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May 2020 

OVERVIEW 
The President’s Management Agenda (PMA) lays out a vision for modernizing the federal government in 

key areas that will improve the ability to deliver mission outcomes, provide excellent service, and 

effectively steward taxpayer dollars on behalf of the American people.  The need to modernize the 

Federal government’s legacy infrastructure, IT Modernization, is one of the critical drivers under the 

PMA.  IT Modernization is the technological backbone of how government serves the public.  

Successful IT Modernization to revolutionize the administration of government depends crucially and 

vitally on the transformation of the federal acquisition system to enable the bureaucracy to exploit 

industry’s rapidly evolving business and technology capabilities and incentives. Government is 

surrounded by a turbulent sea of disruptive market changes which are fundamental sources of future 

capabilities to deliver missions in national defense and economic security.  Acquisition professionals 

across government are working to adapt the system to test new methods and take managed risks to 

gain access to the fruits of industry’s innovations of the past and the future.  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 
In early 2018, the Executive Committee of ACT-IAC concurred that the need to accelerate acquisition 

innovation was a top priority to enable IT Modernization, the nervous system of mission delivery in 

organizations. Government organizations do not work in a vacuum, they are intimately engaged with 

businesses and rely on the products and services of industry. Increasingly significant business 

disruptions in the marketplace demand that the rule-driven business of government be adapted to meet 

the market.  Innovative companies have many opportunities outside the federal marketplace to grow. 

They find government’s business rules without commercial counterparts – complex, costly and not 

value-added. Government buyers are recognizing that is the case and they are taking action to 

modernize and streamline their business practices. How do government’s early adopters of these 

innovations discover and adapt such initiatives to their own use?  How could ACT-IAC help speed up the 

adoption to reach a tipping point of innovative problem solving in acquisition and contracting? 

ACTIONS TAKEN   

Project Design 
The Institute for Innovation commissioned an acquisition innovation project under the leadership of Tim 

Cooke, who previously led multiple Acquisition Excellence conferences on behalf of ACT-IAC.  He reached 

out to Lesley Field at the Office of Federal Procurement Policy (OFPP) to champion the project. The OFPP 
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team led by Mathew Blum and Eliana Zavala engaged with the ACT-IAC Institute to help plan the project.  

Together the leaders developed a multi-focused approach with the purpose of accelerating the adoption 

of proven innovations.    

With OFPP, the Institute decided on four focus areas:  

1) What is being bought, such as agile development, cloud services and cybersecurity solutions,  

2) How it is being bought, such as solution demonstrations, orals, and streamlined source selections,  

3) Alternative authorities and resources, such as Other Transactions (OT), and  

4) Identifying the cultural attributes of innovative buying organizations.   

Working with other ACT-IAC groups such as the Acquisition Community of Interest (COI) and the IT 

Modernization COI, over 50 volunteers were assembled in the summer of 2018 for a kick-off meeting. 

Volunteers chose among the four focus groups listed here and started work under the banner of the 

overall project.   

The Focus Area 1 Team implemented a plan to discover examples of successful acquisition innovations 

across the government focusing initially on leads from the Acquisition Innovation Advocates chartered 

and managed by OFPP under direction of a 2016 OFPP Memo.  Team leaders Ellery Taylor, Frank Keuchel 

and Tim Denning worked with their team of about 10 volunteers to plan and execute a number of 

interviews with organizations and leaders across government who were known to have done innovative 

acquisitions.  The Team conducted 20 interviews of government leaders responsible for Information 

Technology Acquisitions and Major Programs.  Interviewees included Chief Information Officers, IT 

Innovation Leaders, Heads of Contracting Activities, Supervisory Contracting Officers, and acquisition 

experts.  The team identified innovative solutions yielding impactful results through the use of scalable 

pilot projects to modernize IT, impactful market research, and streamlined innovative contracting 

practices.  In order to bring its research into the overall project results, this team went back out to the 

community to collect additional artifacts of procurements that had demonstrated success.  These results 

were ultimately incorporated in the Focus Area 2 final research deliverable, the Periodic Table of 

Acquisition Innovations.   

The investigation of process innovations also became the point of integration with the interview 

outcomes of Focus Area 1 on the types of IT Modernization buys.  The Focus Area 2 team began by 

discovering process innovations in procurement.  In order to organize these and make them easy to find 

and use, they created the online resource that became known as the Periodic Table of Acquisition 

Innovations.  This Table is based on the acquisition lifecycle broken into phases that became the 

“columns” of the Table by analogy with chemistry’s Periodic Table of Elements.  The acquisition lifecycle 

is a natural way to organize the information that practitioners in the community can relate to – whether 

government professionals or industry partners.   

