
P M  :  J U LY- A U G U S T  2 0 0 3

E V O L U T I O N A R Y  A C Q U I S I T I O N

Interview with Marvin Sambur,
Assistant Secretary of the Air
Force (Acquisition)

Pathfinder Program Testing the
Potential of Spiral Arms Development

2

T
he cornerstone of Marvin Sam-
bur’s efforts to bring a “warlike
mentality” to Air Force acquisi-
tion is captured in his initiatives
under the banner of “Agile Ac-

quisition.” Three Agile Acquisition ini-
tiatives—Collaborative Requirements
Development, Seamless Verification in
Testing, and Technology Transfer—are
the foundation for Agile Acquisition and
were approved by Sambur in February
this year for implementation.

These initiatives aim to get equipment
to the field quickly through use of a tech-
nique or strategy called evolutionary ac-
quisition. In the following discussion,
Sambur responds to a series of ques-
tions from Program Manager and talks
about his efforts to “jump start” these
initiatives as tested in the “Pathfinder”
programs.

Q
When you started on this job in November
2001, what did you see as your major prob-
lems?

A
Two major problems. The long time it
took the acquisition system to deliver
new capability to the warfighters; and
our credibility—we were perceived as
delivering late, delivering less than
promised, and at greater costs. 

Q
Did you have an answer?

A
I certainly had a challenge. Let me give
you some background on the creation

“Have you ever noticed how much
faster we’re able to deliver things
when we’re at war, how we’re able to
deliver in months what might other-
wise take us 10 years?” Dr. Marvin
R. Sambur, Assistant Secretary of the
Air Force (Acquisition) recently asked
an Air Force audience. He provided
the answer, “What do you think the
difference is? It’s that everyone’s talk-
ing to one another, all the time.”

Marty Evans (left), Director, U.S. Air Force Acquisition Center of Excellence (ACE), discusses

Pathfinder programs and their application to other Air Force programs with Dr. Marvin

Sambur, Assistant Secretary of the Air Force for Acquisition and Air Force Service Acquisi-

tion Executive. The discussions took place in Sambur’s Pentagon office on Aug. 4.

Photos by Richard Mattox
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of an initiative nicknamed Agile Acqui-
sition.

Right about the time that I became the
Assistant Secretary, the Air Force held a
series of senior management meetings
in the fall and winter of 2001/2002. We
wanted to jump start changes to the ac-
quisition system. Secretary of the Air
Force James Roche sought to foster a
culture of innovation and reasonable
risk taking and gave us some tough
goals. He wanted to shorten the acqui-
sition cycle times, i.e., deliver today’s
technology today; and wanted a flexi-
ble system that would allow us to
quickly insert new technologies into sys-
tems throughout their life cycles. His
bottom line was to build credibility with
our customers—the warfighters. For
me, the question was how to do this.
My answer—Agile Acquisition!

Q
What is included in your Agile Acquisition
initiative?

A
Agile Acquisition is our strategy to get
capability to the warfighter quickly and
to build our credibility. It is based on
the simple premise of working to-
gether—collaboration—among four
key groups: the requirers, the technol-
ogists, the testers, and the acquirer,
who will all improve the system. It con-
sists of three separate initiatives—all
requiring close collaboration with these
same groups.

Collaborative Requirements Process
The first initiative is called “Collabora-
tive Requirements Process.” In the past,
the warfighters developed their re-
quirements, tossed them over the wall,
and we tried to translate their needs into
contract documents. We often missed
the point and this increased the time to
field and test systems, and often left the
participants unhappy with the results. 

By working together as a team at the
outset when requirements are first de-
veloped, the acquisition and technol-
ogy professionals could provide imme-
diate feedback to the requirer on
technology and development issues,

while the testers would be involved to
ensure that what was required could be
tested. This ensures that we understand
what the testers are really looking for,
plus we will be able to provide them
with a realistic assessment of our abil-
ity to accomplish what they want. 

