattern in the 
survey about why or how agencies choose their 
reporting structure. 

Whatever the structure, 75% of CDOs report that their 
responsibilities within their organization are either 
“very” or “completely” clear. For example, almost all 
mention that their office’s mission promotes and enables 
evidence-based decision making or the more general 
mission to drive good data governance. 

Another sign of the growth of the CDO function is 
an increase in the number of personnel assigned to 
support the role, including as federal employees and 
contractors. In both 2020 and 2021 about half of the 
CDOs report having 10 or fewer Full Time Equivalent 
(FTEs) employees and contractors supporting their 
office or role, suggesting that most of the offices for CDOs 
are relatively small in size. However, there are signs of 
growth in offices that were larger than 10. While the 
proportion reporting 11-25 FTEs declined from 21% 
in 2020 to 10% in 2021, the proportion reporting more 
than 25 FTEs grew from 25% to 40%. For some agencies, 
substantial investment and attention to the CDO function 
means that more personnel were needed, and assigned, 
to support data governance and analytics activities.

CDOs are Achieving 
Agency Missions
The majority of responding CDOs (75%) reported 
that their role within their organization was “very” or 
“completely” clear. A majority (55%) also responded that 
they viewed their office as being “very” or “completely” 

of CDOs collaborate with business 
customers on a daily or weekly 

basis to learn how to provide them with the 
information they need. Most also collaborate with 
their CFO (79%) and their CIO (70%) frequently.

(Source: Data Foundation CDO Survey)

90%

successful in achieving their goals and in supporting the 
agency mission. Almost all respondents communicated 
their mission as a CDO with a clear statement focused on 
data governance, data literacy, and/or the promotion of 
the use of information for evidence-based policymaking. 

The most common functions mentioned as being 
“very” or “completely” important to achieving their 
mission are developing or implementing data strategy 
or governance (100%), facilitating evidence-based 
decision making (95%), facilitating data sharing (90%), 
improving data infrastructure such as data cataloging 
and data architecture (89%), and developing a strong 
cadre of analyst and data scientist (75%). Less commonly 
mentioned were contributing to agency’s learning 
agenda and evaluation plan (35%), which may suggest 
an area for further collaboration between the CDO and 
agency Evaluation Officers. 

60%

60%

53%

40%

25%

10%

Developing and implementing data strategy or governance

Facilitating data-driven decision making at all levels

Developing a strong cadre of analysts and data scientists

Contributing to agency’s learning agenda and evaluation plan

Facilitating data sharing

Improving data infrastructure (e.g., data catalog/
inventory, data architecture)

Important Mission Areas
—Percentage answering completely
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In order for CDOs to be successful in achieving their 
mission, they must collaborate with other functional 
areas and officials within and outside their agency. 
Business customers were mentioned most frequently 
(90%) as collaborators on a daily or weekly level. Chief 
Financial Officers (79%), Chief Information Officers 
(70%), and officials in other organizations (63%) were the 
next most frequently mentioned collaboration points on 
a daily or weekly basis.

Data Foundation Survey Findings 
(cont.)

CDOs are Making Progress on 
the Federal Data Strategy 2020 
Action Plan

The Federal Data Strategy 2020 Action Plan contained 20 
actions to be addressed within a year, including six to be 
completed by each agency. Based on the survey results, 
at least three-quarters of respondents reported that 
some agency-level action items were in progress or fully 
implemented. Constituting a diverse data governance 
body was by far the most commonly implemented 
item with 75% of respondents reporting that agency 
action had been completed. The other action steps were 
reported to be complete by 25%-35% of the survey 
respondents. None of the responding CDOs reported 
completing all six action items, but 75% reported having 
at least five of the items “in progress” or “completed.” 

Constituting a data governance board was also reported 
as the least challenging agency action with 42% of 
respondents stating that doing so was “not at all 
challenging” or “a little challenging.” This may reflect the 
fact that the requirement to establish the board included 
few other specifications about buy-in, frequency of 
meetings, composition, or other characteristics that 
might measure the degree to which the data governance 
boards achieve their purpose. CDOs who completed 
an agency action from the Federal Data Strategy were 
also asked how helpful completing that item was. The 
establishment of a data governance board was viewed 
as “completely” helpful by half of those CDOs who 
completed the action. 