Focus Area 3 was charged with identifying the expanding authorities and resources available to the 

community as a result of changing legislation and regulation.  These include the so-called non-FAR 

authorities many of which go back to the use of Other Transactions and the derivative instruments 
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based on them.  The associated resources are the dozens of organizations in both defense and non-

defense departments that have blossomed in recent years, primarily to help make use of the Other 

Transactions authorities.  These include organizations like the Defense Innovation Unit Experimental 

(DIUx) and the Consortia of specialized capabilities brokered by Partnership Intermediary Agreements 

(PIAs), the research labs and other resources.  Around the time of the Acquisition Excellence Conference 

in 2019, Focus Area 3 work was folded into the work of Focus Area 2. 

Focus Area 4, whose goal was to identify the attributes of innovative buying organizations, was 

chartered by a special interest of OFPP. A small group of volunteers was assembled under the leadership 

of Dan Jenkin.  They met with several of the organizations including DHS and Treasury that had a record 

of innovation.  Because of his engagement with DoD innovators and his deep knowledge of DHS’s 

Procurement Innovation Lab, the project director focused the effort on a small group of the most 

innovative organizations, which he interviewed, analyzed and crystallized the common attributes of 

their cultures.   

RESULTS 
As the study took shape over the following year, it became apparent that the first three Focus Areas 

were on a similar path and that all were pointed to identifying specific examples of innovative buying 

both within the FAR guidance and outside the FAR.  The natural point of integration was the Periodic 

Table of Acquisition Innovations being developed as a website by the process innovation Focus 2 Team. 

The Periodic Table of Acquisition Innovations Beta Site 
The user interface of the Beta Version of the Periodic Table of Acquisition Innovations is shown in Figure 

1.  Led by Gissa Sateri and Trevor Wagner, the team relied heavily on the work of the DHS Procurement 

Innovation Lab (PIL) for examples of successful innovations.  The DHS PIL offered many of its innovative 

methods and actual examples of procurement artifacts for inclusion in the table.  This team worked 

closely with OFPP’s Eliana Zavala and the Federal Acquisition Institute to conceptualize and build out the 

Table.  This collaboration was essential to the success of the Table as Ms. Zavala was able to collaborate 

with OFPP leadership, Ms. Lesley Field and Dr. Michael Wooten, to engage Ms. Soraya Correa and other 

Senior Procurement Executives as well as the government’s Acquisition Innovation Advocates in advising 

the team and capturing additional content from other departments and agencies such as the 

Department of Agriculture, Veterans Affairs and Treasury’s Internal Revenue Service.   

The Table includes innovations within the Federal Acquisition Regulations (FAR) and innovations created 

by Alternatives Authorities and methods.  These innovations are included in the column at the far left of 

the Table. This was the original subject of the Focus Area 3 team, which was later combined with the 

Process Focus team #2.  Those innovations included the use of Other Transactions, which were rapidly 

increasing in use during this time, Commercial Solutions Offerings, which are a similar authority and 

examples of the use of Challenges among other innovations.  Among the leading contributors to 

collecting this set of innovations were Adam Bouffard, Ben McMartin and Anne Laurent.  They relied on 

the work of MITRE for the organization of this section of the Table and some of the examples.  
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Figure 1: Periodic Table of Acquisition Innovations User Interface 

 

 

Acquisition Innovations Featured in the Table  

Each of the tiles in the Table is designed to make available to users a description of the innovation 

category and specific examples of the use of the innovations.  In the Beta version, the contents of each 

tile include the following: Description, Problem Solved, Benefits of Use, and Use Cases and Sample 

Documents.  The team is adding a section on “What Makes this Innovative” to each tile?  To illustrate 

the information available under a tile in the Table, Figure 2 shows what’s behind the tile for Down-

Selects under the Solicitation column. The Figure only incorporates a portion of the contents from the 

tile.  There are an expanding set of Use Cases and Documentation in the current Beta Table, which at 

present include nine (9) examples and three (3) related items that are immediately available as links in 

the Table.  
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Figure 2: The Content of the Down-Selects Tile (Beta) 

 

Figure 3 below shows one artifact from the Down-Selects Tile, which is selected content from the FEMA 

National Flood Insurance Program Task Order Request for Proposal as a sample of the kind of 

documentation that is available here and across the other columns and tiles of the Table. In this case, 

Phase 1 of the process constitutes the initial Advisory Down-Select.  It consists of two Factors: 1) 

Demonstrated prior experience, and 2) Capability of proposed Key Personnel.  Factor 1 has three 

subfactors to consider in this example: a) YouTube Video submission, b) Cover letter with link to 

YouTube video, and c) Letters of Commitment from proposed subcontractors.  Factor 2 includes two 

subfactors, a) Resumes of Key Personnel and b) Offer letters.  After reviewing this information from all 

offerors, the Source Selection team instructs the Contracting Officer to “Advisory” notifications to each.  

