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Laura Auletta
Designated Federal Officer
Acquisition Advisory Panel
Dear Ms. Auletta:
The Procurement Round Table (PRT) is a nonprofit organization chartered in
1984 whose members promote a Federal acquisition process that delivers best
value to the agency missions it serves and demonstrates high standards of
integrity. As part of its current agenda, the PRT has been following the
Acquisition Advisory Panel work on performance-based contracting.
Attached for consideration, as the AAP develops its recommendations, is a white
paper entitled “A Proposal for a New Approach to Performance-Based Services
Acquisition”. In this paper the PRT concludes that the system for conducting
performance-based service acquisition (PBSA) is not working -- particularly with
respect to long-term, complex service requirements. After a discussion of
current PBSA problems, the paper recommends a new approach called
Relational Contracting which emphasizes the need to establish solid working
relationships between the Government and its complex service support
contractors. The paper concludes with a recommendation that the Office of
Federal Procurement Policy (OFPP) obtain statutory authority for pilot program
application of the Relational Contracting concept.
The PRT requests that the AAP consider our proposed Relational Contracting
concept as it develops recommendations for the future use of PBSA. I may be
contacted at 703-764-3881 for further discussion of this matter. A copy of the
attached white paper is being provided to OFPP.
Sincerely,
(signed)
William G.T. Tuttle, Jr.
General, USA (Ret.)
Chairman

