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Contracting officers play a vital role in ensuring the 
continuity and quality of essential government 
operations. Their work in securing large-scale contracts 

with capable and innovative vendors is a crucial step in the 
procurement cycle. The complexity of technology and digital 
solutions has evolved over time, however, and the methods for 
selecting vendors to deliver these critical, large-scale projects 
have not kept up. 

This e-book aims to analyze the challenges faced by the 
government and industry contracting officers, offering up ideas 
and possible solutions to reimagine the Request for Proposal 
(RFP) process. In Part I, we’ll lay out the gaps“ in the current 
RFP process, and in Part II, we’ll offer practical suggestions for 
improving the process in ways that align with new technologies.

Introduction
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What Challenges 
Do Contracting 
Offices Face?
Selecting the best vendor for a complex 
government project is a daunting task, 
and the RFP process should help—not 
hinder . In this section, we’ll walk through 
the most common challenges that 
contracting officers face during the current 
RFP process .

PART I
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Defining RFP Requirements1

For government agencies, procurement 
challenges start with defining 
requirements for the RFP itself. Often, 

when the RFP is sent out, it is hard to make 
the requirements document thorough 
enough to define all of the varied needs and 
parameters of the project. Not only does this 
leave contracting officers underinformed 
to select the best vendor, but it can also cost 
additional time and funds when contract 
modifications are added after the project 
has kicked off.

Why does this problem occur? It’s a paradox: the 
RFP needs to define the project’s needs, but since 
the problem that the agency is trying to solve is 
often complex, the agency might not understand 
the full scope of its own needs until after the project 
launch . Think of it as taking your car to get fixed by a 
mechanic . You may understand the overall problem 
(“my car won’t start”), but you may not know why . It 
would be difficult to define all of the requirements for 
fixing your car—and the associated costs—if you’re 
not sure why it stopped running . It’s equally hard to 
create RFP requirements for vendors without also 
“getting under the hood” of the problem you’re trying 
to solve . 

From the vendor side, RFP requirements can be 
interpreted differently by various contractors . But 
during the RFP process, it is often challenging and 
prohibitive to have detailed discussions with the 
customer . As a result, vendors can only interact 
with contracting officers within the allotted Q&A 
framework . While this rule is in place to make 
the process more equitable and less open to 
favoritism, the lack of clarification can lead to gaps in 
understanding . The result? Sometimes contractors 
are hired who cannot provide the full scope of 
services required for the project . 

Last, murky RFP requirements make it hard to hold 
vendors accountable or issue a cure notice if a project 
goes off track . Contracting officers need a high level of 
detail to hold vendors and third parties accountable, 
but they don’t always know the right questions to 
ask to get those details . Improving the RFP definition 
process will increase clarity for vendors, while helping 
ensure that government agencies don’t get stuck with 
a contractor who knows how to game the system 
by making expensive contract modifications several 
months into a project .
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Past Performances and 
Accountability

No agency wants to hire a 
contractor with a track record of 
poor performance, but there are 
several loopholes allowing bad 
actors to continue working with 
the government . In order to keep 
winning contracts, poorly performing 
companies can do things like change 
their name, change ownership, or even 
sell the contract to another company . 
The government needs a more 
efficient way to track these vendors, 
making accountability systematic .

Complex Evaluation Methods2

Given the high number and 
diversity of interested contractors 
competing for a single project, 

the complexity of evaluation criteria can 
lead to an overwhelming process—for 
both contracting officer and vendor. 
Proposals can include many volumes, and 
contracting officers must sift through 
pages of documents to get a clear picture 
of what the vendor is communicating. And 
since agencies have a set amount of time 
to conduct these complex evaluations—an 
average of 30 to 90 days—they feel pressure 
to sift through information quickly. 

Adding to the complexity, a well-written proposal can 
exaggerate a company’s actual capabilities . It can 
be easy to lose focus on direct proof of performance 
as contracting officers dig through the jargon and 
passion of proposal statements, resulting in the RFP 
process becoming an evaluation of the writing ability 
of a vendor, rather than their actual performance . 
And sometimes, the opposite happens: vendors 
capable of delivering high-quality solutions may get 
overlooked because their proposal is not as well 
written .
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Incomplete Project Delivery and 
Contract Changes3

These first two challenges inevitably 
lead to another: project delivery 
itself. Because contract requirements 

often aren’t well developed at the start, 
and because they aren’t built to be flexible, 
requirements frequently change once 
the project starts. As stakeholders in 
both the government agency and vendor 
organization dive in and learn more, they 
may need to make significant changes to 
the project. For a contracting officer, this 
means renegotiating the entire contract to 
modify the scope of work. 

