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LOOKING FORWARD

INTO 2021
Challenges and Successes Across
DoD and the Defense Industries

Interview With Under Secretary of Defense Ellen M. Lord
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R

ECENTLY, THE HONORABLE ELLEN M. LORD,
Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition
and Sustainment (A&S), and DAU President
Jim Woolsey met virtually to discuss
acquisition innovation and reform in 2021 and
beyond. In addressing Department of Defense (DoD)
challenges and successes across the defense industry,
Ms. Lord focused on leading-edge solutions to enable
the Warfighter.
WOOLSEY: It’s hard to believe we’re already in the first
quarter of Fiscal Year (FY) 2021, which is why I’m excited
to sit down with you to look at 2021 and beyond, and
what the Department has been able to deliver during this
ever-changing time. What innovations are being delivered
to better enable acquisition at the speed of relevance
and instill this idea of irreversible momentum in critical
program areas?
LORD: During 2020, the A&S team demonstrated
significant progress enabling capabilities to be delivered
at the speed of relevance, while strengthening the security
and resiliency of the Defense Industrial Base (DIB). If I
had to identify a single A&S contribution that creates
irreversible momentum for 2021 and beyond, it would be
the Adaptive Acquisition Framework (AAF). This policy
rewrite was a highly collaborative process, involving
stakeholders from inside and outside of the government.
The result was a comprehensive redesign of the DoD
5000 Series acquisition policies, which were streamlined
and modernized to maximize flexibility and enable speed.
DoD Directive 5000.01, The Defense Acquisition System,
is the overarching directive that describes the principles
governing the acquisition process, emphasizing six main
tenets of acquisition via the AAF. It was published in early
September and is a true example of reform as required by
the National Defense Strategy.
As a result of the Defense Science Board and the Defense
Innovation Board’s Software Acquisition and Practices
(SWAP) report recommendations, the AAF also includes
a specific Software Acquisition Pathway designed to
enable continuous integration and delivery of software
capabilities. The Department has recognized that modern
software development is a continuum from development,
to production, and during sustainment.
I’d also like to note that cybersecurity is a critical
component of all the acquisition pathways. The AAF
ensures cyber-hardening is designed-in at the beginning
of a program and factors in other functional areas, such
as planning for long-term intellectual property needs,
to deliver systems that are sustainable, upgradable,
affordable, and secure throughout the entire life cycle.
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Ellen M. Lord (left), Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Sustainment, is interviewed by DAU President Jim Woolsey (right).
Source: Department of Defense photos

WOOLSEY: Can you discuss what it means to deliver
at the point of need and how that directly impacts
the Warfighter?
LORD: When we talk about delivering at the point of need,
we focus on the Six Tenets of the Defense Acquisition
System: simplified acquisition policy, tailored acquisition
approaches, empowered program managers, use of datadriven analytics, active risk management, and an emphasis
on sustainment. We use the six pathways of the AAF to
enhance these tenets and offer flexibility, depending on
the criticality of the need. We maintain laser focus on
what our Combatant Commanders need; our job is to put
in their hands the capabilities they need to win quickly
and effectively.
One example of delivering at the point of need is when
USTRANSCOM (the U.S. Transportation Command)
communicated an urgent need to protect aircrews and
aeromedical personnel from COVID-19 exposure while
transporting a large number of patients via USTRANSCOM
aircraft. Using the Urgent Capability Acquisition Pathway,
the Joint Rapid Acquisition Cell worked with the Air Force
to develop and deliver the Negatively Pressurized CONEX,
an isolated containment chamber, to fill this capability gap
in just 93 days! It was a great example of moving at the
speed of relevance to deliver at the point of need.

development and sustainment? How do we rapidly
respond to evolving adversaries and threats, or changes to
the operational environment? In addition to the creation
of the AAF’s Software Acquisition Pathway, we’re focused
on creating and maintaining cross-program and crossservice digital infrastructure. This includes developing
code in government cloud environments to increase
efficiency and security, as well as provide automatic
authorities-to-operate. One example of this is the Air
Force’s Ground Based Strategic Deterrent (or GBSD)
program that is leveraging digital technology coupled
with Agile and development, security and operations, or
DevSecOps, methodologies.
In conjunction with the Comptroller, we also are working on
another significant pilot program for the creation of Budget
Activity 8 under the Research, Technology, Development,
and Engineering title. With congressional approval in
the FY 2021 Appropriations Act, this would consolidate
funding for a small number of ongoing programs under a
single appropriation, or color of money, for software and
digital technology. This pilot effort will evaluate the efficacy
of a single funding category for software and digital
technology. Doing so will afford more flexibility for program
management and better position programs to field valuable
software at the time of need—not years later.

WOOLSEY: As the Software Acquisition Pathway is one of
many initiatives being pursued, where is the Department
in implementing other recommendations of the Defense
Science Board Software Study and the Defense Innovation
Board SWAP Study?

WOOLSEY: Amid the current health crisis, managing
the health of the DIB has become more important than
ever. How has the Department been able to leverage
agile acquisitions as part of the national response to
strengthen the way we do business as a whole, now and
into the future?

LORD: Most of our warfighting systems are hardwareenabled and software-defined. As such, we are
aggressively pursuing implementation of both studies’
recommendations to modernize software development
and acquisition capabilities of the Department. As we
work to identify and mitigate our vulnerabilities, we are
working to answer questions such as how can we capture
commercial best practices to rapidly code, both during

LORD: The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the criticality
of the security and resiliency of defense supply chains. The
Federal emergency enabled DoD to accelerate initiatives
to identify constraints and risks in our supply chains that
were initially identified in the Executive Order (EO) 13806
report, which was published in 2018. For example, our
DoD Industrial Base Council, or IBC, is also assessing
inputs from all sources to prioritize funds appropriated
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for theDefense Production Act (DPA) Title III program.
Using investments that target supply chains in aircraft,
shipbuilding, space, and soldier systems, we seek to do
two things: offset direct financial distress in the DIB and
support our partners affected by the virus with investments
and local job creation. Furthermore, in the early days of the
crisis, we worked expeditiously to issue guidance allowing
DIB companies to continue operating, and also took steps
to provide liquidity for the industrial base through a variety
of progress payment adjustments, accelerated program
awards, and accelerated payments. Now, our challenge
is to incorporate our pandemic response activities into
regular business.
WOOLSEY: Speaking to that strategy, it is my
understanding that a new methodology is being used to
ensure supply chain security for DoD microelectronic
components. What role does the U.S. government play in
enabling a reliable domestic microelectronics industrial
base for national security and technological objectives, and
what factors contributed to U.S. microelectronics designs
being offshored for fabrication, packaging, and testing?
LORD: As I mentioned earlier, we are using the October
2018 EO 13806 report, Assessing and Strengthening the
Manufacturing and Defense Industrial Base and Supply
Chain Resiliency of the United States, as a foundation for
our current work to monitor the security and resiliency of
the DIB. That report developed the risk framework that
DoD uses to identify and address risks and issues in the
DIB. The Department uses that framework to continually
update the assessment, and to focus DoD’s resources to
address the industrial base’s shortfalls. One of the risk
archetypes identified in the report is foreign dependency.

Although DoD will always have a diverse, domestic and
international supply chain, we recognize that this comes
with some risk. COVID-19 magnified that risk and the
difficulties of offshore sources of supply in times of global
emergencies. This, coupled with the ever-present potential
of political uncertainty, means that we need to re-establish
domestic capability for our critical supply chain needs.
Examples of these critical supply chains are
microelectronics, rare earth elements, and unmanned
aerial systems (UAS). We have been using the various
levers the Department has available to begin to address
these issues. For example, we held a Trusted Capital event
to pair domestic UAS companies with U.S. investors to
build this capability in the United States, and lessen our
dependency on Chinese sources. We’ve also been using
our Industrial Base Analysis and Sustainment and DPA
Title III funding to begin to rebuild our domestic rare earths
capability. We’ve recently begun focusing on reshoring
microelectronics capability. The majority of the fabrication,
packaging, and testing capability resides in Asia, providing
vulnerability to potential foreign trade restrictions, loss
of U.S. intellectual property from offshore dependency,
and loss of confidence that the technology will function
as intended due to possible malicious activity by foreign
fabricators.
Congress has enabled DoD with multiple statutory
mechanisms to strengthen the capability, capacity, and
throughput of the DIB, as well as to develop both our
government and civilian workforce. Circling back to our
COVID-19 response, we have recently used DPA Titles I, III,
and VII for both the medical supply chain, and to address
effects of COVID-19 on the DIB. Coupled with programs

An unarmed Minuteman III intercontinental ballistic missile is launched at Vandenberg Air Force Base, Calif. The aging Minuteman is to be
replaced by the Ground Based Strategic Deterrent.
U.S. Air Force photo
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A seaman stands watch using the optical sighting system in the combat information center. New surveillance technology plays an increasing role
in defense preparedness for all military Services.
Photo by Navy Petty Officer 3rd Class Cody Beam

such as Acquisition Demonstration, and the Defense
Acquisition Workforce Development Fund, we continue to
build capability to meet the needs of both the Warfighter
and the Nation.
WOOLSEY: To that point, as you work to reshore critical
DIB capabilities, how is the Department addressing the
threat of adversarial influence within our supply chain?
LORD: The Department is raising awareness about the
threat of adversarial capital at a time when the current
COVID-19 crisis is being exploited by our adversaries. We
are part of a Whole-of-Government approach that values
an open investment environment while prioritizing the
need to protect our technological know-how from theft.
Our efforts to block adversarial capital can be characterized as both offensive and defensive. On the defensive
side, we work with the Committee on Foreign Investment
in the United States, which was recently strengthened
and expanded by the Foreign Investment Risk Review
Modernization Act to focus more on protection of
critical technologies. On the offensive side, last year
the Department stood up the Trusted Capital program
to offer critical technology companies an alternative to
adversarial capital.
Trusted Capital works with American military and
academic partners to bring companies developing
solutions critical to the DIB together with capital providers
in the Trusted Capital Marketplace, an ecosystem that
fosters deal flow in the interest of national security. For
companies that do not meet certain requirements of the
domestic Trusted Capital Marketplace, we are partnered
closely with the U.S. International Development Finance
Corporation (DFC) to offer those applicant companies
opportunities to identify alternative supply chain sources in
democracies across emerging market economies.
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WOOLSEY: When discussing the National Defense
Strategy, you’ve also talked about the critical importance
of ensuring a cyber-safe, cyber-secure, and cyberresilient DIB. How are we better equipped to address
that challenge?
LORD: The main challenge for cyber-securing the
DIB is understanding that all of its components are
interconnected. To address our cybersecurity challenge,
the Department is pursuing three main efforts:
encouraging the removal of suspect, foreign-produced
equipment; developing tools and processes to allow the
Department to see, understand, and remove foreign
influence from our supply chain; and providing auditability
of our vendor security practices.
While vendors self-attested adherence to established
cybersecurity practices under former contracting
standards, billions of dollars in intellectual property
continued to be exfiltrated prompting the creation of an
auditable process to stop this loss. In January, we released
the Cybersecurity Maturity Model Certification (CMMC),
which combines cybersecurity standards and references
into one, unified standard for the Department. Overall,
the CMMC framework enables the verification of the
cybersecurity posture of contractors in the DIB and across
our supply chain. We now have a process to measure and
report on the cybersecurity of the DIB.
I would also note that, as China is a prime culprit of
intellectual property theft from the United States,
Section 889A of the John S. McCain National Defense
Authorization Act of FY 2019 prohibits the Government
from procuring any equipment, systems, or services that
use certain telecommunications equipment or services.
Concurrently, Section 889B prohibits the Department
from contracting with vendors who use specific products
or services from specified Chinese companies. We are

committed to the legislation’s intent and are working
diligently with our industry partners to ensure a smooth
transition away from affected products and services
through approval of risk-informed waivers on a contractby-contract basis.
WOOLSEY: You mentioned meeting Warfighter needs, so
I would be remiss if I did not ask about delivering on the
F-35 fighter jet, the largest procurement program in DoD
history. How is this program modernizing the way we look
at acquisition and sustainment?
LORD: The goal of the F-35 program is to produce and
sustain an affordable, Warfighter-focused air system with
the readiness and capability needed to dominate the 21stcentury global battlespace. As you know, the F-35 is the
premier multi-mission, next-generation strike fighter and
provides U.S. and Allied forces unmatched, game-changing
capabilities to preserve our advantage over near-peer
adversaries. A&S and the Joint Program Office (JPO)
are focused on driving cost out or down, quality up, and
achieving timely deliveries of capability to our Warfighters.
From FY 2014, we have reduced the cost per aircraft by 26
percent, and from 2017 to 2019, we have increased annual
aircraft production by 147 percent.
The Department’s efforts to aggressively address
Warfighter operations and supportability requirements
led to the current initiative to replace the F-35’s Autonomic
Logistics Information System (ALIS) with the Operational
Data Integrated Network (ODIN). The ALIS architecture
is increasingly obsolete and current system performance
does not efficiently meet the needs of the Warfighter,
leading to multiple workarounds to operate and support
the F-35. ODIN will enable real-time monitoring of system
performance and automated collection of performance
information, and ultimately data-driven analysis for
seamless management of parts, technical orders, and
program performance data. The JPO is leading the
collaborative development of ODIN using AAF’s Software
Acquisition Pathway. The system will be hosted and
developed in a government-owned cloud, utilizing Agile
software development processes to enable flightline, base,
and deployed operations while connected or disconnected
through a cloud-native data infrastructure.
WOOLSEY: Before closing, I’d like to turn to the workforce.
When you think of developing a culture of innovation,
critical thinking, and creative compliance, what does that
mean for the future of the Defense Acquisition Workforce?
LORD: The future of our acquisition professionals will
continue to be both demanding and full of opportunity.
Acquisition is a Warfighter tool, and high-quality agile
acquisition professionals will continue to be critical to our
		

lethality and reform efforts. The AAF really brings the
power of customization and tailoring to acquisition. And
I know, Jim, that you and DAU, are critical in delivering
training to our workforce. The transformation DAU is
undergoing is rooted in rethinking training so that it is
customizable and fast. Credentials are key to that. These
quick micro-learning blocks are tools that workforce
members can use to get spun up on knowledge quickly,
and drive their own learning for what they need to know
to be effective on the job. Acquisition professionals are
now in much greater control of their careers. DAU also
is training and facilitating discussions through webcasts
and podcasts. These virtual gathering platforms allow
subject matter experts to engage directly with the
workforce to share their knowledge. Diversity in knowledge
dissemination is how DAU contributes to training that is
focused and tailored. This will change how acquisition
professionals develop their skills—and the Warfighter is
really going to benefit from that.
Along with DAU’s transformation to provide more pointof-need training and job relevant credentials, we assessed
our workforce requirements management approach and
created the 21st-century talent management framework.
A departure from the prior structure, which was broad,
the new “Back-to-Basics” framework streamlines 14
career fields into six, and prioritizes training resources for
those who do the hands-on development, acquisition and
sustainment of Warfighter operational capability.
I also am excited about our initiative to start two-way
exchanges between industry and DoD. We recently
finished our second pilot of high-performing defense
industry professionals completing six-month assignments
in DoD acquisition organizations; while vice versa, our
DoD acquisition professionals are participating in sixmonth assignments with industry. I have personally met
with the exchange participants from the first two pilots,
and I am convinced that this is the right thing to do. These
young professionals, from both industry and the DoD,
have volunteered to be ambassadors and to advocate the
exchange program with their peers. They’ve described how
valuable their exchange experiences have been in allowing
them to gain insights in business culture from both sides.
Continuing and expanding these two-way exchanges is
imperative to drive understanding between government
and industry. We are stronger and more effective when we
understand one another.
Our workforce is positioned to continue to advance
a culture of innovation, critical thinking, and creative
compliance. We will always deliver to and support the
Warfighter in providing our Nation’s security, and build on
the irreversible momentum we’ve generated across the
acquisition enterprise.
DEFENSEACQUISITION
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THE NEXT LITTLE-KNOWN
FLEXIBLE ACQUISITION
AUTHORITY
Stephen Speciale

