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Created by the Technology Assessment Act of
1972 (86 Stat, 797), OTA is a part of and is re-
sponsible to the legislative branch of the Federal
Government. OTA received funding in Novem-
ber 1973 and commenced operations as the sec-
ond session of the 93d Congress convened in
January 1974.

The Act provides for a bipartisan Congres-
sional Board, a Director, Deputy Director, and
such other employees and consultants as may be
necessary to conduct the Office’s work.

The Congressional Board is made up of six
Senators. appointed by the President pro tem-
pore of the Senate, and six Representatives, ap-
pointed by the Speaker of the House, evenly
divided by party. In 1978, Senator Edward Ken-
nedy, D-Mass. , and Congressman Larry Winn,
Jr,. R-Kansas, served as the Chairman and Vice
Chairman, respectively, of the Board. The two
posts alternate between the Senate and House
with each Congress. The Board members from
each House select their respective officer.

The Congressional Board sets the policies of
the Office and is the sole and exclusive body gov-
erning OTA. The Board appoints the Director,
who is OTA’s chief executive officer and is re-
sponsible solely to the Board, on which he serves
as a nonvoting member.

The Act also calls for a Technology Assess-
ment Advisory Council comprising 10 public
members eminent in scientific, technological, and
educational fields, the Comptroller General of
the United States, and the Director of the Con-
gressional Research Service of the Library of
Congress. When requested by the Board, the
Council may offer advice on technology assess-
ment matters.

In providing assistance to Congress, OTA is
to: identify existing or probable impacts of tech-
nology or technological programs: where pos-
sible, ascertain cause-and-effect relationships;
identify alternative technological methods of im-

plementing specific programs; identify alternative
programs for achieving requisite goals; estimate
and compare the impacts of alternative methods
and programs: present findings of completed
analyses to the appropriate legislative authorities:
identify areas where additional research or data
collection is required to provide support for as-
sessments: and undertake such additional associ-
ated activities as may be directed.

Initiation, Processing, and Flow
of Assessments

OTA’s primary function is to provide congres-
sional committees with assessments or studies
that identify the range of probable consequences,
social as well as physical, of policy alternatives af-
fecting the uses of technology. Requests for OTA
assessments may be initiated by:

● the Chairman of  any s tanding,  special ,
select, or joint committee of Congress, act-
ing for himself, at the request of the ranking
minority member, or a majority of the com-
mittee members;

● the OTA Board; or
● the OTA Director, in consultation with the

Board.

In 1978, a priority-setting process was initiated
to identify major national and global issues for
OTA study. (See section IV for a description of
this process. )

The authorization of specific assessment proj-
ects and the allocation of funds for their perform-
ance is the responsibility of the OTA Board. The
Board early established priority areas of study,
and approves individual assessment projects
within those areas. To facilitate these decisions,
the Board considers recommendations and plans
developed by OTA staff, and applies the follow-
ing general selection criteria developed in con-
sultation with the Advisory Council:
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Is this now or likely to become a major na-
tional issue?

Can OTA make a unique contribution, or
could the requested activity be done effec-
t ively by the request ing committee or
another agency of Congress?

How significant are the costs and benefits to
society of the various policy options in-
volved, and how will they be distributed
among various impacted groups?

Is the technological impact irreversible?

How imminent is the impact?

Is there sufficient available knowledge to
a s se s s  t he  t e chno logy  and  i t s  conse -
quences?

Is the assessment of manageable scope—
can it be bounded within reasonable limits?

What will be the cost of the assessment?

How much time will be required to do the
assessment?

What is the likelihood of congressional ac-
tion in response to this assessment?

Would this assessment compliment or de-
tract from other OTA projects?

Assessments emerge from the combined effort
of a staff with appropriate expertise, citizen advi-
sory panels of experts, consultants, contractors,
and other congressional information agencies. A
particular assessment project may involve explor-
atory meetings, workshops of advisory panels,
staff analyses, and consultant studies.

