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T
he Special Operations Forces Acquisition, Technology 
and Logistics (SOF AT&L) Training and Leader De-
velopment Team, known as the Pathfinders, includes 
volunteers from across the organization. The team’s 
purpose is to deliver SOF-unique AT&L training to the 

workforce to augment training and education provided by the 
Service and the Defense Acquisition University. The team uses a 
closed-loop process to assess proficiency, plan training, prepare 
trainers, execute classes and gather feedback to restart the loop.

SOF AT&L’s envisions becoming the recognized expert and trusted provider that equips 
and sustains SOF and that has a mission to improve competitive processes and funda-
mental competencies in source-selection activities. To that end, the Center has invested 
substantially in training its workforce to improve communications with industry—spe-
cifically, through developing Request for Proposals (RFPs) instructions and evaluation 
criteria while defining best value.  

Anyone who has ever been involved in preparing a proposal in response to a government 
solicitation knows that an RFP’s Section L and M contain the most coveted pieces of in-
formation for the offeror—the details for the proposal submission—and defines how the 
government will evaluate, weight, rate and eventually award a proposal. A well-written 
RFP consistent with the requirements documents is of absolutely critical importance 
to source-selection success.

The SOF AT&L mission-tasking letter challenges acquisition professionals to define 
clear requirements and evaluation factors through statements of work and specifi-
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cations; maintain effective and transparent communication 
with industry; and select the best proposal through clearly 
understandable solicitation and disciplined source-selection 
activities, discussions and negotiations. The Pathfinders were 
to develop a strategy that would satisfy the need of Program 
Executive Officers (PEOs) and Directors for greater SOF Ac-
quirers competence in source selection. This was to focus 
on developing communicable and meaningful (non-cost or 
past performance) evaluation criteria to facilitate competitive 
source selections from industry.  

Development of the Pathfinders training concept started with 
drawings and sketches on a dry-erase board that eventually 
led to a multisession, multiphased approach on how to think 
about best value. This allowed participants to think through 
the requirements development process and the actual RFP 

development and consider how the results of those documents 
would look in the future. The training basically asked: What 
does “Best Value” look like? This approach is known as For-
ward Innovative Thinking Techniques (FITT). 

As with all Pathfinders training, the development of the FITT 
training came from within the Center—a combination of strate-
gies and techniques used by SOF AT&L source selection sub-
ject-matter experts (SMEs) pulled together to demonstrate 
how to think when preparing the required documentation. 
FITT are used to identify and assess existing requirements 
and consider them under future circumstances—i.e., a source-
selection evaluation board environment. Use of FITT is not 
about applying templates to your requirement, but scrutinizing 
your requirement and its expected future appearance to iden-
tify discriminating characteristics. Worksheets were created 
to lead acquisition professionals through this forward-thinking 
approach and capture those identified characteristics. 

Pathfinders and SMEs packaged FITT to train SOF AT&L under 
both a Service requirement and a Product/Hardware require-
ment. Two training classes were presented simultaneously 
with acquisition professionals attending the class most closely 
aligned to their PEO’s/Directorate’s mission area. Four SMEs 
were handpicked to collaborate, develop, lead and facilitate the 
FITT training. The Service requirement replicated the Human 
Performance Program (HPP) while the Product FITT Lead de-
veloped a mock procurement request package for a Precision 

Sniper Rifle (PSR). FITT was executed in four phases with a 
series of briefings, industry involvement, and interactive team 
exercises.  

Phase I—Thinking forward:
What does Blue (and Purple, Green, Yellow, Red) look like? 
During Phase I of the FITT training, acquisition profession-
als reviewed their assigned Procurement Request Package 
(PRP). The HPP team used excerpts from the Performance 
Work Statement (PWS), Market Research Report, Acquisition 
Plan, and Milestone Schedule to transform the DoD Source 
Selection Procedures Technical/Risk rating color scheme defi-
nitions into expected proposal descriptions. In short, profes-
sionals went through an intense practical exercise to develop 
standards in order to answer the question, “What does a Blue 
proposal look like?”—as well as Purple, Green, Yellow, and Red 

proposals. This was not a new technique to HPP. The HPP team 
went through the same drill years earlier when HPP was being 
competed. Then Acquisition Executive James Cluck asked the 
team  the same question about the colors to help them under-
stand what constituted a “best value” proposal.

The PSR team used a mock PRP to assess the requirements 
and examine the market research data to determine dis-
criminating criteria. The class was led through a review of 
the market research data showing the differing industry 
responses to the requirements characteristics and what 
swept through the room could only be described as an “ah 
ha” moment when people came to understand how to de-
termine which requirements were truly the discriminating 
criteria. Many times an Acquisition Team wants to evaluate 
everything in the PWS because everything is important, but 
that is an unreasonable and unnecessary approach. The 
training really demonstrated how participants can think 
through the data from industry and home in on those dif-
ferences that distinguish one requirement characteristic 
from another, one product from another, and discover what 
can be achieved by listening to industry.

