Chapter 2  �Vision for Creating the Defense Action Learning Team 


Introduction


Much of what the DoD will accomplish through Defense Reform depends on an organizational and cultural transformation. Mindsets must change. Members of the logistics, finance, acquisition, and legal communities must embrace a customer service philosophy characterized by “it can be done”; organizational stovepipes, turf battles, and other parochial problems must give way to business practices that embody the best that the government and private sectors have to offer. Just as the Department always succeeds on the battlefield through joint operations, its business, support, and administrative functions must adopt similarly successful techniques to ensure that the DoD consistently delivers quality products to its troops. 


In this chapter, we discuss a vision designed to accelerate this cultural transformation. It is not based on a wholesale departure from the traditional practices, nor does the study team believe that government can or should be made to operate exactly like business. Rather, we believe that to achieve the goals of Defense Reform within the acquisition context, we have to instill in our workforce some of the same cultural values that make the U.S. economy the envy of the world. 


The Vision


A little more than 50 years ago, our nation lifted itself out of an economic depression by collectively focusing its energies on a common mission: to defeat global tyranny and oppression. Our study team believes that we must do the same on behalf of Defense acquisition; i.e., transform it by redirecting the collective energies of the Defense workforce toward new, end-to-end acquisition processes. We are declaring war on complacency and espousing cultural change. We believe that the Defense acquisition must renew itself by embracing the cultural attributes that make American business so successful. Our customers’ lives and the public trust are in our hands; therefore, we must aim high and become the best managed, most effective process in the Government(just as in business, Defense acquisition must become the envy of acquisition practitioners around the world. 


The goal of our proposed strategy is to prepare the Defense acquisition community to take the lead in accelerating the adoption of best practices—from both industry and government—to dramatically and measurably improve both the quality and the end results of all decisions made to support the warfighter.


All members of the DoD must work together to fulfill the Department’s one integrated mission: support the warfighters. “Acquisition” is not a stand-alone activity.  Many outside the acquisition community have a significant stake in any given acquisition. Thus, the import of the users, the DoD comptrollers, suppliers and the general public must be recognized in a successful acquisition. In order to best support the warfighters, all the DoD communities that are touched by acquisition must work together as early as possible. This includes the comptroller community that is responsible for funding; the infrastructure community that supports base contracting; the logistics community that ensures warfighter needs for spare and repair parts are met; and the transportation community that moves acquired items to the warfighter.


The requirements process as we know it is insufficient for enabling best-practice supply chain management. As the anchor of the acquisition process, the requirements phase must become a cross-functional environment in which all players agree on what they want and what tradeoffs are acceptable. The players—including the end user—must form a team that can fully define the requirements and develop realistic cost estimates from the beginning. Among other things, joint development of realistic cost estimates will improve funding stability. War-fighters will be clearly responsible for developing the rough order of magnitude of their requirements, and various acquisition players must be responsible (based on their market expertise and analysis) for developing and presenting to the warfighters a range of tradeoffs and qualified alternatives. The goal is an ultimate collaboration within the team, within certain parameters and with acceptable tradeoffs.


Similarly, the funding process as we know it falls short of the mark. Program stability is dependent on funding stability. Thus, the comptroller community, which controls the funding, is an important player that should be represented on Team Acquisition. One important contribution a comptroller representative would bring to the Team is an understanding of financial management. As part of a Team, the comptroller representative would be able to help develop an up-front strategy to achieve funding stability to best support the warfighters.


The Three Key Components of the Vision 


The following key components must become the first priority for Defense acquisition leaders at all levels:


Good business judgment and not a narrow interpretation of the rules must drive DoD business decisions.


Defense business professionals must have authority commensurate with their responsibility. 


Cross-functional teaming must become the norm for ensuring quality results throughout the acquisition process.


The operating principles for each of these components are discussed in the sections below.