n

Diane Sidebottom

F

ISCAL YEAR (FY) 2021 PROVIDES PROMISE AFTER A COLOSSALLY CHALLENGING YEAR MARKED BY A
global pandemic. Private and public sector entities will attempt to regain a sense of normalcy. However, one
issue remains constant—the United States undoubtedly will see additional and increasingly complex threats
from adversaries as technologies advance rapidly. National defense priorities identified in the 2018 National
Defense Strategy (NDS) remain at the forefront of the Department of Defense (DoD) mission as the character
of war continuously changes. To endure success and enhance its competitive advantages, the DoD must modernize
its capabilities by creating and promoting the right environment, mindset, and tools to embrace innovation and
reasonable risk-taking.
DoD entities are using innovative and flexible contractual instruments more and more often to pursue the acquisition
pathways outlined per the Adaptive Acquisition Framework (AAF). While a handful of options exist and are more
commonly used, one authority continues to be greatly underutilized—10 United States Code (U.S.C.) Section 2373,
“Procurement for Experimental Purposes.” This authority, while not new to the DoD, can be incredibly beneficial for DoD
Speciale is a Senior Acquisition Specialist supporting the Department of Defense. He is a Certified Defense Financial Manager–Acquisition (CDFM–A)
and Certified Fraud Examiner (CFE). Sidebottom is a Senior Policy Advisor with the Contracts Management Office at Defense Advanced Research

Projects Agency (DARPA). Prior to her tenure at DARPA, Sidebottom was the Learning Director for Other Transactions at the Defense Acquisition
University and has taught extensively about government contracting as an independent consultant. This article represents the opinions of the
authors alone.
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entities not only in their research and development (R&D) or science and technology efforts
but also their procurement actions necessary to support various AAF pathways. Unfortunately,
many within DoD’s acquisition workforce are unaware of the authority or do not have leadership
support to utilize the authority. This article outlines the flexible instrument and provide valuable
information to assist with modernized acquisition.

The AAF Defined

The Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (OUSD) Acquisition and Sustainment (A&S)
published AAF guidance and associated acquisition policies in January 2020. The OUSD (A&S)
AAF initiatives were created in response to the 2018 NDS that included an objective to reform
the DoD’s business practices for greater performance. These policy changes were intended
to make acquisition processes more timely, more agile, and free of unnecessary or excessive
bureaucracy to deliver capabilities and technology advancements as quickly as possible to
the Warfighter. The AAF outlines six acquisition pathways for DoD entities to select based on
program size, risk, urgency, complexity, and other characteristics. It also permits entities to
utilize a combination of pathways if a single pathway does not provide the most value based on
the identified requirements. Visit the Defense Acquisition University (DAU) website (https://
aaf.dau.edu/) for additional AAF information.
DoD entities can select from a buffet of Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) and non-FAR
contractual instruments when implementing the selected acquisition pathway(s). Examples
include, but are not limited to, contracting by negotiation (FAR Part 15), simplified acquisitions
(FAR Part 13.5), federal supply schedules (FAR Part 8.4), other transactions (OTs) (10 U.S.C.
2371 and 2371b), and procurement for experimental purposes (herein referred to as “PEPs”) (10
U.S.C. 2373). Since there is no one-size-fits-all contractual option for each acquisition pathway,
DoD entities must base instrument selection on their acquisition strategy and consideration of
defined requirement(s), risks, and desired outcomes.
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Procurements for Experimental
Purposes (PEPs) and Authorized Entities

Under 10 U.S.C. 2373 the DoD is authorized to use PEPs for
acquisitions of items in certain categories:
The Secretary of Defense and the Secretaries of the military
departments may each buy ordnance, signal, chemical
activity, transportation, energy, medical, space-flight,
telecommunications, and aeronautical supplies, including
parts, accessories, and designs thereof, that the Secretary
of Defense or the Secretary concerned considers necessary
for experimental or test purposes in the development of the
best supplies that are needed for the national defense.

PEPs are not new to the DoD, as the statute was enacted
in FY 1994 at the same time as the Prototype OT authority
(10 U.S.C. 2371b). Similar in purpose to OT agreements,
but distinctly different in application, PEPs are another
unique and flexible acquisition instrument for DoD entities
to use (if they have been delegated the authority) that are
not required to adhere to the major laws and regulations
that govern traditional procurement contracting. See
additional information on PEPs in Table 1.
PEPs are flexible for various important reasons:
• There are no federal laws or DoD regulations or policies
that specifically define what is included in each of
the nine focus areas. The terms describing the focus
areas are extremely broad and open to reasonable
interpretation. Thus, DoD entities can be creatively
compliant with program requirements relative to the
authority.

• Since the statute includes the terms “supplies,” “parts,”

“accessories,” and “designs,” DoD entities can procure
a wide range of items that may include platforms,
systems, components, materials, drawings, and more.
Unfortunately, one common type of acquisition is not
included in the statute—services. The main focus of
the acquisition must be on the supply item and any
associated services that are acquired with it must be
tangential to it. As currently written, the statute does
not allow for an acquisition that is solely or primarily for
services, even if the services fall within one of the topic
areas.

• Neither the statute nor DoD policy limits purchases

to a maximum dollar amount or quantity per PEP
agreement. Quantities, regardless of number, may be
based on the entity’s available budget and verification
as long that the number is limited to what is necessary
for experimentation or test purposes. As a result, DoD
entities have individual discretion to establish and
adhere to their own processes and procedures relative
to agreement amounts (prices), quantities, or required
approval authorities. Entities should be cautious,

10 | November-December 2020 | DEFENSEACQUISITION

Table 1. Information on PEPs
Under 10 U.S.C. 2373
• Must be used for experimental or test purposes/efforts
(supported by documentation).
• Must meet one or more of the nine focus areas.
• Are available for supplies, including parts and accessories,
and designs thereof—services are not included, and their
inclusion in the acquisition may only be tangential to the
supply acquisition.
• Can be used to develop new capabilities, test new
capabilities created by any source prior to fielding, and
enhance and/or assess existing capabilities (examples
include technical evaluation, experimentation, operational
utility assessment, or to maintain a residual operational
capability).
• Can be made with vendors inside or outside the
United States.
• Not the same as agreements under OT authorities
(10 U.S.C. 2371 or 10 U.S.C. 2371b) but is a companion
authority to the OT authorities.
• Can support several AAF acquisition pathways.
• Can be awarded using competitive or noncompetitive
procedures.
• Can be awarded by a warranted Contracting Officer or
Agreements Officer, depending on the specifics of the
legally binding agreement.
• No specified limit on unit quantities per purchase or
agreement, so long as total quantities being acquired are
needed for experimental or test efforts.
• No statutory or regulatory approval levels exist (entities
should adhere to their entity’s internal processes or
consult their legal counsel and HCA/SPE).
• Can be funded by various appropriation types depending
on effort purpose (as determined by fiscal law).
Key: AAF = Adaptive Acquisition Framework; FAR = Federal Acquisition
Regulation; HCA = Head of Contracting Activity; OT = Other Transaction;
SPE = Senior Procurement Executive; U.S.C. = United States Code
Source: The authors

however, to not misuse this authority to purchase more
items than are reasonably necessary for the test or
assessment. The needs of each situation will differ but
must be documented to ensure that the rationale meets
the authority’s intent.
PEPs clearly are another innovative tool that could have
significant importance to national defense and they have
been supported by Congress for many years. Within the
National Defense Authorization Act for FY 2018, Congress
required the Secretary of Defense (SECDEF) to establish a
preference for using PEPs and OTs when executing science
and technology and prototyping programs. Additionally,

Congress has expanded the list of topic areas regularly
since the statute was enacted, signaling a continued
interest in this authority and desire for its use. It is very
important, however, that those who wish to use the PEP
authority understand that this is a separate and distinct
authority from the two OT authorities, as explained in
Senate Report 114-49, Section 826. The agreements
awarded under 10 U.S.C. 2373 will not be called OTs, but
each will be a unique agreement with custom content
and format. Entities are free to choose a name for these
agreements as well as freely negotiate the terms and
conditions as long as the authority cited in the agreement
is 10 U.S.C. 2373.
Unfortunately, not all DoD entities have been delegated the
PEP authority. While the military Service Secretaries have
the authority by statute and can delegate it within their
organizations, the SECDEF maintains the responsibility
for delegating PEP authority to the defense agencies.
As of September 2020, only a handful of DoD entities
have been delegated PEP authority by their leadership,
including the Navy, Army (select commands), Air Force
(select commands), and the Defense Advanced Research

Projects Agency (DARPA). Before any DoD entity plans
to use this authority, workforce members must make sure
that they have been properly delegated the authority.
Personnel can review their organization’s “charter” within
the DoD’s Directives library or consult with legal counsel
to validate the PEP authority delegation. For instance, DoD
Directive 5134.10, “Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency (DARPA),” delegates 10 U.S.C. 2373 authority to
DARPA and requires DARPA’s Director to establish PEPrelated authorities and responsibilities. Alternatively, DoD
Directive 5105.85, “Defense Innovation Unit (DIU),” and
DoD Directive 5136.13, “Defense Health Agency (DHA),”
do not delegate 10 U.S.C. 2373 authority to either DIU
or DHA.

Comparing and Contrasting
PEPs and OTs

PEPs and OTs are both flexible and innovative contractual
instruments. While they have similar characteristics, they
cannot be confused with one another. Table 2 illustrates
the similarities and differences between the instruments
(NOTE: The information in Table 2 is current as of
September 2020).

Table 2. PEPs Versus OTs
PEPs
•
•

•

•
•
•

Authority per 10
U.S.C. §2373
Can be awarded
using competitive
or noncompetitive
procedures
Can be used to
purchase existing
products for operational
utility assessments
DoD guide or policy
memorandums do
not exist
Training not available to
DoD’s workforce
No DoD
certification/credential
program exists

PEPs and OTs

OTs

•
•
•
•

Authorities originates from laws (statutes)

•
•

Not appropriate for all DoD entities or efforts

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Support the NDS and AAF pathways
Require leadership support (top level “buy-in”)
Require team members with business acumen
and experience across multiple functional areas
Major acquisition laws and regulations do
not apply
Involves negotiable terms and conditions
Documentation required to justify authority use

•

•
•

Can be used to develop new capabilities or
enhance existing capabilities

•

Can be awarded by a Contracting
Officer/Agreements Officer

•

Agreements can be written with commercial terms

Authorities per
10 U.S.C. §2371 and
10 U.S.C. 2371b
Requires competitive
procedures to the
maximum extent
practicable
Can transition to a
Production OT
(if criteria met)
DoD guide and policy
memorandums exist
Training available to
DoD’s workforce
No DoD certification/
credential program
exists

Can be funded by various appropriation types
Future acquisition of larger quantities would be
done wtih FAR-based contracts
GAO has limited jurisdiction to review
decisions/protests

Key: AAF: Adaptive Acquisition Framework; CICA = Competition in Contracting Act; DFARS = Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation Supplement;
FAR = Federal Acquisition Regulation; GAO = Government Accountability Office; NDS = National Defense Strategy; OT = Other Transaction;
RDT&E = Research, Development, Test & Evaluation; U.S.C. = United States Code
Source: The authors
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Table 3. Examples For Using PEPs
PEP EXAMPLE 1
A DoD entity received authority and funding for a new program in response to a Government Accountability Office audit
that identified the DoD did not have safe or effective medical products for U.S. Warfighters. Specifically, the audit found
that DoD did not have adequate medical products or supplies to treat Warfighters’ injuries in battlefield settings. The new
program was approved to follow the “Urgent Capability Acquisition” pathway from the AAF, with program requirements
to expedite the development and distribution of safe and effective medical products for Warfighters. Significant
experimentation, testing, and operational assessments will be required for some of the highest priority items, such as blood
products, therapeutics, and vaccines.
It would be appropriate for the DoD entity to consider using PEPs since the effort relates to one of the nine focus areas
(medical), will involve experimentation and testing, and directly supports national defense. If the entity proceeds with a PEP,
the entity should consider what appropriate future activities should be used to realize the program goals.
• Did the entity find an existing technology or product that would satisfy the entity’s needs? If so, a subsequent purchase of
larger quantities would be planned and implemented.
• Did the entity determine that additional R&D efforts are needed to modify or amend an identified technical solution and
improve its satisfaction of the entity’s needs? The entity could then consider proceeding with an R&D procurement contract or
a Prototype OT agreement, depending on the situation.
• Did the entity determine none of the existing solutions were feasible, and therefore needs to start from scratch to create a new
solution? Perhaps a grant or cooperative agreement would make sense.
Remember, PEPs are not appropriate for purchasing quantities beyond those needed for experimentation or testing
purposes. Also, there is no allowance for a non-competitive follow-on acquisition option with PEPs as there is with Prototype
OTs under 10 U.S.C. 2371b. If an organization wishes to pursue a future acquisition, it will need to consider all of the
available options, and the rules associated with each, to accomplish the subsequent requirement.

PEP EXAMPLE 2
A DoD entity needs to procure tablet computers and related communications equipment to better assist Warfighters in
combat areas. Current computers and communications equipment in inventory are heavy, have short battery lives and slow
processing times, rarely connect to cellular networks, and cannot be used for video-conferencing or to view presentations.
Commercial technologies have advanced so rapidly that the DoD is considering leveraging the advancements for military
use. The program anticipates that testing activities will be required before any new computers or communications
equipment can be purchased for operational purposes or go into inventory.
It would be appropriate for the DoD entity to consider using PEPs since the effort relates to more than one of the nine focus
areas (signal and telecommunications), will involve testing and capabilities assessments, and directly supports national
defense. PEPs can provide immediate benefits since time is of the essence, the effort will most likely involve the commercial
sector, and the standard procurement rules and regulations, including the Competition in Contracting Act,) do not apply,
allowing for opportunities to purchase test items from multiple sources quickly and on commercial terms.

