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Foreword

This Source Selection Guide (SSG) describes procedures and techniques that, while conforming to Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) and Defense Acquisition Regulation Supplement (DFARS), incorporate innovations and lessons learned on making the source selection process more efficient.  The SSG includes sample documents that may be used as templates.  This SSG can be used to facilitate any source selection processes whether for services, end items, and construction.
The goal of this guide is to facilitate the use of the best-value source selection procedures.  The consistent end result of these procedures has been the selection of the most highly qualified contractors providing the best value to the Government.
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1.0 Source Selection Strategies


There are several different approaches to performing evaluations of proposals.  While the individual processes within each approach are generally the same, the diverse approaches have different features that accommodate the desired goals of each project. 

1.1 Two-Phase Evaluations















Design-build construction acquisitions can employ the two-phased, best value source selection process authorized by FAR 36.3.  Preparing and submitting a detailed proposal is a costly endeavor for offerors.  A two-phase process minimizes proposal costs for offerors not likely to be competitive, and reduces to a manageable level the number of proposals to be evaluated.  Annex A contains a roughly chronological list of the primary events in a two-phase source selection.  Some steps would be conducted as a matter of routine by contracting personnel.  

1.1.1 Phase I

In a two-phase solicitation, Phase I will identify the offerors who are most qualified for the requirement.  A Request for Qualifications (RFQ) is issued to all offerors within the limit of competition determined as part of the acquisition strategy.  Qualifications packages that address the specific submission requirements contained in the RFQ are received and evaluated in accordance with the evaluation criteria stated in the RFQ.  Based on the evaluation of the Source Selection Evaluation Board (SSEB), the Source Selection Authority (SSA) determines the offerors who will be invited to respond to the Request for Proposals (RFP) issued as part of Phase II.  The number of offerors selected to participate in Phase II are stated in the RFQ, but may be stated in a fashion that allows the SSA some degree of latitude in selecting the most qualified offerors.  This may be stated; “…select approximately three of the most highly qualified offerors…” or “…up to three…” as best fits the needs of the project.

1.1.2 Phase II 

Offerors selected in Phase I proceed into Phase II.  Input to the RFP preparation should be solicited from the successful Phase I offerors. Techniques used for requirements development may vary depending upon the time that is available, and may include the distribution of a draft RFP to the offerors selected for Phase II.  Distribution of a draft RFP can also be done during Phase I with all potential offerors.  Phase I successful offerors submit fully developed proposals in response to the RFP.  The SSEB evaluates those proposals based on the evaluation criteria established in the Source Selection Plan (SSP) and contained in the RFP.  Based on the SSEB’s evaluation, the SSA selects the proposal that represents the best value to the Government for award of the contract. 

1.2 Single-Phase Evaluations







On less complex requirements, where costly, detailed proposals are not required or where a significant number of offerors are not expected to be involved, the selection steps may be consolidated into a single-phase source selection where only one set of proposals from each offeror is solicited.  In a single-phase source selection SSEB members have essentially the same duties as those in a two-phase selection.  The potential activities, issues, and concerns to be addressed are essentially the same as for a two-phase source selection.  Annex B contains a rough chronological list of the primary events in a single-phase source selection.

1.3 Single-Phase Evaluations Utilizing an Advisory Down Select














For where a large number of proposals are anticipated, a single-phased evaluation that utilizes an “advisory” down select in accordance with FAR 15.202 may be utilized.  The purpose of using an advisory down select is to identify which offerors are viable competitors for an award.  This approach does not guarantee that offerors won’t expend their resources preparing proposals for a contract which they have little chance of receiving or that the number of proposals to be evaluated will be reduced.  However, this multi-step process allows the offerors to make internal decisions as to how much of their resources should be devoted to pursuing an award.  Annex C contains a rough chronological list of the primary events in a single-phase source selection that utilizes an”advisory” down select.

2.0 Selecting Evaluation Factors and Criteria

The order of activities in the creation of the evaluation criteria and submissions requirements is important.  While at first it may not seem logical, it is critical to identify the evaluation criteria before deciding what the offerors are to submit in their proposals.

Selecting appropriate evaluation factors is one of the most important steps in the entire source selection process.  Evaluation factors and sub-factors must be intimately related to the requirement and tailored to each acquisition.  Sub-factors that result in pass/fail evaluations should not be used.  It is not practical to evaluate every aspect of the requirements for the project.  Therefore, only those that have the potential for identifying differences between offerors should be used.  

Evaluation factors and criteria should address those aspects of performance most critical to project success.  They should be limited to facets of proposals (discriminators) where one offeror can truly distinguish itself from another in their proposed approach.  If an aspect of performance is described in such detail in the performance work statement that only one correct approach is acceptable, that aspect is not a discriminator since all successful offerors will propose the same solution.  

