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R I S K  A S S E S S M E N T

A Suggestion for the Improvement
of Performance Risk Assessment

Alexander R. Slate

Performance risk assessment has been more com-
monly known as past performance assessment.
Only recently has the Air Force, at least, been re-
ferring to it as performance risk assessment. 

The definitions in the left column of the sidebar on the
next page are found in the Past Performance Evaluation
Guide, U.S. Air Force, March 2003, Version 1.1. They are
used in the evaluation of past performance information
and in exact or near-exact form, have been found on the
majority of proposal requests that I have seen used in Air
Force programs. (The Office of the Secretary of Defense
Guide to Collection and Use of Past Performance Informa-
tion, Version 3, May 2003, contains very similar defini-
tions.)

Language Issues
Only fairly recently have I become convinced of the po-
tential benefits that past performance evaluations can
give us in terms of choosing the right contractors for our
work. Earlier, the Federal Acquisition Regulation require-
ment that past performance be at least as important as
the most important non-cost/price factor didn’t make
sense to me. And while I am still not necessarily con-
vinced that this stricture
works in every situation,
under certain conditions
it makes great sense. 

In my view, the best use
of a source selection is to
find a contractor who is
truly looking for a win-
win scenario, a contrac-
tor with the best interests
of the government and its
customers in mind, who
intends to give the gov-
ernment fair value while
making a reasonable
profit. This doesn’t nec-
essarily mean choosing
the contractor with the
lowest cost or price, or
even the contractor with

the best cost or price in relation to having a technically
superior proposal—though these things are certainly fac-
tors to consider. 

Language can be a very imprecise tool. The meaning of
words, even the wording of supposedly iron-clad con-
tracts, is often (some might say always) open to inter-
pretation. My understanding of tort law is that it often fol-
lows what is known as “the reasonable man
interpretation”: If a reasonable person could interpret
something in a particular way, then that is a valid inter-
pretation. So if we have a contractor who isn’t driven by
what we (and by extension, the warfighters) want and/or
need, but is driven instead by the desire to give us what
he or she wants to give us, then the specific wording of
the contract may not matter, if it could reasonably be in-
terpreted to mean what the contractor understands it to
mean, not what we understand. 

Conversely, if we have a contractor who’s driven by a de-
sire to work with us to meet our requirements, the spe-
cific wording of the contract may not be what’s impor-
tant. We will get what we need anyway. And that’s a good
thing!
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So choosing a contractor with a good atti-
tude is very important. While we cannot
evaluate attitude, we can evaluate actions
that might indicate attitude, and one of the
most effective ways is past performance. 

One way of looking at a contractor response
to a request for proposal (RFP) is to think
of the proposal as a promise of what the
contractor intends to do if awarded the con-
tract. Our technical (or mission-capability,
to be more correct) evaluation of the pro-
posal is to determine whether this promise
meets our requirements. Past performance
evaluations answer the question, “Does this
contractor (or contractor team) have a his-
tory of living up to its promises?”

Given these premises, the obvious question
is this: What is wrong with the rating defi-
nitions as they stand? Don’t they answer
the promise-keeping question? Well, yes
they do—but not necessarily in a complete
manner. 

The Need for Alternatives
Let us look at just one definition—that of
“exceptional”: “The contractor’s perfor-
mance meets contractual requirements and
exceeds many (requirements) to the Gov-
ernment’s benefit.” That’s certainly ex-
ceptional, and I have no problem with it as
such. However, to it is added: “The con-
tractual performance was accomplished
with few minor problems for which cor-
rective actions taken by the contractor were
highly effective.” I mostly like the second
half of the sentence but not when coupled
with the first half. And it is the whole gestalt
of the first and second sentences together
that defines exceptional. 

So what do I feel is wrong with “The con-
tractual performance was accomplished
with few minor problems …”? The lack of
problems is not what defines, for me, an
exceptional contractor. Some of the work
we do really pushes the envelope in terms
of performance, and to be brutally honest,
we rarely budget the right amount of
money or time to execute a lot of these pro-
grams correctly. If you’re to encounter only
a few minor problems, you have to be ex-
tremely lucky and have everything go your
way, or you have a contractor who isn’t
pushing the envelope. I would rather have

Existing Definitions

The contractor’s performance meets con-
tractual requirements and exceeds many
(requirements) to the Government’s bene-
fit. The contractual performance was ac-
complished with few minor problems for
which corrective actions taken by the con-
tractor were highly effective.

The contractor’s performance meets con-
tractual requirements and exceeds many
(requirements) to the Government’s bene-
fit. In addition, if confronted with problems,
the contractor took corrective actions that
were highly effective and showed significant
effort directed to working with the govern-
ment. Such corrective actions were often
taken proactively. 

B L U E / E X C E P T I O N A L

P U R P L E / V E R Y  G O O D

The contractor’s performance meets con-
tractual requirements and exceeds some
(requirements) to the Government’s bene-
fit. The contractual performance was ac-
complished with some minor problems for
which corrective actions taken by the con-
tractor were effective. 

