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Is the Federal Government Ready for AI?
A Survey of Federal AI Investment, Readiness, and Capabilities



Overview
Purpose

In March 2019, the White House unveiled AI.gov – a web-based resource outlining 
key AI objectives in the public and private sectors. Building on an already robust 
program of funding and development taking place at DARPA, IARPA, the NSF, and 
other agencies, this strategic roadmap will guide future efforts to harness cognitive 
computing.

The ongoing battle for artificial intelligence (AI) supremacy presents challenges for 
national security as well as key civilian missions. Across the federal government, 
agency leaders are seeking to incorporate the technology into critical mission 
functions and operations. 

To learn more about ongoing efforts from the individuals making decisions and 
putting in the work themselves, Government Business Council (GBC) undertook a 
robust research program. A few highlights are summarized in the ensuing slides –
the full survey findings can be found here. 

Methodology

Government Business Council and ViON Corporation released a survey in March 
2019 to a random sample of federal government employees in civilian and military 
agencies. A total of 673 respondents participated in the survey. Data cleaning, 
validation, and qualification criteria further restricted the samples for specific 
questions in the survey.

Take me to the full, interactive survey report online. 
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https://www.govexec.com/insights/federal-government-ready-ai/
https://www.govexec.com/insights/federal-government-ready-ai/


Three-fifths (60%) of federal government organizations are acting on AI, though a large share have no plans
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A substantial majority (60%) of respondents in civilian and military federal agencies report that their 
organization has plans to implement AI, is in the process of implementing AI, or is already using AI in 
mission-critical operations. Still, a sizable portion (40%) of those surveyed reports that there are no plans 
to implement AI at their organization, indicating a considerable opportunity in the space.

16%
of federal government 
organizations are using AI in 
mission-central operations.

Research Findings

Which best describes your organization’s use of artificial intelligence (AI)?

40%

22% 22%

16%

We have no plans to implement
AI

We have plans to implement AI
in the future

We are in the process of
implementing AI

We are using AI in mission-
central operations

Percentage of respondents who did not select Don’t know, n=179. N = 322 individuals selected Don’t know.
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding



Budget/financial constraints and a lack of conceptual understanding are the largest barriers to AI
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Do any of the following act as a barrier to the implementation of AI 
at your organization? Please select all that apply.

Percentage of respondents, n=216
Respondents were asked to select all that apply

Research Findings

Half (50%)
of survey respondents believe their 
organization’s implementation of AI 
is hampered by budget/financial 
constraints. 

15%

6%

26%

29%

36%

41%

42%

44%

50%

None of the above

Other

Misalignment between internal
management structure and AI

principles

Insufficient knowledge about
vendor options

Organizational roadblocks

Lack of technical expertise

Cost of managing
existing/legacy infrastructure

Lack of conceptual
understanding about AI (e.g.,

its proposed value to mission)

Budget / financial constraints

A smaller yet substantial share of 
those polled (44%) indicated the 
same about a lack of conceptual AI 
understanding, while 42% cited the 
cost of managing existing/legacy 
infrastructure. 



Progress in AI trails other elements of IT modernization according to 42% of federal government respondents
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Though a plurality (30%) of government survey respondents indicate that their organization’s AI progress 
has kept pace with other elements of their IT transformation/modernization, large shares believe AI has 
actually been slower (22%) or much slower (22%) than these other elements. 

Taken as a net value, AI implementation has a 38% ‘lag gap’ according to respondents in civilian and 
military agencies – in other words, pessimism still largely defines some of government’s perceptions of 
timely AI fulfillment. 

44%
of survey respondents report 
that their organization’s AI 
progress is slower or much 
slower than other IT 
modernization elements. 

Please complete the following statement: “My organization’s AI progress is ____________ than other 
elements of our information technology (IT) transformation / modernization.”

Percentage of respondents, n=246
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Research Findings

22% 22%

30%

5%

1%

Much slower Slower Neither faster nor slower
than

Faster Much faster



Majority (57%) of respondents expect at least one year until AI tools reach mission critical objectives
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Nearly three-fifths (57%) of respondents believe their organization will require at least one year to bring AI 
tools up to the mission critical level – the bulk of individuals who hold this view believe this 
transformation will happen more than two years from now. Additionally, a significant portion of 
respondents (29%) believe their team does not have a need for AI tools.

A comparably small share of surveyees expect mission-critical functionality in AI within the next year: 
12% of those polled by GBC hold this view. 