Discriminators are significant evaluation findings that can be used to distinguish one proposal from another in areas that the Government considers most important.  To identify specific evaluation factors and sub-factors that keep to the philosophy of being performance based, the SSEB should identify important areas of the project that could be addressed in different but acceptable approaches by different offerors.  Evaluation criteria that clearly state the Government’s minimum acceptable requirements are then developed for these areas of potential discrimination within each factor/ sub-factor.  Evaluation criteria that are objective in nature or are of pass/fail nature should not be used.  Instead, evaluation criteria should be developed that allow a subjective assessment of the offerors’ approaches that could be rated by the rating method (described later).

The SSP and solicitation must identify any features for which extra consideration may be given to ensure the Government obtains the full benefit of the competitive process.  If desirable objectives or features are included in the solicitation it must also explain exactly how they will be evaluated and whether or not extra credit may be given for exceeding these objectives.

2.1 Two-Phase Evaluations

Phase I should include those factors that identify the offeror’s potential for successful performance.  Past Performance is a good discriminator in Phase I, identifying those offerors who have demonstrated success in the past.  Phase I might also evaluate a management approach factor that includes the offeror’s organizational structure and a narrative on their capacity to perform the specific requirements of the project.  This evaluation will identify offerors whose management style and capacity for resources will most likely result in a successful project.  The Phase I evaluation should not include a Cost/Price.    

Phase II will normally include Technical, Management and Cost/Price factors, and usually includes a Past Performance factor, which carries forward the Past Performance rating from Phase I.  The specific Technical/ Management sub-factors should be tailored to the individual procurement.  The exact organization of the Technical/ Management factor into sub-factors will vary from project to project.

2.2 Single-Phase Evaluations Utilizing an Advisory Down Select

Source selections using the advisory down select approach should identify which factors will be used to make the advisory down select recommendation.  These factors and sub-factors, similar to those used in Phase I of a two-phase source selection, should be limited to those that identify the qualifications of the offeror (e.g., past performance, capability to perform, etc.) and possibly some high-level technical concept information.  However, unlike a two-phase source selection, all ratings assigned at this stage will be carried forward for the final source selection decision.

2.3 Past Performance 

The use of Past Performance as a selection factor has been demonstrated to be a critical part of any best-value source selection.  Past Performance is not synonymous with experience.  Past performance is a subjective assessment of the quality of previous relevant work.  Experience merely indicates familiarity due to prior work.  The best tool for predicting how a contractor will perform in the future is the contractor’s record of performance on prior projects of a similar nature.  When this record of performance is consistently outstanding on different projects, with different contractor crews, experiencing different contract problems, in different parts of the country, the Government can normally be confident that similar performance will occur in the future.  On the other hand, contractors with a poor record of past performance create little confidence.  


Two aspects should be considered in a past performance evaluation.  The first is a relevancy evaluation that assesses how relevant an offeror’s past performance is to the project under competition.  Specific components of relevancy must be identified that relate various aspects of candidate projects to the project or service being solicited.

The second portion of the evaluation should be thought of in terms of positive or negative performance feedback received during a past performance interview for performance areas such as the quality of past performance work, the timeliness of completion, the cost history of past projects, the professionalism of the offeror’s staff, the initiative displayed is solving unexpected problems, etc.  In a past performance evaluation it should be clear that the Government is seeking far more than an indication that the offeror is responsible, or has the capacity to accomplish a particular project.  The Government wants to know how the offeror actually performed in each of the many important functions that go together to have a successful project.  

Additionally, the evaluation should consider the recency of the offeror’s projects to the project being competed.  Recency should be defined to be a project or activity that is on going or has been completed within a period of years.  Typically, three years is a period sufficiently long enough to demonstrate a trend in quality of performance but this period may be changed to better suit the specific procurement.  For example, information technology is rather dynamic, so a shorter period may be more appropriate to capture the most relevant past performance.  

In two-phase evaluations, Past Performance of the offerors is evaluated in Phase I.  If appropriate, a more detailed examination of the team proposed to perform on the specific project may be examined through the evaluation of the past performance of principal subcontractors, and/or Key Personnel in Phase II.  Past Performance may also be used as a factor used for making advisory down select determinations.

The SSP should include an approved list of interview questions covering performance areas to be evaluated, such as quality of performance (construction projects will encompass both design and construction), cost control, schedule adherence, customer satisfaction, etc.  The SSP also must clearly describe the rating approach that will be taken where no recent or relevant past performance is evident.  Additionally, the solicitation should state the Government might review past performance information from independent sources.

2.4 Other Potential Evaluation Factors 

Factors that can be evaluated subjectively should be developed as they provide the SSEB and SSA the greatest ability to discriminate between the offerors.  Selecting factors that result in pass/fail evaluations should not be used.  Such factors or sub-factors as Technical Approach, Design Concept, Construction Approach, Management Approach, Project Controls Plan, and Project Staffing Plan may be appropriate for a particular project.  A socio-economic sub-factor should be included in all solicitations.  The socio-economic sub-factor must be a subjective sub-factor and will apply to both large and small businesses 

Each factor or sub-factor must state specifically what is being evaluated.  The selection of appropriate evaluation factors and sub-factors in areas other than cost or past performance rests on a thorough understanding of the Government’s requirements.  Identification of project risk elements is one method of identifying potential sub-factors. SSEB members skilled in the areas involved must be relied upon heavily in the development and relative weighting of these factors and sub-factors.  All factors should describe requirements in performance-based terms wherever possible rather than specific solution-based terms.