The contractor’s performance meets con-
tractual requirements and exceeds some
(requirements) to the Government’s bene-
fit. In addition, the contractual performance
was accomplished with some minor prob-
lems, and when confronted with problems,
minor or otherwise, the contractor took cor-
rective actions that were effective. 

G R E E N / S A T I S F A C T O R Y

The contractor’s performance meets con-
tractual requirements. The contractual per-
formance contained some minor problems
for which corrective actions taken by the con-
tractor appear or were satisfactory.

The contractor’s performance meets con-
tractual requirements. The contractual per-
formance contained some problems for
which corrective actions taken by the con-
tractor were satisfactory or for which ex-
ceptional efforts were taken but still proved
not to be completely effective for reasons
typically beyond the contractor’s control. 

Alternative Definitions

Y E L L O W / M A R G I N A L

Performance does not meet some contrac-
tual requirements. The contractual perfor-
mance reflects a serious problem for which
the contractor has not yet identified correc-
tive actions or the contractor’s proposed ac-
tions appear only marginally effective or were
not fully implemented.

Performance does not meet some contrac-
tual requirements. The contractual perfor-
mance reflects minor problem(s) for which
the contractor did not identify corrective ac-
tions, or the contractor’s proposed actions
for problems (serious or minor) appeared
only marginally effective, or (when under
contractor control) were not fully imple-
mented. 

R E D / U N S A T I S F A C T O R Y

Performance does not meet most contrac-
tual requirements and recovery is not likely
in a timely manner. The contractual perfor-
mance contains serious problem(s) for which
the contractor’s corrective actions appear or
were ineffective.

Performance does not meet most contrac-
tual requirements, and recovery is not likely
in a timely manner. The contractual perfor-
mance contains serious problem(s) for which
the contractor’s corrective actions were in-
effective or reflected serious problems for
which the contractor did not identify correc-
tive actions. 

N O T  A P P L I C A B L E

Unable to provide a score

Past Performance Rating Definitions



a contractor who runs up against problems (minor or not)
and takes exceptional action to work through them, tak-
ing “highly effective corrective actions.”

But this situation would not be true for those types of ef-
forts where we are not pushing the envelope or where
we are asking for “standard” commercially available goods
and services, particularly for things like service contracts.
Here, we refer to items such as purchasing cars for a motor
pool, or janitorial services for our buildings. 

One Size Doesn’t Fit All
I can foresee the need for an alternative standard, where
the past performance rating definitions are appropriate
to the needs of the effort. One set would be the existing
definitions shown on the preceding page. These would
serve situations where we are seeking commercially avail-
able goods and services. I would rewrite the definitions
for the second set as shown on the right in the sidebar.
These would be applied when we are attempting to ex-
pand the state of the art, particularly when there is a lot
of research and development to be accomplished. 

Some RFPs at Brooks City-Base have attempted to ad-
dress this issue. Over the past two years, common lan-
guage in Air Force Center for Environmental Excellence
RFPs has included the following paragraphs in the Sec-
tion M and in the instructions to the past performance
response: 

RFP Sec. M—Where relevant performance record indicates
performance problems, the Government will consider the
number and severity of the problems and the appropriate-
ness and effectiveness of any corrective actions taken (not
just planned or promised). The Government may review more
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recent contracts or performance
evaluations to ensure corrective
actions have been implemented
and to evaluate their effectiveness. 

PPI Form— Please provide a brief
description of service provided
under this contract. Include details
that will indicate specific efforts
of key personnel identified in Ques-
tion 14 below. Clearly demonstrate
management actions employed in
overcoming problems and the ef-
fects of those actions, in terms of
improvements achieved or prob-
lems rectified. This may include a
discussion of efforts accomplished
by the Offeror, or applicable Team-
ing Partner, to resolve problems
encountered on prior contracts as
well as past efforts to identify and
manage program risk. For exam-

ple, submit quality performance indicators or other man-
agement indicators that clearly support that an Offeror, or
applicable Teaming Partner, has overcome past problems. 

An Outrageous Suggestion?
To take it one step further, I might suggest asking offer-
ors to address the verbiage below in their proposals. It is
very similar in concept to the paragraphs presented above,
but it is (perhaps) just a bit more direct. The answer would
provide excellent potential for determining an aspiring
contractor’s commitment to real performance. 

Please present a situation during a program where a sig-
nificant problem or problems developed. Explain the origins
and causes of the problem(s) and how the problem(s)
was/were detected. If applicable, explain how the problems
were solved including (as applicable) how the customer was
informed or brought into the process of fixing the problem.
Alternatively, if no such situation exists, present a situation
where a significant problem was avoided.

My new ratings definitions and the suggestion for a pro-
posal evaluation question aren’t going to fit all acquisi-
tions. When we are looking for a system or service in well-
defined, well-practiced areas, the current guides serve
well. But there are applications where we’re pushing the
envelope of performance, where there are a lot of po-
tential unknowns, or where we feel that our picture of
what we might really need could evolve during the course
of an acquisition—and those situations are where my sug-
gestions would have value. 

The author welcomes comments and questions. Con-
tact him at alex.slate@brooks.af.mil.


