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Make The System Work for You

Flex 

the 
System



Is There Anything We Cannot Do?

• FAR

• OTA

• CSO

• TSA

• PIA

• PPP



The Problem We’re Trying to Solve

• Stop buying unproven software capabilities

• Find a low-cost way to provide demonstrations of capabilities

• Find a fast way to provide demonstrations of capabilities

• Find ways to maintain competitive leverage through demonstrations

• Find ways to fail fast

• Find ways to fast follow



CSO + OTA



Commercial Solutions Opening



General Solicitation

Shark Tank 
Application

CSO
Application



General Solicitation



Merit Based Review

Merit is wholly defined by the Investor and 
the Market.

Novel, Commercial, Innovative

Is This a Good Investment For Us?

Does the Market Want/Need the 
Product?

How Do I structure the Deal to Hedge My 
Risk?



Merit Based Review/Evaluation

Merit is wholly defined by the organization.

Use of a CSO is considered to be a competitive procedure.

(10 U.S.C. chapter 127 and FAR 6.102).

32 CFR § 22.315 - Merit-based, competitive procedures

Does the Warfighter Want/Need the Product?

Is This a Good Investment for the Taxpayer?

How Do I Structure the Deal to Hedge My Risk?



Merit Based Review/Evaluation

What is it?

Why is it better?

Who are you to say so?

What could it deliver if successful?



Does the Warfighter Want/Need the 
Product?

Talk to the Vendor

Talk to The Warfighter

Here is What We Are Thinking….Does That Make Sense To You?

Does This Demonstration Set You Up To Succeed?

Collaboration/
Experiment Plan



How Do I Structure the Deal to Hedge My 
Risk?

• Sharks hedge risk with additional compensation

• Government hedges risk for shorter periods of 
performance

Negotiation/
Agreement



Negotiation/Agreement

• We will give you $50,000 and 90 days 

• If our tech folks are convinced; we will discuss a follow-on 
agreement

• If our tech folks are not convinced; we will part ways

Insert 
Agreement Pic



How Do I Structure the Deal to Hedge My 
Risk?

• We will give you $50,000 and 90 days 

• If our tech folks are convinced; we will discuss a follow-on 
agreement

• If our tech folks are not convinced; we will part ways

Unilateral 
Rights



How Do I Structure the Deal to Hedge My 
Risk?

• Both parties are providing resources

• Both parties have said “we think this can work” and taken ownership

• Both parties stand to gain if the project succeeds

• Both parties have nowhere to hide if it does not succeed

Aligning 
Interests 



How Do I Structure the Deal to Hedge My 
Risk?

• Both parties moved forward in earnest and results did not meet expectations OR 
needs changed

• Both parties learned from the experience

• Neither party can say they didn’t get a fair chance

• Nether party can ask for resources for a potentially needless project

Failing Fast



What Happens When you Fail?

• Adjust the product or approach

• Find an investor/requirement owner that 
is a better fit

Stay In 
Touch



What Happens When you Fail?

• Find an investor/requirement 
owner that is a better fit



What Happens When You Do Not Fail?

Talk to the Vendor

Talk to The Warfighter

Here is What We Are Thinking….Does That Make Sense To You?

Does This Demonstration Set You Up To Succeed?

Collaboration



#1 10 USC 3458 is Your NorthStar.

• It will guide you, but your path depends on 
where your journey begins, and with whom 
you are traveling.

• CDAO is a young organization of forward-
thinking professionals trying to solve real 
problems. Even with the wind at our backs 
(metaphorically speaking), our CSO almost 
never saw the light of day. Expect challenges 
and use your NorthStar, and grit, to 
overcome.



#2 Lead With Technology

• If your brainiac data scientist is saying “holy 
crap, I’ve never seen anything like this!” You 
should pay attention.

• Merit-based decision making is the backbone 
of the CSO.  If you don’t understand brute 
force mathematics or capabilities of 
accelerated GPU’s, that’s fine; your technical 
folks do.  So, listen to them.  Work with them.  
Enable their efforts to support the mission.  
Stay consistent and provide good counsel.



#3 Enable Smart People to do 
Smart Things

• If smart people are comfortable with the risks, 
you should be too.

• Have the technical lead sign a technical 
evaluation stating the following;

• Here is why I’m putting my reputation on the line.

• Here is what I think this technology may be able to do.

• Here is why it’s worth our time and effort.

• When technical leads sign the evaluation, they 
own the project.  The level of accountability 
increases and this leads to better results.



#4 Ditch the Downselects

• There aren’t 40 great ideas; there are 1 or 2.  
Go straight to demonstrations of those great 
ideas.

• Downselects have benefits related to fair and 
reasonable acquisition, but they’re not the 
right fit for everything.

• Ever try to get your sharpest technical leads 
to evaluate 30 proposals? Not exactly an 
expeditious process. No fault of the folks 
involved…just not always a practical way to do 
business.



#5 Simple Acquisition Solves 
Hard Problems
• Stop preparing for that IP legal battle that may never 

happen (at least for now).

• For high-tech products/platform, I’ll take a low cost, 
short-term, “pedal to the metal” demonstration over 
another contracting strategy.  It’s the ultimate Source 
Selection.  Merit-based, competitive, direct awards 
are the first step in true modular contracting.  

• If the demonstration is garbage, the company goes 
away; plain and simple.  

• If the demonstration is a success (however that is 
defined), we can then prepare for the second inning 
of the democracy versus autocracy World Series.  
There will be plenty of time to fight over IP Rights…I 
promise.



Academic Recommendations

The first recommendation…A 
merit-based selection process 
such as commercial solutions 
opening should be used by chief 
technology officers to allocate 
component-specific funds of 
roughly $100 million each. 



Future of the CSO

• Every CTO will have a CSO
• Control

• Speed

• Commanders Intent

• Funding

• Mandatory AI/ML Training  Leads to More 
CSO Training

• Focus on Getting to Production



Getting Smart

• GMU Center for Government Contracting

• National Contract Management Association

• Tradewind

• Acquisition Talks Podcast

• DARPA OT Training (Diane Sidebottom)