Copy to: OFPP Administrator
Attachment

PROCUREMENT ROUND TABLE POSITION PAPER
A PROPOSAL FOR A NEW APPROACH TO
PERFORMANCE-BASED SERVICES ACQUISITION
INTRODUCTION
Since the publication of the Office of Federal Procurement Policy’s (OFPP) policy letter
91-2, Service Contracting, on April 15, 1991, Performance-Based Services Acquisition (PBSA,
formerly called “Performance-Based Contracting”) has been the Government’s preferred approach to service contracting. It requires specification of the results that contractors must produce instead of the processes that they must use. i
Agency acquisition managers and working-level agency acquisition personnel have devoted a lot of energy to PBSA since 1991. But despite goal-setting, the publication of numerous
guidebooks, the development of an informational website, and significant investments in training
and in the services of consultants, PBSA has not been as successful as hoped and agencies still
struggle to apply it. Even when agencies claim to have adopted PBSA, close examination of their
contracts often shows that those documents do not entirely satisfy the criteria in the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR). ii Moreover, despite occasional agency “success stories,” the policy
has not produced verified quality improvements or costs savings. iii
We think that there are two categories of services, and that PBSA as we know it at the
beginning of 2006 works for one, but not the other. The first category includes many common,
routine, and relatively simple services that can be acquired through PBSA as it is currently defined, including many housekeeping services, simple equipment maintenance and repair services,
and the like. The second category includes services that are too long-term and complex to permit
complete specification of results and competitive pricing at the outset of contracting. These include many long-term information technology services, services to operate government-owned
facilities, and long-term and multi-function or multi-task professional, administrative, and management support services. These are the services for which the Government spends the most
money. In this paper we propose a new approach to contracting for this second category of services.
I. DESCRIPTION AND HISTORY OF PBSA
FAR provides that when using PBSA agencies must specify the service results (outputs,
outcomes) they want in “clear, specific, and objective terms with measurable outcomes.” They
must prepare performance work statements and quality assurance surveillance plans, use per-
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formance incentives when appropriate, and inspect and compensate contractors on the basis of
their work products, rather than their work processes.
PBSA, in various manifestations, has a long history. During 1969-1971, the Office of
Economic Opportunity (OEO) in the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare experimented with an outcomes-based approach to contracting for educational services. The results
were mixed and the program was dropped. iv In September 1979, the Air Force adopted a comprehensive performance-based approach to contracting for base support services, which OFPP
adopted for government-wide use in October 1980. The efforts of the Air Force and OFPP produced few if any positive results. v
The 1991 OFPP policy letter was a response to growing concerns about the amounts that
agencies were spending to buy services and the quality of the services they were receiving. vi
However agencies were slow to respond to the policy letter, and, although the letter called for
FAR implementation before the end of 1991, it was not until 1997 that the FAR was amended to
include rules for PBSA. vii Since then agencies have tried to use the technique, but with disappointing results. Implementation goals were established, but not achieved. Government acquisition officials and industry representatives have expressed doubts about the success of PBSA, independent reviews have not validated predictions and anecdotal claims of improvements in quality and reductions in cost, and people at the working level are frustrated. In 2001 and 2002, the
Honorable Angela Styles, then Administrator of OFPP, told Congress that performance-based
services acquisition had not been more successful because the concept had not been adequately
defined. viii In July 2003, an interagency team assembled by OFPP recommended minor changes
to the FAR, which were published in December 2005. ix
II. WHY HAS PBSA NOT BEEN MORE SUCCESSFUL?
We believe that the main reason PBSA has not been more successful is that it is not a
practical approach to buying long-term and complex services. We think that agencies have been
unable to implement PBSA as hoped because it requires them to do something that is too often
impracticable.
We think it is unrealistic to ask agencies to specify services at the time of contract award
in clear, specific, objective, and measurable terms when future needs are not fully known or understood, requirements and priorities are expected to change during performance, and the circumstances and conditions of performance are not reliably foreseeable. Yet those are the difficulties faced by agencies and their contractors when they negotiate long-term and complex service
contracts.
In real life, parties to long-term and complex service contracts do not specify all requirements at the time of contract award in clear, specific, objective, and measurable terms; instead,
they engage in ad hoc decision making in response to emerging and changing requirements,
shifting priorities, and unexpected circumstances. They make it up as they go along, developing
and adjusting expectations and agreements accordingly. Reality is never the same as expectations
and projections, and plans and agreements go awry. No matter how long and hard we think about
what the future will be like and about what we will need, we will include things that we will not
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need and leave out things that we will, and so we will have to adjust our specifications and expectations in the course of time. x
Thus, in requiring that agencies fully specify results at the outset of contracting, PBSA
often requires them to do something that is too hard to do, and sets them up to fail. We do not
think that more training can make PBSA as we know it now appropriate for long-term and complex service acquisitions.
III. THE CHALLENGES OF SERVICE CONTRACTING
When contracting for services, agencies must follow regulations and use practices that
were developed for the procurement of supplies. Supplies are always specified based on known
design or performance requirements. PBSA is an attempt to buy services like we buy supplies.
But this attempt ignores key differences between supplies and services.
Service Quality. Unlike most supply purchases, long-term service contracts entail close
human relationships that enable the parties to deal with dynamic complexity and respond to
