
3/13/2019  

Innovation Inspiration: It’s Here  

by Melissa Martin, VAO Director; and Shana Blayney, VAO Program Manager 

For those of us looking for inspiration, or proof that innovation is happening all around us — in a government 
setting, no less — the Acquisition Excellence conference was the place to be this week. The setting: the heart 
of downtown Washington, D.C. The theme: acquisition innovation in action (note the emphasis!). The 
speakers: an all-star cast of government visionaries.  

From the opening sentiments to the closing call to action, it was made clear that innovation is not just the 
latest buzzword; it’s a cultural change that begins with leadership belief and support, praising those who seek 
to make the government better every day. 

Key themes from the event: 

 Innovation can happen anywhere and come from anyone. It isn’t born in a lab, nor does it need a hip 
environment to thrive. Sure, it can be fun to have a foosball table in the break room or bring your 
labradoodle to work, but those aren’t necessary ingredients for being creative. Instead, innovation is a 
combination of defining your problem statement, understanding your risk tolerance level, tenaciously 
gathering market intelligence, and leaving room for nontraditional approaches. 

 Dip more than a toe in the water. There’s no shortage of trailblazers in the government, each with lessons 
learned and best practices to share. In fact, entire organizations are ready to help you try new procurement 
approaches. Let the team at Challenge.gov help you decide if a prize competition is right for you. Or visit with 
Special Operations Command’s (SOCOM’s) Special Operations Force Acquisition, Technology, and Logistics 
(SOF AT&L) and find out how the SOFWERX program can help with rapid prototyping, hackathons, and other 
means to accelerate your acquisition. 

 It’s NOT risky business. In fact, leveraging innovation can help you reduce risk in some cases. For example, 
prize competitions have a rigorous set of rules that keep the competition fair and the price fixed, and 
detailed reports on conducted competitions are sent to Congress every two years. However, it’s wise to take 
a balanced approach to integrating more innovation and experimentation so you don’t turn your 
environment completely on its head. Conceptualize a long-term view and take incremental steps toward that 
change, ensuring that normal operations continue to function and achieve necessary results in the meantime. 

 Collaboration is key. Acquisition is a team sport, so involve all players from the beginning. As contracting 
professionals, you should become familiar with your programs’ missions so you are knowledgeable about 
their requirements. This insight will be valuable as you coordinate with finance, industry, and contracting 
officer’s representatives (CORs). And don’t just think in terms of collaboration between individuals: 
Promoting collaboration across agencies and examining where there is a common need will foster creative 
solutions to spend the government’s money more effectively. 

 Category management is stronger than ever. The General Services Administration (GSA) recently reported 
that federal agencies met or exceeded a number of key category management (CatMan) fiscal year (FY) 2018 
performance goals. When considering how best to integrate CatMan into your acquisition operations, take a 
page from Air Force’s playbook: The service observed strategic sourcing initiatives that faltered without a 
robust supporting structure. When standing up its own CatMan efforts, Air Force took the time to identify 
and task the right organization with ownership of the program and ensure responsibility for its success. 

 Nickels and dimes aren’t all you should be counting. You need to flip your mindset from measuring success 
by whether you can stay within the confines of your budget to whether you are able to deliver the best 
mission capability within your budget. You can stay under budget and still spend unwisely! Your focus should 
be on how well spending advances your mission: Think quality over quantity. 



 Change management is challenging. Remember: It’s a culture change, and that takes time. It is crucial that 
agencies not only promote innovative contracting but also live it. Take the example of the Department of 
Homeland Security’s (DHS’s) Procurement Innovation Lab (PIL): It has created a culture that not only 
promotes innovation from the highest levels of leadership down, but continually focuses on innovation in 
action as a business practice. It is part of the group’s culture now, and that’s a key reason it is so successful. 

Innovation can happen; you just need to think outside the box and be willing to start by taking small risks. 
Other transaction authority (OTA), software-as-a-service (SaaS), agile, CatMan, and prize competitions just 
scratch the surface. Get inspired and think creatively about how you can be an agent for change in your 
organization! 


