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Nothing Beats an Informed Start - The PBSA Integrated Solutions Team

For some, getting down to business in applying Performance-Based Services Acquisition (PBSA) has been like pushing a rope uphill. Amidst efforts to convert theory to practice, to encourage better outcomes, and to focus on greater customer satisfaction through performance-based arrangements, the PBSA community of practice has run into those

who repeat an old theme: “Why change? If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” But others have

voiced a more productive point of view: “There’s a better way to ensure competitive outsourcing and improved customer satisfaction through PBSA.” And results are making the case for change.

Determined and resourceful leadership counts at the front end of a PBSA. And leadership that will ensure an informed start begins with the establishment of an integrated solutions team, a collection of stakeholders that combines the savvy of those who generate requirements with those who have to get the job done in satisfying them. Nice to say, but where is the proof?

The proof is not in nice-to-hear rhetoric. It is, rather, in assembling an integrated solutions team that has the expressed support of top management for providing the time and resources to get the job done. A collection of stovepipe mentalities does not add up to an integrated solutions team. That combination represents a basket of ad-hoc talents that probably would rather argue the issues than solve them. An integrated solutions team commits itself to a common goal, is willing to be measured as a group, and works to leverage its members’ talents toward a collective result that none of them could achieve alone.

So who comprises a PBSA integrated solutions team? That depends on the nature, size, and complexity of a requirement for services. There is no set rule for membership or for leadership. Minimally, a team’s membership should reflect the stakeholder interests of a user community, those responsible for project or technical concerns, those who will transform the requirements into a solicitation and contractual arrangement, and those who will inherit the deal to administer performance. 

Has it worked? Yes, but it takes effort. Is it perfect? No, but then nothing is. The track record of integrated solution teams bears witness to the increasing success of PBSAs to meet mission needs when an informed start occurs at the front end of an acquisition.

For instance, get the customer/user organization on board - it has the mission to be 
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served. Complement the customer/user organization with other key stakeholder functions: technical, contracting, finance, quality, and contract administration. Collectively under

committed leadership, these functions can work to identify and articulate performance requirements, performance standards, and performance measures (or metrics) that form the centerfold of a PBSA.

Bottom line: A failure to plan amounts to planning for failure. And in the world of PBSA,

the establishment of an integrated solutions team is the best way to ensure an informed start.

Changing Mindsets for PBSA - Understanding Trumps Ignorance

Have you heard this one? “We’ve used the same basic statement of work for years. It’s taken time and effort to get it to this point. Our contractors understand what we want.

Changing it for some interesting but untried notion will waste time, cost money, and put us behind the eight ball.”  

Long-term mindsets do not react well to speechmaking generalities and paper pronouncements. They tend to be sure of themselves and react negatively to suggestions 

that there may be a better way to get the job done. Changing these mindsets, or even penetrating them, can be arduous. In many cases, it is not an unwillingness to change, but

rather that the benefits of change have to weighed against what may have become ingrained, comfortable means to achieve ends.

This goes on in the world of PBSA, especially when something new (which performance-

based contracting is not) is expressed in unfamiliar language (e.g., performance requirements, performance standards, acceptable quality or service levels, performance

measures or metrics, and performance assessment plans). In many cases, PBSA’s lexicon falls on uninformed ears, and the result is, quite predictably, a turnoff.

So what do we do about this? How do we turn the corner to encourage everyone to sing harmoniously from the same sheet of music? How do we change mindsets and bring victims of habit to understand that what is to be done to satisfy requirements through performance-based arrangements can lead to better results for customers and an improved environment for the government and its contractors?

First, we have to disabuse people of the idea that PBSA is “putting the fox in charge of the chicken house (the government’s requirement).” A PBSA arrangement, like any other government contract, sets forth defined responsibilities that protect the public interest and are enforceable under the law.

Second, we have got to ensure that simplistic explanations do not distort the fact that PBSA has no magic wand to bring about miracles. PBSA requires work - in some cases considerable amounts of it - to realize the benefits of work, performance, and

evaluation analyses. 
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Third, we have to demonstrate that PBSA, when used properly, offers benefits that design- or process-based acquisitions do not. Arguably, the biggest benefit provides the 

government with increased choices among innovative approaches to satisfactory its services requirements.   

Bottom line:  Where understanding about PBSA and its demonstrated benefits has trumped ignorance, mindsets have been altered, choice among alternatives approaches has replaced constraining specifications and standards, and performance improvements and increased customer satisfaction have occurred.
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