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Acquisition reform is a stubborn problem with many solutions proposed by great and caring minds. This 
paper discusses how the proposed solutions to date, though excellent, are incomplete. They miss the 
element of organizational identity and growth that can be nurtured by the use of CMMI-ACQ and its 
associated appraisal methodology. 
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Introduction 

Government acquisition reform has been a hot topic for many years. It is a stubborn problem that does 

not seem to go away. The “Pathway to Transformation; NDIA Acquisition Reform Recommendations” is 

a well-researched, very frank discussion whose recommendations appear to be on point. Interestingly 

enough, this paper contains the following quote:  

“The limited number of available reforms have all been recycled. You can centralize or decentralize. You 

can create a specialist acquisition corps or you can outsource their tasks. You can fly before you buy or 

buy before you fly. Another blue-ribbon study, more legislation, and a new slogan will not make it 

happen.”    

The paper does furnish some hope however, “the acquisition system may be more susceptible to change 

today than at any time in the recent past.”   

Perhaps it is time to try an approach that is new to the acquisition industry but has successfully 

transformed the software industry.   

This paper is an argument for utilizing the Capability Maturity Model Integration for Acquisition (CMMI-

ACQ) and its associated appraisal methodology to support acquisition reform. The CMMI-ACQ furnishes 

the missing elements of organizational identity and growth while supporting many of the NDIA paper 

recommendations. 

Background 

The idea of a maturity model was motivated by the US government, the military side particularly, to 

solve the “software problem.”  Procurement agencies had little or no visibility into the software 

development aspect of programs that seemed to be 90% finished 90% of the time. The Software 

Engineering Institute (SEI) was formed as a Federally Funded Research and Development (FFRDC) house 

to take on the task of solving this problem. Their solution was predicated on the idea that if one uses a 

robust process, one will produce a robust product. The key was to identify the correct process 

requirements, and a constructive methodology to nurture and determine their achievement. The 

Capability Maturity Model (CMM), which was the precursor to the current CMMI (I for Integration) 

captured the process requirements and was published in 1994. The methodology for determining 

achievement is an appraisal method, which is “performed with” an organization, and differentiates itself 

from an audit which is “done to” an organization. This proved to be a winning combination and as such, 

the government has stopped funding the CMMI effort as it was deemed an established science no 

longer requiring research funding.  

In 1997 the undersecretary of defense published a letter which became known as the “Gansler letter.” It 

basically said that any Cat 1 contract that “contained software” had to be operating at CMM maturity 

level 3. This initiated a flurry of CMM activity for all first tier military contractors, their immediate 

subcontractors, and eventually further tiered subs. The letter was rescinded in the early 2000’s though 
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maturity model requirements continue to appear in defense procurements as the CMMI-DEV, which 

now includes engineering development disciplines (not just software).    

During this time the CMMI-ACQ was published with the intent of improving government acquirer 

capabilities. It utilizes the same principles that had already proved successful in the original software 

approach.  

The author recommends an equivalent “Gansler Letter” to be issued to government procurers for the 

usage of CMMI-ACQ and its associated appraisal methodology.  

About the CMMI-ACQ and Why it is a Good Fit  

The CMMI-ACQ is NOT a powerful resource because it provides a great solution for acquiring 

organizations; it IS a powerful resource because it inspires acquiring organizations to create great 

solutions. Organizations that create and manage their own solutions demonstrate greater stability, more 

consistent performance, and ongoing learning. And when the appropriate infrastructure is in place, this 

stability is maintained even in the face of adversities such as personnel changes. The CMMI-ACQ guides 

acquiring organizations to create solutions for identified “processes to be enacted” with a “supporting 

structure” so those processes can be supported and improved. 