When identifying evaluation criteria for IT services solicitations, developers of evaluation factors are cautioned that FAR 39.104 prohibits the identification of minimum experience or education requirements.  Instead, developers should consider other approaches, such as evaluating the appropriateness and adequacy of an offeror’s proposed experience and/or education requirements for key positions.  This approach is in keeping with the desire to make requirements performance based instead of being prescriptive.

2.5 Limiting Factors and Sub-factors 

The total number of factors and sub-factors should be kept to the smallest effective number to avoid diluting the importance of evaluations of the most important areas.  The number of factors and sub-factors should be limited to those areas that will reveal substantial differences or confidence levels among competing proposals.  Not everything that is important to the project will discriminate between the offerors.

2.6 Order of Importance

In order to allow the SSA the most flexibility in determining the best value to the Government, the relative importance of evaluation factors should be expressed in descriptive terms rather than in terms of a numerical weighting system.  For example, “Past Performance is significantly more important than Management Approach.”  Establishing the relative importance of the factors and sub-factors will become very important when trade-offs are being considered and dissimilar proposals being compared.

Past performance is normally the most important evaluation factor in Phase I of a two-phase evaluation.  This emphasis ensures that actual performance is recognized rather than just good proposal writing and, therefore, the primary determining factor in selection of the short-list of contractors to continue to Phase II of the competition.  

3.0 Developing Submission Requirements

Once the evaluation criteria have been defined, the requirements for the information to be submitted in the proposals can be developed.  Once the evaluation criteria and submission requirements are identified, a cross check must be performed to ensure that 1) the submission requirements will furnish all the information needed to evaluate each criteria, and 2) only material that will be evaluated by criteria is called for submission by the requirements.  This way it will be certain that the evaluation team will receive everything they need to perform a complete evaluation and that no unneeded material is submitted.  The solicitation should only request the information that is needed to evaluate proposals against the evaluation factors.  Additional information, though interesting, wastes time to both prepare and evaluate since it cannot be applied against the established evaluation criteria.

3.1 Past Performance

The past performance submission requirement will normally include two project lists.  The first is a Master Projects List of all recent projects, on-going or completed by the offeror and/or its proposed team members.  The second list is a selection of a specified number of projects from the Master Projects List that the offeror determines to best meet the relevancy criteria stated for the envisioned project.  The offerors should be required to list a point of contact for each project shown, a contract number, a brief description of the work, etc.  Offerors should also be required to explain why such projects are relevant.  Offerors should also be advised that it is their responsibility to provide accurate point of contact information in order to facilitate the past performance interview process.  The solicitation should also recommend that the offeror contact the representatives in order to verify this information and confirm that they are willing to be interviewed by the SSEB (let alone have a favorable opinion of the offeror’s performance). 

A considerable period of time may be needed for the SSEB to evaluate past performance submissions.  Consequently, the solicitation may require that past performance information be submitted some time before other solicitation requirements are due.  The KO should carefully consider using an early past performance submission requirement in large or complex solicitations.

Past Performance Questionnaires are normally provided to offerors as part of the solicitation so that they may send them to an appropriate person who has knowledge of any project the offeror has listed on its submission of recent and relevant projects.  The offeror will be asked to fill out some of the preliminary identifying information on the questionnaire before forwarding it.  The person completing the questionnaire will return it directly to the KO.  A deadline must be set for submission of such questionnaires.  This deadline must allow sufficient time for review of the responses.  

The questionnaire should be as simple as possible.  This will encourage potential respondents to take a little of their time to fill out the form and mail or fax it back to the KO.  Questions that call for narrative responses should not be included in the questionnaire (see Annex D for a sample questionnaire).  Provide blanks for the checking or circling of suggested alternative responses.  A single place at the end of the questionnaire that allows the opportunity to provide comments or narrative is probably sufficient in most cases.
3.2 Solicitation Requirements

The development of the SSP is closely related to the development of the solicitation.  The SSP may be developed first or in conjunction with the solicitation, but these documents must be consistent with each other.  Industry often complains that Government solicitations contain internal inconsistencies.  This can be a serious problem in a competitive source selection where subjective tradeoffs by the SSA are the rule.  To avoid this situation the SSEB must be involved in both the solicitation and the SSP preparation.  Frequent reviews and discussions must be conducted - especially when sub-groups are responsible for preparing individual portions of the documents. 