Two-fifths
(40%) of those surveyed 
assume it will be at least two 
years until their organization’s 
AI tools meet mission critical 
objectives.

In your opinion, when will your organization’s AI tools have the ability to meet mission critical 
objectives?

Percentage of respondents, n=242
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Research Findings

6%

2% 1%

5%

17%

40%

29%

Already have this
ability

In the next 1-3
months

In the next 3-6
months

In the next 6-12
months

In the next 1-2
years

More than 2 years
from now

None - My team
does not have a
need for AI tools



Popular media tops the list of information sources for AI tools and applications
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Which of the following sources have informed your knowledge of 
work-related AI tools and applications? Please select all that apply.

Percentage of respondents, n=183
Respondents were asked to select all that apply

Research Findings

Popular media (24%), media from 
professional organizations / 
associations (20%), and in-person 
events / conferences / trade shows
(20%) most frequently inform 
government respondents about AI 
tools and applications. The 
respondents’ organizations of 
employment (20%) also feature 
prominently, while other sources of 
information are less frequently cited.

24%
of civilian and military federal 
government respondents reported 
using popular media (including digital 
and print publications) to inform their 
knowledge of work-related AI tools 
and applications. 44%

0%

11%

16%

18%

18%

20%

20%

20%

24%

I have not received information about
work-related AI tools and applications

Other

Managed services

Other public sector organizations

Professional services

Media from technology vendors

My organization

In-person events, conferences, and trade
shows

Media from professional
organizations/associations

Popular media (including digital and print
publications)



Continued implementation of AI in government will require a multi-pronged approach
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While a plurality (45%) of survey respondents see their department’s or agency’s senior management as 
best positioned to accept responsibility over access to AI tools, they see the individuals on AI-adjacent 
teams as best equipped to address daily AI needs. This suggests a multi-tiered approach: a level on 
which strategic decisions are made on an appropriate scale, and an implementation level on which AI is 
put into practice. 

45%
of respondents believe that
senior management at the 
department or agency level 
should have primary 
responsibility for ensuring AI 
access.

In your opinion, who should have primary responsibility for ensuring that your team has adequate 
access to AI tools?

Research Findings

22%

45%

21%

2%
10%

Government-wide leaders
with insight into multiple
departments or agencies

Senior management at the
department or agency

level

The individuals on the
teams with AI tool needs

Other None of the above

In your opinion, who is currently best equipped to address your team’s daily AI needs?

14%
21%

44%

4%

17%

Government-wide leaders
with insight into multiple
departments or agencies

Senior management at the
department or agency

level

The individuals on the
teams with AI tools needs

Other None of the above

Percentage of respondents, n=217
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Percentage of respondents, n=218
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding



Government Business Council

As Government Executive Media Group’s research division, Government Business 
Council (GBC) is dedicated to advancing the business of government through analysis, 
insight, and analytical independence. An extension of Government Executive's 40 years 
of exemplary editorial standards and commitment to the highest ethical values, GBC 
studies influential decision makers from across government to produce intelligence-
based research and analysis. 

Report Author: Igor Geyn

ViON

ViON Corporation is a cloud service provider with over 37 years’ experience designing 
and delivering enterprise data center solutions to government agencies and commercial 
businesses. The company provides IT as-a-Service solutions including on-premise public 
cloud capabilities to simplify the challenges facing business leaders and agency 
executives. Focused on supporting the customer’s evolution to the next generation data 
center, ViON’s Data Center as-a-Service offering provides innovative solutions from 
OEMs and disruptive technology providers via a consumption-based model. The 
complete range of as-a-Service solutions are available to research, compare, procure and 
manage via a single portal, ViON Marketplace. ViON delivers expertise and an 
outstanding customer experience at every step with professional and managed services, 
backed by highly-trained, cleared resources. A veteran-owned company based in 
Herndon, Virginia, the company has field offices throughout the U.S. (www.vion.com).

About

Contact

Daniel Thomas
Manager, Government Business Council
Government Executive Media Group
Tel: 202.266.7905
Email: dthomas@govexec.com

govexec.com/insights
@GovExecInsights
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Dell EMC

Dell Technologies’ integrated solutions bring the power of our portfolio together in 
workload specific solutions such as ready solutions for machine learning and other 
forms of AI. Sold as an on-premise as-a-service capability in an open model or an easy to 
deploy and support capital investment for research and development, these solutions 
accelerate adoption of AI.

http://www.vion.com/
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