Operating Tenets for Exercising Good Business Judgment


Moving away from an environment characterized by a slavish adherence to the rules to one in which good business judgment drives decisions involves the following key operating principles:


Exercising good judgment. This means:


focusing on the mission, 


using common sense, 


mitigating risk,


striving constantly for optimal results at the lowest possible cost,


empowering subordinates to do their part and trusting their results,


working within legal confines and avoiding even the appearance of impropriety, and 


balancing the interests of all constituents.


Exercising maximum flexibility within existing Ccontracting rules, and challenging rules and behaviors that are not should be used to protect the public trust and to do what is in the best interests of the Department.


Prudent risk-taking is an inherent part of using good business judgment; it must be rewarded rather than punished; knowing when to take a risk is a skill born out of experience(this behavior will not take root in an environment that punishes risk takers. 


Failure to learn from business mistake is unacceptable.


Good judgement takes courage; it means that occasionally the employee will take an unpopular position, perhaps shedding light on a failing program or questioning a customer’s request when it appears that all constituents’ interests are not being served in a balanced manner. 


Operating Principles for Authority and Responsibility 


Key operating principles are also involved in moving from an environment where decision-making authority is often removed from the relevant facts, data, suppliers, and customers, to one where decision-making authority explicitly rests with the individual or team in the best position to exercise prudent business judgments. The tenets that will instill this practice are:


Decision-making authority should rest with the team/organization that must live with the consequences of the decision.


Elevating decisions to a higher authority should be done sparingly but can be a prudent business practice, especially when there is a high degree of financial risk. Once the decision has been made, the decision-maker(s) should not be second-guessed or criticized.


To accelerate learning and reward superior performance, disseminate any valuable lessons from past decisions; other organizations will reap the benefits.


Whenever possible, decision-makers are expected to use their authority to accelerate business processes provided that the public good is not compromised.


Operating Principles for Cross-Functional Teaming


Moving from an environment where functional silos work independently on acquisitions, to one where cross-functional teams—involving customers, suppliers, and members of the requirements, budget, legal, and acquisition communities—work together guiding an acquisition through its lifecycle requires the adoption of the following key operating principles:


Acquisition is not a function but an end-to-end process that exists solely to satisfy customer requirements. Functional specialists from the requirements, budget, legal, and acquisition communities will usher customer requirement through this process.


Ensuring customer satisfaction requires end-to-end ownership by a designated customer relationship manager; this individual is the interface between the customer and the acquisition process. 


High-quality, responsive decisions and the elimination of rework and waste result from effective prior planning that involves all functions, customers, and suppliers; issues are surfaced and resolved before they become embarrassing headlines.


An efficient end-to-end acquisition process requires support by supplier relationship managers who identify and select sources and assist suppliers in delivering the best value possible.


Cross-functional teaming across the enterprise, where multidisciplinary teams—involving customers, suppliers, and members of the requirements, budget, legal, and acquisition communities—work together to guide an acquisition through its lifecycle is illustrated in figure 2-1.   


Figure 2-1. Cross-Functional Team Approach 
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Summary


As discussed in Chapter 1, we believe that a fundamental problem hampering Defense acquisition is that the functional silos, endless review point, and rule-based environment stifle the acquisition process, discourage individuals from taking initiative, and lead to a culture that is diametrically opposed to the goals of Defense Reform. In practice, that means for example, that even when IPTs bring their expertise to an acquisition, the members still put the interests of their respective communities first. Defense reform demands that we change the old narrowly focused, parochial culture into one that in the acquisition context strives to optimize results, seeks out and uses best practices, and makes prudent decisions that are in the best interests of the customer, irrespective of organizational self-interests. In this way, the Defense action learning team begins where the IPT leaves off. 


The Defense action learning team’s sole purpose is the instant acquisition, the mission needs his or her expertise without the cultural baggage. From the team’s perspective, the only constituent that matters is the customer(he or she in effect becomes the bottom line that each team member will try to optimize. This metaphor is part of what adopting business practices to the Defense environment means. Where a business optimizes the bottom line to increase shareholder value, the Defense action learning team optimizes the acquisition to increase our warfighters’ well being. Our vision will enable all of the DoD’s diverse components to work together, just as they do during wartime, to fulfill their joint mission of supporting the warfighters. 
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