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The Study
Over the last several years, as part of its 

human capital initiatives, the Office of the 

Under Secretary of Defense (Acquisition, 

Technology, and Logistics), in conjunction 

with the Defense Acquisition University 

(DAU), has been conducting competency as-

sessments of various acquisition functional 

communities (e.g., acquisition and program 

management, contracting, life cycle 

logistics). Dave Ahern, director, Portfolio 

Systems Acquisition, Office of the Assistant 

Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, the 

functional advisor for acquisition and pro-

gram management, oversaw the conduct of 

an initial program management compe-

tency assessment, with a goal of reaching 

1,300 employees. The survey instrument 

was sent to 4,271 randomly identified 

professionals. 1,568 employees completed 

the assessment, for a total response rate 

of 36.7 percent. The results of the survey 

provided information for the Office of the 

Secretary of Defense to adjust human 

capital strategies and organizational level 

decision-making in such areas as:

�� Education, training, and development 

modification based on learner  

characteristics;

�� Targeted recruitment and retention to 

shore up strengths or heal weaknesses 

in workforce or at the command level;

�� Conduct strategic human capital  

planning;

�� Workforce/manpower allocations; and

�� Other resource allocations.1  

However, Ahern wanted even more insight 

into the competency level of the functional 

community, so he directed the Office of the 

Secretary of Defense’s “Program Manage-

ment Certification Study,” which was 

developed, conducted, and prepared by 

the DAU, with representatives of academia 

and industry. The study was much more 

targeted than the initial assessment. It 

consisted of two parts. One part was a 

set of more specific questions, provided 

to a targeted group of program executive 

officers and program managers. The other 

part consisted of in-depth interviews with 

program executive officers and program 

managers. FIGURE 1 on page 24 shows the 

distribution of “yes” answers to the ques-

tion, “Is acquisition training sufficiently 

practical and comprehensive (other than on-

the-job training) to enable you to manage or 

deal effectively with this challenge?” Note 

that the “yes” answers to “contracting chal-

lenges” constitute the second highest of all 

the 22 generic challenges. Nonetheless, 59 

percent may still be considered a relatively 

low number. In point of fact, it might only 

be considered adequate because of the deci-

sion of the study team to draw the line of 

demarcation at items having more than 50 

percent “yes” respondents.

That said, one might think that program 

executive officers and program managers 

who took the survey are sanguine about 

their knowledge of contracting. Not so, as 

indicated by a number of comments that 

came out in the in-depth interviews. Sample 

interviewee comments include the following:

�� “[Department of Defense program man-

agers (PMs)] often have significantly less 

knowledge and experience in contract-

ing than their contractor counterparts. 

PMs need to be trained to read and un-

derstand the contracts relating to their 

acquisition program. They need training 

in the process of contracting as well as 

in the mechanics of contracting.”

�� “PMs need to have sufficient depth in 

contracting to be able to have an  

intelligent discussion with their con-

tracting officers and to know where a 
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contracting officer does and does not 

have flexibility on a contract.”

�� “PMs should be trained to a higher level 

of competence in contract incentives, 

including a) award fees and b) how 

government contributions to contrac-

tor overhead costs on a contract can 

reverse the intended effects (low fees 

undermine contract incentives).”

�� “My PM contracting training was only 

in the fundamentals; little training in 

incentives or in contracting strategies. 

PMs need more training to deal with 

contracting strategies and the intrica-

cies of negotiations.”

�� “PMs need to be trained in ways to 

provide contractors candid feedback on 

[cost plus award fee] contracts.”2

Critical to our discussion are the comments 

that indicate that program managers don’t 

understand contracting officers. This is a 

communication issue, and communication 

is a two-way street.  