3.2.1 Two-Phase Evaluations

3.2.1.1 Phase I RFQ Development. The RFQ does not contain the normal Uniform Contract Format (UCF) Sections A through M.  However, the RFQ must describe the scope of the project, the anticipated contract type, any special provisions to be included, the number of offerors expected to be selected to proceed into Phase II, the Past Performance Questionnaire, the evaluation criteria for the selection, and the submission requirements of the RFQ.  The evaluation criteria and submission requirements are similar to those contained in Sections M and L, respectively, of a (UCF) solicitation.  If the Government is going to use contractors to participate in the evaluation, offerors must be clearly advised which contractors (company names, not individuals) will participate.  (See Annex E for a sample RFQ)  

3.2.1.2 Phase II RFP Development.  

3.2.1.2.1 Section M of the solicitation describes how the Government will make a source selection, the number of awards anticipated, what the evaluation factors are and their relative importance, the rating methodology for each factor, and the evaluation criteria.  If the evaluation will utilize a most probable cost evaluation, Section M must state what costs may be evaluated, e.g., basic effort, options, life cycle; how the most-probable-cost analysis will be conducted; and that the most probable cost will govern for source selection purposes.  As stated before, the evaluation criteria in Section M should be prepared before the submission requirements in Section L of the solicitation are defined.  

3.2.1.2.2 Section L of the solicitation is the offerors’ proposal preparation guidance.  It specifies the format and content required for their proposal submission.  It states page limits, copy, and volume requirements, as well as any oral presentation topics and time limits.  Consistent proposal formats from RFP to RFP simplify the proposal development and evaluation process. 

Before the solicitation is released, the KO must undertake a careful comparison to ensure the information in the SSP and solicitation, especially Sections L and M, is consistent.  (See Annex F for a sample RFP Section L and M)

3.2.2 Single-Phase Solicitation Utilizing an Advisory Down Select


The RFP for a single-phase evaluation that will use an advisory down select will address the submission requirements and evaluation criteria for the entire evaluation process.  In order to effectively use this process, a staggered receipt of portions of the proposal is necessary. The offerors’ submission for evaluation factors/ sub-factors used in making the viability assessment is made first, so the SSEB can evaluate that part of the proposal first so the SSA can make a “viability” judgment in sufficient time to provide as feedback to the offerors before they complete the balance of their proposal.  The balance of the proposal, the detailed technical, management, and cost information, should not be submitted until after notification is provided to all offerors as to their viability for award.
4.0 Rating Scheme

Evaluation ratings provide the adjectival guides needed to help evaluators measure and consistently describe how well a proposal addresses each evaluation factor.  All the evaluators must apply the rating system consistently.   The ratings should address both the merits of the proposal and the evaluator’s level of confidence that the offeror will successfully implement the proposed approach.

Source selections for commodities, supplies, and products use only confidence ratings due to the relative simplicity of the evaluations.  Evaluators in a single-phase source selection for professional services or systems assign both a merit and a confidence rating.  Past performance for any source selection have only confidence ratings.  Cost is not rated but evaluated as described later in this document.  Evaluators in two-phased source selections assign only confidence ratings in Phase I, but assign both a merit and a confidence rating in Phase II.

4.1 Merit Ratings

Adjectival ratings are used to rate proposals, with color added to enhance briefings. The use of adjectives provides maximum flexibility to the SSA in making tradeoffs among the evaluation factors.  A narrative definition accompanies each rating so that evaluators have a common understanding of how to apply the rating.  Numerical systems should not be used because their apparent precision may obscure the strengths and weaknesses that support the numbers.  Additionally, the use of formulas limits the ability of the SSA to perform a subjective trade-off analysis.  The following definitions are used for the merit ratings:
Outstanding: Greatly exceeds the minimum performance or capability requirements in a way beneficial to the Government.  There are no significant weaknesses. Those aspects of a factor or sub-factor resulting in an “Outstanding” rating may be incorporated into the resulting contract.

Excellent: Exceeds the minimum performance or capability requirements in a way beneficial to the Government.  There are no significant weaknesses. Those aspects of a factor or sub-factor resulting in an “Excellent” rating may be incorporated into the resulting contract.

Acceptable: Meets the minimum performance or capability requirements.  There may be minor but correctable weaknesses.

Marginal: May meet the performance or capability requirements.  There are apparent or moderate weaknesses that are correctable.

Unacceptable: Fails to meet the performance or capability requirements.  There are unacceptable weaknesses.
4.2 Confidence Ratings

Many agencies rate the evaluated risk of a proposed approach.  The evaluation of “confidence” portrays a positive analysis of the Offeror’s potential for success while an evaluation of risk is an assessment of their likelihood for failure.  Risk assessments often result in preconceived points of contention and diminish the chance for a cooperative partnership necessary for success.  An expectation of failure often precludes harmony from existing in the contractual environment.  On the other hand, confidence evaluations set the stage for the future relationship between the Government and successful Offeror to be a positive cooperative partnership.

4.2.1 Commodities, Supplies, and Products

Evaluations for commodities, supplies, or products use only a confidence rating.  The definitions for the past performance confidence ratings are different from the confidence definitions for the other non-cost factors and sub-factors.

