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A b o u t  t h e  A u t h o r

No matter what the sport, pro-
per conditioning and training is crucial 
for a win on game day. Both on and off 
the playing field, dedication to planning 
and preparation always yields maximum 
results, and on no field is this truer than 
in contract management, an increasingly 
complex discipline. Today’s contract 
managers are required to understand 
the broader process of program manage-
ment. In essence, they must be techni-
cal and strategic specialists in all aspects 
of procurement. Acquisition managers 
must prepare for more involvement in 
the “business” of all phases of the project 
life cycle. 

In addition to these challenges, 
as the government’s workforce ages, a 
potential talent crisis grows. Skill gaps 
exist between workers nearing retire-
ment who hold the institutional knowl-
edge in contract management and 
younger workers eager to perform the 
job but with minimal experience. New 
workers need to achieve certain compe-
tencies to perform their jobs effectively, 
and baseline competencies required by 
the job are changing at a rapid pace. 
Years ago, contract managers were often 
thought of as “clerks,” but that is far 
from reality today. Now, possession of 
the complex skills required by contract 

managers is an integral part of the ful-
fillment process, so the field seeks new 
and innovative ways to close skills gaps 
and establish new competencies. One 
way contract managers can complement 
their existing skills set is by cross train-
ing with project managers, borrowing 
tips from the project management play-
book.

To start, it’s important to be clear on 
terms. A project is defined as the appli-
cation of knowledge, skills, and tools 
to activities designed to meet project 
requirements on time within budget 
and according to specifications. Using 
that definition, it’s not a stretch to say 
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that the process to establish, administer, 
and close out a contract is a project. Both 
project management and the contracting 
process are goal-oriented, are comprised of 
coordinated and interrelated activities, and 
have a set life cycle.

Armed with this knowledge and 
intending to complement their skill set, 
what basic strategies could contract man-
agers adopt from project management best 
practices to enhance outcomes? 

1. Develop a Strategic Business 
Process 
This means cultivating and sustaining a 
consistent, flexible, and repeatable con-
tracting process that maximizes orga-
nizational resources to meet specific 
performance objectives. Process modifica-
tion is a challenge, so to secure buy-in and 
successfully implement such a change, it 
is necessary to create a link between the 
application of project management tools, 
concepts, and theories, and an increase in 
agency or departmental performance.

In developing their project manage-
ment expertise, contract managers will 

not only gain new competencies, but will 
also achieve better project performance 
and results, leading to rewards such as 
increased customer satisfaction, improved 
cost avoidance, improved resource utiliza-
tion, more consistency in work methods, 
increased operational readiness of prod-
ucts and services acquired, and retention of 
their best talent.

2. Manage Expectations
Another project management best practice 
on the playing field is the ability to discern 
the interests of all stakeholders involved in 
any given project and then manage their 
expectations, which often conflict. Stake-
holders can be individuals directly involved 
with the project, both internal and exter-
nal to an agency, or anyone whose interests 
could be impacted positively or negatively 
by the project, and their involvement must 
be included in developing the contract’s 
requirement document. 

While one stakeholder may see 
increased functionality as the ultimate 
measure of a project’s success, others may 
see reduced cost as the primary goal. It is 

important to consider possible conflicts 
and address them in the early stages of 
a project. This will prevent last-minute 
reworking of requirements or specifica-
tions. The acquisition team needs to be 
involved in the risk management and 
requirements development processes.

3. Optimize the Project Life 
Cycle
Another project management approach 
that enhances contract managers’ perfor-
mance is a better understanding of how to 
optimize project life cycles. Because each 
project is unique, project managers sweat 
to provide a logical framework that can be 
applied consistently. To do this, they divide 
projects into several phases, collectively 
known as the project life cycle. Project 
phases include initiation, planning, execu-
tion, control, closing, and follow-up. Each 
phase involves one or more deliverable 
that ultimately contributes to the finished 
project. The contracting life cycle includes 
requirement identification, specifications 
development, market research, solicita-
tion development, evaluation of proposals, 
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awarding of contract, post-award adminis-
tration, and closeout. 

Project managers know that it is essen-
tial to invest time in the early stages—
specifically the initiation and planning 
phases—of any project to ensure better 
outcomes. These stages include deliverables 
related to the feasibility and design of a 
project. Contract managers will benefit by 
increasing intimate familiarity with these 
early phases for it is here that contact terms 
and conditions are set. Throughout the 
process, consistency of the project’s scope, 
time, cost, risk, required human resources, 

desired quality, communications, procure-
ment, integration, and professional ethics 
must be maintained.

4. Understand the Business Case
A fourth project management fundamen-
tal that aids in contract managers’ ability 
to score is the ability to fully understand 
the business case behind a project. Simply 
completing the daily tasks necessary to 
progress a project isn’t enough. To truly be 
an asset, project managers must work to 
comprehend and articulate how the project 
contributes to overall business goals. In the 

contract management arena, this approach 
means gathering a deeper understanding 
of overall agency objectives. To do so, it is 
important to recognize why an agency is 
undertaking a specific project, how it fits 
into overall agency strategy, the benefit/
cost ratios, the internal rate of return and 
the risk associated with the project.