Focused Technology Transfer
This leads directly to our next initia-
tive—Focused Technology Transfer.
Once we know what the warfighters
want, the question to ask and answer is
obvious: Is the technology available?
The Technology Transfer initiative is de-
signed to closely link research and de-
velopment efforts in the labs to the spe-
cific needs of programs. By fostering a
closer working relationship with the labs
and the program offices, the labs will
understand program needs. 

With this understanding, the labs will
be able to adjust their projects to directly
contribute to delivering military capa-
bility to the warfighter. The result we
want is to have the labs realign high-pri-
ority limited resources to focus on bring-
ing high-value technology to a higher
technology readiness level—ready for
integration into a new weapons system. 

Seamless Verification
The final initiative—Seamless Verifi-
cation—is designed to bring testers
in early, to get their advice on testa-
bility of requirements and their early
involvement in developing a test
strategy. And then the key element of
Seamless Verification is to remove the
seams, at least as it makes sense, be-
tween DT [Developmental Testing]
and OT [Operational Testing].

As most acquisition people know, the
barriers between DT and OT testing
were treated as almost “sacrosanct.” This
limited our ability to learn from what
happened. Our approach was to reduce
the overlap, which wastes time and re-
sources. While we have to protect the
impartiality and integrity of OT&E [Op-
erational Test and Evaluation], much of
the DT&E [Developmental Test and
Evaluation] effort could be separately
evaluated for OT&E purposes—let’s re-
move the seams! 

When in a 
sole-source

environment, 
early contractor

involvement 
should be the

norm. Industry
can help us to
understand the 

art of the possible
and can prevent, 
to some degree, 

the temptation to
overstate specific
requirements. 
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Pathfinder Programs—Blazing
S i x  O n g o i n g  P r o g r a m s  P i o n e e

Unmanned Combat Air Vehicle
The ongoing X-45 Unmanned Combat Air Vehicle (UCAV) program is a joint Defense Advanced Research
Projects Agency (DARPA)/U.S. Air Force effort being conducted in multiple overlapping spirals of increasing
capability. The UCAV is to be an affordable weapon system that expands tactical, and perhaps strategic, mis-

sion options and provides a revolutionary new element
in the air power arsenal to counter fixed, mobile, and
unlocated elements of an advanced Integrated Air De-
fense System (IADS) through preemptive destruction
beginning in FY08. It will exploit the design and opera-
tional freedoms of relocating the pilot outside the vehi-
cle, while maintaining the rationale, judgment, and
moral qualities of the human operator. 
Photo courtesy Boeing Media

Network Centric 
Collaborative Targeting

The Network Centric Collaborative Tar-
geting (NCCT) program is an ACTD 
designed to provide commanders/deci-
sion makers with time-sensitive target-
ing data to make more accurate, quicker
targeting and engagement decisions.
Using networking principles and distrib-
uted processing with common algo-
rithms and common databases, this
system will decrease the timelines for
detection. Using a spiral acquisition
strategy, the Air Force plans to develop
an NCCT core capability with demon-
strated military utility by FY04. Future
spirals will provide an Initial Operational
Capability (IOC) by FY07. 
U.S. Air Force Image
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a Trail for Others to Follow
r i n g  E v o l u t i o n a r y  A c q u i s i t i o n

B-2 Radar Moderniza-
tion Program

The B-2 Radar Moderniza-
tion Program (RMP) meets
the need to develop a radar
system in a frequency band
where the U.S. government
is a designated primary user.
The current system cannot
interface with primary users
due to interference by sec-
ondary users. The B-2 RMP
is planned for three
increments consisting of at
least five spirals. Each incre-
ment of this program will
provide increased capability,
including extended range for
the B-2 fleet. 
Photo courtesy Boeing Media

