BEST PRACTICES

Best Value Source Selection:
The Air Force Approach, Part I1

Alexander R. Slate

art 1 of this article intro-
duced the Air Force
method for conduct-
ing best value source
selections, a process
that doesn’t use qualitative
numbering formulas but takes
instead proposal strengths, in-
adequacies, and deficiencies to
come up with a color rating of
red, yellow, green, or blue at the
subfactor level of mission capa-
bility. Part I also discussed proposal
risk. Part II briefly covers the sig-
nificance of past performance and
addresses the crux of the entire
source selection: the integrated as-
sessment and how cost plays into it.

Past Performance
I do not intend to explain the me-
chanics of how we conduct the past
performance assessment. However, |
will say that it is based upon the as-
sessment of relevant and recent expe-
rience on the part of the offerors and
their sub-contractors and that the ratings
used are from the Air Force Supplement
to the Federal Acquisition Regulation (AF-
FARS), Part 5315 as follows:
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= Exceptional/High Confidence—Based
on the offeror’s performance record, es-
sentially no doubt exists that the offeror
will successfully perform the required ef-
fort.
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on the offeror’s performance record, little
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ists that the offeror will successfully perform the re-
quired effort.
® Neutral/Unknown Confidence—There is no perfor-
mance record identifiable (see FAR 15.305(a)(2)(iii) and
(iv).
® Marginal/Little Confidence—Based on the offeror’s
performance record, substantial doubt exists that the
offeror will successfully perform the required effort.
Changes to the offeror’s existing processes may be nec-
essary in order to achieve contract requirements.
® Unsatisfactory/No Confidence—Based on the
offeror’s performance record, extreme doubt
exists that the offeror will successfully per-
form the required effort.

The Integrated Assessment
Once all the proposal evaluations are com-
pleted, the final ratings are documented and
presented to the Source Selection Authority
(SSA). One of the documented reports is the
proposal analysis report, which documents the
results of the evaluation and provides a com-
parative analysis of the competitive offerors. The
SSA determines what combination of ratings pro-
vides the best value based on what was approved
in the source selection plan and what was said in
section M of the request for proposal (RFP). Let us
look at an example; for simplicity’s sake, we will
say that there was only one subfactor in the mis-
sion capability factor, giving us only a single color
rating for this factor. The factor ranking of impor-
tance is as follows: mission capability is co-equal
with past performance, and cost/price is co-equal
with risk. The example is shown in the chart at the
foot of the page.

Given that we do not use quantitative relationships be-
tween the factors, a case could be made for any of the
four offerors winning this award, though it is not likely
- that we would award to offeror D. If the risk for D was
low and the past performance was exceptional, maybe
| we would award to offeror D—but not as it is presented
in the chart. However, A, B, and C are good candidates
for award. The question the SSA needs to answer is this:
| Is the combination of the mission capability and past per-
formance of offerors A or B enough to over-
ride the lower cost and low risk of offeror C?

Of course, in real life things are not so simple, and we
typically have color ratings for two to three subfactors
under mission capability to integrate into our overall as-
sessment. The practical result of this is sometimes a de
facto rollup (as discussed under “Color Ratings Step 2” in
Part I of this article, Defense AT&L, September-October
2004), even though it is understood that we do not really
roll up to a factor rating.

Some may take issue with my example, pointing out that
according to the AFFARS, ratings of yellow should really
be used as interim or initial ratings: “Through exchanges,
the government evaluators should be able to obtain the
necessary information from offerors with interim Yel-
low/Marginal ratings to determine if the proposal inade-
quacies have been satisfactorily addressed. Yellow/Mar-
ginal ratings should be rare by the time of the final
evaluation” (Part 5315). To answer the critics: that means
the assessments 1 used for Offeror D should be different,
and mission capability should either be green or red in
the final assessment; however, it doesn’t mean that a
color rating can’t be yellow.

The Better Choice?

Is non-quantitative source selection better than quanti-
tative source selection? The answer (like the answers to
so many other questions) is “it depends.” Both systems
have their applications. But for the majority of source se-
lections I am aware of, particularly in new system or ser-
vices acquisitions, I believe the non-quantitative system
as the Air Force applies it is better. Why? Because the non-
quantitative system provides the evaluation team and SSA
with greater flexibility in assessing the various benefits
and impacts of different approaches taken by offerors to
the requirement. The narrative justifications of each
strength, weakness, inadequacy, and/or deficiency pro-
vide clear detail and rationale for the decision, with the
result that there’s less second-guessing.

No two source selections are the same; the needs of the
government and the particular circumstances of the ac-
quisition need to be taken into account when selecting a
contractor. In my experience, the Air Force system is more
flexible in this regard. Using color rating scales to choose
a more balanced proposal over an unbalanced one if it

The Integrated Assessment

Now let’s change the factor ranking of impor-
tance so that mission capability and cost/price
are coequal, and past performance and risk
are co-equal but of lesser importance. Keep-
ing the same assessments, it tends to raise the
likelihood that offeror C would be the best value
and perhaps even offeror D, but it lowers the
likelihood of award to offeror B, especially as
compared to A.

Offeror
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Mission

Past Performance Cost Risk

Capability
Blue
Blue
Green

Satisfactory/Confident High High

Very Good/Significant Confidence | Very High| Medium

Very Good/Significant Confidence | Medium Low

Yellow | Satisfactory/Confident Low Medium

Defense AT&L: November-December 2004



initial skeplicism

isjovercome, this

source selection

seems best, or an un-
balanced one over a
balanced one if the cir-
cumstances dictate, is a
powerful tool and some-
thing that is extremely dif-
ficult to handle in quanti-
tative source selections.

The blue rating is another ad-

vantage of the color system since blue ratings flow from
strengths. A strength requires two things: that it offer
some operational enhancement or other benefit to the
government, and that the offeror be willing to incorpo-
rate that level of performance in the contract. So a state-
ment from an offeror to the effect that “it might be pos-
sible to enhance the performance of X under certain
conditions” can’t warrant a blue rating because “it might”
indicates that the offeror isn’t willing to make the per-
formance level contractually binding.

What about protests? There may be a protest, but as long
as teams (1) follow the source selection plan in evaluat-
ing subfactors exactly as they said they would in sections
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L and M of the RFP,
(2) apply their ratings
consistently from of-
feror to offeror, and (3)
document their deter-
mination adequately, the
protest will not generally
be upheld, and the SSA’s
decision will stand.

For these varied reasons, it
is actually easier to defend a decision based upon a color
rating determination than one based upon a numerical
analysis—even if intuition tells you otherwise. The per-
ception may be that color ratings seem fuzzy (though
they aren’t), and so engineers and scientists tend to dis-
trust them. But as someone who has been both scientist
(principal investigator in an Air Force lab) and engineer
(project engineer for the ALCOA Corporation and test
manager for the Air Force), my experience is that once
initial skepticism is overcome, this source selection method
can be a powerful tool.

Editor’s note: The author welcomes questions and com-
ments and can be contacted at alex.slate@brooks.af.mil.



