// BRIAN’S LAWS

Part II

by BRIAN SCHULTZ

A

s promised in “Brian’s Laws, Part I” in the May-June 2021 issue of this
magazine, this article provides the next increment of acquisition laws. The
frst set of satirical laws (1-10) focused on historical evidence and conclusions
(https://www.dau.edu/library/defense-atl/blog/Brians-Laws). This next set addresses the future of
defense acquisition. Like the frst set, these Part II laws are based on anecdotal
evidence and detailed analysis.
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“FAILURE IS NOT FATAL,
BUT FAILURE TO CHANGE MIGHT BE.”
—JOHN WOODEN

Technology continues to evolve at an incredible pace.
The innovations occurring across all major industries are
unprecedented. Many methods and techniques used for
decades are now of questionable utility or even considered
obsolete. The paradigm shift from a lengthy, deliberate
process to a more rapid, technology insertion and quickreaction model provides opportunities and challenges for
defense acquisition professionals.

Looking to the future is exciting because there are so many
possibilities. Real change is occurring and the imperative to
continue the acquisition paradigm shift must continue as
our nation faces a very dangerous threat environment.
Laws 11-20 address both the consequences of
resisting change and the possibilities of exploiting new
opportunities. Like the frst set, the laws are satirical but
also provide important insights into the future.
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Law No. 11. Isaac Newton’s frst
law of motion applies to the
defense acquisition system. “A
body in motion will remain in
motion unless acted upon by
another force.”
This law relates to our programcentric acquisition model, which
remains in motion since World
War II. Program-centric means
that acquisition governance and
decisions primarily focus on individual
programs. The focus is on cost,
schedule, and performance (c/s/p) of
individual programs programmed by
the military Services. Meeting these
c/s/p goals drives the behavior of the
stakeholders and enterprise processes,
with limited insight into mission
impacts. While numerous acquisition
reforms have been implemented over
the years (see Law No. 1), defense
acquisition remains program-centric.

Some have proposed adoption of a
portfolio-based acquisition model,
including the Section 809 Panel. My
article, “A Portfolio Management
Based Acquisition Model”? (JanuaryFebruary 2020 edition of this
magazine) explores the need and
benefts of a portfolio-centric model.
See https://www.dau.edu/library/
defense-atl/blog/A-PortfolioManagement--Based-Acquisition-Model

Portfolio management is a strategic
management process that starts with
an enterprise-level identifcation of
needs and opportunities. Investments
are determined at a corporate level,
rather than as independent projects.
For the Department of Defense (DoD),
the projects could roll up to a mission
portfolio, enabling optimization
of a portfolio of programs to meet
mission needs. Figure 1 below captures
the key diferences between models.

We have the technology and tools to
make this portfolio model work. We
just need a force of motion to act on it,
or else the program-centric model will
continue in motion.
Law No. 12. The acquisition
program baseline is now a relic
(and should be displayed in a
museum for its notoriety).
This law builds on Law No. 11. The
acquisition program baseline (APB) is
one of the key features of a programcentric acquisition model. Its origins
trace back to the early 1980s with
the passage of the Nunn-McCurdy
Amendment to the 1982 Defense
Authorization Act. The amendment
requires congressional notifcation if
a program’s unit cost increases more
than 25 percent beyond the original
estimate and calls for the program
termination with total cost growth
greater than 50 percent, unless

Figure 1. Portfolio-Management Paradigm Shift
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Source: The author.
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the Secretary of Defense certifes
why termination should not occur.
Subsequently, DoD started baselining
programs with the intent to provide
funding and requirements stability
to help avoid cost growth and the
subsequent baseline breaches.
APBs reinforce the paradigm of
locking down a long list of static
requirements with supporting
budgets. This paradigm is not keeping
pace with our dynamic environment.
Language regarding the APB from
the report of the Advisory Panel
on Streamlining and Codifying
Acquisition Regulations (Section
809 Panel) concluded: The program
manager (PM) and the progam
executive ofcer must manage,
execute, and oversee requirements
and budgets established by factors
outside their control and allocated
with very little managerial fexibility.
This system reinforces stove-piped,
program-centric acquisition and
inhibits the fexibility and integration
required for asymmetric threats.”

software frequently and welcomes
new requirements.
The good news is we now have
Implementation of the new software
pathway in the Adaptive Acquisition
Framework. It enables use of modern
software techniques like Agile
DevSecOps (software development,
security, and informaton tech
operations), providing DoD with the
tools to build and deploy software
capabilities in a matter of weeks.
Many programs are adopting this
methodology, but it is still constrained
by funding fexibility and a riskaverse culture.
Law No. 14. Acquisition reform
without fnancial management
reform is akin to “a rotten apple
spoiling the bunch.”
Law No. 13 identifes funding fexibility
as a constraint for efective use of the
new software pathway. Unfortunately,
lack of funding fexibility cuts across

all of defense acquisition, including
all six pathways in the Adaptive
Acquisition Framework.
Rather than repeat the need for
funding reforms, I refer you to the
Section 809 panel report and my
previous article published in the
September-October 2020 edition
of this magazine: “Time to Reform
Acquisition Funding Rules?”
See https://www.dau.edu/library/
defense-atl/blog/Time-to-ReformAcquisition-Funding-Rules.