Based on the integrated analysis of the sur-

veys and the interviews, the study recom-

mended the following:

�� Program managers need additional 

training in industry practices, includ-

ing factors that motivate contractors 

and ways in which program managers 

can use incentives to achieve better 

program performance for the govern-

ment customer;

�� Additional earned value training with 

applications, combined with experi-

ence in financial management, is nec-

essary to enable program managers to 

use predictive indicators to anticipate 

program challenges, assess more accu-

rately the condition of their programs, 

and deal more effectively with financial 

problems; and

�� Additional training and experience in 

contracting is necessary for program 

managers to deal more effectively with 

contracting officers and contractors.3  

So, how do we go about providing that 

additional training on dealing more ef-

fectively with contracting officers called 

for in the above recommendation? Well, 

for my part, when the DAU study team 

briefed Ahern on the study findings, he 

personally told me that I had to work on 

making that happen. I’ve gone about 

doing that in two ways. The first was to 

introduce the topic into the contracting 

portions of the program management 

courses that my teaching partner and 

I support in DAU’s Defense Systems 

Management College. The second is this 

article, as well as a companion piece, 

“Knowing and Loving Your Contracting Of-

ficer,” to be published as a two-part series 

in Defense AT&L, where it would be more 

likely to be seen by program managers.  

The Relationship
I find it fascinating, personally, that 

the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) 

defines such terms as “affiliates,” “busi-

ness partner network,” “irrevocable 

letter of credit,” “neutral person,” and 

“ozone-depleting substance,” even differen-

tiating between “classified acquisition” and 

“classified contract,” but does not define 

“program manager.” Luckily, the Department 

of Defense does:

The Program Manager (PM) is the desig-

nated individual with responsibility for and 

authority to accomplish program objectives 

for development, production, and sustain-

ment to meet the user’s operational needs. 

The PM shall be accountable for credible 

cost, schedule, and performance reporting 

to the [milestone decision authority].4

The term “contracting officer” is defined in  

the FAR:

“Contracting officer” means a person with 

the authority to enter into, administer, and/

or terminate contracts and make related 

determinations and findings. The term 

includes certain authorized representatives 

of the contracting officer acting within the 

limits of their authority as delegated by the 

contracting officer.5

Interestingly enough, the only thing that 

keeps a program manager from being a 

contracting officer’s representative and, 

therefore, technically, a “contracting officer,” 

is the requirement that he or she be desig-

nated and authorized in writing. Although 

nobody ever wants to address the question, a 

program manager is the contracting officer’s 

representative, sans portfolio. I suspect 

that the relationships between contracting 

officers and program managers are governed 

by how they view this relationship. I would 

posit that the worst contracting officers 

believe this to be true, and the best program 

managers believe this to be true. It all gets 

to the issue of who is in charge. Who does 

the contract belong to? Some contracting of-

ficers will say that it belongs to them. Some 

program managers will say it belongs to 

them. Although some of you might believe 

that this is like trying to decide whether the 

glass is half full or half empty, it is not. If 

you look at Block 27 of a Standard Form 33, 

“Solicitation, Offer, and Award,” you’ll find 

that the truth of the matter is that it belongs 

to the United States, although it has been 

signed by a contracting officer. 

knowing and loving your program manager: a guide for contracting officers
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Who is in charge? Part of the reason 

contracting officers might believe they are 

the top dog is that the term “contracting of-

ficer” appears 5,381 times in the FAR, while 

the term “program manager” appears a 

mere seven times. If it would help program 

managers feel better, the term “systems en-

gineer” does not appear in the FAR. But, it’s 

not about the contracting officer, program 

manager, systems engineer, or any other 

functional personnel, it’s about the Acquisi-

tion Team. And yes, “Acquisition Team” is 

captitalized in the FAR: 

The Acquisition Team consists of all partici-

pants in government acquisition including 

not only representatives of the technical, sup-

ply, and procurement communities, but also 

the customers they serve and the contractors 

who provide the products and services.6  

However, that is only part of the story, 

because our world of acquisition is not gov-

erned only by the FAR. In the Department 

of the Defense, the program manager must 

be intimately familiar with the “5000 Series” 

of documents (i.e., Department of Defense 

Directive 5000.01, “The Defense Acquisition 

System”; Department of Defense Instruction 

5000.02, “Operation of the Defense Acquisi-

tion System”; and the Defense Acquisition 

Guidebook). Just as the FAR defines the 

world of acquisition for the contracting 

officer, the 5000 Series defines the world of 

acquisition for the program manager, and 

in this world, the program manager is king 

(see FIGURE 2 on page 25).