4.2.1.1 In past performance, confidence is an assessment of the Offeror’s demonstrated ability to successfully perform the requirements of the contract based on how well they have performed on recent, relevant contracts.  As such, “Confidence” in past performance is assessed as the required level of performance vice the proposed level of performance as in other evaluation factors.  The overall confidence rating is an assessment of the relevance, quality, and recency of past performance.  Shortfalls in any of these three elements can detract from our confidence of successful performance.  Similarly, an offeror with an abundance of recent, relevant performance for which high marks are independently reported will greatly increase our confidence.

The following definitions should be used for the confidence ratings of the Past Performance factor of the evaluations for products or supplies:  

High confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides virtually no doubt that the Offeror will successfully provide a product that meets or exceeds our requirement. Virtually no Government intervention is expected to be required in obtaining the required product.

 Significant confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides little doubt that the Offeror will successfully provide a product that meets or exceeds our requirement.  Little Government intervention is expected to be required in obtaining the required product.

 Confidence:  The Offeror’s past performance record indicates the Offeror can successfully provide a product that meets our requirement.  Some Government intervention is expected to be required in obtaining the required product.

 Unknown confidence: The Offeror has no relevant performance record.  A review was unable to identify any relevant past performance information (see FAR 15.305).  This is a neutral rating.  It does not hinder nor help the Offeror.

Little confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides substantial doubt exists that the offer will successfully provide a product that meets our requirement.  Substantial Government intervention is expected to be required in obtaining the required product.

No confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides extreme doubt exists that the offeror will successfully provide a product that meets our requirement.  Regardless of the degree of Government intervention, obtaining the required product is doubtful.

4.2.1.2 In non past-performance evaluation factor, Confidence is an assessment of how much we believe that the Offeror can do what they have proposed to do.  As such, “Confidence” is evaluated against the ability to achieve the proposed level of performance.  The following definitions should be used for the confidence ratings of the non-cost factors and sub-factors (except Past Performance) of the evaluations for commodities or supplies:

High confidence: Evaluated that virtually no doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully provide a product that meets or exceeds our requirement.  

Significant confidence: Evaluated with a certainty that the Offeror will successfully provide a product that meets or exceeds our requirement. 

Confidence: The Offeror can successfully provide a product that meets our requirement.

Little confidence: Substantial doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully provide a product that meets our requirement.  Changes to the Offeror’s proposed product may be necessary in order for it to provide the required product.

No confidence: Extreme doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully provide a product that meets our requirement.  The proposed product does not appear to meet the product requirements.
4.2.2 Professional Services, and Systems

4.2.2.1 The definitions for the past performance confidence rating are different from the definitions for the confidence ratings used for non-past performance factors.  The overall confidence rating is an assessment of the relevance, quality, and recency of past performance.  Shortfalls in any of these three elements can detract from our confidence of successful performance.  Similarly, an offeror with an abundance of recent, relevant performance for which high marks are independently reported will greatly increase our confidence.

The following definitions should be used for the confidence ratings for past performance:

 High confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides virtually no doubt that the Offeror will successfully perform the required effort. Virtually no Government intervention is expected to be required in achieving the required level of performance.

 Significant confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides little doubt that the offer will successfully perform the required effort.  Little Government intervention is expected to be required in achieving the required level of performance.

 Confidence:  The Offeror’s past performance record indicates the Offeror should be able to successfully perform the required effort.  Some Government intervention is expected to be required in achieving the required level of performance.

 Unknown confidence: The Offeror has no relevant performance record.  A thorough search was unable to identify any relevant past performance information (see FAR 15.305).  This is a neutral rating.  It does not hinder nor help the Offeror.

 Little confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides substantial doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully perform the required effort.  Substantial Government intervention is expected to be required in achieving the required level of performance.

No confidence: The Offeror’s past performance record provides extreme doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully perform the required effort.  Regardless of the degree of Government intervention, achieving the required level of performance is doubtful.
4.2.2.2 The following definitions should be used for the confidence ratings of the non-Past Performance factors and sub-factors:

High Confidence: Evaluated that virtually no doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully perform the proposed effort. The Offeror’s understanding of the project and soundness of approach are such that virtually no Government intervention is expected to be required in achieving the proposed level of performance.

Significant Confidence: Evaluated with a certainty, that the Offeror will successfully perform the proposed effort. The Offeror’s understanding of the project and soundness of approach are such that little Government intervention is expected to be required in achieving the proposed level of performance.

Confidence:  The Offeror should be able to successfully perform the proposed effort. The Offeror’s understanding of the project and soundness of approach are such that some Government intervention is expected to be required to meet the proposed level of performance.

Little Confidence: Substantial doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully perform the proposed effort. The Offeror’s understanding of the project and soundness of approach are such that substantial Government intervention is expected to be to meet the proposed level of performance.  Changes to the Offeror's existing approach may be necessary in order to achieve performance as proposed.