Identifying data needs to answer priority agency 
questions was reported as the second least challenging 
item (36%) in the Federal Data Strategy 2020 Action 
Plan. CDOs identified this as one of the most helpful 
items in the action plan. Publishing and then updating 
data inventories was seen as the most challenging item 
(42% “challenging” or “very challenging”), followed by 
identifying priority data assets for agency open data 

35%

30%

35%

35%

25%

75%

Action #1: Identify Data Needs to Answer Priority Agency Questions

Action #2: Constitute a Diverse Data Governance Body

Action #3 Assess Data and Related Infrastructure Maturity

Action #4: Identify Opportunities to Increase Staff Data Skills

Action #5: Identify Priority Data Assets for Agency Open Data Plans

Action #6: Publish and Update Data Inventories

Percentage Completing Specific Action Item

65%

84%

74%

58%

80%

95%

Action #1: Identify Data Needs to Answer Priority Agency Questions

Action #2: Constitute a Diverse Data Governance Body

Action #3 Assess Data and Related Infrastructure Maturity

Action #4: Identify Opportunities to Increase Staff Data Skills

Action #5: Identify Priority Data Assets for Agency Open Data Plans

Action #6: Publish and Update Data Inventories

How Challenging was each Action Item?
—Percentage reporting somewhat, a lot, or completely
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50%
35%

5% 10%

To what degree do you think the CDO position and 
CDO office in your agency have been successful in 

achieving your CDO Mission?

Not at all or a little

Somewhat

Very

Completely

20%

25%
25%

15%

5% 0%

10%

Number of Action Items Completed per Agency

0 items

1 item

2 items

3 items

4 items

5  items

6  items

71%

83%

86%

57%

67%

87%

Action #1: Identify Data Needs to Answer Priority Agency Questions

Action #2: Constitute a Diverse Data Governance Body

Action #3 Assess Data and Related Infrastructure Maturity

Action #4: Identify Opportunities to Increase Staff Data Skills

Action #5: Identify Priority Data Assets for Agency Open Data Plans

Action #6: Publish and Update Data Inventories

How Helpful was each Action Item?
—Percentage reporting somewhat, a lot, or completely

plans (42% “challenging” or “very challenging”). CDOs 
whose offices completed three or more of the Federal 
Data Strategy action items prescribed for 2020 reported 
slightly higher levels of perceived success in fulfilling 
their office’s mission, compared to those whose offices 
only completed one or two items.

resources (e.g., templates and resources) to complete 
future agency actions. Yet the CDOs consistently suggest 
the Federal Data Strategy was a valuable resource for 
organizing their work and priorities.  

Highlights of CDO Successes 
Respondents were asked to describe their successes 
in the role as a CDO. A few agencies reported that 
their main successes included basic organizational 
change structures such as hiring a CDO or establishing 
an agency-wide governance community to set the 
foundation for creating a data-driven culture. Several 
others reported on more specific data governance 
actions, such as actions focused on setting policies 
for data sharing, setting data standards, creating a 
data warehouse, and/or creating an agency-wide 
analytics platform. 

Other organizations shared their successes that 
included providing real-time data for their agency 
through the creation of data dashboards and other data 
visualizations. The data sharing and availability to real-
time information provided by the CDO enabled decision-
makers in their agencies to respond to decisions that 
needed to be made using the data at hand. 

A common theme in communications with CDOs is 
their desire for additional guidance in implementing 
the Federal Data Strategy 2020 Action Plan. During a 
June 2021 CDO roundtable discussion, CDOs explained 
that guidance primarily comes from the Federal Data 
Strategy, the CDO Council, and peer-to-peer discussions 
and coaching. While the 2020 plan provided specific 
activities and timeframes, the CDOs expressed interest 
in having further guidance and potentially support or 
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CDOs Continue to Face Challenges
The individuals perhaps best suited to identify and 
express the challenges faced by the CDO community 
and individual positions are the CDOs themselves. In 
the survey, the responding CDOs acknowledged that 
multiple barriers and challenges exist that affect their 
progress and success. Overall, the CDOs would benefit 
from additional resources, as 50% of CDOs said they 
“somewhat” have the resources needed to succeed on 
their goals. Yet only 35% of CDOs felt they had “a lot” 
or “completely” enough resources. Taken together, 
this suggests that many CDOs are under-resourced to 
succeed in the federal government today.