This Section 809 Panel quote
provides a sample of the solution:
“Instead, overarching goals of
these recommendations include
empowering DoD managers to
reallocate resources between
programs as needed; fowing down
decision authority to the lowest
possible levels; eliminating or
mitigating some of the perverse
incentives that exist in fscal law; and

Law No. 13. Parkinson’s Law is
no longer valid—traditional
waterfall-based design and
development will expand to slip
the program schedule.
This law refutes the age-old Parkinson
law that states, “Work expands to fll
the time allotted.” Meeting the time
allotted for a complex development
efort is no small feat. In fact, the data
are clear that traditional waterfallbased software acquisitions have
been plagued with schedule slips, cost
overruns, and poor performance. The
use of this sequential methodology
has many challenges, including lack
of fexibility, lengthy cycle times, and
poor performance. Waterfall attempts
to lock down requirements while
designing large software builds that
do not deploy until testing of the full
system. This may take years before
any user interacts with the software
in an operational environment. By
contrast, agile software development
stresses delivery of working
September-October 2021

| DEFENSEACQUISITION |

33

mitigating the harmful efects of late
funding on DoD acquisition programs.”
Law No. 15. Increasing program
complexity drives the need for
simplifed acquisition.
This law appears to be counterintuitive
until further examination. Rapid
technology advances signifcantly
increase technology complexity.
Examples of this complexity
include new materials, advanced
manufacturing processes, machine
learning, robotics, cloud computing,
autonomous vehicles and bots, and
many others. The commercial sector
is the primary investment source for
these technologies. Commercialization
typically requires a user interface
that is seamless, intuitive, and easy
to operate, removing the complexity
from the end user.
Several acquisition tools are now
available for DoD to prototype and
deploy these technologies. Thus,
there is a need to simplify and tailor
our processes to leverage what the
commercial market can provide.
We see this with the expanded use
of Other Transaction Authority,
Commercial Solutions Openings,
and Federal Acquisition Regulation
(FAR) Part 12 acquisitions. These
commercial-based acquisitions often

use streamlined source selection
procedures, avoiding the lengthy and
labor-intensive FAR-based process.
We also see expanded use of
simplifed acquisition management
plans and highly tailored acquisition
strategies. These authorities are
limited, though, resulting in the need
for expanded authorities to enable
greater commercial access. We must
tailor our planning and execution to
align better with these nontraditional
defense companies in order to
obtain greater access to innovative
technology solutions.
Law No. 16. Avoiding high risks is
our highest risk.
This one reminds me of the old saying,
“We have met the enemy and he is
us” (from Walt Kelly’s “Pogo” comic
strip). What is wrong with avoiding
high risks? Conventional wisdom
recommends avoiding severe risks
because they can cause big impacts.
Thus, a risk-averse culture works hard
to stay in a low-risk environment.
DoD PMs typically are profcient
with risk management because it
receives so much attention in our
acquisition processes. The traditional
approach to risk is “less is more.” No
one wants a failed program, so we
tend to value low-risk programs. I see

this mentality in the classroom when
discussing acquisition investment
options. However, the landscape
around risk must change if we want
greater rewards.
Consider the behaviors of venture
capitalists, start-up companies,
and experienced innovators in the
commercial sector. Industry must
take risks in order to succeed. Risks
often are viewed in the same context
of opportunities, since the investment
risk is made based on the potential
sales and return on the investment.
However, investment capital is
carefully managed, —usually starting
with relatively small investments to
gauge market response and potential,
followed by growth and expansion into
new products and new markets.
In order to change the culture, we
need new tools and thinking models
to fnd these high payof opportunities
in defense acquisition. Figure 2
provides an example of one (see the
July-August 2020 edition of this
magazine, “Moving From Risk-Averse
to Innovative Opportunity-Seekers,”
https://www.dau.edu/library/defenseatl/blog/Moving-From-Risk). We need

continued emphasis to break the riskaverse culture while becoming more
profcient in opportunity management.