So, in the 5000 Series the “PM” is the  

clear winner.

One of the comments we often hear from 

program managers is, “My contracting 

officer is always saying no.” There may be 

a reason for that, because although the 

FAR is a very permissive document, “no” 

appears 1,150 times. Even if you exclude 

the 149 instances where that is the ab-

breviation for “number,” that leaves a lot 

of no’s. That isn’t even counting “prohibit,” 

“prohibits,” “prohibited,” “shall not,” “may 

not,” “none,” etc. The counts for those ap-

pear in FIGURE 3 on page 25. Unfortunately, 

of the 612 times the word “yes” appears, 

610 are in check blocks for contractor 

responses in provisions or clauses or in 

the “Clause Matrix,” used for selecting 

provisions and clauses. There are only two 

other places where the term “yes” appears, 

both references to the “yes” radio button 

on FedBizOpps.

Does that mean the FAR is to be used to 

say no? Just the opposite. The statement of 

guiding principles for the federal acquisition 

system included the following statement at 

FAR 1.102-4(e):

The FAR outlines procurement policies and 

procedures that are used by members of 

the Acquisition Team. If a policy or proce-

dure, or a particular strategy or practice, 

is in the best interest of the government 

and is not specifically addressed in the 

FAR, nor prohibited by law (statute or case 

law), executive order, or other regulation, 

government members of the team should 

not assume it is prohibited. Rather, ab-

sence of direction should be interpreted as 

permitting the team to innovate and use 

sound business judgment that is otherwise 

consistent with law and within the limits 

of their authority. Contracting officers 

should take the lead in encouraging busi-

ness process innovations and ensuring that 

business decisions are sound.7

That language is the license to say “yes,” 

and the contracting officer is to take the 

lead in getting there. So how do the pro-

gram manager and the contracting officer 

get to yes?  

knowing and loving your program manager: a guide for contracting officers
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Playing Well With Others
Former Israeli military leader and politician 

Moshe Dayan once said: “[I]f you want to 

make peace, you don’t talk to your friends. 

You talk to your enemies.”8 With that admo-

nition in mind, let me offer some sugges-

tions to contracting officers.

The Contracting Officer’s  
Reading Program 
All contracting officers that are doing 

systems acquisition with the Department of 

Defense should read Department of Defense 

Directive 5000.01, “The Defense Acquisi-

tion System” (10 pages); Department of 

Defense Instruction 5000.02, “Operation of 

the Defense Acquisition System” (80 pages); 

and the Defense Acquisition Guidebook (966 

pages). After all, these documents contain 

the Department of Defense implementation 

of FAR 34.003(a) and the Office of Manage-

ment and Budget Circular A-109, “Major 

System Acquisitions.” That would be 1,056 

pages to implement one sentence in the FAR. 

Now, that may seem to be a lot of reading, 

and it is. Especially when you consider the 

fact that the 5000 Series is only the starting 

point. A program manager’s responsibilities 

cut across multiple acquisition functional 

areas (e.g., business, contracting, facilities 

engineering, industrial property, information 

technology, life cycle logistics, production, 

quality, manufacturing, systems planning, 

research, development, engineering, test 

and evaluation, requirements management) 

and require knowledge of a number of eso-

teric documents, ranging from CJCS Instruc-

tion 3170.01, “Joint Capabilities Integration 

and Development System” to DOD-HDBK-743, 

“Anthropometry of U.S. Military Person-

nel,” with stops in between for many more 

(e.g., The Program Manager’s Guide to the 

Was Acquisition Training Sufficiently Practical and Comprehensive? Yes
Responding to military service inquiries. 63%