PEP EXAMPLE 3
A DoD entity has a requirement to upgrade its existing aircraft (in the field for 10 years) that will provide significant
improvements relative to the original aircraft form, fit, and function. Upgrades include modernized machine guns,
modernized avionics displays, a lighter ballistic protection system for the cargo loading system, and a new communications
system. Although all 300 aircraft in the fleet ultimately will be upgraded, the entity only plans to test 10 of them.
It would be appropriate for the DoD entity to consider using PEPs since the effort relates to at least two of the nine focus
areas (ordnance and transportation), will involve testing, and directly supports national defense. The entity, however, should
carefully evaluate its acquisition and contracting strategy since it is only planning to test 10 of the 300 aircraft. PEPs are not
appropriate for quantities associated with full-rate production or other quantities intended to be placed into inventory with
experimentation or testing. Rather, PEPs should only include quantities for technical evaluation, experimentation, operational
utility assessment, or to maintain a residual operational capability. Entities should strategically plan the use of PEPs and
how PEP results could help inform plans for future Prototype OTs, FAR-based contracts, or other contractual instruments
as appropriate.
Source: The authors
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Successful PEPs require collaboration,
confidence, and business competence.
DoD entities have utilized OTs with ever-increasing
frequency and in greater numbers while PEPs rarely have
been used since the authorities were enacted. The reasons
are simple: (1) more DoD entities have authority to use OTs
than those with authority to use PEPs; (2) the OUSD has
published OT guidance and policies, but none for PEPs; and
(3) the DoD has various training events specific to OTs,
but none for PEPs. However, PEP popularity and usage will
increase significantly if Congress continues expanding the
PEP focus areas, the SECDEF delegates PEP authority to
more DoD entities (such as DIU, DHA, and others), and the
OUSD creates PEP guidance and related training.
Table 3 outlines broad, hypothetical examples that can
assist entities that highlight when PEPs would be an
appropriate contractual instrument given a requirement
(assuming PEP authority exists).

PEP Tips

The following tips are intended to assist with PEP usage,
including planning, execution, and administration functions.

Use the Authority.
If You Don’t Have It, Request It.

DoD entities that have PEP authority should seek to
maximize their use of the authority to provide their
workforce with yet another innovative acquisition tool
that will help the DoD maintain its competitive edge.
DoD leaders must proactively support authority usage
and empower their workforce, especially since the DoD’s
requested FY 2021 budget included the largest amount in
its history to support urgent technology development. PEPs
are ideal for entities with requirements in areas such as
cyber, space, artificial intelligence, missile defense, ground
vehicles, spares and obsolescence alternatives, medical
supplies and devices, radios, and phones. Such areas are all
but certain to touch one or more of the nine current focus
areas outlined in the statute, but represent just a small
sample of potential uses of the authority. It also is a useful
option for entities that don’t have situations that would
be appropriate for OTs and other innovative contractual
options and/or that may not have RDT&E funding. This
authority allows for entities performing operational or
sustainment type functions to seek alternative products or
solutions that may already largely exist in the commercial
market for their ongoing needs. On the other hand, leaders
		

of DoD entities that lack PEP authority should collaborate
with their respective contracting heads and legal counsels
or contact the OUSD through their respective chains of
command to request authority.

Include Personnel from Different
Functional Areas.

PEP subject-matter experts simply are not sitting idle
or readily available on rosters within DoD entities. Also,
since only a few DoD entities have PEP authority, PEPs
most likely will be a new learning experience for many
DoD personnel. To endure success with PEPs, DoD
entities must assign dedicated personnel with diverse
functional area experience to support the team from
effort initiation and throughout the life cycle. Involvement
should expand to, but not be limited to, personnel in
program management, contracting, engineering, logistics,
legal, financial management, cost estimating, and small
business. Similar to OTs or any other innovative acquisition
approach, PEPs require personnel with sufficient business
acumen, sound professional judgment, and expertise
with planning, executing, and administering complex
acquisition instruments.

Create PEP Guidance and Training.

Successful PEPs require collaboration, confidence, and
business competence. Each DoD entity with PEP authority
should develop guidance to assist its workforce with
PEP-related actions. The guidance should identify key
responsibilities and provide best practices for personnel
to follow, including warranting contracting officials and
PEP planning, execution, administration, and reporting
functions. An entity’s PEP approach will provide value
to personnel and programs so long as the guidance is
consistent with the flexibility provided by the statue and
does not hinder innovation or creativity.
To communicate and explain the guidance, entities
should develop training to educate their personnel who
are expected to perform or support PEP-related actions.
Among other things, the training could encompass the
statute, PEP significance to national defense priorities,
the entity’s internal best practices and lessons learned,
historical examples of PEP usage and applicability,
relationship to other contractual instruments (FAR
and non-FAR based), intellectual property and data
DEFENSEACQUISITION
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rights, government property implications, and reporting
requirements. This specific PEP training event will benefit
personnel and programs because the DoD (including DAU)
currently has no PEP training courses available to DoD’s
workforce.

and legal opinions rendered. Appropriate documentation
will provide assurance that an entity’s PEP usage is
efficient, effective, compliant, and adequate to prevent
improper use of the authority.

Create and Maintain Appropriate
Supporting Documentation.

As Nelson Mandela said, “It always seems impossible, until
it is done.” So long as technologies continuously advance
and adversaries challenge the United States with new
threats, the DoD will unquestionably seek to capitalize on
innovation opportunities and advancements to respond to
those threats. Experimentation and test activities, as a part
of any acquisition effort, remain critical elements of DoD’s
priorities, given the current environment. Also, DoD’s
future priorities will certainly necessitate experimentation
and testing to determine suitability and applicability to the
situation at hand. Thus, DoD entities, where appropriate,
should maximize PEP usage as another acquisition tool
that may provide an appropriate path to providing the
Warfighters with the technologies they need. Use the
authority, cherish the authority, but certainly do not abuse
the authority.

While PEPs are a flexible instrument to assist with
certain needs, personnel must still create and maintain
appropriate documents to justify and support PEP-related
business activities. All DoD entities are responsible for
ensuring the effective stewardship of taxpayer resources
received and gaining maximum value for every dollar
spent on national defense. PEPs are no exception. There
are various forms of PEP supporting documentation
that personnel should consider, depending upon the
individual circumstances, including: need determination or
requirements identification, market research or intelligence
performed, designated approval authority, contracting or
agreements officer, documentation explaining rationale,
acquisition strategy, publicizing/soliciting/evaluating
actions, schedules, transition plans, cost estimates, funds
availability statements, agreement awards/modifications,

Conclusion

The authors can be reached at stephen.speciale@gmail.com and
diane.sidebottom@darpa.mil .

It always seems impossible, until it is done.
—Nelson Mandela
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AN AIR FORCE ACQUISITION
LEADER LOOKS BACK…

AND AHEAD
Interview With Lt Gen Robert D. McMurry Jr., USAF

L

T. GEN. ROBERT D. MCMURRY JR., THEN-COMMANDER OF THE AIR FORCE LIFE CYCLE MANAGEMENT
Center (AFLCMC) at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio, sat down with Jim Woolsey, President of
DAU, to discuss and highlight key insights attained over a diverse and distinguished acquisition management
career, as well as the myriad implications of recent initiatives designed to accelerate delivery of Warfighter
capability. Before retiring in September 2020, Lt. Gen. McMurry spent more than 35 years as a technical and
program management leader. He concluded his Air Force acquisition management career as the AFLCMC Commander, responsible for total life-cycle management for aircraft, engines, munitions, electronic, computer, network,
cyber and agile combat support systems, leading more than 28,000 people with a budget of approximately $300
billion. For roughly a year during the latter period, he also was the Acting Commander of the Air Force Materiel Command (AFMC), with additional responsibility for installation and mission support, discovery and development, test
and evaluation, life-cycle management services and sustainment of virtually every major Air Force weapon system.
In a wide-ranging conversation, Lt. Gen. McMurry touched upon recent changes in Department of Defense (DoD) and
Air Force acquisition management policy that continue to support the Warfighter with more rapid delivery of capability: Mid-Tier Acquisition (MTA) and agile software acquisition, to name just two. Diving deeper, he also explored the
nuances of these new authorities against the backdrop of the bedrock functional activities and processes critical to successful design, development, delivery, and sustainment of complex weapons systems. Finally, he strongly reinforced the
need for a professional workforce, providing views on organizational constructs as well as workforce training, skillsets
and tools that will serve to engender a “speed with discipline” culture and increase stakeholder trust in the acquisition
management system.
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WOOLSEY: Thank you for joining us. You’ve done a
lot of things in your career: engineering and program
management, sustainment of operational aircraft and work
with new technology and space and electronics. You’ve
been all over the map. And then you came to AFLCMC and
covered the whole map in terms of life cycle and all kinds
of different materiel. So you’ve seen a lot, managed a lot
of people, and started applying some of that technology
to sustainment with the RSO (Rapid Sustainment
Office), which has received a great deal of attention. And
sustainment often is neglected in the new technology area,
so that’s really a jump forward. And you were rewarded for
all that by your promotion to a bigger job for a year. Those
1-year temporary jobs sometimes are the toughest, for you
filled in as the commander of the materiel command, and
covered a wide range. We really appreciate that you came
here to talk about acquisition and all the things happening
within DoD. In all that you have seen, what looks different
to you today than it did when you first started out?
MCMURRY: Probably the biggest early change I saw was
when DoD decided that we’re going to fund our programs
to the independent cost estimate. That pretty radically
changed the way the acquisition process was working.
We were funded to the 50 percentile, and everybody
was spending all their time going back, asking for more

money, and explaining themselves. It took a little less risk,
but I think we got what we wanted, which was greater
predictability. That worked pretty well for a while, and then
people were saying that we were a little slow.
I think probably the most powerful change I’ve seen in
decades is this middle tier of acquisition authority, and
the Section 804 authorities. They are stunning. They
drive us to a program decision much faster. They enable
you to start a program to move toward a rapid prototype
or a fielding activity that is accelerated by its nature. So
you skip a lot of that time that we usually have spent in
the bureaucratic decision-making process. This has been
extremely powerful.
I think that the most radical change we’ve seen recently
is this move toward agile software acquisition. It kind of
breaks the mold of how we have done it in the past. Our
process has been very deterministic: figure out all the
requirements, get your full plan, do your cost estimate,
work all the way, document everything, and have a whole
strategy. The agile software process really focuses on
getting a minimum viable product in the field as fast as
possible. I think that’s game-changing. But it’s unclear how
it scales to bigger systems.

Airmen work on an anti-jam portable terminal for securing military communications—at Barksdale Air Force Base, Louisiana, in September.
U.S. Air Force photo by Airman 1st Class Jacob B. Wrightsman
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U.S. Air Force Lt Gen Robert D. McMurry Jr. (left) is interviewed by DAU President Jim Woolsey (right).

Source: Department of Defense photos

WOOLSEY: We are set up for programs that start in
a really clearly defined way, can run a really long time,
and results in a predictable product. When the Soviet
Union was our adversary that former approach was real
convenient because things didn’t go so fast. And now we
have to work faster. You spoke about agile in the context
of software. How does agile fit into our need to build
hardware faster? How are you experiencing that right now?
MCMURRY: On software, our gains are pretty obvious.
You shift from delivering software every couple of years
to a point where one of our teams delivers it 40 times a
month. It’s a huge shift. It’s not clear how that scales to
hardware systems. I do think it has elements of the old
spiral development. Get something in the field now. The
power of that approach is not obvious from the beginning,
but it becomes obvious as you start doing it, and then
you look back, and say, “Wow, of course.” If you can field
something rapidly, you build a level of trust with the users
that you don’t have when they are waiting for half a decade
or longer. Therefore, when you can, you want to field as
rapidly as possible. But I don’t know how you apply that to
a large system, such as a brand-new bomber or a nuclear
submarine. In those cases, I think you may just have to go
back and say, look we had a slower approach that delivered
a system for a reason. And it has worked well for these
larger programs. And we can use it; we don’t have to use
the same tool for every problem.
WOOLSEY: I think that the distinctions are the key. You
talk about a long-range bomber and all that. Hondo
Geurts (Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Research,
Development and Acquisition), likes to say in talking about
a submarine, “There are the wet parts, and the other
parts.” And the wet parts have to build in a dependable
long-term way, but the dry parts, can be adjusted, changed,
and modified over time. Does that apply to Air Force
materiel as well?
MCMURRY: That’s actually a pretty apt way of looking at
it. There are some things that you know will last forever,
		

and they are absolutely safety-critical and mission-critical.
There are times when you want to move a little slower.
You don’t want to build an inadequate aircraft structure.
It’s even clearer that you don’t want a submarine structure
that’s inadequate. It has to be effective for the mission and
for the long haul. And on those things we get the technical
system engineering work done right. But the things that
you have the power to iterate and work and that are a little
less safety-critical but should evolve—I think those we
have to look at how do you work with this minimum viable
product concept and get things out. We will get better
at that. Right now, the pendulum has swung hard to the
agile side. And I think we’ll realize it doesn’t have to be a
pendulum. There’s a spectrum of options here. And you
can combine those options into a program that uses all of
the different methods.
WOOLSEY: There’s a mindset of doing things in a serial
or waterfall way because that is how we’ve always done it.
I think all over the enterprise that mindset is changing. It
doesn’t mean that we’re going to build agile aircraft carriers
or bombers; but the mindset is to get something going now
and then adjust as we discover our needs and go forward.
MCMURRY: There are two things there. One is that you
will regress to what you’ve always done. But I also think
that we’ve got to get the idea in our head that incremental,
rapid delivery doesn’t mean shoddy. It means: Do a small
increment very well and get it fielded, get it into operations,
and then your sense is that you’re delivering small, but I’m
delivering quality.
WOOLSEY: Dr. Will Roper (Assistant Secretary of the
Air Force for Acquisition, Technology and Logistics) often
talks about shorter production runs as a way to get things
out there faster—and more different kinds of things. He
harkens to the golden age of aircraft when it seemed
that we were building a new design every few months.
And now we seem to be in a pattern of multi-decade
programs. Dr. Roper has the idea of doing faster, shorter
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production runs. What do you see as the challenges and
opportunities there?

drives a growth in demand for program management
product support.

MCMURRY: I love the strategy concept of making
ourselves less predictable. Showing some variation—I think
that’s great. I look back on the century series, though, and
note that while every contract was set for a minimum buy,
we bought about 15,000. We bought a lot. The idea of
some variability, some unpredictability is very attractive.
I’m very supportive of that. Right now, I think that our
industry partners are saying that they are supportive. It’s
not clear to me that their boards of directors will hold to
that. This has to be a durable relationship. And it either has
to be more profitable, a better deal, or the best deal they
can get. And it’s not clear which we’re going to get to. If
it’s the best deal they can get, you’re going to have more
fights in getting there. And that goes back to the DoD, and
Congress, and everybody having to line up and say that’s
the way we want to do this.

WOOLSEY: Do you have anything in mind about how we’ll
need to change? We certainly don’t expect to get more
manpower. We don’t expect the trends of more programs
to change. What kinds of things do you have in mind about
how we can change business to make that work?

