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DOD BUDGET MANAGEMENT

MODERNIZATION

—and a 13th-Century Florentine Tale
by ENRICO SERAFINI

I

n writing this piece, I reviewed the article in the July-August 2020 issue
of Defense Acquisition magazine, “FIAR 2020: The NEXUS Between
Acquisition and Audit Remediation.” That article focused on the need
for and progress made on Department of Defense (DoD) auditability.

It emphasized agility, adaptability,
and affordability as DoD’s
overarching themes and
concluded by quoting author
Jonathan R. Miller: “You are
not responsible for the past,
but in so far as you do nothing,
you are complicit in the present
created by it.” These themes and
conclusion strongly correlate with
the DoD budget modernization
challenge. Much of the discourse

on this topic centers on the
planning, programming, budget,
and execution (PPBE) process,
which is criticized as outdated,
inflexible, too complex, and in
need of reforms. I wish to ofer an
alternate and positive perspective.
At its core, the PPBE challenge
does not reside in its design, but
rather in its implementation. I
contend that its issues do not

lie with the process, but its
lack of automation, integration,
and transparency. Systemic
issues have repeated unabated
throughout its 60 years of
existence. In my experience, if we
are truly determined to address
this challenge, the solution to
unlocking the PPBE complexity
need not be as complex as the
problem.
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End Overreaching Solutions.
Rather than acquisitions that penalize
small business innovation, the DoD
must lower acquisition barriers,
accelerate pilots with measurable
outcomes, and seek to expand
successful experiments into the
larger enterprise. PPBE automation
can leverage Agile methodologies
with engagements measured in
months rather than years. Let’s
adopt an evolutionary strategy for a
stronger integration with the existing
ecosystem; one that is adaptable
to the many DoD realities and
facilitates the desperately needed
data management normalization and
consolidation.
Automate the PPBE Fabric.
The connective tissue between the
diferent parts of the PPBE process is
still man-made and ad hoc. There is an
absolute need to establish a common
lingua franca across the cacophony
of implementations. Software
implementations that wholly or
partly become that connective tissue,
replacing the many spreadsheet
manipulations and emails do exist.
These solutions traceably automate
potential courses of action for decision
makers’ decisions and demonstrably
improve outcomes, mindfully
supporting diverse DoD missions and
subcultures.
Address Conficts of Interest.
If we continue flling a leaky
bucket without plugging its holes,
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investments will sufer diminished
results. The key is to change the
incentives of a military-industrial
complex that has an implicit confict
of interest about solving the PPBE
complex problem. It makes little
sense to continue awarding more
contracts to billion-dollar eforts that
have spanned decades with missed
objectives.
Have Accountability
and Traceability.
Accountability is indeed the
foundation of the process. But it is
equally important to ensure that
there is a strategic focus in budgeting
toward a portfolio-management
approach that ofers complete
transparency, from setting mission
objectives to achieving results.
Set and Enforce Measures.
Reform of any process must start from
a factual measurement of the current
process. Otherwise, any reform may
provide no material improvement.
If you can’t measure it, you can’t
improve it.

Sages of the PPBE

Admittedly, I am an unlikely
contributor to such discourse.
Originally from Florence, Italy, I am
a technologist. I founded my second
startup a few years ago, and a core
focus area has been the DoD fnancial
management and budget process.
When I frst saw DAU’s chart of
the Joint Capabilities Integration
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and Development System (JCIDS),
Acquisition Management and PPBE,
the fow seemed overwhelmingly
complex. In time, I learned that, while
this complexity can be conquered,
there are far greater challenges. DoD
organizations avail themselves of
various systems to help manage the
PPBE process, but these systems
operate as silos supporting only
portions of the process; they are slow
to change, their user experience (UX)
is anything but intuitive, and their
convoluted business fows sufer from
a lack of data normalization. While
these systems were intended to be the
connecting fabric, the uncomfortable
truth is that the PPBE today relies
almost entirely on manual processes.
The true glue of PPBE is found in the
thousands of fnancial and budget
analysts who extract data from
these solutions and “hand jam” it
into spreadsheets. They coordinate
their work via myriad emails,
ultimately showing program results
in PowerPoint presentations as the
basis for future decisions. For decades,
PPBE sages have practiced this art,
resigned to the lack of integration
and automation while, in some cases,
simply resisting any change to it. The
highly inefcient status quo hinders
knowledge transfer, creates massive
opportunities for error, obscures lack
of compliance, and creates a morass
of data that defes any possibility of
advanced analytics.

