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In August of 2002, the U.S. Army’ s acquisition executive, Claude Bolton, asked the SEI to help
him with an ambitious, multi-year program to improve the way the Army acquires software-
intensive systems. The resultant Army Strategic Software Improvement Program (ASSIP) put
into place the necessary infrastructure and initiatives to meet the requirements of section 804 of
the FY 03 National Defense Authorization Act, which requires defense agencies to develop plans
for improving their software acquisitions.

To determine how to improve acquisition processes, the SEI first set about determining the
current state of the practice within Army acquisition. Developed specifically for ASSIP,
Benchmarking for Improvement, or BFI, is the technique employed. The SEI uses BFI results,
along with other data collected for ASSIP, to identify improvement needs across Army
acquisition. This article discusses BFI and some of the emerging results from its application on
Army programsto date.

Benchmarking for Improvement

The purpose of BFI isto understand the practices used in acquisition programs. Using a model-
based question set, ateam elicits practices that have been successful in an individual program
office as candidate benchmarks for broader Army application. The team also identifies where a
program needs practices to help overcome some difficulty (possibly leading to a benchmark for
the program). BFI a so hel ps determine where Army policies present barriers to program progress
or where absent policies cause ambiguity and increased risk, so that the Army can set its own
high-level benchmark targets.

Although BFI applies appraisal techniques, the focus is on discovering what a program office
does rather than on measuring its maturity against amodel. BFI is not an appraisal, and it does
not result in arating. It isaquick look to identify potential best practices or problems that may be
relevant to the program or to the Army in general. However, BFI does retain some familiar
appraisal elements: interviews are confidential, and findings regquire more than one source
(human or document) for substantiation. Program managers own the results; to ensure program
anonymity, the SEI never publishes attributable information.

To ensure broad system-level coverage, BFI has evolved to include topic areas from the new
CMMI Acquisition Module (CMMI-AM). In fact, several BFIs are part of the pilots that will help
the Office of the Secretary of Defense refine the CMMI-AM, which is becoming the preferred
guide for defense acquisition office improvement.
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Emerging Results

Some of the Army representatives who participate in ASSIP suggested that the difficultiesin
fielding reliable software intensive systems on time and within budget stemmed from not
understanding the software aspects of a program. After conducting 9 BFIs during the last 14
months, the SEI has learned that programs are actually struggling with the complexity of the
“system of systems’ development environment (in which software is only one element) and the
challenges associated with managing in that environment. Asaresult, many recurrent BFl themes
have more to do with managing the acquisition process overall.

The table below summarizes some of these key themes, which the SEI will use to help guide
Army-wide improvement planning. The Improvement Opportunities section lists issues that need
addressing throughout Army acquisition. The Best Practices section lists exemplary responses by
individual programs, practicesthat all Army program offices should consider.

Improvement Opportunities Best Practices

Risk Management. Inconsistent definition of |Ise of independent cost estimation and ver-
risk versus issue; dependency upon contractor/ ification provided by groups that are familiar
supplier for monitoring of risks that specifically with software and systems development for
belong ta the acquisition/pragram offices. the Arrmy.

Training and Mentoring. Mo formal rec- Use of simulation and modeling to clarify
ognition of need for Program Manager (PI) requirements; use of robust system level
mentoring; “self selection” not allowed for FM design for supplier competitions.
candidates.

Policies. Redundant or burdensome paperwork Capture and communication of lessons from
requirements; inadequate explanation of intent/ other programs.

consideration of impacts.

Interoperability. Lack of effective technigues Use of Web-enabled repositories to dis-
to manage interoperability; lack of a big picture seminate program infarmation.
perspective from the Department.

Value to the Programs

For their investment, programs receive immediate and confidential feedback about their current
practices, and can leverage that information to devel op action plans based on their needs. For
example, one benchmarked program used its results to validate its ongoing process improvement
initiatives. Another program used its results as the basis for beginning improvement activities.
Even some program executive offices (the organization level above the programs) have used BFI
results to guide the start of their own improvement work.
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Programs a so have an opportunity to anonymously critique and influence higher-level policies,
with the SEI acting as their advocate. Lastly, each program has a chance to maintain an ongoing
relationship with the SEI to provide feedback and gain additional knowledge from other Army
programs. Collaboration remains the best method for sharing the findings of the BFIs and other
Army work facilitated by the SEI.

The Future of BFls

As of thiswriting, the SEI plans to conduct six more BFIs through the end of 2004. Going
forward, programs may request BFIs, or they may perform their own self-assessments against the
CMMI-AM. As program offices become more experienced with process improvement, the SEI
will continue to follow up to determine the successes and shortfalls of the programs’ effortsin
order to continually gauge the direction of Army-wide improvement.
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