WOOLSEY: On the sustainment part, how is the balance
working out? Obviously, shorter production runs mean
that you have more types to deal with, which is more
expensive. But some of the tools we’re developing are
making sustainment cheaper. How will that play out if we
do shorter production runs? How big of a sustainment
problem is it if we have five different types instead of one?
MCMURRY: Our challenge with supply chain is that we’re
dealing in small numbers. In DoD, unless you’re buying
boots and uniforms, you have small numbers, not hundreds
of thousands. When you’re buying 75 or 100 or 50, getting
supplier buy-in on that is a big deal. I think that it’s possible,
but not trivial. And you know, it may drive higher costs.
But then, again, it goes right back to that commitment that
we need to buy the variability. And if we don’t buy-in on
variability, we’re going to end up buying the same thing
over and over.
WOOLSEY: The Air Force and all of DoD face a challenge
about how to modernize, how to get the new kinds of
systems and weapons we will need. Given that the nature
of the threat is changing on the one hand, and having to
sustain the materiel and systems we have on the other
hand, how do you view that balance today and where the
tension is and what kind of choices we’re likely to face?
MCMURRY: I have equated the problem to wing walking.
You know, the first rule of wing walking is that you never
let go of what you’re holding onto until you’ve got a good
hold on whatever is next. And that’s kind of how we’ve
approached our modernization. Even in areas where we’ve
been willing to take risk, we haven’t been able to make
the sale to the decision-makers in Congress. As a result,
we’ve actually had a proliferation of systems—and that
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MCMURRY: I think that you’ve got to look at two things.
One of them is to give people the tools they need to do the
job. In my mind, the tools are collaboration tools to be able
to meet face-to-face, cut down the time sink of travel, and
all the things that were necessary because we couldn’t
connect. You must have good communication tools, and
well beyond that, a good network to support it.
And then you must train the workforce to raise their
competency. You know, one really competent person is
usually better than about five who are just trying to figure it
out. So we’ve got to raise their skills higher.
I also think that there are some organizational options.
The Space and Missile Systems Center, under the tutelage
of the Deputy Secretary of Defense, reorganized to shift
away from just siloed product lines to where you are in the
program’s phase. They call it SMC 2.0. I felt like we should
do the same.
WOOLSEY: In the area of organizational constructs,
AFLCMC recently split the fighter and bomber groups into
two different directorates. Do you see any other changes
on the horizon?
MCMURRY: It was such a large organization that the
split was completely logical and necessary. I think that
the next organizational changes will likely be driven by
one of the ends of the spectrum. The F-35 fighter jet
and how we support that is at the high end. The low end
of the spectrum I think includes things like the Defense
Innovation Unit, AFWERX innovation community, and this
Agility One flying-car concept, RSO-kind of options for
tech involvement, venture capital, and small businesses.
Those could drive formation of focused organizations
around that kind of work. We’ve made minor changes
already there—what we’re calling the advanced battle
management system or JADC2 (Joint All-Domain
Command and Control). I think that those also will drive
some adjustments to organizations moving forward.
WOOLSEY: Like many acquisition organizations, you
deal with the dual chain of command where AFLCMC has
responsibility for acquiring, sustaining, equipping, and
training the force while the program executive officer (PEO)
to the Senior Acquisition Executive has a different chain

The F-35 fighter jet represents the “high end” of U.S. defense organizational changes.

of command very related to what you’re doing. What do
you see as the issues there? How is that playing out for the
Air Force?
MCMURRY: I don’t like it; I don’t think it’s necessary. I
think policy says it’s necessary at the PEO level. The PEO
is not supposed to be a commander, because we really
want them program focused I don’t think any young person
ought to have a problem answering the question, “Who
is your commander?” That said, we’re professionals. So
we’re going to make it work, and I think that the concept of
unity of purpose has to be embedded through both sides
of that dual chain if we’re going to keep it. And we have to
recognize the need for cross-flow of information. I need to
be able—as the organize, train, and equip person—to make
sure that your team, the PEO team, is as competent and
well provisioned as it can be to execute that program. Well,
that’s easy to say, hard to do, and not all things are equal.
WOOLSEY: In many of your other interviews and your
writing, you’ve talked about an area dear to both our hearts
and our responsibilities: the workforce. Certainly, that’s in
my wheelhouse as the schoolhouse guy and certainly in
yours with such a large command. What do you view as
the kinds of skills and thoughts that the workforce needs
today? What do they need that’s different perhaps for
these transformational times?
MCMURRY: I look at what we need to be developing in
our people’s skillsets, and what I want, in no particular
		

order because they’re all important, is several things. I
want them to understand digital design, models-based
systems engineering, and how you take that digital process
through digital thread, digital twin, all the way from
design and design decisions to modeling and readiness
for manufacturing. So digital enterprise—I want them to
get that.
In artificial intelligence and machine learning, we are way
behind. Anywhere we can get skills in those areas I think is
a big deal.
I think we need to develop our skills in working and
partnering with small business to bring in new technology.
And then extending that partnering into venture capital—
how we work with our venture capital partners to make
these businesses attractive and then easily tailorable and
connected to DoD. That’s a totally different domain.
Data engineering and data analytics are keys to systems
supportability. The Air Force is really trying to replicate the
experience of Delta Airlines that, over a decade, brought
data to drive reliability, engineering, and improvement to
secure reliable performance from the airline’s fleet.
And finally, training on supervisory soft skills. The root
cause of almost all of our manning and personnel problems
goes right back to the supervisor. We want our supervisors
to be better at recognizing how they impact their people,
how they set them up for a career, how they ensure their
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development, and how they can demand high productivity
and still be a good, enjoyable person to be around.
WOOLSEY: Are there any messages overall, any big
themes you would like to leave the workforce with as you
close up this chapter of your career?
MCMURRY: I think as you look at this concept of agility
and speed, my advice is: Beware of the waterfall. It catches
us all. We have teams that say, “We’re constant delivery.
We’re really agile.” Then they build a strategic plan activity
that has many steps and doesn’t deliver anything for two
years. We tend to regress to what we’ve always done.
I think at the same time as we look toward this agility and
speed, we’ve got to recognize that we didn’t get here by
accident. Our system was built this way on purpose. It was
built this way to avoid big problems we’ve seen before.
So we’ve got to realize we have a breadth of tools and
opportunities to make these systems work

MCMURRY: I think that you continue to embrace the
distributed learning laws that previously were at least a
competitive advantage but these days are a necessity. You
must find a way to educate people where they are with
tailored education experiences. I think people appreciate
that. If that course really helps the customers get to
a better model and solve what seemed an unsolvable
problem, they are going to be satisfied. And the most
satisfied people will be their supervisor and their
supervisor’s supervisor. They’re going say, “Thank God
they sent them to DAU—they got the answer!”
WOOLSEY: Was there anything that we haven’t touched
on today that you’d like to talk about before we close?
MCMURRY: In their acquisition career, our people need to
realize how much impact they have. My advice to people
is: Don’t overestimate your ability; but never underestimate
your impact. The way we conduct ourselves, the way
we work with our colleagues, the way we work with our

We want every single one of our people to be an
impact player. And to do that they typically need to
be technically savvy. You must have competency in
your area. You want to have good communication
skills. You want to be able to explain to people why
what you do is important, and your analysis and
what it means, and you’ve got to be a good team
player. When you get that, you get people who
contribute, and they’re not the MVP minimum viable
product, they’re the MVP most valuable player. And
I want every one of my people to realize they can be
the most valuable player. I think that DAU should
set the culture for the professionals in defense
acquisition. I want people to say that the people
who have been trained at DAU, who go back and
get trained over and over, are highly skilled experts.
I think that you have made great strides in that
direction, and it’s an ever-improving thing. We want
people who look at acquisition professionals to say,
it’s magic: They bring clarity of thought, purpose,
and understanding of the complexity of our system
in a way that creates real solutions faster than we
can do it on our own. DAU sets that foundation.
WOOLSEY: Well, I appreciate both the compliments
for the progress that we’ve made and the challenge
to do culture, which is the hard thing. We’re
certainly working on that, and we’ll continue to do it,
because that’s really critical. Supervisors will play an
increasingly important role as we give people more
options to design their own training and careers.
The idea that lifelong learning is what we all need
to do is different from getting Level III certified and
being done.
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Senior airmen study a map in 2018. Methodical planning is traditional
in acquisition, but “agile software process focuses on getting a viable
product in the field as fast as possible.”
Photo by Air Force Airman 1st Class Michael S. Murphy

extended DoD team, and the way we work with industry all
set the tone for our national defense upfront.
We have very capable defense professionals. I am proud
of them every day. I’m proud of their ability to overcome
seemingly insolvable issues and move forward, and to
do that in a way that preserves future opportunities for
everyone. I’m proud to have been part of it—and I will be a
part of it in the long game, I’m sure. So thank you.
WOOLSEY: Well, thank you for your time today. It has
been a fascinating conversation. And thank you also for
your leadership, and all the roles that you’ve had and your
service to the Air Force and our country.
MCMURRY: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it. It has been an
honor and a privilege.
NOTE: This discussion was edited for publication. See the complete
interview here: https://media.dau.edu. Then search “McMurry.”
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BECOMING A VIRTUAL LEARNER
IN THE DEFENSE ACQUISITION
COMMUNITY
Owen Gadeken

T

HE YEAR 2020 HAS BROUGHT DRAMATIC AND UNANTICIPATED CHANGE TO THE DEFENSE
Acquisition Community and to the Defense Acquisition University (DAU). We have experienced the
disruptive global coronavirus pandemic along with other high-profile news, including police brutality, racial
protests, and election-year politics.

Surprisingly, the Defense Acquisition Community has managed a rapid change to doing its business virtually
as the workforce becomes the “work from home” force. DAU training and support to the workforce also have transitioned
to the virtual environment, but not without some strain and adaptation issues.
Let’s take a look at the issues in adapting what had been a gradual and deliberate DAU transition away from residential
(classroom) training to the immediate pivot to online platforms and virtual training. While our response has been rapid,
significant issues remain for DAU to not just survive but “thrive” in the virtual environment.

Production-Line Education

In his 2018 book Lessons for the 21st Century, historian Yuval Harari states: “The Industrial Revolution has bequeathed
us the production-line theory of education. In the middle of town there is a large concrete building divided into many
identical rooms, each room equipped with rows of desks and chairs. At the sound of the bell, you go to one of these rooms
together with thirty other kids who were all born the same year as you. Every hour a different grown-up walks in and
starts talking. The grown-ups are all paid by the government. … It is easy to laugh at this model, and almost everybody
agrees that no matter its past achievements, it is now bankrupt. But so far we haven’t created a viable alternative.”
Gadeken is a professor of Program Management at the Defense Acquisition University in Fort Belvoir, Virginia.
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Actually, this production line (classroom) theory of
education goes back much further in time. One of the
first discovered classrooms is a Sumerian school for
scribes from 2000 B.C. in what is now southern Iraq. This
model can still be seen at West Springfield High School in
Virginia, where my daughters attended (see photo). Thus,
it appears that our education paradigm (framework or set
of unwritten rules) has remained virtually unchanged for
more than 4,000 years.

The Virtual Learner

Enter the global coronavirus pandemic and everything
changed, almost overnight. Granted, we’ve had the
technology to do distance learning for several years, but
the default (cultural) position has always been classroom
education. Still, the rapid shift to working and learning
from home left many educational systems, including DAU,
scrambling to adapt. Even our vaunted Fairfax County,
Virginia, Public School system faced myriad issues,
including cybersecurity and online bullying, in launching

		

A high school history class held in an outdoor classroom in Fairfax
County, Virginia, after recent building renovations. The set-up
resembles those of ancient Sumerian classes.
Photo courtesy of West Springfield High School
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their distance learning program. They ended up having
to shut it down twice and then switch to another learning
platform.
So what does this mean for virtual learners in the Defense
Acquisition Community? Fortunately, DAU already had
embarked on a transformation to distance learning well
before the pandemic began. This transition had previously
converted most entry level and intermediate courses to
online learning, but many mid- and upper-level residence
courses remained. Those courses had to make the rapid
shift to virtual instructor-led training (VILT). While this
switch was handled remarkably well, many issues—both
technology and human centered—surfaced and are still
being addressed.
Given the number of educational technology platforms
available, DAU had the challenge of selecting and then
adapting these platforms within our IT infrastructure.
With the large and diverse acquisition workforce from
the military Services and defense agencies, getting
these learners as well as our faculty and staff connected
with full video and audio fidelity remains a challenge.
In many cases, our students have been better off using
their personal computers for training rather than trying
to gain access through their government networks and
computers. The rapid migration of residential course
content to the virtual environment was not new, but
accomplishing it in a few weeks presented some difficulty.
The majority of our faculty was experienced as distance
learning instructors, but other faculty and staff had to be
quickly trained in this new environment. As our faculty
and students migrated to the virtual environment, our
educational platforms also were evolving. Initial DAU
offerings on Webex were transitioned to the Microsoft
Commercial Virtual Remote (CVR) environment and
then to Microsoft Teams for Education. Despite these
technology challenges, DAU now has refocused to make
this transition as effective and seamless as possible.
Along with the technology challenges have come the
human challenges faced by families working, learning, and
living at home. An article in The Washington Post (“Why
working from home with kids is impossible,” July 12, 2020)
profiled a family of four trying to simultaneously work
and learn from home. The parents kept a log and found
they were interrupted by their school-age children every
3½ minutes. Many DAU students try to multitask (pay
attention to texts, e-mail, family members, pets, and their
online lessons) and end up not doing well at any of these
tasks. DAU instructors have noticed that they often have
students who are logged in but are in reality “checked out”
during their online lessons.
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With the large and
diverse acquisition
workforce from the
military Services and
defense agencies, getting
these learners as well
as our faculty and staff
connected with full
video and audio fidelity
remains a challenge.
Another challenge is learning to use the different
technology platforms and tools while these platforms are
evolving at the same time. Simple things like saving and
transferring documents, playing a video, and generating a
discussion among class members can become surprisingly
difficult using an online platform.
Virtual learning clearly is here to stay and will be the
preferred and possibly only form of acquisition training
available for the immediate future. It offers the benefits
of safety, convenience, cost savings (from travel), as well
as flexible time and content, over residential training. The
issue now is for acquisition workforce members to adopt
this new virtual learner mentality.

The Continuous Learner

We examined above the education paradigm of residential
(classroom) training. There is another education paradigm
that also impacts our workforce: discrete learning. This
paradigm has been an unconscious part of our U.S.
educational and career development systems for years.
The assumption here is that education takes place early
in life to prepare you for a career. Once you achieve the
appropriate diploma, degree, or training certification, you
have what it takes for a job in your chosen field. With
minor updates along the way, your career path is set.
While this may have worked in the industrial economy,
it is an outdated framework for today’s rapidly changing
world. Education and training have a “half-life” that is
becoming ever shorter. A 2017 Deloitte survey of 10,000
business and human resource leaders found that 90
percent of the CEOs think that their organizations face

disruptive change driven by new technologies. The report
adds that, “Software engineers must now redevelop
skills every 12–18 months. Professionals in marketing,
sales, manufacturing, law, accounting, and finance report
similar demands.”
The Deloitte study points out that employees now
recognize that “the learning curve is the earning curve.”
They demand access to dynamic learning opportunities
that fit their individual needs. Younger employees have
grown up in this self-directed learning environment. They
expect this to be part of their work environment and will
move elsewhere if employers fail to provide it.
This and other learning research suggests that our
acquisition workforce needs a new paradigm of continuous
or lifelong learning. While a continuous learning policy
already is in place for the defense acquisition workforce
(80 continuous learning points every 2 years), it pales in
comparison to what actually is needed to keep pace with
the current level of disruption and change.
Instead of a requirement imposed by organizations, we
really need a mind shift to make continuous learning
part of our desired workplace culture. We should hire,
develop, coach, and even fire employees based on their
commitment, or lack thereof, to continuous learning.