The Egg of Columbus

History ofers many examples of
gargantuan challenges overcome by
ingenuity. The complexity challenge
of the DoD budget reminds me of the
“Egg of Columbus” anecdote, which
has a precedent in Filippo Brunelleschi.
In the 13th century, the fathers of
Florence initiated construction of a
massive church. Its central section
stood for almost 200 years without
a roof because the challenge of
covering such large space, with so
much weight and without supporting
buttresses, appeared insurmountable.
Yet, a less-established architect was
selected from among those who
competed for the job. One enduring
story is that Brunelleschi challenged
his competitors to make an egg stand
on end without support. After several
others failed, he tapped the egg on the
table, cracking the shell, enabling the
egg to stand up. Everyone complained
that the solution was too simple.
But the solution became simple only
once it was revealed. The lack of
perspective of the challenge obscured
the solution.
PPBE is the process by which DoD
allocates budgets and executes funds
in support of its missions. For all its
purported complexity, the process
fundamentally asks several questions:
What important objective needs
to be accomplished? How can we
optimize the use of large but still
limited resources? How does the DoD
justify its requested funds for the
many agencies’ initiatives? How are
the funds executed most efciently
within a prescribed framework, while
ensuring progress toward the goal for
which they are allocated?

remains the only executive agency
that has not yet obtained a favorable
audit opinion. The goals of agility and
afordability beyond auditability are
more like aspirations. While the DoD
has invested hundreds of millions,
in some cases billions, of dollars
developing systems or engaging
service contracts to support the PPBE
process, these investments have
consistently fallen short of expected
results. Too often the rationalization
for these failures is that the PPBE
process is just too complex.
Complexity
The PPBE is complex, but the DoD
mission also is very complex. Its
challenges range from basic research,
to supporting the Warfghter, to
protecting our nation’s interests
across the world, to protecting space,
and everything in between. No other
organization is as encompassing and
its measure of success so difcult
to gauge.
The PPBE framework encompasses
all DoD agencies and programs. It is
inherently complex, and yet it allows

room for the agility and adaptability
necessary to accommodate potentially
instantaneous mission changes, while
weaving together resources from the
disparate existing cultures within
the DoD. It establishes a process
with inputs and outputs but does not
prescribe how the work is carried out
within each organization. The PPBE
complexity argument confuses the
process with its implementation.
We have reduced the “solution” to
seeking an overarching, monolithic,
singular implementation that can
accommodate all of that complexity
while ignoring or indeed trying
to fx the diverse DoD missions
and subcultures.
One Size Never Fits All
The PPBE automation has too often
been reduced to seeking a single,
overarching implementation that
crisscrosses one of the most extensive
and diverse organizations in the
world. In 2019, DoD former Deputy
Chief Management Ofcer Peter
Levine published an online article in
War on the Rocks, titled “Ten Rules
for Defense Management Reform,”

Naturally, regulations and compliance
requirements are necessary. Indeed, I
would argue that more transparency
and accountability should be expected
when the DoD is responsible for
executing almost half of the entire
federal discretionary budget and can
execute up to fve concurrent fscal
years at a time. Instead, the DoD

Source: Jonathan Brown.
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PPBE=planning, programming, budget, and execution.
Source: Jonathan Brown.

which succinctly and eloquently
addressed systemic challenges by
identifying 10 guiding rules for DoD
management. Rule No. 5 states, “Onesize-fts-all approaches rarely work.”
One does not have to look far to see
how this one-size-fts-all mindset
has fallen short across a number of
eforts within the DoD and specifcally
in the business of automating PPBE.
For example, consider the Army’s
General Fund Enterprise Business
System (GFEBS). After seven
years of development, GFEBS was
ofcially launched in 2012 with the
intent of revolutionizing the Army’s
fnancial and budget management,
consolidating many other systems,
providing end-to-end accountability
and auditability, and supporting
the entire process with improved
analytics. After decades of GFEBS
development and many billions of
dollars, only a limited fraction of those
goals has been achieved.
GFEBS is representative of these
one-size-fts-all endeavors, but
certainly not unique. Typically,
these gargantuan eforts are beset
with delays, escalating costs, and
an inability to respond to changes,
hardly ever achieving their initial
intent. Also in 2012, Dr. Paul
Strassman published an article in
the AFCEA’s Signal magazine that
42
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clearly forecasted these and other
challenges. While forward strides
have been made, they are unlikely to
stop the reliance on spreadsheets or
coordination via emails any time in
the foreseeable future. The return on
these investments is at the very least
questionable. The concepts of agility,
adaptability, and afordability are at
best aspirational.