Distributed Common Ground Station
The Distributed Common Ground Station (DCGS) is a system of systems that will
field a worldwide deployable intelligence ground system capable of receiving, pro-
cessing, exploiting, correlating, and disseminating national, theater, and tactical re-
connaissance intelligence data. The current system, operating at capacity, com-
prises legacy and uniquely developed components. As new intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance platforms are deployed, they will stress the cur-
rent system beyond its means. The program strategy was to modernize with
increased capability and deliver
a new system quickly (three to
four years) through a spiral de-
velopment strategy. The new
system would provide an open,
flexible architecture to enable
rapid technology insertion, en-
hance distrib-uted operations,
and reduce the system sustain-
ment burden.
U.S. Air Force image

Small Diameter Bomb
The Small Diameter Bomb (SDB) program will deliver to
the warfighter a small diameter bomb against fixed tar-
gets. The acquisition strategy envisioned an evolutionary
acquisition and spiral development approach to deliver-
ing capability. Boeing and Lockheed Martin are currently
competing in the two-year Concept Advanced Develop-
ment (CAD) phase, with a downselect expected to
occur in September 2003. The first capability is
planned for FY06 for the F-15E. Future spiral develop-
ments will include integration on other aircraft (F/A-22)
and capability against moving targets. 
Image courtesy Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency

Global Hawk
Global Hawk is intended to provide all-weather, high-altitude, long-endurance
reconnaissance, surveillance, and target acquisition, with near real-time cover-
age for extended periods in support of military operations. It is designed to op-
erate in low-to-moderate risk threat environments and will provide imagery to
existing command and control nodes, enabling enhanced battlefield situational
awareness. Building upon a successful ACTD program, Global Hawk planned an
acquisition strategy that incrementally delivered increased capability to the
warfighter based upon a spiral approach to development. 
Photo courtesy Northrop Grumman, Ryan Aeronautical Center
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Q
We have heard a lot about the Pathfinder
programs. How did they get started? 

A
Before I answer that, let me point out
that in the past we have used the “big
bang” approach—on average it took 10
years or more to deliver a system to the
warfighter. Both the Air Force and DoD
are moving to replace this approach with
an evolutionary acquisition strategy. In
this strategy we will deliver incremen-
tal capability to the warfighter. This in-
creases the need to “talk” to both the
warfighter and the tester, since capabil-
ity documents will change and testing
will need to capture the evolution of the
system. 

Now back to your question. I believe in
testing before buying. We had some
good ideas and needed a way to test
these initiatives. Thus in March 2002,
Pathfinder was created—programs that
could blaze a path for others to follow,
very much like our Pathfinder forefa-
thers. While we looked at a large num-
ber of programs, we finally identified
six Pathfinder programs last year to pi-
oneer these initiatives—all with a bot-
tom line goal of building credibility
within and outside the acquisition com-
munity and reducing cycle time by a
ratio of 4:1. 

Q
What programs did you select to pioneer
your initiatives? And why?

A
We looked at a broad spectrum of pro-
grams to truly test the tenets of Agile
Acquisition. We started with 13 poten-
tial programs as Pathfinders, finally whit-
tling them down to six. These programs
covered the spectrum from Advanced
Concept Technology Demonstrations
(ACTDs), to updates to mature pro-
grams, to bombs, to software systems.
They were the Unmanned Combat Air
Vehicle (UCAV), the Small Diameter
Bomb (SDB), Global Hawk, the Dis-
tributed Common Ground Station
(DCGS), the Network Centric Collabo-
rative Targeting (NCCT), and the B-2
Radar Modernization Program (RMP). 

Q
What did you hope to accomplish in the
Pathfinder programs?

A
We adopted a “try it and see if it works”
strategy. We were looking for two prime
results. First, to foster active, coopera-
tive dialogue between the warfighter,
the technologist, the acquirer, and the
tester. Working as one team—surprises
kept in check. And second, to make col-
laborative spiral development the way
we do business. Our timeline was to use
Pathfinder programs to develop and ex-
periment with these new processes (six
months); capture lessons learned (six
months to one year); and finally, to de-
ploy and institutionalize change (one to
two years).