The CMMI-ACQ sets expectations in two dimensions. The first dimension is specific process 

requirements and the second dimension is support for those process requirements. These specific 

process requirements are partitioned into process areas which are discussed in the table 1 as one looks 

from left to right. There are a total of six summarized in this paper* and they represent “the processes 

to be enacted.” The support for each of those process areas can be found in table 2 spanning from top 

to bottom. These support elements provide the infrastructure for stability, consistent performance, and 

ongoing growth. The acquiring organization must create and manage their solutions for these process 

requirements in both dimensions.  

The process requirements in the CMMI-ACQ are written at a level of abstraction such that they can be 

applied to any acquiring organization. A first reading leads one to conclude the CMMI-ACQ is a lot of 

common sense that is easily understood. Where is the power in this? The power comes from the fact 

that an adopting organization must create solutions that best fit its needs. This is an evolution of ideas, 

language, and documenting that “personalizes” an organization’s way of doing business. This 

personalization ultimately leads to an organization’s own identity and operational culture.  

These process requirements are easy to understand and reflect a lot of common sense, but how does 

one apply them, where does one begin? The answer lies in the companion appraisal method. Different 

than an audit, this appraisal method actually assists an acquiring organization in successfully achieving 

the identified process requirements from the CMMI-ACQ in a phased approach, ultimately leading to 

process requirement achievement. It is led by a certified professional that understands organizational 

change, process definition, and the CMMI-ACQ. Together, the CMMI-ACQ and the appraisal 

methodology transform common sense to reality for acquiring organizations.  
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*the CMMI-ACQ contains a total of 22 process areas, six were chosen for simplicity. Process requirements reflect 

best practices from the acquisition industry.    

 

Table 1- Summary of six process areas from the CMMI-ACQ “processes to be enacted” 

Process 
Area 

Solicitation and Supplier 
Agreement Development 

Agreement Management Acquisition Requirements 
Development 

Purpose To prepare a solicitation 
package, select one or more 
suppliers to deliver the 
product or service, and 
establish and maintain the 
supplier agreement. 

To ensure that the supplier 
and the acquirer perform 
according to the terms of the 
supplier agreement. 

To elicit, develop, and 
analyze customer and 
contractual requirements. 

What is 
Required 
 

- Identify and qualify 
potential suppliers 
- Establish a solicitation 
package 
- Review solicitation 
package with internal 
stakeholders 
- Distribute solicitation 
package to potential 
suppliers 
- Evaluate proposed 
solutions based on criteria 
- Develop and refine a 
negotiation plan for each of 
the candidate suppliers 
- Select suppliers based on an 
evaluation of their ability to 
meet specified requirements 
and established criteria. 
- Establish and maintain the 
supplier agreement. 
 
Note: These topics represent 
a set of practices that enable 
the acquirer to initialize and 
formalize a relationship with 
the supplier for the 
successful execution of the 
project. 

-Perform activities with the 
supplier as specified in the 
supplier agreement. 
-Ensuring tight alignment 
between supplier and acquirer 
processes. 
-Ensuring that the supplier 
agreement is satisfied before 
accepting the acquired 
product. 
-Manage invoices  
 

Note: The supplier agreement 
is the basis for managing the 
relationship with the supplier, 
including resolving issues. It 
defines the mechanisms that 
allow the acquirer to oversee 
the supplier’s activities and 
evolving products and to verify 
compliance with supplier 
agreement requirements. It is 
also the vehicle for a mutual 
understanding between the 
acquirer and supplier. 

- Elicit all stakeholder needs. 
- Transform needs into 
customer requirements. 
- Establish contractual 
requirements. 
- Allocate contractual 
requirements to supplier 
deliverables. 
- Establish operational 
concepts and scenarios. 
- Analyze requirements to 
ensure completeness and 
balance stakeholder needs. 
- Validate requirements. 
 
Note: There are two types of 
requirements: customer 
requirements, which address 
the needs of relevant 
stakeholders for which one or 
more products and services 
will be acquired, and 
contractual requirements, 
which are the requirements 
to be addressed through the 
acquirer’s relationship with 
suppliers and other 
appropriate organizations. 