Errare Humanum Est Sed
Perseverare Diabolicum
As in a Rube Goldberg sketch, the
PPBE is too complex to manage, its
detractors insist. The complexity at
the core of the argument has not
only been the source of signifcant
expenditures, but also of great profts
to the military industrial complex.
System integrators have applied
armies of resources for decades in
support of the PPBE. Often, they have
advocated these billion-dollar eforts,
representing the very antithesis of
agility, adaptability, and afordability.
The inherent confict of interest is
obvious. Massive revenues would
be in peril if this complexity could
be addressed, particularly if it could
be accomplished simply, quickly,
and without revolutionizing the
entire ecosystem.
Contrary to what we already know
from experience, the consistent
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recommendation has been that
only large software vendors of
Enterprise Resource Planning,
and more recently Corporate
Performance Management, are worthy
considerations; the one-size-fts-all
that results in massive contracts
and decades of implementation.
Aside from the extravagant licensing
costs, implementation timeframes,
and organizational impact, there
is a failure to recognize that these
software packages are not created
or maintained to address the DoD’s
unique needs. These behemoths
of software industry solutions are
entirely rooted in the commercial
world and driven by that market for
general purpose applicability. The
system integrators do not own the
software and are more than happy to
move to the next technology migration
before achieving any real goal.
Again, quoting Levine, Rule Number
One states “Nobody gets to start
with a clean sheet of paper.” Contrary
to this well-tested principle across
all industries, these solutions
require large acquisition eforts,
massive customization, process
re-engineering, and very specialized
training. They also take, as a matter
of sacrifce, the organizational impact
to the DoD’s diverse missions and
organizational subcultures.
Solutions born out of small businesses
can hardly come up for consideration
when a procurement efort starts
in the tens of millions of dollars in
proven revenue. But, let us not forget
that IBM did not introduce the laptop,
AT&T did not invent the Internet,
and Sears did not introduce online
shopping. Solutions born out of small
businesses are responsible for fueling
our economy and author most of
the American innovation. Yet, small
business is efectively excluded from
consideration when it comes to the
DoD budgeting process. The Roman
philosopher Seneca 2000 years ago
professed that “‘to err is human, but to
persist [in the mistake] is diabolical.”

Time for New Approaches

The odds were very much against
the selection of Brunelleschi to
address the complex duomo problem
in Florence. Yet, his incremental
approach mixed with true innovations
was the “Egg of Columbus.” He
changed designs and quickly adapted
new techniques as he had to evolve
his initial approaches when new
challenges arose. He completed
the task in 16 years. The complexity
myth of the PPBE becomes the
rationale for the status quo. The
alternative is to blame the process
itself, advocating its reform. If the
automation of PPBE has proven
too “complex,” its measurement of
the process itself has been entirely
deprioritized. Attempting to reform
a poorly implemented unmeasured
process will certainly result in costly
experiments, further delay, large
disruptions, and massive expenditures
with unpredictable improvements.
Rather, the primary PPBE issue to
address is that spending too often
is not tied to outcomes—budgets
and results are disconnected. The
commercially referenced Objectives
to Key Results are ignored. PPBE’s
necessary goal of transparency is
lacking when it comes to ensuring

that missions and agency-level
programs have a continuous thread
across the many layers of Uniform
Joint Task Lists, Joint Capability
Areas, Mission Essential Task lists,
and the actual delivery of programs
as part of a portfolio management
approach. Our budget and execution
should be strategically aligned along
portfolios of capabilities rather than
focused on tactical multiyear eforts.
On April 27, 2021, the Senate Armed
Services Committee hearing focused
on “Management Challenges and
Opportunities,” highlighting the need
and urgency of a change in direction.

Conclusion

The focus must shift from the myth
of a too-complex PPBE to solving
process automation with agility,
adaptability, and afordability. A
change in approach is imperative
not only because of inefciencies,
lack of proper analytics, and obscure
evidence-based decision making, but
above all because perseverance in the
current path undermines the DoD’s
very mission. Ignoring this issue puts
our national security at risk. More
than ever, we need to stay ahead of
our adversaries. We cannot aford
misalignment between strategy and
execution. Poorly executed programs

and misalignment place our country
at a disadvantage with our most
immediate and largest adversaries—
China and Russia.
Small-business software solutions
that address the PPBE complexity with
agility, auditability, and afordability
exist but are hardly considered. In a
post-COVID era of mounting public
debt and greater insecurity, it is more
important than ever to help agencies
justify their programmatic requests,
align their execution to mission
objectives, and provide transparency
throughout the DoD portfolio’s life
cycle. Let’s change the perspective. By
engaging existing and proven solutions
from all sources, we can automate the
PPBE rather than trying to reform it by
conventional means.
A change in perspective is the key to
unlock the chest of complexity.
SERAFINI is the chief executive officer of
pExchange, a small software house that has
created a solution to help Defense agencies
prepare their planning, programming,
budgeting, and execution inputs and then
track the expenditures and the products of
their funding.
The author can be contacted at
enricoxs@p-exchange.com.
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