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Program Office Restructuring —
Where to Begin

EELV Program Director Relates His
Experiences in Developing a Streamlined
Organizational Structure

ROBERT K. STEELE

he pace of change in the acqui-

sition environment is continu-

ing to accelerate. At times it’s

difficult to keep up with the lat-

est innovations and streamlin-
ing opportunities, and yet we must
take advantage of them in order for
our programs to survive and prosper
in the new climate. More and more
program directors are being pushed
toward smaller, more streamlined pro-
gram office manning structures. This
push toward reduced manning is not
an arbitrary desire to shrink govern-
ment manning levels, but is a result of
personnel drawdowns, budget reduc-
tions, and a need to redefine the role
of the government in acquisition to
focus our efforts where we will have
maximum impact. As has been stated
by senior management, we are now
being asked to do less with fewer
resources.

Acceptance — The Beginning

When a program director begins the
process of analyzing how to reduce
the program’s resource requirements
in the case of an existing program, or
what the structure will look like for a
new program, there are several phases
the organization’s management will
pass through. First is denial — the
mid-level managers will simply refuse

to accept the mandate for change and
will assert that it is impossible to dra-
matically reduce the manpower
required to manage the given program.
This is clearly the wrong answer. How-
ever, after the expressions of anger and
outrage and with great consternation
and hand wringing, the managers will
begin to progress to the next phase of
the analysis: token reductions. Here,
minor reductions will be proposed,
but these changes do nothing to alter
the fundamental program manage-
ment role. Rather than innovation,
these proposals for reduction are a
mere “belt-tightening.” Without being
unduly pejorative, they are mainly cos-
metic.

Finally, the realization sets in — this is
no longer the old way of doing busi-
ness. Many of the managers will fall on
their swords and decry the new envi-
ronment, but there will also be the
positive thinkers that will embrace the
change as a new challenge. Once the
organization’s management reaches
this point, the important decisions can
now be made with respect to those
activities that are required and neces-
sary for the program to function.

As the managers enter discussions of
the new structure, senior management

must provide the ground rules for the
exercise. We defined a minimum set of
rules as follows:

+ No area is exempt from examina-
tion/re-examination of its needs and
requirements.

We defined the new paradigm as a
shift away from government over-
sight of contractor products to gov-
ernment insight into the contractors’
processes. Fundamentally, if we
have confidence the contractors are
using the appropriate processes,
regardless of the area of the program
(whether in a technical sense or
budget development, configuration
management or earned value mea-
surement), we will feel some level of
comfort that the products will be
acceptable.

Start with a Clean Sheet

The best way to go about the analysis
necessary to devise a streamlined
structure is to start with a clean sheet.
This approach is preferable to taking
the current organization and trying to
pare down the positions, which most
often leads to concerns about individ-
uals —not the new approach to acqui-
sition management. The clean sheet
affords the opportunity to lay out the
tasks that must be accomplished and
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then at a later time, match people with
positions.

As we went through this process, we
found the best way to start is by identi-
fying the basic needs. We accom-
plished this by asking each functional
area to develop a listing of what they
believed were the mandatory tasks that
must be accomplished to support the
program and meet all statutory and
regulatory requirements. Once these
lists of tasks or functions were devel-
oped, the group met to begin defining
the level of manning that would be
available for each functional area.

Obviously, there are numerous
mandatory administrative require-
ments for which each organization is
responsible. Clearly, these have to be
accounted for and addressed up front.
But rather than blindly accept all of
the current overhead burden, each
office should evaluate these perceived
mandatory requirements as well. In a
world of shrinking resources managers
must determine which of these activi-
ties has limited value or benefit, and
look to reduce this burden as well. We
found there were numerous “nice-to-
have” requirements for personnel that
are actually good candidates for not
only streamlining, but also finding
other ways to get these tasks accom-
plished. There are numerous examples
of resources that program directors
feel more comfortable with, but are
not required (e.g., computer support
and manpower/manning).

First is denial — the
mid-level managers
will simply refuse to
accept the mandate
for change and will
assert that it is
Impossible to
dramatically reduce
the manpower
required to manage
the given program.