emerging and changing needs and circumstances. Relationships are crucial, and it is well established in service marketing literature that subjective “customer satisfaction” is as important and
sometimes more important than technical success. xi The importance of subjective factors in Government service contracting is confirmed by the fact that subjective incentives—award fee and
award term—are the most popular of all incentives used in performance-based contracts. xii
Services confront agencies with quality specification problems unlike those associated
with contracts for supplies. Services are always rendered in response to actual circumstances and
conditions. It is often impossible and even unwise to try to fix specifications of service quality at
the outset of contract performance, because quality often “depends.” What is good service in one
set of circumstances might be poor service in another, and the standard contract modification
process is not nimble enough for the realities and demands of a high speed electronic world.
We think that the PBSA requirement for ex ante specification and objective and measurable standards ignores the nature of long-term and complex service relationships. xiii
Contractor Selection and Contract Pricing. A lynchpin of PBSA is competitive contractor
selection based on price and other factors in compliance with the Competition in Contracting Act
(CICA) and FAR Part 15. In theory, PBSA allows competing firms to devise their own ways to
produce the results sought by the Government, which supposedly lets the Government enjoy the
benefits of vigorous price competition. But when an agency cannot describe its requirements and
the circumstances and conditions of performance, competing firms cannot do so either. So when
an agency evaluates a proposal for a service contract it evaluates the product of the marketing
imagination, which describes something that does not yet exist and cannot be examined or tested
before purchase. xiv
An agency proposal evaluation team cannot be sure whether the firm selected for contract
award will truly be the best value or that it just produced the best proposal document. In the absence of specific knowledge about future needs, firms cannot propose specific solutions, and
strict enforcement of vague commitments is an unlikely prospect. In the absence of clear and
binding promises, prices or estimated costs are not very meaningful. Comparative evaluation of
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competing proposals of service quality and prices is thus a dubious undertaking, because an
agency cannot be sure about what it will actually get or be entitled to get from a contractor for its
price.
Contractor selection under FAR Part 15 procedures does not readily permit a full and
frank airing of issues and resolution of concerns between the Government and its contractor before contract award. Industry responses to draft solicitations and participation in preproposal
conferences are constrained by competitive strategy and tactics and Government reticence. After
proposal submission, agencies either award contracts without discussions or conduct discussions
that are constrained by issues of fairness and procedure and fear of protests. The result is that the
parties to a new contract are often virtual strangers to one another, who learn of gaps and disconnects in their understanding of the work and their expectations only after contract award.
We believe that CICA price competition and FAR Part 15 source selection are ill-fitted to
the procurement of long-term and complex services.
Contract Enforcement: Price Reductions, Damages, And Terminations. FAR tells contracting officers to inspect service results and make price or fee reductions when services are not
acceptable. However, long-term and complex services confront agencies with unique quality assurance problems. Inspection can be difficult because many service results are intangible and
many tangible results are ephemeral. One hundred percent inspection is usually impracticable,
but acceptance sampling is not always appropriate. The quality of some results, like the results of
observational or analytical work, may depend on the quality of unobservable mental processes. It
is easy enough to verify that a floor is “clean” in the morning, that wastebaskets have been emptied, that grass has been cut to a prescribed length, and that an item of equipment has been repaired. But the results produced by security guards who must check the identities and possessions of the hundreds of persons seeking entry to a Federal office building on a daily basis are
not easily inspected or verified.
Reviews of decisions by boards of contract appeals and by courts about price reductions
under long-term and complex performance-based contracts show that price reductions generally
are not a satisfactory remedy for poor performance. Under long-term and complex contracts such
reductions are administrative nuisances to both the agency and to its contractor, and reductions
for minor technical flaws in performance sour a business relationship. Moreover, price reductions and money damages cannot adequately compensate the Government for poor performance
of critical operations.
Termination is truly a last resort when a contract is for long-term and complex services
because it takes a lot of time and effort to award a replacement contract, and award might be delayed by a protest. So an agency might choose to live with marginal performance, or be forced to
exercise an option to extend a contractor that is performing marginally so it can buy time to find
a replacement. In sum, contract law and court enforcement cannot ensure satisfactory service and
cannot remedy poor performance. The only way for the Government to get the service results
that it needs is by choosing good contractors and by establishing and maintaining effective working relationships with them. Relationship management, not contract administration, is the key to
success.
We believe that contract law and court enforcement cannot guarantee satisfactory service
or adequate remedies for poor performance.
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IV. HOW THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD BUY LONG-TERM AND COMPLEX SERVICES:
AN EMPHASIS ON RELATIONSHIPS
While we think that the Government should usually focus on service results instead of
processes, we think that the realities of long-term and complex service contracting require a new
approach to PBSA. In the paragraphs which follow we describe what we call a “relational” approach to PBSA, an approach that emphasizes the need to establish a solid working relationship
between the Government and its contractor and that will allow the two of them to engage in ad
hoc specification and adjustment of expectations throughout the life of the contract.
We call our proposed approach to PBSA Relational Contracting or Relational PBSA. The
key features of this approach are:
•