Q
Did you accomplish what you wanted?

A
Bottom line—our goal was to experi-
ment and we met that objective, plus
we assembled valuable lessons learned
that will help guide future programs.

Q
What did you learn from these programs?

A
This is a long answer! As we expected,
warfighter involvement with the acqui-
sition community led to benefits. Three
programs—B-2, Global Hawk, and the
NCCT—showed the promise of this ini-
tiative. The B-2 Program built credibil-
ity with Air Combat Command (ACC)
by resisting going down the same old
requirements path; rather, they created
mutual expectations of what was real-
istically achievable. Again, they did an
excellent job of managing both risk and
expectations and working with the
warfighter to collapse a two- to four-
year requirements trade process into
nine months. 

The formation of HPTs [High Perfor-
mance Teams] was effective for Global
Hawk and NCCT. Results: the update
to the Global Hawk moved through the
HPT to a final document to the Joint Re-
quirements Oversight Council in six

We need to instill an
adequate systems

engineering
foundation within

the acquisition
process. ... Decisions

based on a solid
systems engineering
approach will ensure

our program
managers will be
better prepared to

assess their
programs’ health
and will help to

keep programs on
budget and schedule.
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months—a significant improvement
over the one-year plus usually associ-
ated with this type of effort.

For the NCCT program, the timing was
right to act as a test case for writing the
new “capability-based” requirements
document. An HPT was convened and
successfully wrote an IRD [Initial Re-
quirements Document—now called an
Interim Capabilities Document]—in one
week. The IRD was approved by the
AFROC [Air Force Requirements Over-
sight Council] on February 20, 2003.
We also found that having a dedicated
point of contact, in this case a support
contractor at Air Combat Command,
provided a conduit for the SPO [Special
Program Officer] into the requirements
community. But I must state a caveat:
the individual must have credibility
within the warfighter requirements’ or-
ganization. 

Q
One of the troubling issues in acquisition
has always been transition of technology
from the labs to a program. How well did
the tech transfer initiative work?

A
While the collaborative requirements
initiative was probably a “double,” this
was a “home run.” Four programs—
UCAV, SDB, Global Hawk and B-2—
showed real promise. I must also pass
kudos along to AFRL [Air Force Re-
search Laboratory] for stepping up to
this initiative. They formed a strong part-
nership with all four program offices
and their contractors.

For UCAV, AFRL realigned resources
to meet near-term and future needs,
specifically for the air vehicle area and
for automated aerial refueling to in-
crease range. They also built an inte-
grated technology development and
transition plan. 

In the SDB program, AFRL went even
further and collocated three individu-
als with the program office. Benefits went
both ways. First, the lab had a technol-
ogy effort called the Small Smart Bomb.
Collocating lab personnel from that pro-
gram into the SPO made it easier to see

opportunities for transitioning technol-
ogy to the SDB.

These same personnel were also able to
piggyback on another lab program that
garnered important testing data on SDB
components. AFRL received a recipro-
cal benefit: the close working relation-
ship established with the SPO provided

insight to penetration test data in sup-
port of their lab projects.

In addition to collocating personnel in
the SPO, the lab focused on specific pro-
gram needs and dedicated $8 million of
FY03 funding for technology efforts.
Global Hawk and the B-2 became “pre-
ferred customers.” The labs match their

DR. MARVIN R. SAMBUR
ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF THE AIR FORCE
FOR ACQUISITION
Air Force Service Acquisition Executive
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it is important to make the contractor a
part of the HPT, if possible. When in a
sole-source environment, early con-
tractor involvement should be the norm.
Industry can help us to understand the
art of the possible and can prevent, to
some degree, the temptation to over-
state specific requirements. Early in-
volvement also gives the contractor a
head start on understanding customer

P M  :  J U LY- A U G U S T  2 0 0 38

capabilities and resources to the pro-
gram’s needs. For the B-2 the labs refo-
cused the technology efforts to provide
opportunities for follow-on spirals, along
with technical assessment of TR [trans-
mit/receive] modules and AESA [ad-
vanced electronically scanned array] pro-
ducibility. 