The examples in this section also include such advisory notices to indicate how they can be done in 

practice.  

Artifacts like these are intended to help those who would like to try using a Down-Select approach in 

one of their procurements.  If this is new to a contracting officer or other member of the acquisition 

team, it is our goal in the Table to demonstrate with actual procurements that others have done so 

successfully.  A missing ingredient may be the willingness to try, which we address with these proven 

innovations.  We believe that the contents of the Table help create the willingness and ability to try this 
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method, if one doesn’t know how to start or what good looks like in using this time and money saving 

method.  Other resources in this tile include examples of communications with industry regarding the 

process and down-select decision made by the government to clarify to bidders how they were assessed 

and to inform their decisions about continuing to invest in their proposals.   

 

Figure 3: Selection from an Artifact of the Down-Selects Tile 

 

 

Introducing the Periodic Table of Acquisition Innovations 

Along with our OFPP champion and team, the 

Institute presented the Periodic Table of 

Acquisition Innovations at the ACT-IAC 2019 

Executive Leadership Conference in 

Philadelphia in a session titled “Through the 

Wormhole: Accelerating IT Modernization 

through Acquisition Innovation.” Ms. Field, 

Deputy Director of OFPP, led off the presentation and introduced the rationale for the project and the 

team members.  Dr. Michael Wooten, the recently confirmed Administrator of OFPP, participated in the 

“This project demonstrates a great partnership 

between government and industry through 

ACT-IAC to deliver a valuable resource to 

promote proven procurement innovations.”   

Ms. Lesley Field, Deputy Administrator, OFPP  
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ELC session as well.  Since then the team has been upgrading the online resource, adding new content 

and validating the content of the Beta site.  On March 31, 2020, the team presented a webinar 

demonstration of the table to about 150 members of the federal acquisition workforce, including 

interested ACT-IAC member representatives.  The engagement of the community is proving helpful as 

team plans and executes further improvements to the Table.  Dr. Wooten recently expressed his 

appreciation for the timeliness of the initiative considering the additional pressures buying during the 

current coronavirus pandemic.   

The Table is already being used by some acquisition innovators across the government in its Beta 

version. A new organization at the Department of Agriculture, the Procurement Innovation Effort (PIE), is 

being stood up to focus the innovative activities of USDA acquisition.  Jason Kattman and Mandy Lee 

have already used the information in the Solicitation column of the Table under the Down-Selects 

heading to develop and teach a course to USDA acquisition professionals on when and how to employ 

the technique to more efficiently conduct a phased procurement and source selection.  Most of the 

artifacts in that topic area are drawn from use cases in DHS.  As USDA adopts the innovation, they will 

tailor it to their environment and needs and be able to feed those additional adjacent innovations back 

into the Table. USDA’s adoption of the down-select innovation is exactly why the project was conceived 

and realizes its intended goal.  Our team, including our OFPP advisors, anticipate that with growing use 

of the Table, there will be an expanding set of innovations and additional adoptions of those innovations 

by acquisition professionals.  However, the foundation provided by the methods and artifacts of the DHS 

PIL, a cornerstone of acquisition innovation within DHS were essential to this early success.  

Identifying the Culture of Innovative Buying Organizations 

The Focus Area 4 task to identify the culture of innovative buying organizations was successful as well. A 

GovExec column by Cooke, Viewpoint: We’ve Admired the Federal Acquisition Problem for Too Long, 

capped the cultural examination of innovative buyers.  The subtitle of the article – “Agencies must 

inculcate cultures of experimentation and learning if the U.S. is to prevail economically and militarily” – 

is the cultural theme.   

The highlighted innovative organizations include the DHS Procurement team that partners closely with 

its mission leaders, the DoD Special Operations Command (SOCOM), Acquisition, Technology and 

Logistics (AT&L) organization that works exceptionally closely with its operators with a mantra of 

learning and experimentation, and the US Air Force Contracting organization that has promoted “scary” 

innovations and is focused on fully developing mission-focused business leaders.   