No Confidence: Extreme doubt exists that the Offeror will successfully perform the proposed effort. The Offeror’s understanding of the project and soundness of approach is such that, regardless of the degree of Government intervention, successful performance as proposed is doubtful.
5.0 Source Selection Plan Development


All SSEB members must have a clear understanding of the evaluation process to be used for the source selection.  The SSP is approved by the SSA and is the document that explains how proposals are to be solicited and evaluated to make selection decisions.  It is the Government’s plan for how it intends to acquire a particular need and a detailed plan for the conduct of the source selection process.


This section discusses the outline of the SSP.  Much of the material that is contained in the SSP is also written into the solicitation.  The information contained in the SSP must be the same as what is conveyed to the offerors in the solicitation.  For simplicities sake, topics, such as development of evaluation criteria and submission requirements, are discussed as part of the SSP development rather than being repeated again in the section concerning creation of the solicitation.  Plans for Phase I and Phase II of two-phase selections, and those prepared for single-phase source selections, are all very similar.   (See Annex G for a sample SSP) 



The SSP contains acquisition sensitive information that is not releasable to those outside the SSEB.  As such, the SSP will be marked as Source Selection Information. The SSP should contain at least the following topics:


a. Description of the Effort: The establishment of effective evaluation factors and criteria begins with a clear understanding of the solicitation’s goals.  The required nature, quality, and anticipated duration of the work or product will serve as a basis for most evaluation factor and criteria decisions as the SSP is being prepared.  Therefore, the SSP normally begins with a brief description of the effort. 


b. Acquisition Strategy and Milestones: The SSP should then summarize the solicitation’s acquisition strategy and milestones.  These first sections of the SSP tell us what is being bought, how it will be bought, and the time frame for the acquisition.  


c. Organization and Responsibilities: This section of the SSP describes the functions and responsibilities of source selection team members, to include advisors and observers, if used.  


d. Duration and Location of the Evaluation: This section states the expected duration of the source selection process and identifies the secure location where the work will be accomplished.  


e. Proposal Evaluation Process: This section of the plan continues to describe essential information for SSEB members.  It includes definitions for specific terms used in the evaluation (see below).  Details as to whether or not oral presentations will be held, topics covered by an oral presentation, and whether or not there may be an award without discussions are included.  It specifies limitations on conduct, evaluation procedures, and required documentation.  


f. Information Security: The final part of the body of the plan addresses security considerations.  


g. Appendices: Individual appendices contain additional important information, such as a list of SSEB members, certificates or non-disclosure forms that must be signed, the past performance questionnaire, past performance telephone interview questions, and the interview questions for any oral presentations.  One appendix will completely describe the ratings and scoring methodology to be used during the evaluation.  This appendix also describes the specific evaluation factors used, any sub-factors, submission requirements, evaluation criteria (including how the oral presentation is included in the evaluation), the relative order of importance of the factors and sub-factors, and the rating method to be used for each factor and sub-factor.  Remember that evaluation factors, submission requirements, evaluation criteria, and rating method in the SSP must be exactly the same as they appear in the evaluation criteria section of the Phase I RFQ or Sections L & M of the RFP.  Amendments to the SSP must be issued if submission requirements or evaluation criteria are changed via an amendment to the solicitation.


h. Discussions: The SSP should state whether or not discussions are contemplated.

6.0 Evaluation Process

6.1 Kick-off Briefing

For many SSEB members, an evaluation kick-off meeting will be their first involvement in the process.  The evaluation kick-off meeting should be held before the SSEB members are allowed to look at the written proposals and before any oral presentations.  The briefing should include sufficient detail to thoroughly orient all members of the SSEB with their role in the evaluation, procurement integrity requirements, the source selection process, the evaluation factors, submission requirements, and the source selection schedule.  If they are not already, SSEB members must become familiar with solicitation requirements, the source selection plan, and the rating system.  (See Annex H for a sample Kick-off Briefing) 

6.2 Individual Evaluations


SSEB members must rate proposals based on how well the offerors meet the evaluation criteria contained in the solicitation.  Evaluators are required to individually rate proposals and prepare narrative descriptions of the offerors’ strengths, weaknesses, deficiencies, and those areas requiring clarification. 

In evaluating the non-cost portion of the proposals, SSEB members are expected to perform individual evaluations that result in strengths, weaknesses, ratings, and rating rationales for all areas the evaluator is assigned to review.  The evaluation produced will be used in the caucus process where the individual evaluations will be compared and differences between the individual evaluations resolved.  The individual evaluator is responsible for documenting strengths and weaknesses in each proposal.  The documentation of the strength or weakness should be complete and written so that it can be understood by another person reading it.  The strength or weakness must directly relate to the established evaluation criteria, clearly identify the issue, and explain why it is a good or bad thing or explain the impact or result of the issue.


After identifying all the strengths and weaknesses associated with the factor or sub-factor being evaluated for the offeror, the evaluator will assign merit and/or confidence rating based on the strengths or weaknesses identified.  The evaluator must also provide a rationale for the rating assigned.  The rationale is not simply a regurgitation of the strengths and weaknesses, but an assessment by the evaluator, using the strengths and weaknesses, as to how the offeror’s proposal fits within the definitions for the rating assigned.