Figure 2. Risk Taker—Opportunity Process Model
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Source: The author.
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Law No 17. There is no free
lunch, but we must pay less
for everything.
This law challenges Norman
Augustine’s Law Number XIX:
“Although most products will soon be
too costly to purchase, there will be
a thriving market in the sale of books
on how to fx them.” Investments in
our big platforms such as aircraft,
vehicles, and ships are historically
very expensive and seem to get
even costlier as we incorporate new
technologies. Add in the operating
and support costs, and the budget
for other critical items becomes very
difcult to manage. Our exploding
national debt only exacerbates this
issue further. At some point, even the
most advanced weapon system can
be overcome by threats that are less
capable but more numerous. So what
is the way ahead?
The solution is to pay less for
everything. New technological
innovations are already paving the
way for less expensive products
and services. We can and must
use artifcial intelligence, robotics,
autonomous vehicles, additive
manufacturing, and many other

technologies to lower the cost of
defense products and services.
For example, the Air Force is assessing
the use of low-cost unmanned aerial
vehicles to provide airpower without
needing fxed-base runways and other
infrastructure. The Army is pursuing a
new person-portable drone to provide
enhanced situational awareness. The
Navy and Marine Corps are assessing
the use of swarms of low-cost
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs).
While these examples show promise,
there is work to do. One of the
Services’ UAV systems reportedly
costs over $130 million per system.
Law No. 18. The PM body of
knowledge needs to go on a diet
and get lean and mean.
In September 2017, I observed a
new software pilot program called
Kessel Run. This was one of the
frst DoD attempts to break away
from the waterfall methodology and
employ an agile DevSecOps software
approach. This was eye-opening: It
completely changed the model for
developing and felding software.
One of the memorable discussions
included a statement that you must

unlearn everything you currently
know. This “unlearning” is not easy,
given the decades of knowledge and
experience associated with traditional
software acquisition.
Recently, I audited a project
management workshop that included
a comprehensive curriculum of
processes, tools, models, and formulas
associated with traditional projects.
While the workshop was interesting
and taught very well, it included some
old reference material. As I refect
on the project management body
of knowledge, it is clear that much
of the content is no longer relevant
or of little use in today’s changing
landscape. As we discard outdated
tools and concepts, we must learn
and adopt techniques that support
the fexibility and speed required in
today’s environment.
Law No. 19. If you want to
overcome a signifcant challenge,
keep telling the team they will
not succeed.
This law is reserved for very big
challenges but it has implications for
how we incentivize and reward people.
Challenges come to mind such as the
Manhattan Project, putting the frst
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man on the moon, and Operation
Warp Speed for COVID-19 vaccine
development. Pundits who may not
understand the power of motivated
teams with a meaningful goal would
say it cannot be done, it’s too hard, or
there is not enough time or money.
Those motivated teams can overcome
just about anything. Doubting their
ability to make it happen will only
motivate them more.
Studies show that people are willing to
accept less pay for more meaningful
work. It can be powerful for teams
to know that they are supporting a
greater good and having an impact
beyond their individual inputs.
Meaningful work translates into
signifcantly greater job satisfaction,
which also increases productivity.
Working toward a tight timeline can
also provide an incentive, so long
as accomplishing it adds value. My
experience confrms this premise.
I experienced a signifcant challenge
with a team that was trying to meet
the cost and schedule goals of a

major weapon system upgrade. The
initial efort incurred severe technical
problems and overruns, nearly forcing
program termination. Very few,
including our own leadership, believed
that we could successfully execute the
re-baselined program. The team used
this doubt as a motivator, believing
the objective was achievable despite
continued uncertainty. After years of
hard work and commitment, the team
delivered on time and within budget!
Law No. 20. Acquisition policy
should include a self-destruct
mechanism to ensure it does not
last very long.
This is no laughing matter. While
we hear the complaints about everchanging policies, we should actually
embrace change. The key point is to
avoid reverting to old policies that did
not work. When it comes to policy,
less is often more.
As part of the Adaptive Acquisition
Framework, PMs now have the
fexibility (and responsibility) to
tailor-in the regulatory items that

will apply to the program strategy
and plans. While this guidance does
not provide a self-destruct tool, it
does provide a powerful tool for
PMs to select only the policies that
are relevant and add value to the
program. The policy may still be
around but does not need to apply to
every program.

Conclusion

George Allen, former Washington
Football Team coach, used the
phrase “The future is now.” Actions
and reforms we take now will shape
subsequent acquisition outcomes. I
am optimistic for a bright future but
only if we continue to bring about real
change. Looking to the future from an
acquisition perspective, we can revise
Wooden’s quote to say, “Failure to
change is not an option!”
SCHULTZ is a professor of Program
Management and an executive coach in
DAU’s Capital and Northeast Region at
Fort Belvoir, Virginia.
The author can be contacted at
brian.schultz@dau.edu.
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Acquisition Tools and Resources
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More than 40 diferent acquisition-related
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Interest Areas
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experiences with fellow practitioners across
DoD and industry

https://shortcut.dau.edu/JST/productsupport
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