 
 

8 | P a g e  
 

At DHS, the leadership and commitment of Ms. Soraya Correa to encourage smart contracting solutions 

with a focus on mission outcomes is second only to her support for her people, who she encouraged to 

take risks, standing firmly behind and for them whenever difficulties arose.  Her drive and courageous 

leadership provided the DHS acquisition workforce confidence to try the 

innovative methods captured in the Periodic Table.  The DHS 

Procurement Innovation Lab (PIL) that she established served as a real 

force for change as they coached acquisition teams in the art of the 

possible. The PIL’s artifacts, which form the nucleus of the Periodic 

Table, is now led by Polly Hall, who supported the Lab’s contributions to the success of this project.  

Trevor Wagner of the PIL volunteered many extra hours to help realize the Periodic Table as a resource 

for the acquisition community. Despite the 

perceived risks of trying something new, the 

culture of DHS Procurement created an 

environment where people were not afraid 

to take those risks, knowing that the 

organization was behind them.   An iconic 

example of the support that Ms. Correa 

provides the organization was the Flexible 

Agile Support for the Homeland (FLASH) 

procurement that incurred many protests. Ms. Correa acknowledged at the Acquisition Excellence 

Conference in 2017 that mistakes were made and offered that her team, supported by the rest of the 

senior management team at DHS, had approached the procurement in the innovative way that she 

intended. She focused the responsibility on herself, and most importantly, did not blame or penalize her 

acquisition team, rather applauded their risk taking and learning.  

The SOCOM mindset continues a legacy of acquisition executive leadership, going back to Hondo Geurts 

and continuing today with Jim Smith. Geurts, now Assistant Secretary of the Navy 

for Research, Development and 

Acquisition, and Smith actively 

promoted and supported the 

mindset, which is continuing to 

produce successful acquisition 

outcomes for SOCOM. The 

SOFWERX innovation hub leverages the best of industry 

for SOCOM missions and attracts new companies to the 

mission. The command receives a disproportionate 

share of Defense Department David Packard Excellence in 

Acquisition Awards because its acquisition teams never stop experimenting, learning and iterating. It is 

more than an inscription on the hallway wall—the mindset sets them apart. 

“We are the people that know our business 

processes the best. We must be thoughtful and 

tenacious in our business decisions to be 

successful in streamlining our processes and 

improving our procurement outcomes.” 

Soraya Correa, Chief Procurement Officer, DHS 

The SOCOM Mindset 

“We never stop… 

We never stop learning… 

We never stop iterating… 

We never stop experimenting…” 
 

– SOF AT&L Contracting Hallway  
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The Air Force has created a potent form of the innovation mindset thanks to its leadership and a 

groundswell of support. Will Roper, assistant secretary of the Air Force for acquisition, technology and 

logistics, practices and aggressively promotes experimenting, learning and 

iterating. The Air Force is taking advantage of all the authorities available, 

including Small Business Innovation Research and Technology Transfer 

programs, to find and exploit technologies not traditionally available to solve its 

mission sets.  The innovation of Pitch Days is “designed to speed up the 

investment process.” A series of “Pitch Days” has awarded hundreds of 

contracts on the spot in short event settings. Roper and Maj. Gen. Cameron Holt, Air Force Deputy 

Assistant Secretary for Contracting, are 

leading a rapid evolution (r-evolution) in Air 

Force acquisition. Their experiments include 

Kessel Run, where the department is 

breaking new ground in modern software 

acquisition, along with a commercial 

approach to category management that is 

yielding high returns through best business 

practices in buying commonly purchased 

goods and services. Roper and Holt challenge the Air Force acquisition community to experiment, learn 

and iterate—with their explicit leadership and top cover. 

The work of all three of this innovative acquisition organizations drives different elements of the 

Periodic Table.  The DHS PIL provided most of the use cases and artifacts for the Market Research, Pre-

solicitation, Solicitation and Award columns of the Table.  So the work of the DHS PIL is central to the 

Beta version of the Table, in future work, we anticipate expanding the sources of innovations to include 

the work of other innovative organizations.  In the case of the Air Force and SOCOM, they are both users 

of the alternative (to the FAR) authorities in the first column of the Table, including Other Transactions, 

Small Business Innovation Research Grants (SBIRs) and they often use a challenge-like format to drive 

those kinds of transactions.   

Lessons Learned 
There are several lessons learned from this partnership between ACT-IAC’s Institute for Innovation, 

OFPP leadership and the participation of government and industry volunteers.  