CDOs stressed four key types of support and 
resources needed:

• Staffing size and expertise. The need for more staff 
was the top request articulated by CDOs. However, 
CDOs did not just request FTEs, but rather to add 
specific highly-skilled data scientists, data architects, 
and data engineers required to successfully carry 
out data governance and management activities. One 
cross-agency effort that was viewed positively by 
participants in our roundtable overall was the January 
2021 joint hiring initiative coordinated by the Office 
of Personnel Management (OPM). Ten agencies joined 
together to put out the call to hire 50 senior data 
scientists. 

• Funding for improved technical capabilities and 
infrastructure. CDOs expressed the need for financial 
support for various forms of non-labor infrastructure, 
including updated hardware and software. They also 
identified a need for additional resources to support 
training in data literacy, which is one key element 
of building capacity to generate and use data for 
decision-making. 

• Clearer and broader guidance. CDOs requested 
improved guidance, both from within their agency 
and from federal leadership, such as OMB. Within 
their own agencies, CDOs were looking for agency 
leadership to weigh in on and support data strategy 
initiatives, such as data standards, privacy protection, 
and data policy development. Outside their agency 
they were looking for more support in terms of OMB’s 
next annual action plan for the Federal Data Strategy 
to help provide a clearer path for their maturity. CDOs 
specifically requested clearer guidance on actions in 
the Federal Data Strategy, even though the timelines 
had passed for key deliverables. They also requested 
clarity on the reporting requirements from OMB on 
the Federal Data Strategy.  

• Examples of Success Stories. Given the early-stage 
maturity for many CDOs, identifying examples of 
successes that can be emulated was another request 
identified in the survey. Use cases and success 
stories can provide lessons from peers, and also offer 
opportunities to improve how agencies communicate 
about data practices with senior leaders and potential 
allies in program offices looking for examples about 
how data can improve processes and operational 
decision-making.

The results of the 2021 Data Foundation CDO survey are 
consistent with many of the findings in the survey we 
conducted in 2020, one year earlier. Both surveys overlap 
in terms of roles and responsibilities, characteristics of 
the CDOs and their officers, and perceived key resources 
and challenges. Additionally, the 2021 CDO Survey 
allowed us to gather information on the CDOs’ progress 
on implementing the Federal Data Strategy and action 
items intended to be completed in 2020. Most CDOs 
reported making considerable progress on these actions, 
with some stating that it was helpful to have defined 
tasks and deadlines.

Data Foundation Survey Findings 
(cont.)
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Challenges for the CDO Community

RESOURCE AVAILABILITY

Resource availability and the need to strengthen 
access to resources within the CDO community, 
especially for highly-skilled data scientists, data 
architects, and data engineers.

3

HUMAN RESOURCE ISSUES

Three current and future human resource challenges 
were identified by CDOs: 1) the inability to locate 
appropriate data talent and expertise, 2) challenge 
acquiring the right expertise due to limitations with 
current federal job classifications that, for example, 
do not include a data science hiring series, and 3) 
the inability to match the private sector salaries for 
relevant data science talent and expertise.

4

INFRASTRUCTURE

CDOs highlighted two types of traditional 
infrastructure barriers that affect their work: internal 
and cross-agency. Internal infrastructure needs 
include providing additional security protections, 
effective implementation of cybersecurity protocols, 
and the availability of cloud capacity and storage. 
Cross-agency infrastructure needs center on 
creating policies, procedures, and standards for 
addressing data sharing and interoperability, which 
relate to ensuring appropriate laws and regulations 
are used to promote access to information.

5

DEMONSTRATING VALUE PROPOSITION

CDOs need to find ways to convey their value 
proposition and accomplishments to internal 
stakeholders. CDOs described that identifying viable 
and coherent methods for demonstrating this value 
can be a major limitation, though many CDOs have 
already demonstrated this by conducting small, low-
cost, and high-reward projects.

6

When asked about specific challenges they saw facing 
the federal CDO community as a whole moving forward, 

SPECIFIC TECHNICAL ISSUES

CDOs most frequently identified technical issues 
as a major challenge to address, including data and 
metadata standardization and interoperability, 
protecting privacy, data sharing, and data access.

1

ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE MANAGEMENT

The second most frequent theme was the need 
and difficulty of achieving the organizational 
change necessary to promote a data-driven culture, 
including improving data literacy and buy-in from 
both leadership and staff.