The Pain Begins

Once the specific functional tasks have
been identified, the pain begins. When
entering this restructuring process, the
program director will undoubtedly be
given some guidelines as to the thresh-
old of total manning permissible or
deemed reasonable by senior manage-
ment. The initial breakout of manning
levels will be dependent on the overall
number of people allowed as well as
the specific acquisition phase of the
program.

In our case, we were given a specific
manning threshold for a program that
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was entering a combination of concept
development and demonstration/
validation. With the limited numbers
of spaces available to programs, few if
any will be able to have the level of
technical expertise that has been tradi-
tionally enjoyed by defense acquisition
programs. We made the conscious
decision that we needed to empower
the contractors on technical issues
regardless of how many individuals we
targeted for inclusion in the technical
element of the program office. With
this in mind, we ensured that enough
people were allocated to the contract-
ing, program control, and acquisition

development areas to minimize

those risks as the program pro-
gressed.

Sorting out

The Work

After the initial allocation of spaces,
the functional managers took the
lists of tasks and first prioritized
these activities, then evaluated the
impact of the manning numbers on
their defined workloads. We devel-
oped a common set of terminology
to identify the level of responsive-
ness the office would be able to
achieve with the manning con-
straints identified. The terminology
included: robust, minimally accept-
able, degraded, severely degraded,
and defer/transfer.

After the functional managers com-
pleted the prioritization and evalua-
tion of activities, the group met
again. This time the goal was to
ensure the level of detail of activity
definition was consistent across
functional areas and that the rating
of work that could be accomplished
seemed to correspond to the man-
power constraints identified.

By using the ratings of sufficiency,
we were able to do a rational, fair
comparison of the priority of tasks
across the program. Based on these
results, the group then made some
modifications to the manning levels
tentatively assigned to each function-
al area. At this point, some functions
were actually transferred between
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elements of the organization to gain
benefit from synergy and reduce the
requirement for manning.

The Concept of “Off-Loading”
For those elements that the program
would not have sufficient resources
to address, other ways had to be
found to accomplish them. When
pressed to accomplish the task, and
constrained in resources, we found
numerous opportunities to find help
in getting the tasks done. We identi-
fied those activities that could rea-
sonably be deferred to a later phase
of the program, and those that could
be “off-loaded” to other organiza-
tions.

Our group identified the majority of
the off-loading activities in the tech-
nical support areas dealing with
detailed specialty functions, specifi-
cally engineering. When identifying
elements for off-loading, we are not
talking about abdicating responsibili-
ty or “hiding” personnel in other
organizations. We defined this
approach as limited support or help
in critical program areas where we
lacked resident program office per-
sonnel. In other words, when the
group surfaced a specific issue that
needed to be addressed, we asked
for consultation help from the
experts. This can be thought of as a
“Distributed Organization.”

Outside activities will be asked for
support when specific critical activi-
ties requiring functional expertise
not contained in the program office
are required. This will keep the pro-
gram from relying on underutilized
specialists that might not be fully
employed during the entire phase of
the program and necessarily keeps
the program office from becoming
too involved in the details of the
contractor’s work. Not only does
this fall in line with the mandate to
move from oversight to government
insight, but it has the added benefit
of providing support and validation
to laboratories and other organiza-
tions where this specialty work right-
fully belongs.
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Reluctance

However, after the
expressions of
anger and outrage
and with great con-
sternation and hand
wringing, the man-
agers will begin to
progress to the next
phase of the analy-
sis: token
reductions.

In the spirit of innovation and
streamlining, the lists of activities on
those items that cannot be actively
pursued or completely covered with-
in the manning constraints also pro-
vide an excellent breeding ground
for ideas on how to eliminate or
minimize activity. We were amazed
at the number of opportunities we
saw to reasonably streamline out of
the program activities that we had
previously accepted as necessity sim-
ply because we have always done
them and had never before consid-
ered elimination. One very good
example of an opportunity to
streamline is in reporting. With only
minor tailoring (and of course the
wherewithal to convince the report
recipients of the change), multiple,
previously unrelated reports can be
satistied with a single report format,
saving countless hours of developing
independent but similar reports.