The Personal Learner

The final paradigm we need to shift is from an organization
centered training model to a person-centered learning
model. Our current acquisition training paradigm is driven
by the Defense Acquisition Workforce Improvement
Act (DAWIA), originally enacted by Public Law 101-510
in November 1990. It mandates training, education, and
experience requirements for all acquisition career fields.

Younger employees
have grown up in this
self-directed learning
environment. They
expect this to be part of
their work environment
and will move elsewhere
if employers fail to
provide it.
		

The DAWIA framework has worked well over the years to
professionalize career paths and training requirements for
the acquisition workforce. The continuous learning policy
also has helped our workforce members adapt to change.
Unfortunately, the number of training requirements has
grown steadily over the years and taken on a “one size fits
all” mentality.
The recent shift to a virtual learning environment should be
accompanied by a shift to a more flexible learner-centered
paradigm. Everyone now is working and learning from
home, and our educational approach should adapt to this
change. Informal workforce polls show that many workers
have become accustomed to this environment and would
chose to work mostly from home even when given the
opportunity to return to their offices.
But as we have seen, working and learning from home
involve many potential distractions and challenges. So,
an effective transition to virtual learning requires that
the learner take full responsibility for learning. This
represents a psychological shift from relying on DAWIA
requirements, human resources, and the management
hierarchy to dictate what training is provided and when
to take it. Instead, each acquisition professional would
be asked to make a learner-centered commitment to lay
out their personal development pathway to become a
high performer.
For the virtual learner, this commitment can be broken
down into the following set of enabling elements.

Have a Purpose (Why)

In his now famous “Start With Why” video, Simon Sinek
declares that knowing your “Why” is the most important
factor that inspires both organizations and individuals
to take action. This also applies to virtual learning.
Because you are learning remotely and face many other
demands and distractions, it is very important to have
a clear purpose to anchor your learning. The clearer the
purpose, the more motivated you will become to excel
as a virtual learner.

Have a Plan (What)

The amount of educational material available on any
acquisition topic is both extensive and diverse. So, you will
need to “chunk it down” to bite-size segments that you
can learn in the timeframes available. This may mean that
some information will be put aside for future reference and
some will be skipped over, depending how it impacts your
specific learning goals.
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Have a Time (When)

Learning takes concentration and uninterrupted time.
Most of us have a sense of how and when we learn best
during a typical day. There are now “chronotype” surveys
that you can take to indicate when your energy level peaks
and when you are at your best for learning during the day.
Many of us already know this from practical experience.
Having set time periods set aside during the day
for learning can be quite useful in completing the
different learning modules you’ve laid out for your
personal development.

Have a Place (Where)

Another useful aid to virtual learning is dedicated space.
Having a separate room or place in your home that can
be set aside for an office or for virtual learning will make
it much easier for you to transition from worker or family
member to learner. It’s not just the physical transition
but the psychological transition that helps you “get in the
mood” for virtual learning.

Have a Network (Who)

One of the major benefits of residential training is the
opportunity to learn in a group setting. Having learners
share both their job challenges and experiences is one of

the best ways to make learning “stick” as well as to ensure
that it transitions to workplace application.
While virtual learning often is portrayed as an individual
activity, this is only a starting point. The virtual
environment is rapidly expanding to offer new teaming
approaches and tools that can mirror the traditional
classroom experience with more frequent student and
faculty interactions.

Looking to the Future

DAU is reinventing its role to serve the growing community
of virtual learners. Following the Marshall Goldsmith
motto that “what got you here won’t get you there,” these
virtual learners increasingly will try to chart their own
path. In addition to certification courses, virtual learners
will look for more “just in time” solutions to their learning
and job performance needs. They will be open to creating
relationships with our faculty and staff where DAU can
continue to support their personal and organizational
development with tailored virtual responses. While there
still will be a place for residential training at DAU, the future
of acquisition workforce development now lies in mastering
the virtual learning environment.
The author can be contacted at owen.gadeken@dau.edu .

FAREWELL, AND WELCOME

The November-December 2020 issue of Defense Acquisition magazine is the final issue that will bear any of the indelible
marks and great contributions of our long-serving art director, Tia Gray.
After a decade with Defense Acquisition University (DAU) Visual Arts and Press as the magazine’s designer, Tia is retiring to
spend more time with her growing family, especially her 1-year-old granddaughter. Her sparkling designs and crisp layouts have
added greatly to the magazine’s attractiveness and the many awards—14 in the last 5 years alone—that it has won during her tenure.
Her colleagues and friends at DAU will miss her and wish her the very best, with clear skies and smooth sailing.
We are now joined by a new designer, Ken Salter, who has done most of the designing work in this issue and will be fully involved in
the first issue of the new year. As you can see from this issue, their work promises to continue the magazine’s record of design
excellence. Ken previously has worked as a contract designer for several federal and local agencies and news media.
Welcome aboard, Ken.
—Benjamin Tyree, managing editor

MDAP/MAIS Program Manager Changes

With the assistance of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, Defense Acquisition magazine publishes the names of incoming and
outgoing program managers for major defense acquisition programs (MDAPs) and major automated information system (MAIS)
programs. This announcement lists recent such changes of leadership for both civilian and military program managers.

ARMY

COL Russell V. Hoff relieved COL Jonathan Slater as program manager for
Close Combat Systems on July 8, 2020.
COL Jason F. Tate relieved COL Francisco J. Lozano as program manager for
Search, Track, Acquire, Radiate, Eliminate on July 10.
COL John J. Maher relieved COL Talmadge Sheppard as program manager for
Apache Attack Helicopter on July 15.
COL Robert J. Wolfe assumes the program management of Army Data and
Analytics Platform on July 31. COL Robert “RJ” Mikesh relinquished the
charter for the Army Enterprise Systems Integration Program (AESIP) on July
31.
COL Christopher W. Snipes relieved COL David A. Warnick as program
manager for Tactical Aviation and Ground Munitions on Aug. 18.
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NAVY/MARINE CORPS

CAPT Brian A. Metcalf relieved CAPT Ronald J. Rutan as program
manager for the Gerald R. Ford (CVN 78) Program Office (PMS 378)
on July 1.
CAPT Cedric J. McNeal relieved MR Thomas M. Rivers as program manager
for the Amphibious Warfare Program Office (PMS 377) on July 31.
CAPT Peter A. Arrobio relieved CAPT Keith A. Hash as Program Manager
for the E-2/C-2 Command and Control Systems Program Office (PMA 231) on
Aug. 6.
COL Tamara L. Campbell relieved CAPT Laura A. Schuessler as program
manager for the Advanced Tactical Aircraft Protection Systems Program
Office (PMA 272) on Aug. 19.

DAU ALUMNI ASSOCIATION
Join the Success Network!

The DAU Alumni Association opens the door to a worldwide network of Defense Acquisition University
graduates, faculty, staff members, and defense industry representatives—all ready to share their expertise with
you and benefit from yours.
Be part of a two-way exchange of information with other acquisition professionals.
•

Stay connected to DAU and link to other professional organizations.

•

Keep up to date on evolving defense acquisition policies and developments through DAUAA newsletters
and the DAUAA LinkedIn Group.

•

Attend the DAU Annual Acquisition Training Symposium and bi-monthly hot topic training forums—both
supported by the DAUAA—and earn Continuous Learning Points toward DoD continuing education
requirements.

Membership is open to all DAU graduates, faculty, staff, and defense industry members. It’s easy to join right
from the DAUAA Web Site at www.dauaa.org, or scan the following QR code:

For more information call 703-960-6802 or 800-755-8805,
or e-mail dauaa2@aol.com.
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A NEW ENERGY FOR

OLD PROBLEMS

Our Experience Using the Lean Startup
Technique to Solve a Policy Problem
Jane Roschen
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Preface

Since 2017, the Defense Acquisition
University (DAU) has offered innovation
training for the Defense Acquisition
Workforce through the DAU Leadership
Center. DAU bases its innovation training
on the Lean Startup method as practiced in
Stanford University’s Hacking for Defense
(H4D) program. An article in the May-June
2018 Defense AT&L magazine described
the first H4D course at DAU. Since then,
DAU has run three additional H4D courses
and many shorter workshops through
industry partners BMNT and Dcode. The
latest DAU innovation training event was the
Innovation and Entrepreneurship Lab offered
at the George Washington University in
February 2020.
DAU and the George Washington University
Law School (GW Law) entered into a
strategic partnership in 2019. The purpose
of the partnership was to make studying
Government Procurement Law accessible
to the Defense Acquisition Workforce.
Although not originally designed as such, the
strategic partnership also provided a bridge
between DAU and the next generation of
acquisition professionals. DAU collaborated
with GW Law for its Alternative Spring
Break project described in this article. The
Innovation and Entrepreneurship Lab, unlike
a typical college outreach, gave the students
a real-world problem to solve as their
orientation to government procurement
policy. The student team used the Lean
Startup method to solve their assigned
problem. It is quite possible you can apply
the same method to reach solutions to your
own problems—and find better solutions,
faster. If you want to know more about
innovation training at DAU, please contact
me at david.gallop@dau.edu.
—David L. Gallop, Ph.D.
Director, DAU Leadership Center

T

HE RISING GENERATION STRIVES TO BE CHANGEmakers, applying strategic and sustainable solutions
to make the federal government function more
efficiently. George Washington University Law
School (GW Law) and the Sustainable GW (https://
sustainability.gwu.edu/) program partnered to offer students
an opportunity to participate in the Environmentally Sustainable
Policymaking Procurement Project (ESPPP). On Feb. 7, curious
students listened to practitioners and policymakers share what
they believe are the biggest environmental challenges facing
government procurement today. Cyndi Valina, a former official
with the General Services Administration, introduced the team to
a problem experienced across federal procurement, contracting,
and program management—making federal facilities more
environmentally friendly. The structure of the project catered
to our generational strengths of socialization and enthusiasm to
find solutions to energy-efficiency procurement policy. Having
investigative autonomy during this project, we used our research,
collaborative interviews, and critical thinking to address the
problem and find the gaps. In the few weeks we had to investigate,
the accomplishments and strides we made are large enough to
truly make a difference in the procurement world. Our energetic
passion overcame resistance, complacency, and behavioral
hesitation. We are novices in federal procurement. However, we
believe the skills we practiced in our Lean Startup learning journey
are essential to problem solving in government in general and
defense acquisition specifically.

Context

The Guiding Principles for Sustainable Federal Buildings are a set of
goals for new and existing federal buildings to be or become more
environmentally sustainable. These principles cover a wide variety
of sustainability elements: water efficiency and runoff management,
green energy, internal air quality, and health. New federal buildings
are constructed with the Guiding Principles already in mind; but
existing structures struggle to meet these goals.
The most common way for agencies to procure energy-saving
and facility improvement is through Energy Savings Performance
Contracts (ESPCs). These are long-term, guaranteed-savings
contracts between agencies and private-sector contractors for
energy, water, and ancillary benefits. ESPCs have no upfront capital
funding or congressional appropriations. Instead, as shown in
Figure 1, the Energy Service Companies (ESCOs) are compensated
directly through energy cost savings. As a result, the agency’s utility
costs decrease, operation budgets stabilize, and capital or additional
funds can be allocated elsewhere. Because contractors are paid
through the savings, ESPCs provide a budget-neutral option for
greater agency sustainability.
Roschen received a B.A. in International Affairs from the George Washington

University (GW) in 2020. She has enrolled in the M.S. in Sustainability Management
program at Columbia University’s School of Professional Studies. Li is a secondyear student at GW Law and plans to specialize in environmental and energy law.
Pomper is a second-year student at GW Law specializing in environmental law.
Prior to law school, she specialized in Environmental Studies and American Politics at
Vassar College.
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Figure 1. Energy Savings Performance Contracts

Agency energy
and related budget

(normal appropriations)

Energy Savings
Performance Contracts

(ESPCs)

Cost Savings

Energy Service Company

(ESCO)

Source: Authors’ original modification from Federal Energy Management Program, Department of Energy

In newer buildings, ESPCs are sometimes criticized for
outlasting the lifespan of the equipment they install,
and this can make an ESPC seem counterproductive
or even obsolete. However, because of a guaranteed
savings scheme, operations are less expensive while
more closely managed by the ESCO throughout the
performance period. For older buildings, ESPCs can
leverage water conservation, improved insulation,
lighting, as well as HVAC (heating, ventilation, and
air conditioning) and storm water-management
mechanisms to support agencies meeting the
milestones set forth in the Guiding Principles.

Process

Our team, three GW Law students, one Public Health
Master’s student, and an undergraduate student of
International Affairs, started a journey of discovery
together. A personal commitment to being leaders in
sustainability practices created a common team goal, and
led us to utilize our interdisciplinary backgrounds to test
our own policy ideas with fresh eyes.
On launch day, Dr. David Gallop of the Defense Acquisition
University’s Leadership Center taught the student
competitors the technique of the Lean Startup, a tool used
by entrepreneurs to determine the viability of their product
or idea in the real world. Looking at our procurement
problems like startup innovators situated the teams in a
holistic framework, empowering our investigation without
a siloed perspective. We could fluidly observe and explore
the problem from outside and inside the government, on
behalf of the government.
To uncover underlying factors of delayed implementation,
our group interviewed stakeholders and observed the
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outlook of various archetypes, gained insight on the
problem, tested our hypotheses, and most important,
found the links between people pained by the problem
and possible saboteurs (beneficiaries of the status quo), or
those who would benefit from solving the problem.
In addressing the core problem, we reframed our
discovery and identified vulnerabilities in federal energy
management. As we spoke to personnel affected by the
resistance to ESPCs, our team sought to understand
the logical connection between the driving factors that
promote energy efficiency projects, the unaddressed
needs, and the existing resources to inform and
incentivize guideline and ESPC implementation.
There were many facets of government procurement to be
investigated—the continued operations of ESPCs, ongoing
discussions of Green guidelines as mission-based values
of agencies fluctuate, the evaluation of existing programs
such as the Federal Energy Management Program (FEMP),
and the current setbacks in private-public partnerships.
We asked questions such as: How flexible are agency
building management budgets, are the Green Guidelines
discussed annually, and why are building operators and
facilities managers not focusing operations on energy
efficiency and other sustainable practices?
Throughout our interviews, we found a consistent need
for increased collaboration across functional specialties.
Our interviewees were professionally diverse—contracting
managers, chief sustainability officers, building managers,
project facilitators, procurement specialists, and private
certification managers. While engaged in conversations of
genuine learning and gradual solution building, we tested
our hypotheses:

•

There is a lack of championship in agencies
to initiate the Guiding Principles.

