MALD SDD Lessons Learned

First – Put a “Lessons Learned” white board up in the program office and in the source selection room, encourage its use.  When it begins to fill up, transfer everything to a Word document, print it, and post it by the whiteboard.  This is how we managed to document such a long list of lessons learned!
RFP Preparation:

ConWrite:  FAR 52.227-1, ConWrite did not automatically add Alternate I, even though this is an R&D effort. Alt I should be included in R&D contracts.

ConWrite added, “applies only to Fixed Price CLINs” to DFARS 252.228-7002 Aircraft Flight Risk (1996), however this applies only to the SDD (CPAF), not just FPX CLINs.

Originally we left off the clause: 52.245-18 Special Test Equipment

Ask for the contractor’s DUNS number in the RFP.
Total Ownership Cost Evaluation:  This is a very complex undertaking and attention needs to be paid early on in the process. The spreadsheet needs to be studied and tested to ensure accuracy. The government estimates should be used to develop an IGE for TOC.

Carrots and Sticks: This issue it seems can become somewhat contentious.  We used a sample from the JDAM office to develop sticks.  The inclusion of the “qualify a second source” stick proved to be a very significant liability to the potential offerors. This stick needs to be carefully evaluated to ascertain the actual potential liability and compare that to the potential gain available to the potential offerors. Without a significant production requirement this is almost certainly a very negative and potentially costly stick.  We wound up deleting it, since we had a relatively small production prospect, after determining the potential liability to the offerors might approach 2/3rds of the SDD cost.

Bumper-to-Bumper Warranty: There are two specific issues here, tailoring the FAR 52.246-19 clause and whether we can “require” a warranty.  Our RFP insinuates that a warranty proposal is required. The legal office claims that we cannot require a warranty, it is something the offeror is either willing to give or not.  The specific tailoring of the warranty clause is important. Two issues in particular here are 1) definition of “defect” and 2) the stated “remedies”.  We chose a very broad definition of defect. The contractors were concerned that it also included latent defects that may not come to light for years and be very expensive to rectify.  (Things like circuit cards and transistors.)  It is also important to clearly state how remedies will be accomplished.  There is some concern that our language is not clear regarding repair versus replace and that the decision is at the sole discretion of the contracting officer.

Proposal Risk:  Consider making “Low” risk very difficult to achieve, like a “Blue” rating.  This allows for a distinct discriminator in the final decision.  We added two additional level of rating in Proposal Risk (Low-Mod and Mod-High) and should have used that to make Low very difficult to achieve.

General Topics:

Back-up Plans:  Have back-up plans for everything.  Whatever you don’t plan for will happen.  

SSA’s Schedule:  The SSA’s schedule, especially when it is AAC/CC or AAC/WM, is likely to determine the real contract award date. Build time into your schedule to deal with this, and the prospect of having to brief Dr. Sambur.

Obtaining Signatures:  The process of coordinating and getting signatures is cumbersome.  There seems no end to who needs to review a document before senior staff will sign it.  Each of the reviewers is likely to have additional comments (apparently it shows they did something).  This happens even when that person, or someone sitting in for them, has seen everything before.  You should keep good documentation of this process, it is of benefit to say, “but sir, you coordinated on this on X date”.  Keep all coordination copies.

Aircraft Store Design and Manufacture:  There should be an AAC-wide lessons learned on aircraft store design and manufacture.  There must a common pool of knowledge on items like:

Surviving in the carriage environment – design fins, actuators with margin versus measured

Building and flying Instrumented Measurement Vehicles

Aircraft Primes:  For stores get the aircraft primes on board early so the RFP can be updated with the parameters that are important to them

Acquisition Understanding:  The requirements/capabilities, or even the acquisition processes, is not completely understood by the warfighter, and the acquisition community.  It is frustrating to educate everyone you talk to about the acquisition process and what can and cannot be done.  It would be a good idea to get the entire team together for some high-level acquisition training very early in the program.  IPTs are getting huge  (User, AFOTEC, 46th TW, SAF/AQ, A/C Primes, Sustainment, Logistics, Program Management, Finance, Engineering, Data Management, Configuration, Contracting, etc.) and these folks may have limited acquisition experience.