Start with the End in Mind and Relentlessly Pursue the Desired Outcome 

The focus of this project did not waiver.  It began in 2018 with a goal to help build capability to promote 

the adoption of successful acquisition and contracting innovations. Work since that time has continued 

to be focused tightly on that objective as the government-industry team has collected and organized 

innovations for the Periodic Table of Acquisition Innovations. Sharing the stories of the culture changes 

in the organizations pursuing those innovations was an important element of the work to our advocates 

at OMB/OFPP. The Table has become OFPP’s focal point for the government’s innovative acquisition 

initiatives. 

Air Force Pitch Days mark a “…dramatic shift in 
the Air Force’s acquisition strategy, creating a 
faster, smarter method to get cutting-edge 
technologies and capabilities into the hands of 
warfighters.”      
– Dr. Will Roper, Assistant Secretary of the Air 

Force for Acquisition, Technology and Logistics 
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Government-Industry Collaboration is a Necessity  

The success of the project was greatly enhanced by the government-industry collaboration between 

OMB/OFPP, the DHS PIL and industry volunteers who created a usable beta prototype of the Periodic 

Table.  The teamwork between government and industry was essential to creating this prototype. 

Hosting it on the Federal Acquisition Institute (FAI) website with unrestricted access for both 

government and industry and early adopters enabled word to spread and expand both the user 

population and the sources of the innovations.   

Market the Capability to Increase Adoption 

Once the government-industry project team had a its alpha prototype of the Periodic Table resource up 

on the FAI website we set about marketing the evolving capability.  The project team did that through 

presentations at the 2018 and 2019 Executive Leadership Conferences of ACT-IAC, and a session at the 

Acquisition Excellence Conference in 2019.  Aside from all these ACT-IAC engagements, we appeared on 

Government Matters in January of 2020 where we answered several questions related to the name, the 

purpose, the content and the future of the Table. Word of mouth from these events increased the use 

of the evolving capability.  The Beta version was demonstrated to over 150 people who joined our 

webinar presented in lieu of the session planned for the 2020 Acquisition Excellence Conference that 

same day.  Feedback from the webinar is being used to update the content and structure. But this is just 

a start. To be successful, we must create more widespread adoption of the Periodic Table to foster new 

experiments with adoptions of proven innovations, which will require continued and regular marketing 

and promotion by OFPP, as well as by the Acquisition Innovation Advocates, FAI, Senior Procurement 

Executives, Chief Acquisition Officers, mission and Program Executives, and other members of 

acquisition teams. 

Create Lasting Value for the Future 

At the end of June 2020, the Table will be turned over to OFPP to continue to develop and maintain it on 

the FAI website.  The current government-industry team is planning for that transition and anticipates 

that the site will continue to be hosted at FAI.  FAI and OFPP understand that the Table must be kept up 

to date with new content and that the website will only be used to the extent that it remains relevant 

and valuable to acquisition and procurement professionals across the community.  OFPP and FAI need to 

continue to invest in enhancing the resource. By doing so, and creating incentives for its use, they will 

capture its potential value for the business of government.  

An example of such an investment just underway, which will now be part of the Table to be handed over 

to OFPP in June, is the addition of a new category to capture innovations in acquisition spawned by the 

current coronavirus pandemic. 

Innovative Acquisition Organizations’ Leadership Support Risk Taking, Experimenting, and 

Exploiting Authorities 

Leading acquisition organizations like those cited here, all recognized within the profession, share a 

common mindset and behavior.  They achieved excellence through years of strong, farsighted leadership 
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to create deep problem-solving, mission-focused cultures that encourage and breed innovation, which 

multiplies through the organization. The best organizations are nurturing the next generation of leaders 

in the same mold. Others, like IRS, are breaking new ground in testing, experimenting, and learning 

under pioneering leaders like Shana Webbers.  Acquisition workforces in organizations like DHS are 

expected to take smartly managed risks that are in the government’s interest.  They are not expected to 

blindly follow rules or the interpretation of rules that create little value and consume that most precious 

resource – time.  Secure in that knowledge and in its demonstrated vitality, they are confident in 

experimenting with new approaches.  The Air Force and SOCOM are among the organizations that most 

aggressively pursue and learn by using the expanded acquisition authorities that were essential to 

DARPA and NASA in leveraging the innovation leadership of the American economy to achieve offsets of 

capability against defense threats and to get to the moon and back safely in less than a decade.   

 