Often, savvy vendors will exploit the limited nature 
of the initial requirements and accept the contract 
knowing that they can modify it and up-sell other 
work later . These vendors may make a very low 
bid, knowing they can increase the scope of work 
after the contract starts . This situation puts the 
government in a tricky position because they’ve 
already committed to this vendor and can’t easily 
end the relationship . Many contracts are not currently 
structured in a manner where agencies can terminate 
underperforming or malicious contractors easily . That 
means the government is “stuck” with that contractor 
until the performance period is over . As a result of 
these two issues, the agency can end up paying more 
than allotted or expected .

A New Era for Procurement

The procurement challenges we described in Part I created a “perfect storm” in October 
2013, when the HealthCare .gov website crashed within two hours of its public launch . In 
the wake of this incident, President Obama started an initiative to examine and improve 
the procurement cycle, and the United States Digital Service (USDS) was born . The USDS 
is a team of consultants that goes from one agency to another to help contracting officers 
and sponsors improve their procurement process and project delivery . Some of our 
suggestions in this e-book have been gleaned from our mutual work with the USDS on 
several government projects .
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Solutions and 
Best Practices 
To Address RFP 
Challenges
As we’ve seen in Part I, the traditional RFP 
process, which relies on lengthy written 
descriptions on the part of both the 
government entity and the vendor, has 
not kept pace with the complexity of new 
technologies . How can the government 
ensure that bidding companies can 
deliver on their proposal promises? In Part 
II, we’ll offer suggestions for improving 
the RFP process—and making contracting 
officers’ jobs easier .

PART II
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Changing the Submission 
and Evaluation Process to 
“Staged Evaluations”

1

For contracting officers, the current evaluation process involves sifting through reams 
of proposal documents—a difficult and time-consuming process. To solve this problem, 
agencies might consider breaking out the RFP into several short evaluation stages. At the 

end of each stage, only the best contractors would move to the next qualifying round.

Initial qualifying stage
Instead of contractors submitting one giant package, consider adding an initial eligibility 
step, such as a 25-minute “qualifying” video (or similar) . In the video, vendors must 
clearly explain that they know what the government is facing, including intricacies and 
obstacles, and then lay out a vision for how they can help .  

References and past performance case studies
It’s crucial to know that bidding contractors can handle this level of work . In this step, 
agencies can reach out to references and discuss previous projects and understand how 
relevant these are to their own needs .

The “show and tell” stage
In this final stage, the government evaluation team invites qualifying teams to work on 
a solution to a sample problem in real-time . Be aware that vendors may hire short-term 
consultants to perform this work . To prevent a “bait and switch” scenario, require that 
teams working on sample problems in this evaluation stage include salaried employees 
who have been listed as “key personnel” on the project itself . This extra level of analysis 
will help evaluate the true ability of the vendor . 

Project Success Depends on People

In the digital age, the government is paying for people to perform services to create 
solutions, not buying the solution itself . But agencies often hyper-focus on deliverables 
while ignoring who is building the deliverable . This is a mistake since contractors 
frequently hire more staff after winning a new contract . Who will be working on your 
project? What does the vendor’s hiring process look like? How can the government be 
involved in evaluating the current and future team? How does the vendor enforce and 
monitor the quality of its members? These are questions to ask in the RFP . 
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Improving RFP Language2

As we discussed in Part I, an agency often doesn’t understand the full scope of what 
they need when they put out an RFP. But until they do, they can’t reasonably ask for a 
complete solution. What’s the answer? The process of finding a solution can be written 

into the RFP itself. Here are some language changes that can help:

Improving RFP Writing
A common mistake is to enter into an RFP with a fully defined solution . The best RFPs 
ask vendors to show how they’d solve a problem, as opposed to listing and explaining 
everything the agency thinks the project might need . We suggest that RFP writers create 
a clear and brief problem statement, including overarching and surrounding issues, and 
allow the vendors to build the solution collaboratively as the engagement progresses . 
This language leaves room for contractors to explain how they would go about solving 
the problem and builds flexibility into the RFP .

Updating Proposal Format Delivery
In the digital age, contracting offices should consider upgrading their model for 
accepting proposals to include incorporating video submissions, consolidating 
language in the RFP, and allowing digital-friendly formats . An outdated proposal format 
delivery can hinder both the government and the companies that support it . 
Another solution to improve the delivery process is to shorten the proposal submission 
timeline . Extended proposal times reward companies that have expensive teams of 
proposal writers, which drives up overall project costs . 