•

There is a lack of mission-based agency
sustainability objectives.

•

Due to a lack of funding, sustainable renovations
to agency buildings cannot be managed internally.

•

The language and communication surrounding
ESPCs is convoluted.

•

Stakeholders are unaware of the opportunities
and benefits.

Finding the Key: A Missing Champion

Setting off from our very first interview with a sustainability
management expert, Kehan DeSousa, we found a clue:
The inability to recoup value can be an immediate dealbreaker for investing time, money, and commitment into
energy efficiency projects. After researching the benefits
of ESPCs, we learned that they could deliver energy cost
savings. Energy efficiency provides overall resilience and
longevity to institutions—basically a long-term return
on investment. So, why were relevant stakeholders and
collaborators not dedicated to putting in the time and effort
to achieve energy efficiency through ESPCs?
Our interviews showed a disconnect between the
ESPCs and Guiding Principles. As our minimal viable
product, we tested which key cultural and operational
factors play essential roles in promoting a continued
dialogue within government procurement. A few
agencies exemplified “best practices.” The acting
deputy director of Veterans’ Affairs (VA), Cynthia
Cordova, stressed that the VA’s incorporation of the
Guiding Principles into sustainability certifications
and data sets translated into sustainable energy
management. The procurement team at FEMP
described similar problems to those beneficially
addressed at the VA. For example, the VA’s central
office, addressed as a key asset by FEMP, now is an
essential proponent of these operations. Similarly, the
Chief Sustainability Officer of the National Archives
and Records Administration, Mark Sprouse, was
able to use ESPCs successfully, but advised us that
employees’ lack of familiarity with the contracts and
irregular or coarse administration directives made it hard
to implement ESPCs.
Guy Van Syckle, senior manager at the sustainable
investment company, Hannon Armstrong, helped us
crystallize our thinking: There is no deficit of opportunity—
it’s all about the agency and contracting officer’s
motivation. Pushing ESPCs forward requires a champion.
Our discoveries of what has been lacking in federal energy
procurement did not come from the library or a textbook.
		

The sustainability experts we interviewed consistently
articulated the same setbacks to Guiding Principles
compliance. The Lean Startup approach provides license
to write your own field book of questioning and innovation.
As we continued our dialogues with stakeholders,
we uncovered the procurement cycle through a value
proposition in every conversation. By propping the value
proposition as a vehicle for an entrepreneurial mindset,
we found that substantive promise existed outside of a
schooled solution.

Identifying Solutions

In evolving toward sustainable practices, this project
proved to us students how clear the solutions can be when
you take a step back, communicate broadly, and look at
the issues in a system-based approach. From a standpoint
of rallying support for sustainability projects, GW
Director of the Office of Sustainability Meghan Chapple
illuminated targets for progress. The changing seasons of
organizational missions direct the need for procurement
to be a tool, not a driver, to sustain momentum. The driver,
rather, is creation of goals and targets that decrease carbon
emissions, conserve resources, reduce environmental
degradation, and maintain facility resiliency. Practical and
ambitious goals for federal building energy management
and sustainability have been set through the Guiding
Principles, but they have not been tailored to agencyspecific needs, goals, and targets.

ESPCs need a champion
familiar with the agency’s
central mission, and a
cohort of resources and
information-sharing
to make sustainability
a reality and reap
the rewards.
We concluded, from our conversations with experts and
stakeholders, that a broad-based behavioral hesitation
has impeded ESPC utilization. ESPCs need a champion
familiar with the agency’s central mission, and a cohort of
resources and information-sharing to make sustainability
a reality and reap the rewards. We came to recognize
that if ESPCs are leveraged through a cultural shift, a
call to action for fulfilling the Guiding Principles not
only will evolve sustainable performance in government
procurement but will provide mutually beneficial
resilience to the agency’s operations.
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Table 1. The Green Path Toward
Energy Cost Savings in Federal
Building Energy Management
STEP
1

Commit to increasing familiarity

STEP
2

Bundle cost saving projects

STEP
3

Proper framing of Guiding Principles

STEP
4

Add a Guiding Principles item into ESPC

STEP
5

Be mission specific in projects

STEP
6

Incentivize sustainability

STEP
7

Identity ownership barriers

STEP
8

Leverage preservation laws

STEP
9

Advocate for Champions

STEP
10

Integrate NGOs into Guiding Principles

STEP
11

Top down sales and bottom up
conversation approach

This is how we formulated our Solution Conjecture.
Throughout the interviews, we valued and tested certain
propositions for use as concrete steps toward engaging
contracting personnel to transform how ESPCs are used in
government procurement. We wanted to find a platform
to institutionalize the idea that procurement can be a tool
that employs energy savings, resiliency, and productivity
metering to realize and fulfill agencies’ missions. Once
this target is set, we believe that our solution-hypothesis
would create a cultural acceptance that loops everyone
into having an employee participation in the goals and
elements of the Guiding Principles. Building occupants’
role in procurement sustainability can involve evaluating
electric vehicle charging needs, consideration of off-site
renewables, support for occupants’ health, or gaining
accessibility to the Environmental Protection Agency’s
ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager for benchmarking and
other such activities.
Cultural shifts require commitment, time, and consistency.
To make progress, we propose that a webinar series be
designed to address resistance to the new ideas. We feel
that this could evolve into a natural mandate by embracing
mission-based bottom-up participation and approaches.
This path is outlined in Table 1.
A training webinar designed to bridge government and the
private sector could lower barriers to entry of participation
in optimizing federal buildings, fleets, and environments.
The first step before even reaching the Green Path is
to build coordination and heightened discourse among
building management, contractors, and chief sustainability
officers. A commitment to increased familiarity can build
momentum toward advocating a cultural shift involving all
interested parties. Even employees whose job descriptions
are not centered on building performance or energy
efficiency, can be involved and prove foundational to
community involvement and investment in sustainability
projects. In this way, sustainability can expand beyond a
niche. By adjusting sustainable renovation and initiative to
cater to mission-based values, the central office is more
easily engaged and, therefore, sustainable procurement
is standardized through joint bottom-up and top-down
approaches.

Key: NGOS = nongovenmental organizations
Source: The authors
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A Path Forward

We identified a few key concrete Green Steps that could
push the Green Path forward and aid in organizing Green
guidelines and ESPC champions. The webinars are meant
to highlight the mission-specific opportunities that can
be found in energy-saving projects through the ESPCs,
therefore increasing communications between private and
public partners in furtherance with the Guiding Principles.
In the webinar space, as detailed in Table 2, participants
can study similar situations to their own agencies, identify

any hassle factors, learn best practices for leveraging
preservation law, and connect with private sector ESCOs
and civil society organizations that focus on sustainability
to drive an increase in demand for third-party certification
and evaluation. Outside the webinar space, champions
could advertise the benefits of leveraging budget
appropriations with ESPCs to bundle larger resilience
projects and informational steps on how to negotiate
ESCO profit savings and margins for higher-hanging fruit
projects such as green roofs, in-house composting bins, or
installation of solar panels.
Organizations and groups across diverse sectors
are meeting the ambition of sustainability goals by
investing in teams to ensure the continued operation,
management, and success of energy-saving projects.
Dedicated advocates and champions can change how
we fundamentally look at the federal government’s
sustainability practices and will be the torchbearers
in realizing accessibility, awareness, and ease of
procurement resiliency.

Table 2. Green Steps
Toward Energy Savings
in Federal Building
Energy Management
• Empower agencies to turn Guiding
Principles compliance into missionspecific endeavors.
• Study similar situations within agencies.
—— Use of an energy credit system.
• Identify the “Hassle Factor(s).”
• Use Best Practices for leveraging
preservation law.
• Integrate sustainability-oriented
civil societies into federal energy
procurement because “NGOs have
longer-term investment.”
—— Have multiple certifications, and
performance re-evaluations every
5 years.
—— Ensure that proper training is in place
to secure operation and management
(i.e., Green Globes certification
criteria).
—— Have a drive to increase market
demand for third-party certification.
		

Source: The authors

Summary

Here are some great things discovered in our student project
that we think the Defense Acquisition Workforce could use:
As students entering this space, we were able to explore
with fresh eyes the impediments that may exist. Outside
of our normal classroom application, we were empowered
to be change agents and we internalized this power into
passion and discovery. Younger Millennials and Generation
Z personnel can accomplish important tasks with little
supervision if empowered to do so. Autonomy provides both
a sense of accomplishment and belonging.
The core of our findings did not lie in the library, but in
utilizing the human skill of interviewing beneficiaries.
Interviewing numerous experts across diverse relevant
fields has been an exciting and rewarding experience
as competitors of the Environmentally Sustainable
Policymaking Procurement Project Competition because
we have seen that the solution is tangible and feasible.
Resources exist for vigorously exploring problems
and identifying their solutions while assessing every
transaction’s value.
As the procurement lead of the FEMP team said, “You
can’t outsource a champion.” “Unfreezing” the status quo
is a human-centered challenge and cannot be addressed
by merely writing new policy. Shifting the culture of how
agencies procure through a bottom-up solution is more likely
to succeed if it has a champion. Awareness, accessibility,
and motivation deliver functionality to an ecosystem that
embraces innovative procurement tools and techniques.
Engaging a champion takes social and emotional intelligence
and an action plan that will invalidate saboteurs through
participatory action and discourse.
ESPCs are a micro public-private partnership that can be
replicated. The long-term savings payback of the ESPCs
do not derive from large front-end investment costs,
incentivizing a public-private partnership. With the correct
champion who will uphold a cultural commitment to the
time and energy it takes to manage such a contract, this
procurement model could be widely implemented across
federal agencies.
The authors can be contacted at jlroschen@gwu.edu , dli2@law.gwu.
edu , and clara@networknow.org .
NOTE: Other team members contributing to this project included:
Daniel Bickle, JD Candidate, GW Law; Myles Rogers, MPH Candidate in
Environmental Health Science and Policy in GW’s Milken Institute School
of Public Health and Sustainability Fellow, D.C. Sustainable Energy Utility.
The team worked under the direction of Karen Thornton’s, director of
the Government Procurement Law Program at GW Law School, and Dr.
Robert Orttung, a Research Professor and the director of Research for
Sustainable GW.
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ACQUISITION SUSTAINABILITY
WITHIN A GLOBALIZED
INDUSTRIAL BASE
Don O’Neill

T

HE SUPERIORITY OF THE NATION’S DEFENSE DEPENDS ON THE KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS, AND
behaviors of the people involved in program acquisition, both government and industry. In government,
the Senior Executive Service (SES) personnel capability is the point of the spear. Yet it is being blunted and
hollowed out through increasing retirements. Replacement personnel need to possess knowledge in STEM
(science, technology, and especially engineering and mathematics) as well as liberal arts such as language,
culture, and history. And they need a new way of thinking to cope with the continual challenges of creative disruption.
Not everyone can know everything in the complex world of technology; therefore, government needs to determine what
is needed and where it can be found in the global technological ecosystem. And industry needs to be expert in how it is
provided and incorporated in the defense supply chain at zero marginal cost. Both industry and government personnel
need superior skills and behavior in collaboration and team innovation management.
Just how did the Defense Industrial Base morph into a globalized industrial base and what are the implications?

Macro View

The defense industry has grown with tremendous and often disruptive changes from the rapid output of the World War
II shipbuilding arsenals to a commercialized defense with the likes of IBM and General Electric and from there to the
consolidated defense specialists such as L-3 Communications, Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Raytheon, Northrop Grumman,
and General Dynamics. The clash of creative disruption with hard-to-change government and military cultures now calls
O’Neill was president of the Center for National Software Studies from 2005 to 2008. Following 27 years with IBM’s Federal Systems Division, he

completed a 3-year residency at Carnegie Mellon University’s Software Engineering Institute (SEI) under IBM’s Technical Academic Career Program
and served as an SEI Visiting Scientist and a Litigative Consultant with the Department of Justice. A seasoned software engineering manager,
technologist, and independent consultant, he has a Bachelor of Science degree in mathematics from Dickinson College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.
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for a fundamental shift if the United States is to maintain
military superiority and not simply accept a level playing
field.

An unchanging
government
bureaucracy and
entrenched politics
are consequences of
a willful failure to
adapt. The remedy is
to revitalize the people
and renovate their
behavior, re-envision
the future, alter the
strategic course, and
make the necessary
commitment to adapt.

In this new model, defense needs to be the importer
of technology, unlike earlier when the Department of
Defense exported technologies such as the Internet and
the Global Positioning System (GPS). There are numerous
trends, disruptive effects, and consequences associated
with the defense transition from the 20th to the 21st
century—some more important than others. Genuine
drivers and game changers are most consequential, such
as digitization, robotics, 3D manufacturing, diffusion,
communication, resistant bureaucracy, hollowing out,
political interests, and willful failure to adapt. Some factors
take the form of rationalized explanations, perhaps even
excuses—such as dual use, low cost of entry, export
controls, spending limits, regulation, intellectual property
protection, and business certainty.

Strategically Thinking

The changing technology and its ease of diffusion
are high-impact driving factors. Neither is under the
control of government or industry. Both are driven by
competitiveness and unpredictable market forces with
very low prospects for control. An unchanging government
bureaucracy and entrenched politics are consequences
of a willful failure to adapt. The remedy is to revitalize
the people and renovate their behavior, re-envision the
future, alter the strategic course, and make the necessary
commitment to adapt.
Just what constructive actions are possible? Taken
altogether, the tenets of a strategic framework for creative
disruption going forward might include focusing on
software as the central element of innovation, renovating
the government SES systems and software program
acquisition capability, and renovating the Defense
Industrial Base integration engineering capability. It also
could involve restructuring the roles of government and
industry partners on commercial technology acquisition;
the domain-specific application of emerging commercial
technology; and the high-risk, high-reward upstream
exploitation of scientific technology more typical of the
independent scientific advisory groups in years past.
The following issues need to be explicitly placed on the
government plate and periodically reviewed: adaptive
bureaucracy reform, regulatory approaches on export
control and intellectual property, personnel hollowing
out, research and development spending, austerity,
and industry uncertainty. The following issues need
to be explicitly placed on defense industry’s plate and
periodically reviewed: competitiveness, innovation, rapid
diffusion, risk management, and fixed-price contracting.
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Operational View

How do we operationalize this macro view and
fundamental shift? The answer is to invest in the
knowledge, skills, and behaviors of people, including
STEM, liberal arts, and collaboration. For government,
this investment must begin with the renovation of its SES
personnel capability while focusing on what gets done
and letting industry decide how it is done. The Defense
Industrial Base needs to increase investments in integration
engineering and the transformation of data and information
into the knowledge and insight that feed innovation.
This also will guide the demand and selection of the
technologies from anywhere in the globalized industrial
base that underlie the Next Big Thing and sequence their
arrival in the defense supply chain where capabilities are
coupled and mashed up, interfaced and integrated, tested
and experimented, and operationalized and deployed. The
result is a smart and trusted supply chain for systems and
software.

