CHILDREN AND FAMILIES
EDUCATION AND THE ARTS
ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT
HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE
INFRASTRUCTURE AND
TRANSPORTATION
INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that
helps improve policy and decisionmaking through
research and analysis.
This electronic document was made available from
www.rand.org as a public service of the RAND
Corporation.

LAW AND BUSINESS
NATIONAL SECURITY

Skip all front matter: Jump to Page 16

POPULATION AND AGING
PUBLIC SAFETY
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
TERRORISM AND
HOMELAND SECURITY

Support RAND
Purchase this document
Browse Reports & Bookstore
Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
Visit RAND at www.rand.org
Explore RAND Project AIR FORCE
View document details

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights
This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated
in a notice appearing later in this work. This electronic representation of RAND
intellectual property is provided for non-commercial use only. Unauthorized posting
of RAND electronic documents to a non-RAND website is prohibited. RAND
electronic documents are protected under copyright law. Permission is required
from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of our research documents
for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please see
RAND Permissions.

This product is part of the RAND Corporation monograph series.
RAND monographs present major research findings that address the
challenges facing the public and private sectors. All RAND monographs undergo rigorous peer review to ensure high standards for
research quality and objectivity.

Government
Accountability
Office Bid Protests
in Air Force
Source Selections
Evidence and Options—
Executive Summary

Frank Camm, Mary E. Chenoweth,
John C. Graser, Thomas Light,
Mark A. Lorell, Susan K. Woodward

Prepared for the United States Air Force
Approved for public release; distribution unlimited

PR OJ ECT AIR FORC E

The research described in this report was sponsored by the United States
Air Force under Contract FA7014-06-C-0001. Further information may
be obtained from the Strategic Planning Division, Directorate of Plans,
Hq USAF.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Government Accountability Office bid protests in Air Force source selections : evidence
and options / Frank Camm ... [et al.].
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 978-0-8330-5099-1 (pbk. : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-0-8330-5167-7 (pbk. : alk.
paper)
1. Defense contracts—United States—Evaluation. 2. United States. Air Force—
Procurement—Evaluation. 3. Letting of contracts—United States. 4. United States.
Government Accountability Office. I. Camm, Frank A., 1949- II. Project Air Force
(U.S.) III. Rand Corporation.
KF855.G678 2012
346.7302'3—dc23

2011022736

The R AND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that helps improve
policy and decisionmaking through research and analysis. R AND’s
publications do not necessarily reflect the opinions of its research clients
and sponsors.
R® is a registered trademark.

© Copyright 2012 RAND Corporation

Permission is given to duplicate this document for personal use only, as
long as it is unaltered and complete. Copies may not be duplicated for
commercial purposes. Unauthorized posting of RAND documents to a
non-RAND website is prohibited. RAND documents are protected under
copyright law. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please
visit the R AND permissions page (http://www.rand.org/publications/
permissions.html).
Published 2012 by the RAND Corporation
1776 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138
1200 South Hayes Street, Arlington, VA 22202-5050
4570 Fifth Avenue, Suite 600, Pittsburgh, PA 15213-2665
RAND URL: http://www.rand.org
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information, contact
Distribution Services: Telephone: (310) 451-7002;
Fax: (310) 451-6915; Email: order@rand.org

Summary

When an offeror participating in an Air Force source selection believes
that the Air Force has made an error that unjustly “prejudices” its
chance of winning the source selection, the offeror can file a protest
with GAO. During FY 2000 through FY 2008, the Air Force experienced such bid protests in an average of 93 contract awards a year, and
GAO sustained an average of three of these protests a year.
The need to change three source selections a year does not sound
like a serious problem in an organization that buys as much as the Air
Force does. Unfortunately, a number of the protests that GAO sustained during this period—namely, protests in the CSAR-X and KC-X
programs—were highly visible and caused significant disruptions in
resource and operational planning in the Air Force. OSD temporarily suspended the Air Force’s control of the KC-X source selection.
Complications caused by the CSAR-X protest sustainment ultimately
helped lead OSD to cancel the program. Consequently, the Air Force
and OSD began a series of intense reviews of Air Force source selection
policies and practices.
As part of this effort, during the summer of 2008, SAF/AQ asked
PAF to identify specific changes in policies and practices that could
improve Air Force performance in GAO bid protests. The Air Force
asked PAF to pay special attention to how the Air Force conducts
source selections in large acquisitions. This executive summary synthesizes findings from a documented briefing that addresses these requests.
Our analysis found that, during the 1990s, the number of unwarranted protests dropped markedly, leaving the Air Force in a position
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to focus on protests that were more likely to require corrective action.
Since 2001, the numbers of corrective actions and of merit reviews per
1,000 contract awards have slowly dropped. The Air Force should be
careful to protect the policies and practices that have supported this
pattern of steadily improving performance.
The threat manifested in the CSAR-X and KC-X programs
appears to be relatively new in character and so does justify significant
adjustments in policies and practices in appropriate circumstances.
But we expect this threat to present itself in a relatively small number
of acquisitions—the large, complex ones, with relatively large stakes
for the participants—and it is probably more likely when the participants understand how to pursue sophisticated protests. Such protests
will continue and could increase in number until the Air Force demonstrates that it can effectively counter them. The Air Force should
focus its countermeasures on the places where the threat is greatest.
That should make it easier to tailor the countermeasures to the circumstances and to choose the set of measures best suited to helping the Air
Force avoid future costs and delays, such as those associated with the
protests sustained in the CSAR-X and KC-X source selections.
In particular, the Air Force can take the following steps to reduce
the risks associated with sophisticated protests:
• Recognize a bid protest as an adversarial proceeding with finely
tuned rules. Pay more attention to how GAO views a bid protest. Expect GAO to view the priorities associated with running a
source selection differently than the Air Force does. Be prepared
to pursue the Air Force’s interests within the constraints imposed
by GAO’s priorities.
• Simplify and clarify selection criteria and priorities. The Air Force
is already moving aggressively in this direction. The new approach
that the Weapon Systems Acquisition Reform Act (WSARA) prescribes for capability and requirements determination could help
clarify the relative importance of requirements in ways that promote this goal.
• Focus formal cost estimates on the instant contract. Again, the
Air Force is already moving aggressively in this direction. As it
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does so, it should be clear in its source selections how and why
the cost estimates it uses to discriminate among proposals differ
from the cost estimates it uses in its submissions to the Defense
Acquisition Board.
• Tighten discipline throughout the source selection. The Air Force
plans to rely more heavily on external review processes to enhance
discipline. External review can help; greater involvement of attorneys as part of any external review should be especially helpful.
But the issues arising in sophisticated protests can ultimately
be addressed only by hands-on, close attention to detail that an
external review team cannot perform. Tools are available to support discipline and simplify internal review. New forms of training and coaching can also help.
• Gather new data to help the Air Force target its efforts. More
attention to the costs imposed by different forms of protest could
help the Air Force determine how much to spend to avoid these
costs. Better data on the extent to which sustained protests actually change who wins a competition could help the Air Force
inform GAO about when an error is actually likely to prejudice
any offeror and hence justify a sustainment.