6.3 Caucus Evaluation


After the evaluators have completed their evaluations for all factors for all offerors, the SSEB Chair will convene a caucus to review and reconcile differences in the individual evaluations.  Those strengths, weaknesses, and deficiencies agreed to by the evaluators during caucus become the consensus findings.  Ratings and rationales for each factor are then determined not by averaging the ratings assigned by the individual evaluators, but must be based on the caucus approved strengths, weaknesses, and deficiencies.  The caucus results are what are briefed to the SSA.

7.0 Evaluator Documentation

7.1 Definitions

To attain as much consistency as possible in the rating process it is necessary for evaluators to apply consistent standards.  This consistency requires clear definitions and terms used by all the evaluators.  

Strength:
A significant outstanding or exceptional aspect of a proposal that exceeds the minimum evaluation standard.

Significant Strength: An outstanding or exceptional aspect of a proposal that appreciably increases the Government’s confidence in the offeror’s ability to successfully perform contract requirements.

Weakness: A flaw in the proposal that decreases the Government’s confidence in the offeror’s ability to successfully perform contract requirements.

Significant Weakness: A proposal flaw that appreciably increases the chance of unsuccessful performance.

Deficiency: An aspect of the proposal that fails to satisfy the Government’s minimum requirements or a combination of significant weaknesses in a proposal that raises the risk of unsuccessful contract performance to an unacceptable level.

7.2 Documentation Wording

When writing strengths, weaknesses, or rating rationales, evaluators should use appropriate words to help convey what they are trying to say.  For strengths and weaknesses, the wording should contain quantitative or qualitative type adjectives, and not contain emotionally charged words or phrases, such as “stinks” or “wonderful”.  Examples of qualitative or quantitative words are:

	Complete
	
	Lacking
	
	Deficient

	Thorough
	
	Inadequate
	
	Flawed

	Adequate
	
	Unacceptable
	
	Impaired

	Acceptable
	
	Imaginative
	
	Scarce

	Incomplete
	
	Solid
	
	Insufficient

	
	
	Sufficient
	
	


When writing the rating rationale, the wording should match the level of the rating being assigned.  For example, it would not be appropriate to assign an “Excellent” rating but use wording that conveys levels less than the one assigned, such as “adequate” or insufficient”.  Examples of assigning words to go with the different rating levels are:

	Outstanding/ High Confidence Words
	Excellent/ Significant Confidence Words
	Acceptable/ Confidence Words

	  Exceptional
	  Excellent
	      Adequate

	  Superior
	  Admirable
	      Acceptable

	  Complete
	  Commendable
	      Sufficient

	  Outstanding
	
	      Thorough


	Marginal/ 

Little Confidence Words
	Unacceptable/

No Confidence Words

	  Inadequate
	    Unacceptable

	  Insufficient
	    Scarce

	  Incomplete
	    Flawed

	  Impaired
	    Deficient


8.0 SSA Documentation

8.1 SSA Briefing


After the caucus is complete, the SSEB will present a briefing to the SSA explaining the results of their evaluation.  The briefing will be a stand-alone document covering the all evaluation findings and not be supplemented by a more detailed report.  The SSEB Chair and Contracting Officer oversee the preparation of this material. The briefing will include background information, such as the source selection organization and schedule, a description of the evaluation factors, submission requirements, and evaluation criteria, and definitions.  The consensus evaluation results for each evaluation factor/ sub-factor for each offeror will be presented, including all strengths, weaknesses, deficiencies, ratings, and rating rationales.  

The briefing should not identify offerors by name, but identify the offeror by a randomly assigned letter designation (Offeror A, Offeror B, etc.).  The identity of the offerors should not be revealed to the SSA until after the SSA has made their decision. This will prevent any prejudice or preference based on knowledge of any offeror (by their name or reputation) to inadvertently become part of the SSA’s deliberations. 

In this briefing, the SSEB will only present their findings, and will not compare or rank the offerors, or provide a recommendation to the SSA on his decision.  Following receipt of the SSEB briefing, the SSA will compare competing proposals.  Here the SSA compares proposals on the basis of all evaluation factors and assesses how respective proposal strengths, weaknesses, risks, and cost will impact the specific objectives of the acquisition.  The SSA may request addition SSEB analysis.  The SSEB ratings are merely guides for the SSA to make his decision.  The decisive element is not any difference in ratings but the SSA’s judgment of the significance of such differences based on an integrated comparative assessment.  Best value selections are based on the tradeoff process.  There is no formula for the SSA to follow.  The SSA must make a reasonable business judgment in making any tradeoffs.  Ultimately the SSA will make an independent judgment and best value selection.  (See Annex I for a sample SSA Decision Briefing)

8.2 Source Selection Decision Memorandum


It is essential to document the SSA’s decision with a detailed narrative explanation of the relevant facts and supporting rationale for the selection in the SSA’s Decision Memorandum.  Stating conclusions based on ratings alone are not adequate.  The justification for any tradeoff must clearly state what benefits or advantages the Government anticipates and why this course of action is in the Government’s best interests.  The best value selection should be consistent with the objectives and circumstances of the acquisition and the relative rankings of the criteria.  The Decision Memorandum becomes part of the official contract file and may even be released to the public or used in the debriefing process provided that any information it may contain that is protected by the Freedom of Information Act is excised.  (See Annex J for a sample Source Selection Decision Memorandum)

9.0 Discussions

The SSA may decide that there is insufficient information available to make a decision.  This would require the Contracting Officer to establish a competitive range and conduct discussions. 