Advantage In the hurry to get a 
solicitation out, important 
elements can be missing. 
The acquirer must be 
aligned on its needs 

The acquirer actively 
manages itself and the 
supplier according to the 
agreement. Personnel spend 
more time managing to the 

All requirements are 
reviewed throughout the 
project lifecycle by relevant 
stakeholders to ensure 
project needs are 
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technically and 
programmatically, then 
communicate this clearly to 
potential suppliers.  

agreement as opposed to 
arguing about what should 
have been in it, since this was 
settled up front. 

communicated and evolved. 
Requirements evolve, and 
this evolution is planned.  

 

 

Table 1 continued 

Process 
Area 

Acquisition Technical 
Management 

Acquisition Verification Acquisition Validation 

Purpose To evaluate the supplier’s 
technical solution and to 
manage selected interfaces 
of that solution. 

To ensure that selected work 
products meet their specified 
requirements. 

To demonstrate that an 
acquired product or service 
fulfills its intended use when 
placed in its intended 
environment. 

What is 
required 

- Identify the highest risk 
supplier technical 
solutions, perform an 
acquirer analysis.  
- Perform formal 
(contracted) technical 
reviews with supplier 
- Identify interfaces that will 
be managed (particularly 
external interfaces) and 
manage them. 
 
Note: Measure technical 
progress and the 
effectiveness of plans and 
requirements. Ensure end 
users or their proxies are 
involved in the supplier’s 
development processes. 
 

- Identify work products 
associated requirements, 
verification and re-verification 
methods, and the needed 
environment to be used. 
- Establish verification 
procedures and criteria 
- Perform verification and 
analyze results 
- Perform peer reviews on 
selected acquirer developed 
work products 
 
Note: Ensure that verification 
provisions are embedded in 
contractual requirements, 
constraints, plans, and 
schedules. 
 
 

By: 
- Products and product 
components are selected for 
validation based on their 
relationship to end-user 
needs. 
- Validation environment, 
procedures and criteria are 
established. 
- Perform validation and 
analyze results 

 
Note: Validation activities are 
performed early 
(concept/explorations phases) 
and incrementally throughout 
the project lifecycle (including 
transition to operations and 
sustainment). Expectations 
for validation are typically 
included in the supplier 
agreement.  

Advantage Acquirer resources are 
considered when 
identifying the supplier’s 
highest risk solutions. An 
approach to achieve first-
hand visibility into supplier 
solutions is devised and 
executed ensuring 
technical expectations are 
being met. 

The acquirer and supplier have 
actively agreed to times and 
methodologies for verifying 
requirements. These activities 
are embedded into the 
contract, plans, and schedule.   

The acquirer and supplier 
have actively agreed to times 
and methodologies for 
validating end-user needs. 
These activities are 
embedded into the contract, 
plans, and schedule.   
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The process areas are an assembly of common sense best practice, so where is the magic in this? Let’s 

consider why common sense is rarely practiced. When common sense goes out the door, most people in 

the room know it, but sometimes have a hard time articulating it, “I feel something is wrong but can’t 

quite put my finger on it.” Or, they know what is wrong but won’t articulate it because the infrastructure 

within which they operate precludes this. The CMMI-ACQ and its associated appraisal method motivate 

an infrastructure that makes it easy to recognize, articulate, and exercise common sense. All members 

of the acquiring organization have a voice in defining “how” the common sense in the CMMI-ACQ will be 

embedded into processes and tools, and their voice remains active for the adherence to those common 

sense processes and tools.  

Table 2- CMMI-ACQ- Elements of the a “supporting structure” 

GP2.1- Establish and maintain an organizational policy  

GP2.2- Establish and maintain a plan 

GP2.3- Provide adequate resources  

GP2.4- Assign responsibility and authority  

GP2.5- Train the people performing or supporting 

GP2.6- Place selected work products under appropriate levels of control 

GP2.7- Identify and involve the relevant stakeholders 

GP2.8- Monitor and control against the plan and take appropriate corrective action 

GP2.9- Objectively evaluate adherence of the process and selected work products  

GP2.10- Review the activities, status, and results with higher level management and resolve issues 

GP3.1- Establish a defined process. 