Acquisition Changes:  Things change so fast that no one can keep up.  We faced a number of last second changes that required us to go back two steps before we could go forward again. Things like: Capabilities vs. Requirements, ICD vs. ORD, 90% Confidence, Briefing Dr Sambur prior to award announcement, and what is the proper size for an SSDD?  We need to find a way to integrate these changes in a realistic fashion.

Team Member Participation/Training: No matter what we say, no one is ever fully dedicated to source selections. Lets be realistic and understand that we are all expected to still accomplish our other work.  Consider this in all scheduling activities.

Do not assume that team members have done this before.  Have team meetings/training sessions; discuss the process, work out the methodologies, etc.  Again, dry runs are mandatory.

PRAG:

RFP Ratings versus Questionnaires:  The RFP called for six ratings (Unsatisfactory, Marginal, Neutral, Satisfactory, Very Good, Exceptional).  The PRAG Questionnaires had four ratings (Unsatisfactory, Marginal, Acceptable, Excellent).  CPARS use colors.  We need to coordinate these so we are getting apples to apples responses.

How many previous programs to look at:  We need to be more specific. We asked for 8 programs, but didn’t say how many from subcontractors versus from the prime. We got a very mixed result. Recommend identifying something, perhaps 5 prime and 3 subs.

Telephone Interviews were Valuable:  Phone interviews were found to be better than just receiving questionnaires, since many questionnaires came back with ratings but insufficient comments.  Should plan on conducting interviews, and digging into the issues, this was much better information to base a rating upon.  Documentation of these interviews can be problematic, need to have a process and stick to it.  Also, be sure it is clear in the questionnaire that we need complete answers and comments.  If you use sub-factors in past performance, ask for an overall rating for each sub-factor in the questionnaire.

CPARS can be Outdated:  We found that many CPARS were old, and perhaps new ones were “in the works”.  Sometimes the CPARS were 18 months old and there was nothing newer to rely on.

Clear definitions:  We always think we are stating things clearly, have a disinterested third party review it.  We asked for past efforts that included “development”, just what does that include?  Be careful and develop clear and concise definitions.

Dealing with Subcontractors:  Figure out up-front how you are going to evaluate subcontractor performance (even then things are likely to come up).  Perhaps develop a separate relevancy table for subcontractors, their performance doesn’t fit the prime relevancy.  If subcontracting is expected and considered important, develop completely separate methodology to assess subcontractor performance.  Also, request in the Section L language to include what the subcontractors are going to contribute to the instant effort, and have them provide similar past performance efforts.

Relevancy Criteria:  We generally define fairly generic relevancy criteria.  We should look closely at whether all past performance criteria need to have the same relevancy criteria applied.  We used subfactors in past performance and found that some areas, like management, may need different relevancy criteria than we would choose for technical issues.

RFP Language: 

The RFP verbiage should read that only those “MOST” relevant programs would be used to evaluate each offeror.  

We also struggled somewhat with how recency was defined (we used “programs with design and development work since XX”) and also indicated that we would weigh recency, assigning more weight to more recent work.  There was some confusion on the PRAG with recency being a “pass/fail” on meeting the date, but was then weighted within the recency time frame.  Not sure how to better deal with this, the AFFARS requires weighing, but you should work on clear and concise language to explain the difference.

General Questionnaire/interview/CPARS Issues :
Need to use cover letter to legitimize why people should answer questions who we are, why answer, etc.  Ask the contractor to fill in the blank on the questionnaire to state on what contract they are requesting the POC to provide information.

Ask for total development value at the top of the questionnaire, development beginning and ending dates, and contract numbers.