Defining

The Risks

By completing the process of task
identification, prioritization, and rating,
a clear picture emerges of the pro-
grammatic areas that present the most
risk. At this point it is the responsibili-
ty of the program director to assess
this risk and determine its acceptabili-
ty. Risk resides in every program; the
key is to ensure the risk lies in areas
that are reasonable and that the level
of risk is acceptable. The program
directors” evaluation may lead to some
further minor refinements in the distri-
bution of resources.

With this information in hand, the
senior decision makers have a clear
view of the issues and what is to be
accepted if the program structure is
approved. Additional benefits accrue
in that the rankings and ratings of the
tasks provide a roadmap for risk miti-
gation as well as an already defined
blueprint for future increases in
resources or decrements in available
personnel. Rather than the thrashing
through of activities when personnel
are added (or deleted), marginal
increases or decreases have already
been planned for, and the senior deci-



sion makers have superior insight into
the impact of changes to personnel

Acceptance

resources for the programs.

Clearly, the activities and risks will not
remain constant. Programs change, the
contractors’ activities change, and the
areas of risk within the program fluc-
tuate on a constant basis. Thus, the
reassessment of activities, priorities,
and responsibilities must be accom-
plished from time to time. This should
come as no surprise, although as a
general rule, tradition tells us that pro-
grams add personnel to areas that
become more critical without ever
reducing the resources in areas that
became less critical. The present envi-
ronment will not allow for the con-
tinual growth of program offices. As
programs transition from one
acquisition phase to another, these
are excellent opportunities for revi-
sion to the task lists.

* ACTIVITIES
* PRIORITIES
* RESPONSIBILITIES

Challenges to
Management
The actual steps outlined are rela-
tively easy to accomplish. A certain
amount of soul searching and stub-
by pencil work is involved, but
defining the tasks is simply a matter
of defining the job responsibilities.
The major challenge to management
will come from changing the mind-
set of the individuals involved. Most
often, the senior levels of manage-
ment in a program office have been
sensitized to the need to reduce and
innovate. Our experience is that the
mid-level managers don’t under-
stand the pressures to streamline. As
was discussed, the steps of denial,
reluctance, and ultimately accep-
tance of the new paradigm are nec-
essary.

Many of the

managers will fall
on their swords

and decry the new
environment, but
there will also be
the positive thinkers
that will embrace

The revolution in program manage-
ment is to trust the contractors. This
thought is the most difficult for
many to accept, particularly in light
of some of the individual’s past
experiences with the same contrac-
tors. But the reality is that in the new
order, not only will the government
acquisition personnel be more trust-
ing, but it is also incumbent on the

the change as a
new challenge.
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contractors to do everything in their
power to engender more trust and
accept responsibility for the techni-
cal aspects of the program. Under
this construct, program directors
must learn to manage the new orga-
nization model much the way a con-
ductor leads an orchestra, ensuring
that the diverse parts work together
harmoniously.

One other point needs to be made.
When the exercise is to restructure
an existing organization, senior man-
agement must understand that when
the organization is finalized, there

will likely be individuals who do
not fit into the new framework.
Constraining the number of people
working on a program requires
each individual to be more experi-
enced. Those already in place in
existing organizations may not have
the correct grade/rank, experience,
or skill. In order to avoid decimating
morale during the perturbations,
program directors must carefully
explain that manning changes are
based on the new organization and
not on the worth of the individuals
involved. This will likely be the most
painful part of the whole process,
but it is a necessary activity to
achieve the streamlined results that
have been mandated.

The Final Reality

The reality is there will be difficulties
on acquisition programs. Risks will
not be mitigated as planned; areas
that were not evaluated as “risky”
will in fact create problems; people
will make mistakes. But rather than
be paralyzed by the fear of mistakes,
we need to trust ourselves, our supe-
riors, and our subordinates — trust
they have the knowledge and experi-
ence to avoid the major program-
threatening catastrophes. The job of
program directors is to minimize the
opportunities for mistakes and opti-
mize the resources at their disposal.
Every function is subject to scrutiny
and analysis in this effort, but the
long-term benefits are critical — con-
tinued survival in a changing acquisi-
tion environment.
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