Q
What about the testing initiative? 

A
The old approach had AFOTEC [Air
Force Operational Test and Evaluation
Command] getting involved with the
UCAV program in 2005 when the low
observable vehicles would be available.
Under this initiative, they joined the
UCAV pathfinder team to help identify
opportunities for operational assess-
ments during the UCAV tech feasibility
and military utility demonstrations.

In the SDB program, some members of
the OT community fully embraced the
seamless verification initiative. AFOTEC
(Detachment 2) assigned a representa-
tive to the program office—there is an
OT desk in the SDB SPO. The actual
operators from the 53rd Test Wing be-
came involved in the program to pro-
vide direct feedback/advice on the fea-
sibility of requirements implementation.
And even the OSD Live Fire test com-
munity embraced the seamless verifi-
cation initiative. Their goal was to have
no unique live fire testing.

Even though The Global Hawk program
is still in its early stages, working as a
team they were able to apply the seam-
less verification concepts to the TEMP
[Test and Evaluation Master Plan], and
it has been approved by all stakeholders. 

Q
What problems did the pathfinder programs
face? What type of hurdles did you run into?

A
Let me highlight a couple of examples.
Like all teams, the NCCT HPT learned
that while using an HPT may shorten
the writing process, without represen-
tation from all stakeholders, the coor-
dination process can drag on. Secondly,

expectations and what capabilities are
important for the system. Finally, not
everyone embraces these initiatives.
While the senior leaders do, not every
staff does. 

Q
Did you learn anything else?

A
I expected to discover some impacts
from the Agile Acquisition initiatives on
the acquisition process, but like any test,
you often identify other problems. The
test identified problems, specifically, in
the implementation of Evolutionary Ac-
quisition strategy.

What happens when you have two com-
peting contractors? The SDB program
had this question. The first problem was
to keep a baseline to evaluate separate
proposals when the Request for Proposal
allowed flexibility for the contractors to
move program content between spirals.
Secondly, the contractors were only al-
lowed limited participation in the re-
quirements generation process, and that
was restricted to reviewing the require-
ments and commenting on their feasi-
bility. However, to guard against giving
one contractor an unfair advantage over
the other, the program office had to be
careful to ensure requirements were not
changed as a result of those reviews. 

The Global Hawk program had slightly
different problems—how to match the
production program with the use of ap-
proval milestones or decision points like
LRIP [Low Rate Initial Production] and
Full Rate Production in light of the align-
ment of a program’s spirals. If a program
is on a schedule of a new spiral every
year, it will not fit into a customary mile-
stone process because of either lead
times or production quantities.

Funding and budget stability is a “nor-
mal” acquisition problem. But moving
to spiral development will challenge how
we budget for programs. Some Pathfind-
ers—SDB, UCAV, and Global Hawk—
are already impacted by budget insta-
bility. And although the 5000 directive
specifically allows programs to move
into SDD [System Development and

We are used to
compartmentalizing
things—processing
paper in a serial

fashion and
remaining in our
own function. We
want to move from
compartmentaliza-

tion to collaboration. 
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Demonstration] directly from an ACTD,
the budget process isn’t able to handle
that transition very well. This makes it
imperative to work closely with the pro-
grammers and budgeters in the Penta-
gon when contemplating this sort of
move. 

The DCGS program had a test-related
success story with the removal of
“seams” between testing organizations
by combining security and program test
and evaluation, which significantly cut
costs and reduced time.

There are other benefits, and one that
is having the impact we wanted was on
the SDB program. Its use of “Comman-
der’s Intent”—a clear statement by the
leadership that reflected the necessary
outcomes of the program—focused an-
swers to questions/approaches intro-
duced by organizations not in the ac-
countability chain. The statement
ensured the program remained focused.