PRAG Questionnaire used four rating choices (unsatisfactory, marginal, acceptable, and excellent.)  Evaluation criteria called for six choices (unsatisfactory, marginal, neutral, satisfactory, very good, and exceptional.)  These need to match up.

Oral proposals: Note that we used the “three-day” oral proposal process, where on day one the offeror had 8 hours to present their oral proposal.  The second morning the evaluation team got together to compile a list of questions, in the afternoon the offeror answered the questions (Q&A session). On the third day the team evaluated the proposal and provide the offeror feedback.  This process is quite intense, but it does allow the team to concentrate on that proposal, and then move on to the next.  You’ll see we recommend that this be changed to a five-day process, allowing for a more complete and thorough evaluation.

Use of Offeror’s CD-ROM:  We decided that the offeror’s CD-ROM of their briefing (for Oral proposals), submitted with the written proposal would be used for their Oral Proposal, and had to add that language to Section L. The idea here is that they can’t “tinker” with their oral proposal between the RFP closing date and the oral proposal itself.
Include the Users:  User participation in the oral proposal process is definitely a good idea.

Requirements Cross Reference Matrix:  With oral proposals we found no value in the Requirements Cross Reference Matrix.

Limit Information Required:  Put a limit on the information that might be repetitive in the briefing.  Having the offeror cover similar issues in various places in the briefing causes confusion, misplaced questions, and takes more time.  Be careful with the structure of the briefing.

Video Taping of Oral Proposals:  If you have a classified portion, be sure they are taped on “separate” tapes, and not included with unclassified portions.  Also, DynCorps’ “deposition” quality is not good enough for what may be required later (GAO, courts), the slides are not visible, but the sound is OK.

Question & Answer Session:  Be sure all of the evaluators have copies of the questions presented to the offeror so that the offeror’s oral answers can be noted.  Allow the offeror’s more than just one hour to prepare answers to questions.  It is better to get a complete answer than a partial answer.

Award without Discussions:  If your using Oral Proposals and expect to have a question and answer session, or to fully interact during the oral proposal, you have entered “discussions” and therefore can not Award without Discussions.  Not that this is necessarily bad; you just should realize up front that you are giving up that option.  Also, does this mean that the offeror is less likely to give you their best proposal up-front?  Since they know they’ll have a chance at a Final Proposal Revision, they may hold back. 

Timing of Process:  If you plan to allow 8 hours (if moderately high-tech, you probably will need it) for the oral proposals, do NOT expect to accomplish more than one a week.  Using the three-day per oral proposal format, we scheduled to work Monday-Saturday to get in two in a week.  This was, by most people’s opinion, a mistake.  Not only was it very intense, we couldn’t get all the administrative things required accomplished.  We suggest an essentially five-day process.  On the afternoon of day one the evaluators review the offeror’s briefing charts and make notes.  On day two the offeror presents their proposal.  On day three the team compiles questions and provides them to the offeror.  The offeror responds, in complete fashion, on Day four.  Use the remainder of day four and part of day five to conclude the evaluation and provide feedback.  This also allows for time before and after to accomplish the administrative work and prepare thorough ENs to provide to the offeror on the fifth day.

What to make Oral?:  It is a good idea to consider having oral sessions for cost/price and even Past Performance.  These can be considerably (perhaps) shorter than the oral technical portions, but having the interaction and feedback is a good idea.  It can considerably shorten both of these areas, and these are both time consuming processes.

Team Evaluations:  Rather than the traditional method where each evaluator individually evaluates the proposal, we used a “team approach”.  Each evaluator merely made notes during the oral proposal (this is where an administrative assistant would come in handy to compile these notes overnight), then all evaluators sat around a conference room and evaluated the proposal in accordance with the evaluation criteria.  This proved to be very effective and efficient.  All issues were brought to light, discussed in detail and either a consensus evaluation was achieved, or the team chief resolved any conflicts.  It makes the technical evaluation paperwork skimpy, but it resulted in a better evaluation.  Many things an individual might write up were never written up because they became convinced it wasn’t really and issue.  Also, there were many times someone would pipe up, “how does that fit the evaluation criteria?”  It was a little difficult in the beginning, but smoothed out to be very efficient.  Again, the dry run evaluations help to set up the process and procedures for this.  It was very comforting when several of the offerors were amazed at how well we caught the same inherent weaknesses that their management, or Red Teams, had identified.