A critical component to completely 
understanding the business case is intimate 
familiarity with the project’s scope. With-
out such knowledge, projects can easily 
run amok throughout their life cycles. In 
services acquisition, federal contract pro-
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fessionals need a full understanding of the 
project’s scope and its desired outcomes in 
order to successfully utilize a performance-
based acquisition approach. 

5. Recognize the Work 
Breakdown Structure
The fifth trick of the project management 
trade that might be new training ground 
for contract managers is the work break-
down structure (WBS), which identifies 
all of the work necessary to accomplish 
project objectives. This tool certainly can 
be applied to the contracting process itself, 
but is extremely powerful if the solicitation 
requires offerors to apply it in developing 
their proposals and in execution of the sub-
sequent contract.

In a performance-based acquisition, 
it is critical that a WBS-based contract 
vehicle is the solution used by the contract 
manager. A project’s WBS is an elaborate 
foundation of a good contract and in fact 
the most critical component of a superior 
contract or project, particularly those that 
are performance based. Similar to a game 
plan, the WBS provides a breakdown of 
the work to be accomplished. From a tac-
tical perspective, a WBS establishes the 
project schedule and defines work pack-
ages, thereby supporting the above state-
ment of work. From a larger viewpoint, the 
tool builds understanding and communi-
cation and creates transparency.

The most significant 
challenge in WBS man-
agement is to understand 
the ownership of the 
structure itself. When a 
contract is awarded, the 
contract adopts the WBS 
proposed by the bidder 
in response to the origi-
nal statement of objec-
tives (SOO). The customer 
becomes the primary 
owner of the WBS. Once 
created, the WBS exists 
for the full life cycle of 
the contract, and only a 
formal contract change 
will affect a WBS change. 
Contract managers must 
ensure that the vendor 
fulfilling the contract fol-
lows and is evaluated by 
WBS standards including 
earned value management. 
It’s a distinct and critical 
element in the contract 
award phase that must be 
understood to fulfill over-
all project objectives.

6. Manage Change
In the attainment of any goal, such as a 
long-distance race, both dedicated ath-
letes and professionals alike find it second-

nature to follow the next tip—stay the 
course. In the project management arena, 
staying on course actually relies on the 
ability to effectively manage change. The 
quotable philosophy that “the only con-
stant is change” is the foundation for effec-
tive change control procedures, which 
include the management of costs, sched-
ules, risks, contracts, and resources.

Posing the biggest challenge to change 
management is the “triple constraint;” 
when managing change to stay the course, 
the project manager typically considers the 
three areas most often constrained: cost, 
money, and scope. There is seldom a proj-
ect that doesn’t include a stakeholder who 
wishes to make a change. For instance, the 
Bureau of Land Management used proj-
ect management training when faced with 
project management challenges due in 
large part to a number of changes occur-
ring toward the end of the 1990s. While 
changes can be expensive and time inten-
sive, they can be managed. Change man-
agement plans should be identified and 
implemented at the outset. Both the  
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contract manager and project manager 
must fully understand the change manage-
ment plans and work together to ensure 
that change under a contract is timely 
managed.

Implementation and Closeout
The arrival of game day means contract 
implementation—the intersection of all 
process-modeled planning and prepara-
tion. In fulfillment of the contract or proj-
ect, all requirements must be met and 
change managed in order to realize expec-
tations and give the government what it 
has paid for. Project and contract managers 
working together, following all of the steps 
relayed earlier, have developed the frame-
work for a successful implementation, yet 
must keep negotiation and risk strategies 
top-of-mind to retain best practices in suc-
cessful contract fulfillment. 

When at last the project’s end is in 
sight, it may come as a huge relief to cross 
the finish line. The most common mistake 
the novice project manager may make is 
the failure to recognize that closeout of a 
project is actually a project in and of itself. 
Contract management is no different, and 

the follow-up components at the tail end of 
any given contract are just as crucial as are 
the initial planning stages. 

Conclusion
Post game, contract managers taking a 
project management approach need to 
ensure that the stakeholders are satis-
fied and that value was received. They can 
arrive at this conclusion by asking:

	 How do the players know the project 
is complete? 

	 Did the project meet its objectives and 
is the agency satisfied? 

	 Was value added to the project? What 
about the agency? 

	 Can the lessons learned be applied for 
future projects?

Implementing these project man-
agement strategies to not only meet the 
schedule of a contract, but conform to per-
formance-based requirements and con-
trol costs, engenders increased customer 
satisfaction, meets performance goals, 
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and provides contract managers with new 
proficiencies to close skill gaps. By better 
determining performance expectations, the 
development and implementation cycles 
are shortened. Through increased account-
ability—understanding stakeholder needs 
and project scope and allocating responsi-
bility through a WBS—a contract man-
ager can reduce cost and make better use 
of funding. And with a continual analy-
sis through the eyes of a project manager 
during each stage in a contract life cycle, 
the contract manager can make more 
informed, knowledgeable business deci-
sions from the start of a contract until it 
closes out.

All of these project management prac-
tices and procedures, when applied simi-
larly by contract managers, culminate into 
assured results: enrichment in contract 
management skills—filling skill gaps by 
creating new competencies in younger 
talent—and top-notch contract execution. 
Cross train with the project managers and 
consider exercising these tactics, then take 
notice how the next contract scores. A new 
game is being played with better perfor-
mance and results. CM