Contracting challenges. 59%

Understanding and using government financial reports. 55%

Responding to Office of the Secretary of Defense inquiries. 55%

Systems engineering challenges. 53%

Responding to inquiries from outside the Department of Defense. 53%

Changes in technical requirements 51%

Test and evaluation challenges. 51%

Risk management challenges. 49%

Source selection challenges. 45%

Logistics challenges. 45%

Changes in directed funding. 43%

Technical failures. 43%

Changes in directed schedules. 41%

Dealing with user requirements. 41%

Understanding and using contractor financial reports. 39%

Earned value challenges. 37%

Overseeing contractor performance. 31%

Cost estimating challenges. 27%

Software management challenges. 25%

Cost control challenges. 25%

Unexpected cost growth. 14%

Source: Office of the Secretary of Defense, “Study of Program Manager Training and Experience,” vol. 1 of 2, prepared by the DAU with representatives of academia 
and industry (July 1, 2009): 5.

Figure 1. Percent of Interviewees Answering “Yes” to whether Acquisition Training was  
Sufficiently Practical and Comprehensive
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Integrated Baseline; the DOD Earned Value 

Management Implementation Guide; the 

SEP Preparation Guide; the Product Support 

BCA Guidebook; the ANSI/EIA-649 National 

Consensus Standard for CM; DODD 4151.18, 

“Maintenance of Military Materiel”; DODI 

4151.22, “Condition-Based Maintenance Plus 

(CBM+) for Materiel Maintenance”; DODI 

8320.04, “Item Unique Identification (IUID) 

Standards for Tangible Personal Property”; 

etc.). In many ways, this drives them to be 

a jack of all trades, but a master of none. I 

would not recommend these as required 

reading for contracting officers.

A contracting officer must be able to 

integrate functional inputs into a solicita-

tion and the resulting contract. However, 

a program manager must ensure that 

those inputs are developed, deconflicted, 

coordinated, and submitted to the contract-

ing officer. Also, after contract award, the 

program manager must effectively manage 

them on contract.

Understand Your Program  
Manager's Environment 
Recognize that your program manager oper-

ates in a complex and ever-changing envi-

ronment. The discussion immediately above 

was about the 5000 Series. And, although 

those documents might be the central focus 

of the program manager’s role, it is actually 

only the tip of the iceberg. The program 

manager gets guidance and oversight from 

all sorts of different places. The U.S. Consti-

tution divides the government up into three 

pieces that the program manager must bear 

heed to: the Legislative Branch, the Execu-

tive Branch, and the Judicial Branch.

The Legislative Branch
Yes, Congress has the “power of the purse 

strings,” which has an incredible impact on 

acquisition programs, but Congress affects 

acquisition in other ways, both directly and 

indirectly. It does so directly through the 

passage of legislation. For instance, the 

annual National Defense Authorization Act 

usually lays out the panoply of acquisition 

reform legislation in Title VIII, “Acquisition 

Matters.” Between fiscal years 1994 and 

2011, Title VIII averaged 36 sections per year. 

There are also specific pieces of legisla-

tion, like Public Law 103-355, the “Federal 

Acquisition Streamlining Act of 1994,” which 

contained 203 Sections. It does so indirectly 

through direct oversight and through the 

U.S. Government Accountability Office, 

which reviews programs and processes. 

They are the keeper of the “high risk” list— 

a list of federal programs and operations at 

“high risk” for waste, fraud, abuse, and mis-

management or needing broad-based trans-

formation. “Department of Defense Weapon 

System Acquisition” and “Department of 

Defense Contract Management” happen 

to be two items on the list. Unfortunately, 

items seem to check in frequently on this 

list, but rarely ever check out. Department 

of Defense Weapon System Acquisition  

has been on the list since 1990 and  

DOD Directive 5000.01 DOD Instruction 5000.02
Defense Acquisition 
Guidebook

Program Manager 1 6 726

Contracting Officer 0 2 35

PM 21 131 579

PCO or CO 0 0 PCO-1, CO-2

Figure 2. 