GP3.2- Collect process related experiences  

 

These supporting process requirements compel the organization to create solutions for infrastructure to 

“stand up” the specific process area solutions and ensure these solutions endure. They also set up the 

organization for ongoing improvement. A process solution that is not effective receives more than 

enough attention because of these supporting process requirements such that it becomes intolerable 

and must be changed for the better. The organization becomes self-monitoring and self-healing.  

Anytime an organization wishes to fully activate a process or method, it will in some form meet all 12 of 

these supporting requirements. There must be a mandate or policy that says this must be done. The 

process itself must be documented. A vision of how this will come about is articulated in a realistic plan 

that includes the tools and resources, real-life people assigned with responsibilities, stakeholders for all 

the activities, and a budget/schedule. Monitoring against this plan must take place and include some 

oversight by senior management. Necessary training must be identified and delivered. Progress is tuned 

based on actual experience. And once everything is in place, someone verifies the process is followed. 

What is inherent in adoption of the CMMI-ACQ and its associated appraisal method is the support of the 

certified professional who will emphasize that the process or method to be activated be defined by the 

people that must perform it. This is contrary to how many organizations operate.  
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The NDIA Paper and What is Missing 

The military acquisition industry is exactly that, military. The social dynamics within a military 

organization are top-down, command and control. Nothing happens unless a command is issued from 

the top. This social dynamic is obviously necessary for success in the battlefield, but may not be the best 

setting for an acquirer organization operating in a more commercialized environment. Military acquirer 

organizations receive their mandates in a top-down command and control fashion, but at the same 

time, must procure from and oversee programs executed by publically held companies. The acquirer 

organization is “stuck in the middle.” It is inherently military, trying to operate in a commercial world. 

This leaves the acquiring organization, socially speaking, with an identity crisis. The CMMI-AQC has built 

into it, the machinery for an organization to establish itself and grow. If performed properly, an 

organization that adopts CMMI-ACQ ends up with an identity and operational culture.  

The NDIA paper has excellent recommendations, but they are solutions created from outside the 

acquirer organizations and levied upon them from the outside. It is known that solutions for 

organizational problems that are created externally to the organization rarely work even if they are the 

exact same solutions the organization would have created on their own. It is well known that solutions 

created from within are always a better fit, and have a much greater tendency to “stick.”  

A Possible Scenario 

Consider the story of OrgA.  OrgA has discovered, through a review of collected experiences (GP3.2), 

that the completeness of requirements (from the Acquisition Requirements Development process area) 

has emerged as an issue for ongoing programs. An across-program study was conducted. It was 

discovered that program leaders’ monitoring materials (GP2.8 process and tool created by the 

organization) has shown risks alluding to this problem. A review of the objective evaluations of the 

requirements analysis process (GP2.9, a checklist created and used by the organization) showed 

repeated findings reflecting that appropriate personnel did not participate in the key requirements 

review (GP2.7 involve the right stakeholders). These were not rectified because they were “after the 

fact” findings. As it turns out, in order to ensure requirements were reviewed properly, two experts 

were hired one year ago to provide robust resources (GP2.3) and train others (GP2.5) in the art of 

requirements analysis. A new top manager was put in the organization 4 months ago and upon 

discovering these two experts, immediately reassigned them to other tasks. This turned out to be the 

root cause of the problem. This new leader had not yet seen the organization as an interconnected 

system and felt that fighting the fire of the moment was the right way to lead. The big question was who 

gets to tell the new leader that he/she is the root cause of the problem? 