More notes on accomplishing a “team evaluation”: While this was truly a team evaluation, it was certainly not a democratic, majority-rule kind of team result.  It would be an understatement to say that much of the success of the team evaluation process was the Technical TeamChief’s leadership.  It was clear from the start that all would have their say, but in the end, the TeamChief would decide what the team evaluation would be.  Acting as referee for a group of techs with very strong opinions and keeping them focused and happy - even when they don't get their way - is no small feat.

Another thing that made the evaluation work is the strong team relationships built among the evaluation team members throughout the acquisition as well as the in-depth understanding of the program that resulted from the same activity.  This also cemented our respect for the TeamChief as a 1st class chief engineer and set the stage for his success in the leadership role as described above.  This obvious team esprit de corps even helped the advisors and evaluators that came from far away places - they joined an existing team rather than a forming team.  Lesson?  Form your team early; participate together, in not only work activities, but in off-site functions.  A well functioning team can accomplish miracles.
Oral Proposal Feedback:  We planned to give feedback to the offeror, in the form of strengths, weaknesses and deficiencies (but no ratings), on day three.  We felt inherently that we didn’t want to give ratings until we evaluated all the oral proposals.  In fact, we should have also held the feedback until we had received all the oral proposals.  There are always, it seems, reasons to adjust strengths, weaknesses and even ratings, due to what is learned through the process.  It is important to still accomplish the evaluation; you need the distinct breaks between offerors (close one before you start the next), just hold the feedback. This approach should be considered when planning your oral proposal process.

How to deal with non-compliance with RFP:  It seems that some contractors will always select something in the RFP to disagree with, no matter how open you are during the RFP prep and RFP process.  You should consider defining a process for handling these non-conformances and include that in the RFP.  Perhaps clearly identify critical areas of the RFP and state non-compliance will result in the offer being removed from the competitive range. 

Pre-Oral proposal preparation:  

It is a good idea for the evaluators to review the oral proposal charts prior to the actual oral proposal, and to prepare potential questions.  Time is needed in the schedule for this; it could take 4-6 hours to do a good job on an 8-hour oral proposal.  

Prepare a plan of how to deal with an evaluator missing one of the oral proposals.  We want the same team to evaluate, and therefore witness, all of the offeror’s proposals.  Obviously attendance is mandatory at the oral proposal, but consider that emergencies do happen. Have a plan to deal with it, remember you can’t add a new member after the first oral has begun.  Watching the videotape of the oral proposal may be an option to consider.  Again, timing of the process may impact this.  

It is a good idea to have an administrative assistant that works into the evening the day of the oral proposals, to prepare paperwork for the team evaluation the next day, they can consolidate all of the notes/questions from the evaluators which will speed up the evaluation process. (Consider consolidating notes/questions from both the Affordability and Past Performance teams as well.)

Have copies of the RFP, the offeror’s proposals (all volumes) at each session of the evaluation. (We had the offeror provide 20 copies of their oral proposal briefing charts – we always had copies available, even though we had nearly 30 evaluators and advisors.)

Create and use a working space on the common drive. Have all evaluators put their notes/questions on this common drive. This really facilitated the evaluations on the second day.  A good alternative is to have an administrative assistant to accomplish this “after hours”.

Ideas for RFP / Evaluation Criteria / Instructions:

Let the offerors know, in Section L, that it is not acceptable to state, “we’ve done this before – trust us”, in the oral proposals.  They must demonstrate that they know how to do it and can actually do it.