2

the respondents pointed out six main challenges or 
potential barriers to CDO success:
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The CDO Council conducted a survey of its recognized 
members in early 2021, releasing the findings and 
survey data on May 31, 2021.7 While some portions of 
the survey overlapped with this year’s Data Foundation 
survey, there was additional information to explore 
in learning about the current status and future 
opportunities for the federal CDO community. There 
were also some differences in the survey population. 
The CDO Council limited its survey to its members who 
are the top-level CDOs in federal agencies, while the Data 
Foundation survey sample frame included top-level, 
bureau, and operating division CDOs. 

Findings from CDO Council 
Survey of Members

Characteristics, Roles, and 
Responsibilities of CDO 
Council Members
Of the respondents to the CDO Council survey, 38% 
represent large agencies and 62% represent smaller 
agencies.8 Of those, a much higher proportion of CFO Act 
agency CDOs reported that being CDO is their primary 
role (87%) than did the non-CFO Act agency CDOs (38%). 

The success of any CDO relies on the presence and 
support of other senior officials in the agency or 
organization. Most small agencies have a designated 
Chief Information Officer (92%), Chief Information 
Security Officer (92%), Senior Agency Official for 
Privacy (88%), and Senior Agency Official for Records 
Management (71%). Only a few have named an 
Evaluation Officer (21%) or Statistical Officer (4%), 
and they are not explicitly required to by the Evidence 
Act. This indicates that priority in small agencies is 
largely given to the technical roles involved in data 
infrastructure, governance and privacy over the more 
analytic roles required to apply evidence in 
these agencies.

Is the CDO Role Your Primary Responsibility?

62%13%87% 38%

CFO Act Agency Non-CFO Act Agency

YES NO

72%

72%

62%

44%

64%

74%

To Better Inform Strategy

To Identify New Opportunities

To Ensure Legal/Regulatory Compliance

To Ensure Data Quality/Accuracy

To Support Agency Infrastructure

To Provide Data to the Public 

Current Goals for CDO Office
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The CDO Council survey asked respondents about the 
CDO roles and responsibilities by providing a list of 22 
different responsibilities and asked the respondents 
to note their level of responsibility for each. Of those 
responsibilities, CDOs most frequently responded 
that they held “Manager Responsibility” or “Primary 
Accountable Official” responsibility in “Data Governance” 
(95%), “Data Strategy (89%), “Open Data” (87%), and 
“Data Evangelism” (81%).  

In line with the Data Foundation survey, the CDO Council 
survey found that the most common reporting structures 
for CDOs were to their Chief Executive Officer or Chief 
Operating Officer, with the next largest group reporting 
to the CIO. Twenty-six percent report having sub-
component CDOs in their agency, half of whom report 
to the sub-component’s Chief Executive Officer or Chief 
Operating Officer. This indicates that the majority of 
responding CDOs are reporting to senior-most leaders in 
their organizations. 

The size of CDO offices in both surveys are somewhat 
similar. In the CDO Council survey, 68% report having 
10 or fewer FTEs supporting their office as compared to 
60% in the Data Foundation survey. Fourteen percent 
report having 11-25 FTEs (30% in the Data Foundation 
survey) and 19% report having more than 25 FTEs (10% 
in the Data Foundation survey). 

When it comes to the need to hire additional talent and 
workforce, some CDOs are recruiting to fill vacancies. 
Thirty-one percent report having five or fewer unfilled 
positions and 14% report having 5-10 unfilled positions. 
Most (54%) CDOs in the CDO Council survey, however, 
report having zero unfilled positions.

CDOs also have widespread use of contractors to support 
operational needs. Just over half (54%) report hiring 
consultants to perform certain technical tasks. A much 
higher proportion of CDOs at large agencies (73%) 
report hiring contractors than smaller agencies (42%). 

The most common areas for contractors were data 
visualizations (52%), dashboards (48%), data analytics 
(48%), and data maturity assessments (43%). The use of 
contractors is indicative of a need to rapidly fill expertise 
and knowledge needs with flexible capacity and talent.  

Identifying Obstacles and the 
Road to Success for CDO 
Council Members
As in the Data Foundation survey, the CDO Council 
asked its members about their greatest challenges. 
The CDO Council survey provided a list of potential 
obstacles and asked CDOs to select all that apply. 
The most frequently mentioned obstacles were “Lack of 
Direct Funding” (54%), “Limited Staff Skills or Workforce 
Hiring Challenges” (51%), and “Data Governance 
Challenges” (41%). 
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70.8%

0.0%

0.0%

20.8%

4.2%

91.7%

87.5%

91.7%

Chief Information Officer (CIO)
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Responsible Official for Artificial Intelligence

Senior Agency Official for Geospatial Information (SAOGI)

Evaluation Officer (EO)

Geographic Information Officer (GIO)

Statistical Official (SO)

Other Senior Roles Assigned to a Person at Your Agency
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The limits on direct funding include an acknowledgment 
that many CDOs do not have funding flexibility to 
engage in the amount of long-term planning necessary 
for success. For example, many projects that CDOs 
need to engage in will be multi-year efforts and require 
predictability about funding and resources over 
multiple years.  