“No” 1,150
“No.” (abbreviation for “Number”) 149
“Prohibit” 17
“Prohibits” 13
“Prohibited” 74
“Shall Not” 730
“May Not” 133
“None” 55
“Yes” 612

Figure 3. frequency of certain terms in the FAr
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Department of Defense Contract Manage-

ment has been on the list since 1992. In 

addition, the Government Accountability 

Office affects acquisition because of its 

authority to hear protests and its reviews of 

major system acquisition programs.9 

The Executive Branch
In the Executive Branch, we begin at the top, 

with the president of the United States. The 

president may issue Executive Orders that 

have an impact on acquisition.

The Administrative Procedure Act (APA)10 is the 

U.S. federal law that governs the way in which 

administrative agencies of the federal govern-

ment of the United States may propose 

and establish regulations. The act is the 

authority behind our regulations, but it is 

also the authority behind issuances of other 

departments and agencies (e.g., Department 

of Labor, Small Business Administration, Office 

of Federal Contract Compliance Programs, 

General Services Administration), which the 

program manager must follow, even if they 

are not incorporated into any standard De-

partment of Defense directives and instruc-

tions. Some may argue that this also sets up 

a process for the U.S. federal courts to directly 

review agency decisions. 

The Office of Management and Budget 

(OMB) and its acquisition arm, the Office of 

Federal Procurement Policy (OFPP), estab-

lish all sorts of requirements, and provide 

all sorts of guidance. The requirements and 

guidance come in the form of OMB Circulars 

and OFPP Policy Letters and Memoranda.

The Executive Branch also has administrative 

forums for hearing contractor claims under 

the Contract Disputes Act.11 For those of us 

in the Department of Defense, that would be 

the Armed Services Board of Contract Appeals 

(ASBCA). The majority of matters on the 

ASBCA’s docket involve appeals by contrac-

tors from government contracting officers’ 

final decisions or failures to issue decisions, 

which, nonetheless, have a big impact on the 

program manager and his or her program.

The Judicial Branch
As discussed above, the APA gives the U.S. 

federal courts the authority to directly re-

view agency decisions. What does that mean 

to the program manager? It means that they 

have to keep up with decisions of Court of 

Federal Claims, District Court, Court of Ap-

peals, and the Supreme Court. For instance, 

the Court of Federal Claims, in addition to 

the comptroller general, can protest cases 

knowing and loving your program manager: a guide for contracting officers
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here. In addition, that same Court can hear 

contractor claims cases. If you’re acquisi-

tion is personally involved, it can be quite 

traumatic. In a worst case example, the A-12 

Avenger II acquisition has been in almost 

continuous litigation since the secretary of 

defense canceled the program on January 7, 

1991, for breach of contract.

Invite Your Program Manager  
to the Party  
At the DAU, we joke about there being only 

two schoolhouse answers to any acquisition 

question: either “It depends” or “Up front 

and early on.” Well, the contracting officer 

needs to get involved with the program 

manager in the acquisition up front and 

early on. I’d suggest that point is when the 

requirement first arrives, and before pen is 

put to paper on any documentation. 

Tie Yourself at the Hip, You Already  
Are Anyway
I consider the Medium Launch Vehicle  

Program, part of the Department of De-

fense Space Launch Recovery Program,  

designed to help recover access to space 

after the Challenger accident, to be one 

of the most successful programs I ever 

worked on, and there was only one office 

between the program manager and me,  

his chief of staff. Whenever the program 

manager went on a temporary duty as-

signment, his first question was, “Should I 

have orders cut for you?” 

Make a Date and Mark it on  
the Calendar
The program manager, the contracting offi-

cer, and other key members of the Acquisi-

tion Team should meet regularly and often. 

The FAR discusses the team at FAR 1.102-3:

The purpose of defining the Federal Acquisi-

tion Team in the Guiding Principles is to 

ensure that participants in the system are 

identified beginning with the customer and 

ending with the contractor of the product 

or service. By identifying the team members 

in this manner, teamwork, unity of purpose, 

and open communication among the 

members of the team in sharing the vision 

and achieving the goal of the system are 

encouraged. Individual team members will 

participate in the acquisition process at the 

appropriate time.12  

How regularly and how often they meet  

depends on the individual requirements 

of the program. At the extreme end of the 

“meeting scale” was the medium launch 

vehicle, where we had a daily “stand-up”  

in the program manager’s office and a 

weekly “sit-down” extended staff and  

status meeting. 