Process and infrastructure come to the rescue. At the next quarterly senior management review 

(GP2.10) it is revealed to the new leader that the root cause of their requirements problem is that lack 

of availability of the two key personnel. This is presented as data and the objective analysis of those 

data. It is a non-accusatory and non-personal sharing of findings. The new leader is asked for 

recommendations. The new leader gets to solve the problem immediately and look good to his/her new 
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organization. The new leader now begins to understand his/her new organization’s capability to monitor 

and manage itself. He/she has also observed a new level of sophistication and interconnectedness, and 

realized that firefighting may not be the best management approach. 

NDIA Paper Elements and CMMI-ACQ Responses table 

Table 3- NDIA Paper General Commentary 

NDIA Pathway to Transformation Response 

 “Entropy” is another way of saying that a system will 
tend to achieve equilibrium, or, put colloquially, that 
“water seeks its own level.” To reverse entropy 
requires that a disruptive new force be applied to the 
system and sustained over time. 

The CMMI-ACQ and its appraisal 
methodology would bring this. 

“Culture eats strategy for lunch,” as they say, and 
without some effort to combat entropy, the Defense 
Acquisition System will tend to produce in the future 
what it tends to produce in the present and has 
tended to produce in the past: outcomes at 
increasingly unaffordable cost. 
 

With the use of CMMI-ACQ and its 
appraisal methodology, acquirers would 
grow their own, sustainable, and compliant 
culture. It is possible to embed the 
elements of reform into Acquirer’s DNA, 
but the acquirer must do this.  

Taking brief action without follow up will mean 
watching the system to settle back into its former 
state of equilibrium. 

Achievement of the CMMI-ACQ must be 
proven every 3 years. 

Three basic principles should underpin our future 
efforts toward acquisition reform. 
 First, acquisition decision making should be based on 
evidence of strong performance and outcomes rather 
than on beliefs, opinions, or arbitrary preferences. 

The first element of the Solicitation and 
Supplier Agreement Development process 
area- “Identify and qualify potential 
suppliers”, and the last- “Select suppliers 
based on an evaluation of their ability to 
meet specified requirements and established 
criteria.” 

Second, individual and organizational authority and 
accountability are better guarantors of performance 
than increasing compliance requirements. 

Adoption of the CMMI-ACQ with its 
infrastructure and organizational growth 
elements will veer energy in this direction. 

Third, process requirements should be matched with 
the resources available to properly implement them, 
particularly in the domains of human capital, 
performance measurement systems, and program 
funding. 

If this is not done, GP2.3 “Provide 
Adequate Resources” cannot be met. 
 

 

NDIA Paper Findings 

I - AUTOHORITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY 
Provide acquisition decision makers with the authority to make 
real decisions, and hold them accountable for the decisions they 
make. 

For this, acquirers achieve their own 
organizational identity. The 
infrastructure elements of the 
CMMI-ACQ will evolve this. 

1) Problem Description- Overly complex acquisition laws, Beyond CMMI-ACQ scope 
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regulations, and their enforcement bureaucracy create unclear 
lines of authority and accountability in program management. 

2) Problem Description- The requirements, budget, and 
acquisition processes are not linked or streamlined and are too 
complex, paper-laden, and costly. They are disconnected and 
uncoordinated both at inception and during execution. 
Further, the report points out, “The barriers between military-
controlled requirements and civilian-controlled acquisitions need 
to be removed. While they are often-times held accountable for 
problem programs, the Service Chiefs are neither sufficiently 
involved nor informed under current practices.” 

Contractors like Raytheon originally 
had several independent instances 
of CMMI-DEV adoption across the 
enterprise. Over time, these 
independent adoptions merged and 
dropped in count. Commonalities 
across them were identified, and 
now defined and managed at the 
enterprise level. A similar evolution 
is entirely possible for acquirers.  

3) Problem Description- The government acquisition process is 
growing less open to innovation from non-government funded 
research and development as well as emerging private sector 
ways of delivering capabilities. 

