Strengths in Discussions
The JSC Procurement Office will be conducting a pilot program to incorporate strengths into the discussion process (See FAR 15.306(d)).  At the Communications, Outreach & Information Technology (COMIT) Industry Day, it was announced that the initiative would be piloted with this acquisition.  The goal of this pilot program is to allow for an exchange during discussions, if held, where strengths may be enhanced or broadened to other areas of the statement of work, thereby increasing best value to the Government.   The scope and extent of the strengths negotiations are a matter of contracting officer judgment.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Thank you for your feedback!  This topic was closed on July 31, 2014 and following are anonymous responses to this topic regarding providing strengths in discussions:
Offerors being given a list of their strengths in a proposal during discussions is not objectionable.  However, the idea of using discussions to allow strengths to be enhanced or broadened to other areas of the statement of work could give an offeror an unfair advantage.   Since NASA is making the determination as to what strengths should be addressed and how and where they could be expanded, this results in NASA helping the offeror to write their proposal.  Since the effort is confined to strengths found in a particular proposal, not all offerors would receive the same amount of assistance, if any (they would not all have the same strengths) and NASA would be, inevitably, helping stronger offerors at the expense of weaker ones.  

Even if two strong competitors both received this guidance or assistance, one may well benefit more than the other and it could result in changing the selection.  

This kind of negotiated improvement should be done after award.  If NASA feels something could be improved after the award is made, that is a matter of negotiation, but making improvement suggestions before selection is inherently unfair to other bidders.


Identifying strengths as well as weaknesses early in the discussions would provide useful feedback to bidders as to the government s perception of their offer. It will help protect against strengths being removed in later proposal revisions by a bidder due to lack of feedback. It would also encourage further application of the same or similar strengths. 

We recommend that NASA:
Identify strengths as well as weaknesses early in the process. 
Do this in a manner similar to the presentation of strengths as well as weaknesses in award fee evaluations. 
Provide the following information for both strengths and weaknesses:
	Area where comment is applicable
	Description of Strength or Weakness
	Perceived Benefit or Impact to NASA


Our response is mixed.  Our initial reaction was that we were tremendously pleased to have received them.  Because we had already received our Weaknesses shortly before being contacted and told that our Strengths would be sent as well, we can confirm that we avoided taking action to address a Weakness that may have eliminated or impacted one of our Strengths.  This is a very strong reason to support release of this information during discussions but, as described below, is not itself sufficient.
In our specific case, we had Weaknesses that aligned directly with our Strengths.  We strategized that if we did a good job of eliminating the Weaknesses, we could move those Strengths to Significant Strengths.  They did move but, unfortunately for us, not enough to be considered “Significant”.  And, per the Source Selection Statement, it was Significant Strengths that determined the winning bidder.
Every bidder who makes Competitive Range focuses intently on eliminating Weaknesses.  And that is the goal of the Government as well. In the very compressed timeframe of discussion prior to FPR, every minute, quite often around the clock, is spent ensuring the right decisions are made to eliminate Weaknesses and that, in implementing those changes, any impacts to the proposal are found and made consistent.  Additional time would need to be provided from the "standard" schedule to allow the contractor to focus not only on eliminating Weaknesses but also on improving Strengths such that they can be rated as “Significant”. In Oral Discussions the focus historically, as it was for IMOC II, is on whether or not the Weaknesses have been resolved.  There is no discussion relative to the Strengths.  This would need to change for the incorporation of Strengths to be of true value to the bidder.  This might have made the difference in the actual award of the contract. The initial Written Discussions would need to add a component that provides the contractor the option of proposing changes to potentially move each Strength sufficiently enough to make it a Significant Strength.  This would need to be added as a standard item in the Oral Discussions so the bidder would get feedback on whether their proposed changes, if implemented in their Final Proposal Revision (FPR), would in fact move the Strengths to Significant. 
In summary, the Government will have to consider the following if Strengths are to be included in discussions going forward:
· Are you willing to increase the amount of time bidders have during both written and oral discussions, as well as preparation of the FPR, to assess and respond to this additional data?
· Will the Government provide feedback during written and oral discussions to inform the bidder of the status of their Strengths; specifically, with the changes proposed, do any move to being rated as Significant? Can the Government educate industry in what specifically is used to determine whether a Strength is rated Significant or not? The simple chart typically provided in an RFP does not provide the bidder sufficient information to determine the evaluation criteria.
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