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Risky Defense Business

I enjoyed the various risk articles in the May-June
2007 issue of Defense AT&L but was left with the
feeling that all missed the most obvious problem
with risk mitigation in DoD acqusition.

We can't make risks go away. Things happen.
When a coworker gets ill, we inherently knew that
was a risk to the workforce. When a manufactur-
ing machine or computer breaks, we knew there
was a risk that might happen. When a process or
project doesn't flow as we had optimistically
planned, we knew there was a probability of that. 

We mitigate our daily risks by cross-training our
workforce, keeping back-up machinery (or spare
parts), and having contingency plans for when
things don't go as planned.

Risk management is the art of deciding what those
contingency plans will be. Industry passes on the
costs of back-up workforce, parts, or plans to the
consumer. But in DoD, we keep our budgets down
by being success-oriented and minimizing back-
up items and alternative plans. It's a rare PM who
can keep a budget padded with enough to fund
risk-mitigation contingency alternatives to run in
parallel with the baseline program—just in case
something should happen. There are too many
possible “somethings” for the PM to fund all al-
ternatives, so we typically don't fund any. Hence—
realistically speaking— there is little substantive
risk mitigation in the DoD acquisition community.

Dick Rippere, Lt. Col. USAF (ret)
Level 3 PM

I'm a little confused by Douglas J. Bragdon's arti-
cle “First Things First:The Importance of Risk Iden-
tification” in the last issue of the magazine. On
the one hand, Mr. Bragdon seems to say the DoD
isn't doing a good job of identifying risks:

“In order for the DoD risk management process
to increase in value to programs, it needs to move
out of its adolescence and become fully matured.
The key to this maturity is improvement in the
most important, yet most elusive part, of the
process: risk identification.”

But in the opening scenario, he writes: “‘We ac-
tually proposed this risk three times,’ says the RM.
‘When we started out with our Delphi solicitation
two years ago, over half of our industry experts
mentioned it.’”

Mr. Bragdon goes on to write that “risk identifica-
tion results are received with polite thanks—then
left in a file.” That doesn't sound like a breakdown
in risk identification—the risks actually are being
identified. Instead, this sounds like a failure to ac-
curately assess and address the risk. More specif-
ically, it sounds like breakdown in judgment,
courage, and leadership (at the risk of quoting my
own recent article on risk).  

I completely agree with Mr. Bragdon that risk man-
agmeent should never be just another engineer-
ing checklist. I appreciated his refreshingly hon-
est appraisal of the state of risk management
within the DoD. We do an awful lot of it, and we
do a lot of it awful. But Mr. Bragdon and I part
company on the solution to this problem. I do not
think “a strong risk identification process” (or any
other process) is going to help much, particularly
in the absence of the aforementioned judgment
and courage. PM's need courage to look risks in
the face, and judgment to determine what to do
about them. An over-reliance on process is doomed
to failure from the start. And as Mr. Bragdon's ar-
ticle shows, that's how we got into this situation
in the first place.

Maj. Dan Ward, USAF
Special Assistant to the Chief Scientist
Air Force Research Laboratory, Rome, N.Y.
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The author responds: I took the liberty of defining Risk
Identification as “...the activity that determines which
risks are relevant to the program..” In doing so I ex-
tended this activity beyond the normal meaning of
“identification” to include an evaluation of relevance.
I think this is important in order to distinguish be-
tween risks cavalierly floated in a brainstorming ses-
sion (which could be considered identification) and
those that are fleshed out and considered thoroughly.
However, as Maj. Ward points out, I failed to stress
this distinction adequately and caused needless con-
fusion. The point to be made is this: Our programs
aren't even addressing the right risks.

Not all good PMs can intuitively know the right
path, and this is where the process adds value. But
I totally agree with Maj. Ward that our PMs need
courage to address difficult risks—another key
ingredient of this inexact science.    

Douglas J. Bragdon

Attitude Adjustment with “Managing Up” 

Only very recently have I become aware of the con-
cept of “managing up.” It is a bit late in my profes-
sional life; however, I believe it is never too late to
learn and apply newly gained knowledge. 

Surfing the Net, I happened to find Wayne Turk’s ar-
ticle on the subject [Defense AT&L, March-April, 2007].
I want to say thank you. This is the best article I have
read in a long time, and without having been able to
actually apply the insights, I feel that I will be suc-
cessful. Reading and pondering Mr. Turk’s thoughts
has been—and continues to be—a real eye-opener,
for which I am very, very grateful. I can hardly wait
to get back to work after my annual leave next Mon-
day. I will not be an entirely different person, but a
person with a different attitude and valuable insight.
Thank you very much again. 

Ursula Christen
Berne, Switzerland

Do you develop and implement 
PBL strategies?
Then you really need to know about 
DAU’s PBL Toolkit.
The Performance-Based Logistics Toolkit is a unique Web-based resource,
hosted by the Defense Acquisition University, that provides PMs and
logistics managers a step-by-step process and readily available resources to
support them in designing and implementing PBL strategies.

The user-friendly online PBL Toolkit is aligned with current DoD
policy and is available 24/7 to provide—
• A clear definition and explanation of each PBL design, development, and

implementation process step
• The expected output of each process step 
• Access to relevant references, tools, policy/guidance, learning materials,

templates, and examples to support each step of the process.

The PBL Toolkit is an interactive tool that allows you to—
• Contribute knowledge objects
• Initiate and participate in discussion threads
• Ask questions and obtain help
• Network with members of the AT&L community and learn from their experiences.

To guide you through the development, implementation, and management of performance-
based logistics strategies—count on the PBL Toolkit from DAU. 

You’ll find it at <https://acc.dau.mil/pbltoolkit>.