Finally, one that I put into the fallout
category of collaboration: we learned
we had a “hidden” source to help us on
the DMS [Diminishing Manufacturing
Sources] problem. The labs have the ca-
pability to be our “honest broker,” eval-
uating contractor assessments of DMS
issues.

Q
What is the status of the Pathfinder Pro-
gram?

A
It was time to put into practice what we
had learned. I concluded the effort and
asked the ACE [Air Force Acquisition
Center of Excellence] to gather the
lessons learned and promulgate them.
It was now time to implement across
the Air Force. 

Q
How will you institutionalize these lessons?
What policies will change? When can the
Air Force expect changes? 

A
The acquisition policy part is easy. We
are in the process of issuing a new Air
Force Instruction 63-101, which will

incorporate the Agile Acquisition ini-
tiatives. But these initiatives cover more
than core acquisition issues. My staff,
particularly the acquisition profession-
als in the ACE, are working in collabo-
ration with the requirements folks [AF-
XOR] and the testers [AF/TE] to jointly
develop our three instructions that gov-
ern how we perform acquisition. These
initiatives need to become a part of the
normal process and will have to be
tracked to determine their degree of suc-
cess.

In the ACE, I have put together the right
people and the right mix of people to
drive real change. This will be the hard
part for them—helping to change the
culture. We are used to compartmen-
talizing things—processing paper in a
serial fashion and remaining in our own
function. We want to move from com-
partmentalization to collaboration.  

Q
That ties directly into our next question.
You have indicated in testimony before Con-
gress that you have been working to develop
processes and enhance the culture within
the Air Force acquisition workforce, so as
to institutionalize these changes. What
specifically do you plan?

A
Much about what we have talked about
has been to identify the impediments to
cultural change—to break down barri-
ers between organizations and work col-
laboratively together. We will establish
processes that foster a culture change
called “collaboration.” Once more, I have
tasked the ACE to get the word out, to
identify obstacles, and to help remove
them. Again, it will be management’s re-
sponsibility to ensure a focused effort
on cultural change and then to institu-
tionalize. 

There are other problems that have been
identified in the acquisition system that
we are also addressing: faulty cost esti-
mates, inadequate systems engineering,
and unstable funding. I have addressed
the issue of faulty cost estimates by in-
stituting policy changes that will foster
credibility within the acquisition com-
munity. In the past, we have designed

our programs with a 60 to 70 percent
confidence level of meeting cost, sched-
ule, and performance goals. In order to
be credible to both the warfighters and
Congress, I have implemented the use
of a 90 percent confidence level in meet-
ing our requirements. This will improve
our cost estimating, help budget insta-
bility, and increase warfighting capabil-
ity. 

We also need to instill an adequate sys-
tems engineering foundation within the
acquisition process. Systems engineer-
ing is one of the bedrocks of sound man-
agement for acquisition programs, as it
ensures that contractor-proposed solu-
tions are consistent with sound engi-
neering principles. Decisions based on
a solid systems engineering approach
will ensure our program managers will
be better prepared to assess their pro-
grams’ health and will help to keep pro-
grams on budget and schedule.

As such, I am implementing a process
by which all future Milestone Decision
Authorities will ensure that future Ac-
quisition Strategy Plans focus attention
on good systems engineering. Addi-
tionally, I am driving a requirement that
systems engineering performance be
linked to the contract award fee or in-
centive fee structures. This link will help
ensure the industry will also follow a
sound systems engineering approach.

Q
What are your concerns with the realiza-
tion of your Agile Acquisition initiative?

A
It is premature to declare success until
the results of these initiatives are real-
ized. The initiatives enjoyed top cover
and visibility. Will the system allow these
changes across the board to match the
success of the Pathfinder programs? I
will personally track the ability to main-
tain this commitment by all parties dur-
ing the follow-on period. I am com-
mitted to making this work!

EEddiittoorr’’ss  NNoottee:: A complete overview of
each program is available at http://www.
safaq.af.mil/ACE (case sensitive).