Contractor compliance with RFP directions and cooperation during RFP development and proposal should be included as part of the evaluation criteria.  It is indicative of the offeror’s ability to take direction, work as part of a team, and to perform developmental work.

Emphasize in Section L that the evaluation team is looking for complete answers to questions.  Partial answers tend to hurt as much as help.  The offeror should take the extra time to provide complete answers.  The government needs to be careful that their questions are understood.  This is no place to be subtle, be explicit in your questions, and make sure the offeror understands the question.

Include in Section M a way to rate/weigh the importance of each “desire” and “goal” in the user’s requirements.  Have this determined up front with the help of the user.

Contractor Participation:  We were very clear that we expected the potential offerors to participate in the RFP preparation.  We had many meetings, discussions, and opportunities for the contractors to have input.  Yet, it seems to never fail, contractors will wait until the last minute to raise RFP issues (see idea on “compliance with RFP”, above).  We need to figure out a better way to deal with this.

Acronym List:  Require the contractor to present an acronym list, and have it available at the oral proposals (and throughout the evaluation).

Cost/Price – Affordability:  Be very specific in the RFP about these terms: Base Year, Then Year, Cost, and Price.  Leave no room for doubt about how you want the proposal prepared, be clear about using or not using escalation, and insist the proposal be clear about what is included in the cost CLINs and what is in the FP CLINs.

Cover Cost methodology in the dry runs, so you know where and what you’ll need from that specific offeror.  See discussion above about having separate cost/price oral interaction/proposals.

Be sure to include Affordability in Proposal Risk in order to have the ability to address the risks associated with their proposed cost approach.  It also helps to cover those buy-in concerns.

Government Furnished Property:  Don’t forget about, or put off dealing with, Government Furnished property (in all its forms: GFE, GFP, GFF, GFX).  Make every attempt to identify what GFP might be available, considered, proposed, and be prepared to deal with it.  Dealing with it late in the game can cause delays.  We discovered during the oral proposals that the offeror’s cost proposals didn’t consider GFP, or considered a different set of GFP, requiring adjustment in both directions (offerors included or didn’t include in their proposal).  Straightening it out was time consuming.  Of particular interest should be test facilities, cover whether the facilities will be at government cost or is expected to be borne by the offeror. Provide explicit direction in the RFP of how and were to deal with all GFP.

Create a Process for the Offerors to provide answers to questions:  Yes, this is an oral proposal process, but the potential of having many questions and therefore many answers creates a problem.  Create a methodology for the offeror to provide written answers to questions.  We created a Word document with all the questions; the contractor used that document to submit answers.  You need a good stenographer or typist to capture the oral question and answer sessions properly.  We also found that the offerors need to understand that it was OK to not answer a question during the Q&A session, as they would have a chance during ENs to answer questions.  The team found that a complete answer later, was much better than a quick partial (and perhaps poor) answer on the spot.  

There is a tendency, due to the perception of doing this quickly, that the Q&A should answer all questions and there not be a need for ENs.  We didn’t find this to be the case.  Remember we have to hold “meaningful discussions”.  In many cases the eventual EN answer was much clearer, and well thought out, then the “from the hip” answer during the Q&A.  After all, our objective is to identify the best proposal, not the offeror that is best at thinking on their feet.

Oral Dry Runs are Mandatory:  This is a unanimous belief by the team.  The amount of learning was tremendous on both sides.  However, the dry runs should be a thorough mini-version of the real thing.  

Conduct a mini-evaluation and develop feedback.  The offerors need understanding of how/why they get strengths, weaknesses, etc.  Done well, it demonstrates the value of the RFP evaluation criteria.  It also demonstrates how good your evaluation criteria is, or isn’t.  We made some adjustments in our evaluation criteria, because we discovered we really didn’t need that, or that certain information was not going to be a discriminator.

The dry runs were also an excellent training ground for the evaluators. They learned how to ask questions, and not to give the offeror’s directions, even subtle ones like, “good answer”.