According to CDOs, there are sizeable challenges with 
staffing and hiring to fit the skills needed for CDOs. 
Currently, CDOs are blending together existing hiring 
authorities and occupational series for ancillary 
positions under current law. Many CDOs identified this 
as a substantial limitation in the absence of better fitting 
hiring and staffing authorities. 

Data governance challenges cover a wide range of 
difficulties from human resources to technological 
challenges. For some of the CDOs who were interviewed 
separately, a major challenge to data governance 
mentioned is ensuring data quality, consistent 
with expectations about fitness for use as well as 
requirements in the Information Quality Act. In 
many cases, individuals and personnel collecting 
administrative records are inputting data as a secondary 
or tertiary responsibility and may create susceptibilities 
to inadvertent errors or gaps in quality.  

While all senior leaders in government face challenges, 
CDOs express a positive outlook in the CDO Council 
survey about fulfilling key goals in their road to success. 
The CDO Council provided members a list of potential 
goals to rate. The most frequently mentioned goals 
reported were “To Ensure Data Quality/Accuracy” (74%), 
“To Support Agency Data Infrastructure” (72%), and “To 
Better Inform Strategic Priorities” (72%). All three of 
these goals tie into the larger purpose of the Evidence Act 
of improving the use of agency information in evidence-
based policymaking. 

Findings from CDO Council 
Survey of Members (cont.)

These results indicate that the CDOs recognize that 
providing quality data on a timely basis is central to 
their role in supporting the evidence-based decision-
making called for by the Evidence Act. The results also 
suggest that CDOs perceive that they are not adequately 
resourced to provide needed support to their agencies 
and that CDOs need help identifying concrete steps to 
take in fulfilling their roles while ensuring buy-in from 
across their organizations.
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 The first Executive Order issued by the Biden 
Administration, “Executive Order on Advancing Racial 
Equity and Support for Underserved Communities 
Through the Federal Government” was released 
on Inauguration Day, January 20, 2021.9 Its central 
goal is promoting equity in government actions and 
assessing the equity of current programs, policies, 
procurement, and contracting for people of color and 
other historically underserved communities. 

 Each agency is being required to identify and address 
inequities in their policies and programs. The Data 
Foundation survey shows that many CDOs have 
already laid the groundwork to make this happen 
through their activities such as creating learning 
agendas, establishing data governance boards, 
assessing data and related infrastructure maturity, 
identifying opportunities to raise the level of staff 
data skills, creating data inventories for open data, 
and publishing data inventories. While this additional 
demand on resources may challenge capacity in the 
near-term, the prioritization of using data to evaluate 
and address inequities from government policy is a 
clear priority for which the Administration should 
consider allocating additional funding for assessment 
and implementation. 

 The tools used to assess equity of each agency’s 
policies and programs will begin with an effort to 
study methods for assessing policy and program 
equity and the potential barriers that cause inequity. 
Agencies are required to submit initial reviews and 
equity plans to OMB in August 2021. In particular, the 
reviews will include an assessment of any potential 
barriers underserved communities may face in 

Findings from CDO Council 
Survey of Members (cont.)

participating in federal services, agency contracting, 
and procurement opportunities. The assessments 
will also consider if new policy, regulations, or 
guidance are needed to address disparities. Each 
agency will then be required to produce a plan to 
address any barriers found by January 2022. 

 CDOs can play a critical role in studying inequities 
and addressing them throughout this process 
to ensure agencies meet the goals and intent of 
President Biden’s Executive Order. Whether through 
the CDO Council or the newly established Data 
Equity Working Group, CDOs can support efforts to 
organize, govern, manage, and educate about the 
information available and the gaps that may still 
need to be filled with new data collections 
moving forward.  

 In particular, the CDO community can support 
implementation of the Executive Order by 
fulfilling the needs by encouraging federal data 
collections include appropriate demographic 
and socioeconomic characteristics or developing 
partnerships to share and link data to ensure 
summary statistics stratified by race, ethnicity, 
gender, and other characteristics can support 
decision-makers’ needs. 