At the end of Phase I training, acquisition professionals left 
with an understanding of how to identify discriminating criteria 
and a semi-complete FITT Worksheet, which documented 
the Acquisition Team’s agreement of what the future’s Blue 
(or Purple, Green, Yellow, or Red) proposal would look like.

Use of FITT is not about applying 
templates to your requirement but 

scrutinizing your requirement and its 
expected future appearance to identify 

discriminating characteristics.
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Phase II—Thinking forward:
What are the significant aspects (i.e., factors and poten-
tially subfactors) of the requirement—and why are they 
important?
Using the FITT Worksheets developed during Phase I, ac-
quisition professionals attended Phase II training prepared 
to discuss and wrestle with three questions: What evaluation 
subfactors should you have and why? What are you trying 
to determine from those subfactors? What documents/in-
formation should you request from offerors to achieve that 
determination? Within their respective rooms, both the HPP 
and PSR teams divided into multiple small groups. Each group 
emphasized the importance of the team approach to evaluat-
ing criteria by including a mix of program managers, contract-
ing officers and specialists, and logisticians.

Given free rein to think rather than seek a textbook answer, 
each group presented its subfactors, rationale and the docu-
ments that it required from the offeror. Discussions were dy-
namic in both rooms as groups advocated for their answer. Af-
terward, groups were told that there were no wrong answers. 
They also were told to prepare for Phase III FITT Training, in 
which they would actually transform their completed FITT 
Worksheet into a formal Section L and M—and that industry 
representatives would critique their work.

At the end of Phase II training, acquisition professionals under-
stood how to create the framework for meaningful discriminat-
ing criteria that could be used in performing evaluations—and 
how to determine the documents and/or instructions needed 
for submitted proposals.

Phase III—Thinking forward:
How will industry respond? Will industry understand what 
is important to the government and/or recognize the gov-
ernment’s best value description?
FITT Phase III training was conducted in two parts: Phase 
IIIA included small group exercises and Phase IIIB was a 
single session industry day. FITT Phase IIIA allowed ac-
quisition professionals to go through practical exercises 
of communicating in writing their developed factors, cri-
teria and proposal submission instructions. Groups were 
instructed to apply their completed FITT Worksheet de-
veloped in Phase II to write a Section L and M for the RFP. 
The FITT Worksheet kept participants focused on critical 
requirement characteristics (discriminating criteria) and 
repeatedly reminded them of the importance of  those char-
acteristics in obtaining best value.

The Special Operations Command small business director 
coordinated with four local industry representatives of both 
small and large businesses to review the Sections L and M from 
both the HPP training class and the PSR training class. Phase 
IIIB was an open forum active discussion between industry 
representatives and the government—with industry driving 
the conversation and explaining, “Based on what you’ve writ-
ten in Section L and M, this is what your best value looks like 
to me.” This was a great forum for different industry partners 
to collaboratively speak openly in a nonthreatening environ-
ment to SOF acquisition professionals, who were interested 
to see how the government’s words on paper would direct 
events in the absence of any accompanying spoken commu-
nication, instruction or question-and-answer period. Industry 
partners also explained  their approach and extensive efforts 
in responding to an RFP.

Phase IV—Thinking forward: 
What will the SOF operator receive?
The opportunity to obtain real experience by participating in 
a source selection is driven by a PEO or Directorate and the 
program and/or project being supported. The FITT Phase IV 
training was the grand finale: proposal evaluation. Given the 
actual solicitation and using, with permission, the actual pro-
posals received in response to HPP, acquisition professionals 
evaluated the proposals by applying the RFP Section M cri-
teria and identified proposal strengths, weaknesses, signifi-
cant weaknesses, and/or deficiency findings. Using a mock 
proposal, the PSR groups did much the same thing. Groups 
then vetted and deliberated findings to form a consensus on 
findings and determine proposal color ratings. Since the FITT 
Worksheets developed in Phase I documented the Acquisition 
Team’s agreement of what the future’s Blue (or Purple, Green, 
Yellow, or Red) proposal would be, this was particularly helpful 
in ensuring proper assignment of the colors. 

FITT was introduced to train the SOF AT&L workforce in the 
art of thinking forward in a source-selection environment and 
to provide SMEs a tool for mentoring future  source-selection 
evaluation boards. As SOF requirements are defined and 
frameworks are built, acquisition professionals are challenged 
to think forward about what that Blue (and Purple, Green, Yel-
low, Red) proposal looks like, to determine the significant as-
pects of the requirement and to understand the importance 
of their roles. SOF AT&L is committed to getting FITT by 
strengthening communications with industry while getting 
the “Best Value” for the SOF operator. 

The author can be contacted at susan.griffin@socom.mil.
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