Establish a Standard Operating 
Procedure
Acquisition is a paper-driven process, 

whether we like it or not. My father used 

to say, “When the weight of the paper 

equals the weight of the ship, it’s time to 

launch.” Dad was an optimist. The program 

manager and the contracting officer should 

establish a standard operating procedure 

that addresses what constitutes a complete 

acquisition package to kick-off a contract 

action. In addition, it should address all the 

knowing and loving your program manager: a guide for contracting officers
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items in a contract file that require program 

management input (e.g., requirements 

document, new start validation, market 

research, acquisition plan, organizational 

conflict of interest, etc.). One other thing 

that the standard operating procedure 

might contain is a set of “normal” timelines 

for various kinds of contract actions.  

Negotiate a Contract
Although the standard operating procedure 

has that set of normal timelines, each 

contract action is unique. On large dollar 

or critical actions, I’d recommend that the 

program manager and contracting officer 

negotiate a contract that identifies each 

piece of documentation required for the 

contract file; identifies the final approval 

authority, if any; assigns responsibility for 

its development and coordination; and cre-

ates a due date for when each piece will be 

provided to the contracting officer. 

A contract file requires a lot of documenta-

tion, and the program manager has a key 

role in much of that documentation. FIGURE 

4 on page 28 is just one page from a con-

tract file content index, with the items that 

require program manager input highlighted 

in yellow. Program managers and contract-

ing officers must work together; it’s an im-

perative.13 The contract should be signed by 

both the program manager and contracting 

officer, and then the work effort should be 

managed to the contract. This can be a very 

effective tool. On one program in which the 

program manager and I had a contract, the 

first time a milestone was missed, I called 

the O-6 program manager and told him he 

was in breach of contract. Five minutes later, 

I had a call from a very anxious major asking 

me to never, ever, do that again. I told him 

that if he never missed another delivery, I 

wouldn’t have to. He never did. What goes 

along with this contract is the knowledge 

that when a program manager and a con-

tracting officer keep their promises to one 

another, it makes for a much more efficient 

and effective organization, and a happier 

relationship, in addition to the knowledge 

that if they have to rewrite the contract, 

they will do so together.

Day-for-Day Slips   
This happens to be a pet peeve of mine that 

I believe needs addressing. I don’t know 

how many times I’ve heard, upon delivery of 

an acquisition package that may have been 

in development in the program office for a 

year or more, that failure to meet the “cur-

rent” schedule would constitute a day-for-

day slip. Trust me when I say that the fact 

that an important document languished in 

the program manager’s in-box awaiting sig-

nature for two weeks while he went salmon 

fishing in Alaska, hunting in Saskatchewan, 

skiing in Aspen, or sailing in Bermuda does 

not constitute a day-for-day slip on my part. 

Remember the contract? Remember about 

keeping promises? However, as a contract-

ing officer I have a responsibility to work 

with my program manager up front and 

early on to ensure that we never get to such 

a pass; to ensure that documentation is 

completed in a timely fashion and that re-

work, if any, is kept to an absolute minimum.

Bottom Line
Will all of these things help the contracting 

officer know and love the program man-

ager? To paraphrase Lt. Barney Greenwald 

from the climactic scene of the film The 

Caine Mutiny, “You don’t support your 

program manager because you like him; 

you support him because he’s got the job or 

you’re no good!”14 Of course, it does help if 

you like him or her. What I have outlined are 

just the critical first steps that must be tak-

en in what Dr. Charles E. Osgood, director of 

the Institute of Communications Research, 

would have called “Graduated Reciprocation 

in Tension-reduction,” or GRIT—his approach 

to reverse the nuclear arms race.15 So, all 

you contracting officers just grit your teeth 

and do it, and all you program managers,  

do the same. CM
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