CDOS ROLE IN 
INCREASING EQUITY
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This second Data Foundation CDO survey and the CDO 
Council survey in 2021 offer some key observations 
about the role, challenges, and successes of the federal 
CDO community. They, along with the conversation with 
a selection of CDOs, present an opportunity to provide 
recommendations to strengthen the support for the 
ongoing efforts of the community and its members. 
Some key findings and insights include:

• CDOs completed or are making progress on most 
of the action items detailed in the Federal Data 
Strategy 2020 Action Plan. Seventy-five percent 
of responding CDOs reported that they had started 
or completed implementation of at least 5 of the 6 
Agency Action Items that were detailed in the 2020 
Action Plan for CDOs. 

• CDOs are experienced, tenured civil servants. 
Most CDOs have years of experience in the federal 
government and at their specific agency, even if their 
tenure as the designated CDO has been brief. This 
experience provides CDOs with a wealth of knowledge 
for understanding how programs operate, navigating 
management and administrative processes for how to 
most effectively support agency priorities using 
data assets.

• CDOs at smaller agencies are more likely to perform 
multiple jobs. Nearly two-thirds of CDOs in small 
agencies had multiple roles in addition to the CDO 
responsibilities. However, for CDOs in large agencies, 
only 13% maintained other roles than the CDO.

• Just over half of CDOs report hiring contractors to 
complete tasks. Many CDOs are hiring contractors to 
perform a wide variety of tasks, suggesting a growing 
need for rapid and flexibility capacity. Common 
tasks for contractors included developing data 
visualizations, dashboards, data analytics, and data 
maturity assessments. A much higher proportion of 

Key Federal CDO Insights in 2021 

CDOs at large agencies (73%) report hiring contractors 
than smaller agencies (42%) which may also be a 
reflection of budget and resource capabilities.

• Challenges remain to ensure CDOs are successful 
long-term. While roles and responsibilities are 
becoming clearer and better supported, all CDOs 
continue to face some challenges. Top areas for 
consideration raised by CDOs include the ability to 
acquire expertise and talent, identifying resources 
and funding to support their office, and sustaining 
leadership support for their activities. CDOs 
recognized both the need for additional guidance 
from OMB and the need for talent with specific data 
capabilities (e.g., data analytics, statistics, artificial 
intelligence, etc.).

• CDOs are collaborating across agency silos using 
data governance boards. After data governance 
boards were formed, CDOs began implementing 
specific activities in collaboration with the board to 
make progress on actions in the Federal Data Strategy 
and specific agency priorities.
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The success of CDOs in the federal government hinges 
on their ability to perform expected and critical tasks. 
If they are successful, government data can be an asset 
and using robust data infrastructure will serve a variety 
of purposes including improving operational decision-
making and evidence-based policymaking capabilities. 
While there are challenges, the progress of CDOs in 
tackling the many tasks and responsibilities over the 
past year is commendable. Survey results suggest several 
opportunities to support CDOs in their implementation 
of the Evidence Act over the next year. Below are 
recommended actions to help realize the opportunities 
within and across agencies:

• Recommendation 1 – Congress should increase 
CDO funding flexibilities and direct resources. 
Most CDOs do not have adequate resources to fulfill 
their statutory responsibilities and support agency 
missions. CDOs need sustained, predictable, and 
adequate resources to implement data priorities. 
Congress should authorize CDOs to use additional 
funding flexibilities and set-aside authorities, as well 
as provide increased direct appropriations for CDOs to 
succeed. This longer-term resourcing plan aligns with 
the congressional intent in establishing the CDO role 
through the Evidence Act, which created the position 
indefinitely rather than for a short-term period. OMB 
should also include such requests in the FY 2023 
President’s Budget request to Congress.

• Recommendation 2 – OMB should issue additional 
guidance to CDOs to clarify responsibilities and 
expectations. Clarifying guidance is needed to 
better articulate the data governance function in 
government, CDO responsibilities for open data and 
tiered access, and how agencies should recognize the 
role of the CDO among senior leaders. While CDOs 
are operating with their peer community of practice 
and under the general framework of the Evidence Act 
and the Federal Data Strategy, additional guidance 
from OMB can help align emerging priorities from 

Recommendations, Next Steps 
and Conclusion

the administration with the activities implemented 
by CDOs. In the short term, an updated Federal Data 
Strategy Annual Action Plan could address many 
of these gaps. In addition, CDOs would be helped 
by clearer expectations around their reporting 
requirements, for example, in how to address 
required due dates and expectations about what 
they should be reporting to OMB, Congress, and the 
American people. Additional guidance could also 
include more tactical direction about what steps 
CDOs should take, with what priority, and areas for 
interagency cooperation and collaboration. CDOs may 
also benefit from additional legislation that would 
more clearly lay out definitions and specific steps to 
be taken, or address challenges implementing current 
legal responsibilities. 