 
When a competitive range is established, negotiations or discussions are conducted in accordance with FAR 15.306(d).  The Contracting Officer shall discuss the aspects of each offeror’s proposal that could be altered or explained to enhance the offeror’s chance of being the successful offeror.  Offerors may be requested to respond to the finding identified to them orally in face-to-face discussions, in writing, or both.  Multiple rounds of discussions may be required.


When discussions are concluded, the Contracting Officer will request the offerors to submit their final proposal revisions (FPR).  The FPR request letter should include submission instructions as to what topics to address (or ask for a complete proposal resubmission), page limits, and a FPR due date.  (See Annex K for a sample FPR request letter)


If discussions are conducted, the evaluation process repeats itself in a streamlined fashion; each evaluator reviews the FPR submissions independently, and a revised set of individual ratings is produced.  A second caucus is conducted to determine revised strengths, weaknesses, deficiencies, and merit and confidence ratings and rationales.  When the FPR caucus is completed, another briefing is prepared for the SSA.  

10.0 Debriefings for Offerors

All offerors should be strongly encouraged to receive a debriefing.  In two-phase evaluations, pre-award debriefings should be offered to both the unsuccessful offerors as well as the successful offerors at the completion of Phase I.  Upon completion of Phase II, post-award debriefings should be offered to all Phase II offerors and any Phase I offerors who chose to wait until the conclusion of Phase II for a debriefing instead of receiving a pre-award debrief at the conclusion of Phase I.  Offerors must request a debriefing in writing in accordance with any limitations stated in their notice letters.  Pre-award debriefings may be conducted for offerors who withdraw after receiving a “non-viable” advisory letter.

10.1 Purpose

A debriefing is a meeting between the Government and an offeror to discuss that offeror’s proposal.  The debriefings give offerors an opportunity for feedback regarding their proposals and the entire source selection process.  The debriefing identifies the SSEB’s evaluation of the proposal as reported to the SSA to show that the proposals were evaluated according to the solicitation’s evaluation factors and, thereby, reduce misunderstandings and protests.  The objective of the debriefing is for the offeror to leave the debriefing with the belief that the Government fully understood and fairly evaluated their proposal.

10.2 Presentation


The debriefing may be conducted in a face-to-face setting.  The offeror should be asked for a list of offeror personnel who will attend the debriefing to ensure the Government provides adequate space in the debriefing room.  The Contracting Officer is responsible for chairing debriefings; however the same individuals who conducted the evaluations shall attend the debriefing and provide support to the Contracting Officer.  .  Offerors may have a copy of the debriefing charts.  

10.3 Content


The debriefing is essentially the same presentation as presented to the SSA.  The same charts used to brief the SSA form the core of the debriefings to ensure the integrity of the debriefing process.  Pre-award debriefings will contain only information relating to the unsuccessful offeror’s proposal.  (See Annex L for sample pre-award debriefing slides) Post-award debriefings will contain the unsuccessful offeror’s information as well as the overall ratings for the successful offeror’s proposal.  Ratings for other unsuccessful offerors will not be revealed.  The debriefing to the successful offeror will only contain information concerning the successful proposal.  Debriefings to any offeror may indicate the overall ranking of all offerors, if any ranking was developed.  (See Annex M for sample post-award debriefing slides)


It is important to prepare carefully for all debriefings.  If there is a noticeable lack of Government preparation it is likely that the offeror will leave the debriefing with very little confidence in the result or fairness of the source selection.  Debriefings should candidly explain the results of the Government’s evaluation without making point-by-point comparisons with other proposals.  The unsuccessful offeror should be fully informed of the strengths and weaknesses of their proposal so they will understand the basis for the SSA’s decision.  During the debriefing, the Government should respond as candidly as possible to questions about the evaluation findings, but should not debate the findings with the offeror. 

The debriefing should contain charts that explain what the debriefing will and will not contain and that indicate specific areas where the offeror could make improvements.  The last chart should state that the briefing is concluded.  (See Annex N for samples of these debriefing charts)

The Contracting Officer should include a debriefing memorandum in the contract file for each debriefing.  This memorandum should, as a minimum, list all persons attending the debriefing, summarize information discussed, include copies of any slides used, and discuss the substance of the questions and answers that arose during the debriefing.
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