Beyond CMMI-ACQ scope 

4) Problem Description- The acquisition system discourages an 
effective information exchange between government and 
industry which worsens acquisition outcomes. 
 

CMMI-ACQ process areas support 
some of the proposed solutions, 
particularly b. 
- Acquisition Technical Management 
(ATM) allows the acquirer to gain 
appropriate visibility into how the 
solution is evolving by inserting 
checkpoints, reviews, and 
evaluations needed to ensure that 
the results meet requirements and 
satisfy needs. 
- Agreement Management (AM) 
offers similar support from the 
contractual perspective 
- Solicitor and Supplier Agreement 
Development encourages acquirers 
to think about and document what is 
necessary to determine they are 
getting the correct results, and to 
ensure this is built this into the 
agreements. These agreements are 
then managed through the AM or 
ATM processes areas.  

II- MATCHING REQUIREMENTS TO RESOURCES 
Match the resources invested in the Defense Acquisition System 
to the requirements placed upon it, and vice versa. 

This is the essence of GP2.3 “Provide 
Resources.” 

1) Problem Statement- The layering of compliance and reporting 
requirements on the acquisition process without subsequent 
review inhibits improvements to the Defense Acquisition System 
and the culture of its workforce, both of which gradually become 
increasingly bureaucratic. Reviews, when they occur, are 

There are 16 other process areas in 
the CMMI-ACQ not yet mentioned in 
this paper. One is Organizational 
Process Focus which discusses the 
cost of any improvement/change to 



 CMMI-ACQ for Acquisition Reform 

9 
 Jfr-consulting.com 

infrequent, ad hoc, and lack consistent standards of evaluation 
or predictable paths to implementation. 

be studied and viewed against the 
perceived benefit. 

2) Problem Statement- The acquisition workforce is not provided 
with sufficient staffing and could benefit from additional training 
and experience. 

GP2.5 cannot be achieved without 
sufficient training.   

3) Problem Statement- Acquisition roles are less desirable to the 
military workforce than operational roles and therefore in some 
cases may be less attractive to skilled military officers. 

The evolving autonomy of an 
acquiring organization will make 
working there more attractive, even 
entrepreneurial.  

4) Problem Statement- Inefficient audit practices are delaying 
the acquisition process and adding unnecessary overhead costs 
to the government and to industry support of the acquisition 
process. 

Acquiring organizations will be self-
auditing in order to meet GP2.9 
“Objective Evaluations.”  

5) Problem Statement- Because of small businesses’ size, they 
are able to be much leaner than large businesses. Yet 
government acquisition requirements produce a much more 
significant overhead burden for small businesses, since the 
overhead burden cannot be economized by scale in a small 
business. 

Beyond CMMI-ACQ scope 

III- EVIDENCE-BASED DECISION MAKING 
Make decisions about how to design the Defense Acquisition 
System based on data and evidence. 

It is hard to pre-suppose a top-down 
or outside-in solution to a 
complicated system. In the above 
Raytheon example, their enterprise 
solution evolved UP from multiple 
instances of organizational level 
solutions. Not the other way around. 

1) Problem Statement- Certain aspects of the acquisition system 
are considered problematic, but only anecdotes are provided as 
evidence. 

Adoption of the CMMI-ACQ, 
particularly the infrastructure 
portion, would supply key data. See 
the scenario section as an example. 

2) Problem Statement- The oversight of the acquisition system 
has not led to the improvement of the acquisition system. The 
information provided by the acquisition system has not driven 
improvements to programs or to the acquisition system itself. 

This is built into CMMI-ACQ, 
particularly the infrastructure 
portion. 

 

Conclusion 

Acquisition reform needs an additional element in its flurry of proposed solutions. The CMMI-ACQ and 

its associated appraisal methodology is that additional element that nurtures organizations to greater 

capability. The author recommends an equivalent “Gansler Letter” to be issued to government 

procurers for the usage of CMMI-ACQ and its associated appraisal methodology. 

End of document 

 


