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The first Technology Assessment organisation in 
history was the US Congress’ Office of Technology 
Assessment (OTA). Set up in 1972, this pioneering 
institution lasted for 23 years before its abrupt 
closure in 1995. Calls for its revival have mounted in 
the last years, and have come from a diverse range 
of parties - from Wired magazine through to the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. 

“OTA provided Congress with in-depth technical 
assessments to support congressional decision 
making” explained Laura H. Kahn in 2007 in the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. “By estimating 
the economic, social, and environmental impacts of 
technological advancements, it was known for its 
impartial advice and analysis. OTA published up 
to 55 reports each year and its work was diverse, 
evaluating everything from health-care technology to 
agricultural needs. Nothing has come close to filling 
its mandate since.”

“In clear and simple language, supported by 
attractive illustrations”, noted Professor M. Granger 
Morgan, head of the Department of Engineering and 
Public Policy at Carnegie Mellon University, in the 
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette in 1995, “they summarized 
the technical facts, identified problems, laid out 
alternatives, and discussed their pros and cons.” 

Bestsellers
The reports produced by some 200 OTA staff 
members were often bestsellers at the Government 
Printing Office.“OTA reports usually gave alternatives 
matched to different goals Congress might want to 
achieve” stated Scientific American in 2005. “Instead 
of watering down recommendations to achieve a 
consensus, as is the custom of many blue-ribbon panels, 
the OTA deliberately sought out conflicting viewpoints. 
Often people on both sides of an issue would cite 
the same report during debate.” OTA reports were 
widely respected for incorporating different points of 
view, while maintaining academic quality standards. 
The OTA’s structures and methodologies fostered 
objectivity, non-partisanship and public participation. 
Its governing board had equal representation from 
both political parties. It was also guided by an 

advisory council of 10 eminent citizens from industry, 
academia and elsewhere. On top of that, for each study 
it undertook, OTA assembled an advisory panel of 
stakeholders and experts.

In spite of wide support, OTA closed suddenly in 
1995 - ‘de-funded’ during the ‘republican revolution’ 
in the House of Representatives led by Speaker Newt 
Gingrich. The reason given was cost-cutting, but the 
institutional spend of under $30 million a year was a 
trifle in comparison to the quality and quantity of its 
output. 

Even today, OTA’s legacy is kept alive. Both 
Princeton University and the Federation of American 
Scientists maintain websites and in July 2011, Rush 
Holt, New Jersey’s Representative in the House of 
Representatives, tried to get the US legislature to 
re-open the organisation on a modest basis. While 
Holt’s motion was voted down, it seems fair to 
predict that history hasn’t closed the books on the 
OTA quite yet.

Masterclass – The Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) of the US Congress

Legend and legacy
Academic excellence and wide-reaching research was not enough to 
save the world’s first Technology Assessment organisation in the United 
States. Can support from scientists and citizens spark a revival?

T- shirt created and 
worn by some staff 
of the OTA to express 
their sentiments about 
the intent of the 104th 
Congress to terminate 
their service. 

"Most members of Congress avoid 
science at all costs" / Rush Holt, Wired 2009  

Want to know more? 

 
www.princeton.edu/~ota/ 
www.fas.org/ota/ 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=BhAM-u2F0kI

 
The OTA legacy - 1972-1995 on CD-ROMS 

OTA’s analysis of the scientific and technological issues are 
increasingly relevant to public policy and legislative action. 
Five CD-roms contain all the formally issued reports of the 
OTA, as well as many background papers. Over 100.000 
pages of the best available analyses of the scientific and 
technnical policy issues of the past two decades. 

Contact U.S. Government bookstores or the U.S. Library 
Services Program for availability. 
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