• Recommendation 3 – Congress should remove the 
statutory sunset of the CDO Council. Currently the 
CDO Council is scheduled by law to sunset in 2025. 
It has proven itself to be a valuable coordinating 
body and community of practice for CDOs. The 
CDOC provides vital technical assistance and a 
valuable community of practice to convene and 
share knowledge. Since most CDOs and their offices 
are relatively new to the role and responsibilities, 
additional support from the CDO Council and peers 
in the form of technical assistance, resources for 
strategic planning, and other planning processes can 
support the entire CDO community, including for 
CDOs operating with limited staff and capacity. With 
the expectation that CDO roles continue indefinitely, 
the coordination of the CDO Council should as well.

• Recommendation 4 – CDOs can improve 
communication about how they demonstrate the 
value of using data. Where possible, in coordination 
with the Chief Evaluation Officer and the Chief 
Statistical Officer, CDOs should engage in deliberate 
steps to provide metrics, summaries, and, when 
possible, evaluations that highlight the impact 
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and cost savings of their efforts. To gain support 
within their organizations, CDOs need to show 
their leadership strategically, including valuable 
accomplishments that improve the ability for other 
staff to better perform the roles. In so doing, CDOs 
may help build a more compelling case about the 
need for resources to create and grow the staff and 
gain leadership buy-in within their agency. If the CDO 
is able to show programmatic savings in time and/
or dollars caused by their activities, they establish a 
base for justifying the use of existing resources and 
requesting greater resources in the future. Even small 
wins are vital to building support. CDOs also benefit in 
helping to manage organizational change, encourage 
data literacy, and increase the influence of evidence-
based decision making.

Information collected from CDOs across the two 
surveys and a small roundtable provides a great deal 
of information about the current status of CDOs. As 
the offices gain experience, they report significant 
progress in reaching the overall goals of providing 
data to both the public and their agencies to inform 
evidence-based decision making. While the CDOs do 
report certain challenges to future progress, they are not 
insurmountable challenges. The information that was 
collected in the Data Foundation survey has also allowed 
us to provide specific recommendations to address these 
challenges that should lead to continued success for 
the CDOs.

CDOs can support government in fulfilling virtually every 
priority and delivering every service to the American 
people. While there are real challenges for the nascent 
CDO community, the leaders in the CDO positions across 
government are realizing tangible, lasting progress for 
improving the governance and use of data. Congress, 
leaders in the Executive Branch, and external partners 
must continue to find ways to support and encourage the 
maturing CDO community in the years ahead. 
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This report reflects the results of the Data Foundation’s 
second government-wide survey of federal CDOs and the 
CDO Council’s first survey of its members.

The Data Foundation compiled an inventory of all known 
federal chief data officers, including those recognized 
on federal agency websites, through social media, 
news reports, and Leadership Connect, a directory of 
federal employees. Additional insights and research 
conducted by report authors and Data Foundation staff 
supplemented the survey findings. The Data Foundation 
invited CDOs and designated statistical officials to 
participate by email, to complete a web-based survey in 
February and March 2021. Data Foundation re-invited 
CDOs by email three times to those non-responding. 
Following the fourth invitation, Data Foundation staff 
contacted CDOs by phone for final non-response follow-
up. The response rate for the survey was 16%. 

Appendix and Survey Methods

Following the field period for the survey, the Data 
Foundation invited a sub-sample of CDOs, who 
consented for recontact, to participate in a virtual 
roundtable. This discussion provided additional context 
on issues around staffing, other barriers and challenges, 
their reaction to the Federal Data Strategy 2020 Action 
Plan, their thoughts on the upcoming 2021 Action 
Plan, and organizational change management in their 
agencies.

The sample for the CDO Council survey was its 
membership which consists of approximately 80 CDOs at 
the top-level of their agency. With a total of 39 responses, 
their completion rate was 49%.
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