Imperative for Industry

This fundamental shift, driven by the macro and
operational views and new strategic thinking described,
requires not only cooperative and skillful collaboration
among government and industry acquisition personnel but
also harmonization of disciplines of systems engineering
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and software engineering. These disciplines underlie the
systems and software program acquisition and a way of
thinking that bridges systems and software engineering.
This bridge includes producers and consumers organized
around form, fit, and function. Systems engineers have
the primary responsibility for function, including the
opportunity value proposition, application domain
knowledge, requirements, specifications, and system
architecture. Acting as consumers of the systems
engineering work products, software engineers take prime
responsibility for form and fit, including software system
architecture composed of nodes and arcs, computer
resource loading and scheduling analysis, and iterative
design and incremental release strategies. As systems
engineers and software engineers interact and mutually
refine these form, fit, and function work products, the
result is an integration engineered value-added, systems
product.

Imperative for Government

The increasing retirement of personnel and the growing
disconnect between Department of Defense (DoD)
needs and the industrial base capabilities are hollowing
out the SES capability. Cross-discipline collaboration and
the SES retirement bubble invite an initiative to renovate
the SES capability associated with systems and software

acquisition. An organization in danger of falling behind the
competition is a prime candidate to become a fast follower
of innovative technology. DoD is just such an organization.

Sustainability of Software Systems

The key to the sustainability of software systems is
organizational will and management commitment of
personnel resources, funding both short term and long, and
allocating assets associated with needed people, process,
and tools. Software sustainability relies on continuous
integration engineering.
Integration engineering is the process of creating a
coherent system from its components, both hardware
and software, such that at each stage of integration the
evolving system exhibits increased functional capability,
while remaining under firm intellectual control. Integration
is a major managerial, technical, and logistical task,
requiring the combined efforts of people skilled in systems
engineering, hardware engineering, software engineering,
and integration engineering. In large systems, software
may be the principal integrating element.
While not always the center of attention, the focus on
software sustainability is paced by project success,
incidents of failure, and user demand for the fielded
software systems. In short, software sustainability may be
erratic and progress in fits and starts. As a result, software
sustainability is best approached as a series of 5-year
projects triggered by external events.
In recognizing the nature of software sustainability as
one of successive refreshment and renovation of process,
people, product, and tools, software sustainability
capability must include the skills to perform multidimensional 5-year planning cycles periodically spanning
process, management, and engineering. Improving
process maturity will help the organization sustain the
necessary repeatable pattern of frequency of release and
requirements stability and control. Improving people skills
and workforce capability and capacity will position the
organization to address future challenges. This can be
done by raising employee morale, controlling staff churn-and through vendor stability and control, supply chain
trustworthiness, selective outsourcing, and renovation of
senior executives.
		

The mix of sustainable product sourcing options spanning
commercial off-the-shelf, open-source, legacy code, and
new development will improve usability, interoperability,
requirements traceability, version coordination, technology
migration, and product resiliency. Improving the mix of
tools will assist in version coordination and modernization
and deliver needed labor reductions and quality increases.
Improving process, people, product, and tools will deliver
the outcomes sought in frequency of release, scaling
up, continuous integration engineering, requirements
management and traceability, and usability. Improving and
refreshing the way of working will focus attention on the
shared vision of the value proposition, requirements that
matter most to users, architecture modernization, and the
standard of excellence for completeness, correctness, and
consistency.

The Case for Situational Management

Let’s conclude with a discussion of situational management
and thinking, one that deals with today and its challenges.
Management principles frame thinking distilled from past
challenges and successes. But innovation and change are
today’s mantras, so problem solving decidedly tilts toward
the specific current situation.
Situational thinking enables “a go with the flow” approach.
Inside the box, commoditized prescriptions and compliant
behaviors do nothing but limit and constrain the response
to issues and problems. Outside the box, situational
thinking relies on thinking in a broader context that
fosters innovation.
Agile approaches have adopted situational thinking and
have demonstrated innovative outcomes. Here customer
need and solution value proposition populate the situation
awareness landscape. Other approaches, such as the
Capability Maturity Model Integration (CMMI), are
entrenched in program management principles derived
from earlier days and tied to compliance. Much situation
awareness is imported from the static context of the model
framework itself and precisely delivered at a mature level—
all of which impedes innovation.
In situational thinking to solve hard problems that demand
using deep technology in a systems context, it is advisable
not to fight distractions as if discipline and compliance
DEFENSEACQUISITION
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were ends in themselves. Instead, “go with the flow.”
Treat distractions as ventures into exploration and useful
innovation triggered by some stimulus in the quest for
a solution. It is best to let daydreams play out. After all,
a distraction may be the product of a one-time firing of
a thread of synapses. A distraction may actually be an
opportunity to break out from straight-line thinking to a
fleeting thought essential to an elusive breakthrough. In
short, a distraction may be consequential ... if not essential.

A Notable Acquisition Failure

Acquisition sustainability problems are amply illustrated
by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) Air Traffic
Control Modernization System experience, described by
one participant as the “greatest failure in the history of
organized work.” Quantitatively, $1.5 billion out of the $2.6
billion spent was useless. The scope of the undertaking
involved 173 Terminal Radar Approach Centers
(TRACONs), 20 En Route Centers, and 460 federally
managed control towers.
Beginning with a lack of congressional oversight, this multibillion, multi-decade episode includes numerous examples
of acquisition failure.
The FAA started this Big Bang project that was an order
of magnitude too large and complex, as it ignored the
Clint Eastwood character’s warning in the film “Magnum
Force” that a man’s got to know his limitations. Instead,
the FAA threw itself at the mercy of IBM and its Federal
Systems Division’s impeccable reputation. But it then failed
in its primary responsibility to manage and control the Air
Traffic Controllers.
The very start of the contract was marred by a protest
from the unsuccessful second-place bidder, and that took

a year to settle. Instead of documenting the requirements
during the first year as planned, the FAA and IBM spent
the time fending off a legal challenge from Hughes
Aircraft. After the first year, the planned requirements
were not completed, and the Air Traffic Controllers stood
emboldened and ready to assert themselves with the
FAA following their strike and thousands of layoffs under
President Reagan. The result was chaos brought on by an
unhappy user community that usurped intellectual control
of the project requirements with no regard for cost and
schedule outcomes.
The unprecedented size of the program, the uncontrolled
stream of change orders from a user community,
and a continuous stream of Program Trouble Reports
pushed essential technical issues to the back burner.
Left unattended, these open-source, commercial off the
shelf/government off the shelf, Unix-based distributed
computing, and Ada programming language issues added
to instability.
Still worse, in the midst of all this, IBM sold its Federal
Systems Division to another defense contractor, Loral,
which promised Congress that it would stay on top of the
project but then turned around in short order and sold it to
yet another defense contractor, Lockheed Martin. All this
jockeying was in service of Defense Secretary Les Aspin’s
defense consolidation initiative.
What is the essence of defense acquisition sustainability?
At its core, defense acquisition sustainability depends on
the government and industry sticking to their assigned
lanes. The government should focus on what needs to be
done. Industry should remain focused on how to do it.
The author can be contacted at oneilldon@aol.com .

The unprecedented size of the program, the
uncontrolled stream of change orders from a
user community, and a continuous stream of
Program Trouble Reports pushed essential
technical issues to the back burner.
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DAU has partnered with Coursera to
provide over 3,000 online courses from
major universities to help DoD acquisition
organizations upskill their workforce.
Specializations in Agile Software Development, Machine Learning
and Data Analytics are available now and additional programs can be
tailored for acquisition organizations.

Master the most
in-demand skills

Make progress at your
own pace

Earn a university
certificate

Impactful specialization in
the acquisition field

Bite-size sessions
that fit right into
your schedule

Certification can be shared
on your
business profile

Acquisition organizations should contact
david.pearson@dau.edu for details.
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LEADERSHIP
PERSPECTIVES
Pupil, Peer, Professional

T

Jennifer Miller

HERE ARE MULTIPLE WAYS AND MEANS TO CREATE A TALENTED, ETHICAL,
and committed workforce. New and known tactics exist, including metacognition
and meta-leadership, to attract and build tomorrow’s leaders, improve recruiting
and hiring efforts, share knowledge, and manage performance.

One other powerful way to attract and build tomorrow’s leaders, improve recruiting
and hiring efforts, share knowledge, and manage performance is through perspectives from
pupils, peers, or professionals. These two ways to develop individuals on their professional
journeys are even better when combined with technological advances.
First, there is metacognition or what I call “Meta-cognition, I think;” introduced as a concept by
John Flavell in the 1970s–1980s, more specifically his 1979 work “Metacognition and Cognitive
Monitoring: A New Area of Cognitive-developmental Inquiry.” Dictionary.com defines
metacognition as “higher-order thinking that enables understanding, analysis, and control of
one’s cognitive processes, especially when engaged in learning.” Hence the society-quip and
simpler definitions that metacognition is “thinking about thinking” or “knowing about knowing.”
In practice, I like to think metacognition is something like the fishbone diagram technique
where a person continues to ask questions for the sake of gaining multiple perspectives
and richer, deeper thoughts about thinking rather than finding a root cause to a problem. Of
course, reaching a root cause of a problem can be helpful, too, depending on the purpose of
a person’s thinking about thinking. For a brief example, let us say a person answers a riddle
with the first response that comes to mind. Regardless of whether the response is correct, let
alone plausible, an answer was provided and can be thought about, reviewed, analyzed, and
inspected. This is metacognition at work. Thoughts might include: What caused the person
to answer? How fast was the answer provided? How did the person arrive at this answer?
What experiences, knowledge, skills, and abilities influenced the response content? Would
the person come up with the same answer under different conditions? Were other responses
similar or different? The thoughts keep going, too! Now that you are thinking about thinking, let
us look to another idea.
Related to metacognition is meta-leadership, also acknowledged as a means to overcome
silo thinking. I call this “Meta-leadership, I do.” According to Marcus, Dorn, and Henderson,
in “Meta-leadership and National Emergency Preparedness: A Model to Build Government
Connectivity” meta-leadership is “overarching leadership that intentionally connects the
purposes and work of different organizations or organizational units.” If visualized, metaleaders are those charismatic, wildly effective individuals traversing organizational lines to
garner individual and collective success.
Miller is a Financial Manager for the Defense Health Agency in Virginia. She previously supported the Air Force,

Army, and National Guard Bureau at locations along the East Coast. She is a Certified Government Financial Manager
and member of the Association of Government Accountants’ Northern Virginia chapter and of the American Society
of Military Comptroller’s Washington Chapter, and a Certified Defense Financial Manager with acquisition specialty.
She received her Doctorate of Business Administration from Walden University’s College of Management and
Technology. The views expressed are the author’s own.
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Chances are you have seen a meta-leader in person,
on television, or from a secondary source touting how
influential a leader was that the source knew during their
career. In my career, meta-leaders have typically exuded
humble confidence, positive influence, slow-to-anger style,
and nourished network linkages from every experience the
leader can call upon at a moment’s notice.
The meta-leader has a difficult-to-describe quality that
quickly earns respect and trust whether due to known
expertise or acquired acumen. Finally, meta-leaders leave
an impression, a lasting mark on their pupils, peers, and
other professionals. I mentioned that metacognition and
meta-leadership are related because of the observation
that meta-leaders seem to have a perspective beyond
face-value impressions and simple thought. Instead,
meta-leaders peel the layers of the onion back to defy
operational, strategic, and tactical silos. Meta-leaders can
actively think about thinking and build connections, fulfill
purposes, and overcome obstacles. To me, metacognition
and meta-leadership are all about transitional perspectives.

esteemed “professional” status. I liken this progression to
being among the most junior in an organization and then
reaching some levels of management before attaining a
lauded leadership role.
There is a saying about the importance of knowing where
you’re going and where you came from so you know
when you’ve reached the destination. This is how career
progression is navigated. With that in mind, “pupil” is
one perspective and frame of mind most are familiar with
from firsthand experience. I firmly believe in achieving
professional depth and breadth by several linked career
objectives serving as a catalyst from one to the next. As
a financial management intern with the U.S. Air Force
(USAF), I ventured into a fascinating and beneficial career
with the federal government. Because of my positive
experiences, I have remained involved with the intern
program since my 2012 graduation.
In addition to internship, there are educational and training
environments. Each day I actively build upon a growing

... meta-leaders seem to have a perspective beyond
face-value impressions and simple thought. Instead,
meta-leaders peel the layers of the onion back to defy
operational, strategic, and tactical silos.

On this previously shared mention of pupils, peers, and
professionals, I offer how maintaining perspective during
individual development garners benefits along professional
journeys. It is worth noting that each perspective can
easily overlap another simultaneously. And no, this is not
a midlife crisis jab. Instead, it is a theory of how individuals
develop from a vision of being a leader to being that leader.
As each of us contributes to our constituents, regardless
of the career field, we are pupils, peers, and professionals
actively engaging and occupying each role. Striking a
respectable balance of breadth and depth through our
professional development may be as taxing as an attempt
to be in two places simultaneously, but possible.
The growth process begins with a majority of our time
spent in a “pupil” status, like that of an intern, building
each other as peers and eventually achieving the
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history of professional military education (PME), on-thejob training (OJT), and other development (created or
discovered) endeavors. I am a bit of a self-proclaimed
nerd, better phrased as “education advocate,” so it was a
wonderful irony to intern with the USAF’s Air Education
and Training Command, let alone being stationed at an Air
Force base nicknamed “the college of colleges.”
Interning at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, the home
of Air University, permitted me a range of “cherries” to add
to the abundance of flavors and varieties of “development
ice cream.” Whether in a formal academic setting or as an
intern, I wore my “pupil” hat to arrive at a slogan I apply
generously: “Any declination of an opportunity to learn
is an example of stupidity.” From another point of view,
“Why would anyone decline an opportunity to learn?!”
While we should never completely abandon any of the

phases of our journeys, it is important to remain aware
and take advantage of all options to expand knowledge
and development before moving forward. At the time of
transition, a pupil increasingly will occupy a role of peer
and professional.
As a “peer,” one starts to peer over the horizon in some
ways. During the transition of deemphasizing a “pupil”
status and increasing the “peer” and “professional”
statuses, individuals seem to progress by building networks
across the globe, conducting groundbreaking research,
exploring professional publication, and professionally
practicing as a contributing, informal educator and mentor
within the field.
As an example of the “peer” status, consider a handful of
brilliant individuals early in their technology-based careers
like Michael Dell, Bill Gates, and Steve Jobs. It is likely that
a developing person will take on previously unthinkable
challenges accompanied by a step outside of their comfort
zone like a taste of the private sector, higher education,
supervisory positions, or career broadening in a field
vastly different from the familiar. The latter two challenges
are often encouraged for federal interns because of the
seemingly required experience leaders possess and
the structure inherent with most career-broadening
assignments. Both offer opportunities to develop, expand
knowledge, and gain hands-on experience, though much
more is obtained in hindsight.
At present, I am interested in a range of opportunities
best suited for peers and professionals, including Civilian
Expeditionary Workforce experiences (i.e., deploying
overseas as a civilian) and venturing to positions outside of
my general schedule Financial Administration and Program
Series. Personal and professional lives meld, giving way to
opportunities for future leaders to be informal and formal
educators, advanced professionals, and developers with a
cohort of global peers. In any endeavor, individuals’ peer
and professional choices seem based on the best interests
of breadth and depth to become the best leader possible
for pupils. So what’s next, now?
Thus far we have discovered how to be in two places and
fulfill two roles simultaneously as the earlier mentioned
examples balanced the progress of “pupil” and “peer.” Let
us now journey to the career’s ultimate promised land for
many. The emphasis shifts toward the status of “peerprofessional.”
As stated before, we should never become too haughty
and thereby abandon one status or another since life is an
experimental journey of absorbing, retaining, practicing,
and sharing. Each is an activity engaged in regardless of the
status one claims predominantly to occupy.
		