Strengthening Performance Eval Criteria
Most RFPs explain how the government will evaluate the vendors’ proposals, but they 
neglect to explain how they’ll assess their performance . What exactly does success 
look like? How can we measure that? Answering these questions allows agencies to 
hold vendors accountable if they don’t do what they’re supposed to do . Even worse, 
often, the government leaves the “success” metric up to the contractor itself, allowing 
a company to compile a list of completed tasks to prove how well they’ve done . This 
open-ended method essentially lets unethical contractors make their own report cards . 

Building Contract Termination Stipulations
As we mentioned earlier, most RFPs leave the government with little to no way out of 
a contract . The RFP typically doesn’t explain consequences for underperformance, or 
how a contractor will be removed if they underperform . That means that if the project 
completely changes or if the contractor simply cannot perform the work, removing the 
contractor is challenging . However, adding termination stipulations is an easy fix . For 
example, stronger RFP language for ending a contract with a vendor might include a 
simple clause that says: “If we are dissatisfied for any reason, we can end the contract 
within 15 days after start .” 
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Transforming the Contract 
Structure via Agile Contracting3

T
raditionally, the government has based its contract costs around “time” and “materials.” 
The problem with this structure is that the vendor has low motivation to reduce costs. 
If contractors are paid an hourly rate, it benefits them to add more hours. On the flip 

side, if the vendor promises a project for a fixed cost, it motivates them to deliver the cheapest 
solution possible—with any “extras” charged in a contract modification. 

For each sprint, the agency defines: 

Agile Is User-centric

Agile concepts have been borrowed from the EPICS open-source software model . The 
process relies on developing “stories,” which are short descriptions of user needs, and 
clear definitions of success . The team reviews these stories together and finalizes project 
requirements only after an iterative, flexible process—instead of trying to develop 
everything upfront . This collaboration allows team members to fine-tune the problem as 
the work progresses, resulting in a stronger solution .

Even if the requirements of a sprint, or “mini-contract,” are inaccurate or underdeveloped, agile methods allow 
for changes to be made within a small timeframe while building in the ability to make bigger adjustments in the 
future . The government can tell a vendor, for example, that they’re only buying two to three sprints up front, then 
the scope will be reevaluated . This way, the government is also empowered to end the contracting relationship if 
needed .

Requirements of the phase, based on end-user needs (these 
are called “stories”); 

Definition of “done” (what does each “finished” story look 
like?); and, finally,

Cost . 
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Government procurement will always be complex, but 
transforming the RFP process has the potential to both 
empower contracting officers and streamline their jobs. The 
new process will help weed out bad actors that are threatened 
by new application parameters, while good vendors will self-
select in. Agile pricing models, along with more engaged 
and cooperative vendors, should lead to lower costs for all 
involved—and better solutions. And as we seek out methods 
that make the contracting process more scalable, flexible, 
and cost-efficient, we can also create a more harmonious 
and equitable working environment. The agile philosophy 
of “fail fast” and “build better as you go” reduces headaches 
experienced by contracting staff and, ultimately, will deliver 
better products and services to people and organizations across 
the nation.

A Procurement Evolution

Conclusion
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Additional Reading

The concepts in this e-book have been developed from Enquizit’s years of experience working with 
federal agencies . Along the way, our work has been informed by specific guidebooks and resources . For 
additional reading and learning, we recommend: 

Digital Services Playbook 
Created by the USDS, this playbook outlines 13 key practices drawn from the private sector and 
government that can help government build effective digital services .

The Agile Manifesto   
The origination of the “agile” philosophy, which moved software development from a linear progression 
that often got “stuck” into a process that allows for continuous improvement and efficiency—benefitting 
the end user .

18 F API Standards 
A set of API standards developed by 18F, a technology team inside the US federal government . 

Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe) Agile Framework 
A knowledge base of proven, integrated principles, practices, and competencies for achieving business 
agility using Lean, Agile, and DevOps methodologies .

Appendix

With deep experience in human-centered design and agile 
processes, Enquizit has been helping government entities solve 
complex problems in the AWS cloud since 2002. Get in touch with 
us at Enquizit.com/contact-us to learn more.

https://playbook.cio.gov/
https://www.agilealliance.org/agile101/the-agile-manifesto/
https://18f.gsa.gov/2014/07/15/hot-off-the-press-18fs-api-standards/
https://www.scaledagileframework.com/
http://Enquizit.com/contact-us
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