competency-based contractor selection;

•

in-depth, one-on-one negotiations with the contractor selectee before contract award
to jointly develop a contract work statement;

•

joint management to budget instead of to a fixed-price or estimated costs;

•

advanced agreement on specified direct and indirect cost limitations;

•

ad hoc specification of results and adjustment of expectations during performance;

•

fair and reasonable fee arrangements; and

•

mandatory use of alternative dispute resolution procedures.

An agency would use the relational approach to PBSA only when:
1) the contract will be of at least two years duration, including options;
2) the contract will have a total value of at least $10 million, including options;
3) the agency cannot fully specify key requirements or describe key performance circumstances at the time of contract award;
4) the head of the contracting activity approves its use; and
5) the head of the contracting activity makes provision for periodic independent review
of the management of the contract by neutral officials.
We will now address each of the elements of Relational PBSA in greater detail.
• Competency-Based Contractor Selection. The approach to contractor selection would be
similar to the architect-engineer selection approach described in FAR Subpart 36.6. Price
would not be a factor in contractor selection. The main factors would be experience, past performance, and key personnel qualifications. An evaluation board would consider candidate
firms and recommend two or three highly qualified firms to the selection official, who would
select one for contract negotiations.
The contracting officer would solicit an offer from the selectee, disclosing the agency’s
budget and objectives, and providing for joint fact-finding about known and anticipated requirements and anticipated performance circumstances and conditions. The parties would
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then conduct in-depth negotiations to jointly develop a work statement, an advance agreement on small business subcontracting, an advance agreement on cost limitations, and a fee
agreement. The contracting officer would award a contract following approval of the negotiations in accordance with agency procedures.
This approach to contractor selection and contract pricing will permit a more full and
frank airing of issues and cooperative problem-solving before contract award. It will enable
the parties to reach a common understanding of what they can and cannot specify at the outset and what they must set aside for ad hoc resolution during performance. We think this approach will lay a better foundation for a successful working relationship than source selection
under CICA and FAR Part 15.
• Advanced Cost Limitation Agreements/Joint Management To Budget. The resultant contract would be a modified cost-reimbursement type, with Government risk mitigated by advance cost limitation agreements. The contract would provide for the parties to jointly manage performance within the Government’s operation or project budget, but with the Government having the final say on all requirements. The parties would work together to prioritize
and schedule activities, set standards, establish work package budgets, and monitor performance. They would use earned value management techniques when appropriate.
• Ad Hoc Specification Of Requirements During Performance. A key feature of relational
PBSA would be ad hoc specification of service requirements as they emerge or become more
fully understood in the course of performance. The parties would specify requirements in
terms of results whenever possible, unless they agree that specification of process would be
better. In order to remain within budget, the parties would make tradeoffs, adjusting expectations, reordering priorities, and modifying performance standards as necessary. If requirements change, the parties would bargain to make adjustments to stay within the budget.
Adjustments within budget would not require formal contract modifications and equitable
adjustments, and would be within the authority of the Government’s program manager as
long as they do not require fund obligations or deobligations. But all transactions would be
documented to reflect the agreement and expectations of the parties.
• Fair and Reasonable Fee Arrangements. The contract would provide for payment of fee
in accordance with the agreement negotiated prior to contract award. The maximum available
fee would be fixed and would not change during the course of performance unless the Government increases or decreases its budget due to the addition or deletion of requirements.
Changes in budget due to cost overruns would not entitle the contractor to additional fee. The
contractor would be guaranteed a fair and reasonable fee for acceptable performance within
budget, and could earn additional fee for excellent performance, based on objective and subjective considerations to which the parties agreed in advance.
• Mandatory Use Of Alternative Dispute Resolution. The contract would require the parties to engage in alternative dispute resolution before resorting to the FAR disputes procedures. Each party would name one senior official outside the immediate program organization as its principal, and they would jointly hear the dispute and work to resolve it with the
assistance of a neutral. Only if the two principals cannot agree on a resolution within a reasonable period of time would the parties be permitted to resort to the dispute procedures described in FAR Subpart 33.2.
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• Prerequisites To Use. Because relational PBSA would permit the award of contracts
without price competition, and because it would grant very broad discretion to Government
program managers and contractor personnel, it is essential that it be used only when appropriate and only as approved by higher level agency officials. It is also essential that relational
contracts be subjected to periodic independent review in order to maintain the integrity of the
acquisition system and public confidence. We recommend that relational PBSA be approved
for use only for complex contracts of two years duration or longer and with a total value of
$10 million or more, including options. We also recommend that the use of relational PBSA
require approval of the Head of the Contracting Activity subject to arrangements for periodic
independent review of each relational contract by neutral agency officials.
CONCLUSION
We think the time has come to try something new. We propose that OFPP obtain statutory approval for a pilot program to conduct a number of controlled experiments in Relational
Contracting by selected agencies. We propose that OFPP set criteria for evaluating the effectiveness of Relational Contracting, establish a preparatory training program for participants, and appoint a panel which includes Executive Branch officials, representatives of the Government Accountability Office, working level acquisition personnel, members of academia, members of the
Bar, and industry representatives, and a support staff, to monitor, evaluate, and report the results,
and make recommendations for further action.
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such as whether calls are answered in three rings or whether employees remember to smile and
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xii

FAR 16.404(a) and 16.405-2(b) say that award fee incentives are to be used only when it is not
possible develop objective incentive criteria. Their use in performance-based contracts is inconsistent with the PBSA requirement for objective, measurable performance standards.
xiii

“The feasibility requirement in contracting for results is that the product must lend itself to
clear definition. Whether he is contemplating a fixed [price] or a performance contract [a contract with incentives], the buyer must be able to specify the desired results in simple, straightforward terms to a prospective seller. These terms must also be meaningful to a knowledgeable
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describe exactly the product it is after. Such procurements as the purchase of administrative services is not so easy.” Stucker and Hall, The Performance Contracting Concept in Education, p.
6.
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