The famous John Kotter observed, especially in his book,
Leading Change, that for many leaders, the idea is to
“outgrow” the competition through lifelong learning and
have the drive to do so. The pinnacle of a career, where
we are most prepared and knowledgeable, is the time
to fulfill what I view as a joyous obligation to return the
priceless gifts we have received. As individuals develop
through nurture and nature, it is time to shift a large
percentage of our efforts toward developing those we
lead. This may be accomplished by mentorship, creating
opportunities, formal instruction, or avenues utilized by
students like those mentioned earlier.
If you are not inspired to give back once you attain the
status associated with a “professional,” I offer my own
experience. During college, as a pupil and peer, I gained
an abundance of knowledge from some of the most
admirable individuals I have met in life. My respect for
my educational leaders and what each offered every
day has proved to be perpetual. Though I now work in a
different career field, I am still amazed when I reflect on
my first experience with a college-level instructor. This
instructor’s lecturing abilities, humble mentality, and
inspiring approach effortlessly commanded the room
of rambunctious dual-enrolled high-school and college
students. What most exuded from this instructor was a
passionate interest in the field of study. The instructor
did not want students to stop at knowing enough to
pass tests; the goal was to build a lasting thirst for
knowing and learning about the world in relation to the
future population’s power to modify it. I cannot speak
for all of my classmates, but I do speak for myself and
those I remain in contact with when I say that this
instructor excelled, and many of the instructor’s traits are
characteristic of the world’s best and brightest leaders:
meta-leaders.
As many agree, there are multiple ways and means to
improve skills and mentor leaders. I have shared just a
few ways: metacognition and traversing perspectives—
whether one is a pupil, peer, or professional. These two
ways to develop in our professional journeys are emerging
trends that offer great benefits. Each of us is capable
of occupying the statuses separately or in combination
through our developmental efforts of absorbing, retaining,
practicing, and sharing. Our only limitation to embodying
more than one status is the mindset we adopt while
balancing the goal of achieving breadth and depth as
we dabble among the trio on our journey. Through
metacognition and different perspectives, meta-leaders
develop.
The author can be contacted at jammrellim@yahoo.com .
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MARKET RESEARCH—
Promise or Problem?

When Bidder Protests Impact Your Office
Dennis P. Longo

I

MAGINE THAT YOUR PROGRAM WAS INTERRUPTED BY A PRE-AWARD PROTEST. YOU PUBLISHED THREE
Requests for Information and hosted multiple Industry Days to obtain Industry capabilities for the military system
development you’re procuring. You issued a competitive request for proposals (RFPs) and then a protest was
lodged at the Court of Federal Claims. The protester complained that your market research for the competitive
strategy was unsuitable. Now the award of that procurement has been delayed pending results of the protest.

Your colleague down the hall decided to pursue a competitive strategy for her program. As part of her market research,
she contacted knowledgeable individuals within the federal government who are administering contracts similar in size
and scope to her program, and decided to solicit competitive proposals to promote full and open competition. Now she
is preparing to defend her decision before the Government Accountability Office (GAO) in response to a pre-award
protest. You and your colleague both performed what you considered due diligence—conducting what you reasoned to be
extensive market research to identify commercial capabilities that could meet the government’s minimum requirements
and essential mission needs. Evidently, your diligence wasn’t sufficient.
Longo is an advocate for competition, task and delivery order ombudsman, and senior procurement analyst at Army Contracting Command at
Aberdeen Proving Ground, Maryland. A member of the Army Acquisition Corps, he holds a bachelor’s degree from the University of Baltimore and
is Level III certified in Contracting. His assignments include acquisition specialist at the Program Manager for Chemical Demilitarization within the
U.S. Army Chemical Materials activity and procurement analyst at the U.S. Army Legal Services Agency. He served in the Army from 1971 to 1973
at the Southern European Task Force, Italy, and was deployed to Iraq as a civilian in 2003. He authored the Defense Acquisition University (DAU)
Continuous Learning DoD Purchase Card tutorial in 2003 and DAU CON 160 Competition in Contracting course in 2020. He has been an instructor for
competition in contracting since 2004.
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Market research is the careful and thorough process
to identify commercial products and services that will
meet the government’s minimum needs. It will expand
insight into the commercial marketplace to enable an
understanding of how quickly technology is advancing,
and to obtain information on industry capability and
business practices.
When we focus too much on a strategy to procure
products or services that will meet the government’s
minimum needs, we may easily lose the broader view
needed to identify commercial solutions.
My first illustration was derived from a protest adjudicated
in 2016 by the U.S. Court of Federal Claims (Palantir USG,
Inc. v US No. 16-784C). The court found that the Army was
so focused on a developmental approach to a military
system that it “failed to seriously consider whether
commercial items were available.” Consequently, the
market research for the military system development
seemed designed to elicit responses that would support a
predetermined conclusion.

		

In my second illustration, taken from a protest decided
by the GAO (B-244432), the contracting officer was
certain that no small businesses could perform the library
services he sought. His decision to solicit with full and open
competition, and not set aside the procurement exclusively
for small businesses, was solely the result of contacting
other agencies, even though numerous small businesses
had expressed an interest.
The government in both illustrations appeared to rely on
predetermined conclusions rather than adequate market
research, and this resulted in unnecessary mission delays
and resources spent on resolving bid protests.
Sometimes, when we don’t know what we don’t know,
we rely on predetermined conclusions.
A predetermined conclusion may be more obvious, as in
the protest of the award by the Labor Department (DOL)
of a sole-source contract, resulting in a protest that the
GAO ruled on in May 2018.
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As required by Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR)
5.207(c)(16) and 6.302-1(d)(2) DOL published notice that
it intended to award a sole-source contract on Jan. 30,
inviting companies to submit a capability statement by
Feb. 7.
On Jan. 31, however, a day after the notice of intent, the
DOL procurement officer signed the Justification and
Approval (J&A) for other than full and open competition,
and DOL entered into the sole-source contract.
In response to the protest, DOL maintained that the
notice inviting firms to submit capability statements
was a “mere formality” and that the consideration
of the protester’s capability statement was “actually
irrelevant” in determining whether the sole source decision
was reasonable.
GAO, sustaining the protest, criticized DOL:
The agency’s responsibility to meaningfully consider (the
protester’s) capability statement is not a “mere formality”. Rather,
the agency’s actions in awarding the noncompetitive contract… are
contrary to regulation, rendering the J&A, and the resulting sole
source contract, deficient.

Reliance on predetermined conclusions may not be
intentional, but it may result from a lack of conducting
thorough market research. Adhering to methodical or
disciplined market research may avoid the protest plague
from infecting your office.

Market Research Methods

Agencies may conduct continual strategic or broad
market research to gain a sense of the market and to stay
informed about overall market developments, trends
and capabilities.
Market research also may take the form of a focused
or tactical approach relative to a specific requirement.
Tactical market research is intended to provide in-depth
information and answer specific questions about the
capabilities, products, or services available in the market.
The timing, depth, and extent of the investigation depends
on the complexity of the procurement.
Market research is essential to acquisition planning. Its
purpose is to take advantage of commercial methods and
capabilities and to provide data on products and services,
industry capabilities and practices. Market research will
enable best-value acquisition, optimize potential use of
commercial items, reduce military-unique requirements
and provide access to advanced technology. But who is
responsible for conducting proper market research?
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The Acquisition Team Conducts
Market Research

We need subject-matter experts who can obtain the best
results of market research. Market research should be
a team effort. A contracting officer may not be qualified
to conduct market research for biological dysesthesia
dysfunction studies. Similarly, a 12-member team may
be overstaffed for researching the ventilation-filter
commercial market.
The Requiring Activity should craft the capability
information to be submitted by industry, identify form,
fit, and function descriptions, review industry capability
statements, revise government Performance Work
Statement (PWS) or Statement of Work (SOW) based
on industry responses, and determine applicability of
commercial items and modifications to commercial items
to meet the agency’s need.
The contracting officer should issue pre-solicitation
notices—requests for information and sources sought, and
draft requests for proposals to promote early exchanges
of information, host pre-solicitation conferences to involve
potential offerors early in the acquisition process, and
conduct other means of stimulating industry involvement.
Subject-matter experts, such as industrial specialists
and intellectual property attorneys should be part of the
acquisition team as required.
In researching a market, you must gather all of the
pertinent information on the capability needed in order
to identify the availability and capability of commercial
products or services that meet the agency’s requirements
and mission needs.
As the previous illustrations indicate, market research
results should determine if sources are “capable.” This
may appear logical and even obvious, but at least three
factors should be part of determining the capabilities of the
sources considered:

1

To determine if sources are capable,
you must know your requirement.

The person or acquisition team doing market research
needs to understand the requirement in order to focus
effectively on market research.

For example, the GAO sustained the protest by Triad
Isotopes Inc. (B-411360, 16 July 2015) in finding that the
agency’s market research could not have reasonably
identified sources capable of responding to the
requirement because it was too broad and did not align
with the requirement.

The agency’s market research stated objective was
to award a contract to a contractor that can provide
radioisotopes research and included online searches
for NAICS (North American Industry Classification
System) code 325412, and located 676 concerns.
The agency concluded that it was likely to receive
viable quotations from at least two responsible small
business concerns.
Triad Isotopes, Inc., protested the agency’s decision
to issue a request for quotations for the acquisition of
radiopharmaceuticals as a Small Business Set Aside,
arguing that the agency’s market research was flawed
because the NAICS code includes a large array of
pharmaceuticals, including cold medicines and lip
balms. In short, Triad asserted that the agency had not
demonstrated that there was “even one small business
that both meet the requirement and meet the delivery
requirements” in the request for quotations.
The GAO agreed and sustained the protest.
The market research unnecessarily restricted its
scope of capable offerors because it did not align
properly to the requirement and effective competition
was unachievable.

2

To determine if sources are capable,
you must know your market.

It’s important to know your requirement, and
understanding what is out there to satisfy your
requirement is essential for obtaining the most efficient
and cost-effective solution.

In Red River Waste Solutions, LP (B-411760.2, Jan.
20, 2016) the GAO sustained the protest because the
Army’s market research focused on prior Army contract
history rather than customary commercial practices.
In short, the market research failed to support its
conclusion that its pricing terms were consistent with
customary commercial practice.
The Army’s solicitation required the contractor to collect
and dispose of solid waste in designated areas in and
around Fort Polk in Louisiana.
Red River protested the requirement that price
proposals be submitted on a per-ton basis because the
customary commercial practice for refuse collection
contracts is to price such contracts on a monthly or per
container basis—not on a per ton basis.
The Army explained that its market research supported
the determination that requiring per ton fixed prices was
customary commercial practice because other Army
		

Adhering to methodical
or disciplined market
research may avoid the
protest plague from
infecting your office.

contracts were priced on a per ton basis. And responses
solicited from industry and a local refuse company both
indicated that this was customary commercial practice.
GAO rejected the Army’s claim and sustained the protest.
The Army could not require a contractor to perform
a commercial practice that was not customary in the
particular market; but more importantly, the conclusions
drawn from market research restricted competition
because commercial sources were unwilling to engage in
an uncustomary practice in their particular market. Since
the agency did not understand the market, the solicitation’s
estimated quantities for the various contract line items
were overstated.

3

The results of market research should
determine if sources are capable,
not “technically acceptable.”

The results of market research should determine if there
is a reasonable expectation of receiving acceptably priced
offers that are capable of performing the contract.
In 2014, the Air Force evaluated responses to its Request
for Information (RFI) and industry day discussions and
concluded that two of the small business firms that had
responded were capable of performing the agency’s
requirements as prime contractors. The Air Force limited
competition to two small businesses under J&A. Analytical
Graphics Inc. (AGI) (B-413385) submitted a protest
to GAO.
AGI argued that only one firm could meet 9 of the 10
salient characteristics described in the Air Force’s RFI and
that a small business set aside was improper.
GAO ruled that neither the FAR nor GAO decisions require
an agency to request, or a prospective small business
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Knowing your requirement, knowing the market, and
understanding commercial capabilities will ... avoid
wasting years of resources and millions of dollars on
a contractor lacking the requisite experience.

offeror to provide, a complete technically acceptable
approach in response to market research. Agencies need
only make an informed business judgment that there is
a reasonable expectation of receiving acceptably priced
offers from small-business concerns that are capable of
performing the contract.
Making a de facto source selection decision based
solely on the results of market research limits the
number of qualified sources and restricts competition by
eliminating the government’s opportunities to leverage
commercial solutions.
Lesson from Triad: Make sure the focus of MR aligns with
the requirement.
Lesson from Red River: It is not reasonable to rely on other
government contracts to establish what constitutes a
customary commercial practice.
Lesson from Analytical: The contracting officer must make
an informed business judgment to show that the sources
selected are capable of performing the work.
Market research is an enabler that will expand insight
into commercial marketplace, determine how quickly
technology is advancing, and obtain data on products,
services, capabilities, and business practices.
The impact of hasty or superficial market research may
restrict competition to sources that cannot offer the best
and brightest resources toward the requirement. Knowing
your requirement, knowing the market, and understanding
commercial capabilities will avert the lunacy of awarding a
sole-source helicopter development contract to a singleengine airplane manufacturer and avoid wasting years of
resources and millions of dollars on a contractor lacking the
requisite experience.
Finally, market research activities must be reasonable.
For example, despite the interest expressed by six small
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business concerns to a pre-solicitation notice, one agency’s
RFP had no small-business set aside. The RFP instead was
issued for full and open competition.
As a result of inadequate market research, the contracting
officer determined that there was no reasonable
expectation that two or more small business firms could
perform the work. The market research indicated, however,
that the contracting officer failed to take into account
available information indicating the interest of capable
small business concerns in the procurement.
GAO ruled that the contracting officer did not reasonably
consider a small-business set-aside and failed to take into
account known information from the market research
report that indicated interest from small business
concerns.

Conclusion

Market research is flawed when it neglects to fully
investigate possible commercially available alternatives
to meet agency requirements. The lack of knowledge of
the requirement, the commercial market, and industry
capability each can have an impact on decisions related to
full and open competition.
When we think we know what we want, or may have
formed a predetermined conclusion on the product,
service, and the vendor, we risk not obtaining the full value
of expertise and innovation that may be available in the
commercial market.
Additional information on market research and its impact
on competition in contracting is available in the Training
Library on the DASA P Procurement.Army.Mil (PAM)
website at https://spcs3.kc.army.mil/asaalt/procurement
/SitePages/NewTraining.aspx.
The author can be contacted at dennis.p.longo.civ@mail.mil.
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