Different approaches are used. The method
employed. personnel involved, and the skills
tapped depend on the technology under study,
the requesting client, the nature of the issues at
stake, and the time available for and the setting
of the project. Required to consider the needs of
Congress, the vast range of technological issues,
and the resources available for a study, OTA re-
mains flexible in its assessment methods.

All OTA assessments strive to be objective,
nonpartisan, holistic, and authoritative. They
must also be timely so as to meet congressional
schedules.

Organizational Structure

The Office is organized into three operating
divisions, each headed by an assistant director.
The three divisions are Energy, Materials, and
Global Security; Health and Life Sciences; and
Science, Information, and Transportation. They
encompass assessments grouped in the areas of
energy, food, genetics and population, health,
materials, national security, oceans, R&D prior-
ities and policies, technology and world trade,
telecommunications and information systems,
and transportation. An exploratory group eval-
uates assessment requests that do not fall into
these group areas, and assists long-range plan-
ning. A chart detailing OTA’s organizational
structure accompanies this section.

Staff professionals represent a wide range of
disciplines and backgrounds, including the phys-
ical, biological, and environmental sciences, en-
gineering, social sciences, law, and public admin-
istration. Professionals from executive branch
agencies, detailed to OTA on a temporary basis,
and participants in several congressional fellow-
ship programs also contribute to the work of the
Office.

Support Services

Financial and Administrative

An administrative officer oversees administra-
tive and financial aspects of OTA operations, in-
cluding procurement and contracting, budget
and financial accounting and control, payroll,
travel, office space, security, accounts payable
and receivable, and other miscellaneous support
services.

In response to the growth in demand for OTA
assessments and increased costs, the OTA Board
in 1978 approved budget requests totaling $10.0
million for fiscal year 1979 for submission to
Congress. Congress appropriated $9.2 million.
In addition OTA carried over $758,000 from fis-
cal year 1978, and received supplemental appro-
priations of $1 million for the assessment of alter-
native energy futures and $196,000 for the Gov-
ernment-wide pay raise, for a total fiscal year
1979 authorization of $11.2 million.
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Personnel

A personnel officer is responsible for the devel-
opment of personnel policies and procedures
and their implementation. These include recruit-
ment, selection, orientation and processing, clas-
sification, salary structuring, and performance
evaluation.

Publishing

A publishing officer is responsible for the pro-
duction, editing, layout and design, graphics,
printing. and sale of OTA publications and other
printed material.

Information Services

An information services staff, which maintains
an in-house library of books, reports, journals,
and other materials on science, technology, and
related areas, supports OTA activities. The li-
brary serves as a liaison to the Library of Con-
gress as well as to other libraries and organiza-
tions throughout the Nation in order to meet the
information needs of the OTA staff.

Current awareness tools and a computerized
literature search service, the latter providing ac-
cess to more than 115 computerized data bases,
provide staff members with an extensive array of
information services. In 1978, the library set up a
data base on technology assessment. It includes
the OTA history and legislative background.
speeches and testimony given by OTA staff,

news and journal articles on technology assess-
ment, and other information pertinent to the
work of the Office.

The library is available to members of the gen-
eral public who have a specific interest in technol-
ogy assessment or in the work of the Office.

Public Participation and Public Affairs

Public involvement constitutes an important
part of OTA’s technology assessment process. In
addition to the wide use of citizen advisory
groups and consultants, the Office disseminates
information to the various parties-at-interest so
that they may become more effectively involved
in OTA assessments. In keeping with the objec-
tive of an open operation and the widest feasible
involvement of public views, meetings of OTA’s
Congressional Board and Advisory Council are
open to the public. Staff members who specialize
in public participation and a public affairs officer
advise the OTA Director.

To support public involvement, the public af-
fairs office through its mail list and the news
media continually informs the general public,
Congress, and affected or interested parties of
the initiation, status, and completion of assess-
ments. The office responds to requests from both
Congress and the general public for information
about its activities. To further inform Congress
and the public, the public affairs office prepares
and distributes the annual report and one-page
summaries of OTA reports.


