Focus Group Discussion Meetings

February 8 and 13

Background: 

Ed Loeb opened the Focus Group Meetings with a brief discussion of the Objectives for the Acquisition Knowledge Management Portal:

•
Quick Search of Databases - 3 click rule

•
Results in only most relevant and current documents

•
Maximize use of Technology 

•
Ability for users to access portal in multiple methods - FAR, Topical index

•
Provides for best practices/lessons learned

•
Allows customization by user


-agency supplemental material


-specific topics by user type


-preference profiles


-alerts based on preferences

Ed showed a chart of the types of documents the AKMP should address, at a minimum:

•
Statutes

•
Executive Orders

•
Agency Regulations/Policy

•
FAR

•
Comptroller General Decisions

•
BCA decisions

•
Contract Specialist Workbook units

•
OnLine Training

•
Interactive Questioning

Ed provided examples of how the portal can be used with a topical index and with the FAR as the method of organizing content. These examples were identified as strawmen and just for discussion as no decisions have been made.

Focus Group 

Discussion Point 1 - Quality Content. 

Most of the focus group agreed that normal searches generated too much irrelevant information. The operational members of the focus group wanted a site that somehow screened the information to show the most relevant information to the situation at hand. Examples of problems include the outdated Best Practices issued by OFPP. The first focus group session (Group 1) wanted to have the regulation changes linked to the document. Mostly Group 1 wanted information on what is the latest trend in procurement -- reverse auctioning, PBSC, etc. Group 2 had a few policy officials who indicated that limiting information would not be helpful. Contracts are still in play that began 10 years earlier and information relevant at the time of contract award is just as critical as the current data. Several policy officials wanted more information, not less, in order to make a better decision and were concerned that"the perfect answer to their problem" would be screened out if we limit the results to 3 or 5 results. The operational officials seemed to lean to the "fast and bottom line" results. They indicated they did not have the luxury of time and wanted the results screened. Operational officials preferred content that would help them perform - such as a How to Write a PBSC, how to set-up a Reverse Auction, etc. 

Discussion Point 2 - Content Organization. 

Focus groups were ambivalent towards how the content was organized except they all wanted the ability to ask a question and get the results. The both preferred to focus on what types of content would be available. Mostly they all agreed on:

•
Multiple types of relevant content brought up at the same time - FAR provisions, best practices, judicial decisions, samples, examples and, if possible, bring some of them up side by side

•
Emphasis on samples for the operational official and how to information with examples since the how-to is being deleted from policy

•
Facts/Tools- such as SBA pronet, NAIC, and current Interest Rates

•
Information is Validated

•
Information has practical application

•
Information fits the need

Discussion of validation was discussed at length. Validation of content would go a long way to regularly bringing the users to the site. Groups wanted the information "endorsed in some manner," "tried and tested," "subject matter experts (SMEs) review." One member of the focus group suggested that the portal content be endorsed by OFPP or the PEC for credibility.

Discussion Point 3 - Community of Practices CoPs and other SME involvement - 

Best Practices, Lessons Learned, Learn as you Go, Problem Solving are all areas identified as critical. Whether an operational or policy official, the best practices was cited as a critically desirable feature as long as there was a validation and accreditation process. Officials also stated collaborative tools would help in the problem solving and learn as you go. All feared that the users of the collaborative tools might not be the best people to be providing any kind of help. All wanted a kind of "help desk" - where you would ask a question and get an answer. A SME would be the last resort. All indicated disclaimers would have to be included when accessing content not validated. In Focus Group 1, a suggestion was presented that a calendar of events be developed where each month a new topic would be discussed openly by the community with follow-up validation by a SME. In the second focus group meeting, there was a suggestion that a calendar of forums similar to what was currently being accomplished by the Marine Corps be considered and that we contact them for their input.

There was a concern raised in the 2nd group, regarding setting up a CoP - that an analysis of the community should be made, incentives for participating needed to be considered and maintenance of any program. Participation in a CoP or in the development of Best Practices is difficult to achieve. Also the group agreed limiting the CoP to just government officials would not be wise - comments and practices from industry would be very useful. All agreed that there is a need for both screened and unscreened information.

Discussion Point 4 - Pilot testing

Ed led a discussion of the upcoming pilot. He explained that we would be testing the functionality with 3 topical areas: Hubzone, Termination, and Source Selection. The group suggested we test with topics more desirable by the community such as Reverse Auctioning. The group believed that would help "sell the program as a useful tool" if the participants could get help on current programs. Also, it was stated that a prototype should demonstrate its capability with newer topics and not just established issues. It was explained that the purpose of selecting established issues was to validate the capability of any technology based solution to present acceptable results. With the newer topics it would be more difficult to evaluate the program. We agreed to consider using a different set of topics in the prototype.

 

Miscellaneous Discussions:

Technology: There was a concern raised that we were relying too heavily on technology. We explained that we are seeking technology to provide the infrastructure for the portal and content delivery, but do look to adding a CoP interactive program as well. Technology also creates some problems such as plug-ins and firewall issues. Some agencies restrict access to the Internet and prohibit downloading of any software plug-ins. 

Intranet vs. Internet. There were concerns about the content found in Intranets (restricted agency only sites). Many believed the best samples and examples and even CoP discussions would be restricted to the Intranet. How would the AKMP handle these situations? When would an official go to the AKMP when there is an agency acquisition site available? 

When asked directly, what do people want we heard:

•
A scrolled indexed/tiles/3-click rule

•
a program that presented information organized by Facts/Tools: Davis-Bacon, NAICs, Pronet, etc.; Regulatory research: FAR, DFARs, COMP Gen., etc.; and Samples/Lessons: Work Samples, best practices, lessons, templates, how to do procedures, etc.

•
ASK a Question : A help desk that get results - fast and bottom line and an option to get more types of content with SME available as last resort

 

Participants:

GSA’s Intellectual Capital Management Directorate: Ed Loeb, Paul Linfield, Craig Goral, Gayle Messick

GSA: Robert Sudhoff, Stacey Lowenberg, Paulette Pereira

HHS: Jan Leahey

HRSA: Frank Murphy

HCFA: Debra Hoffman

DoT: Brian wolfe, Kathy Farrell, 

USCG: Pam Campbell, Kathy Strouss

Treasury: Arthur L. Dalton, Mui Erkun

NASA: Rex Elliott

DCMA: Liz Cloutier, Cynthia Brice, Vivian Hill

Navy: Willie Jones, Chuck Mills

Air Force: Colleen Griffith, Carolyn Lee

Handout:

Why another acquisition portal?

There are hundreds of web sites that purport to have accessible procurement related information.  However, currently, electronic based contracting information is widely dispersed, unstructured, and difficult for the Federal acquisition workforce to use efficiently and effectively.  Many of the existing web sites—

· Are difficult to navigate, i.e., require navigating by multiple “clicks” to get to the desired content.

· Have disappointing content, i.e., are much less “robust” in content then the “Homepage” depicts.

· Are not maintained so that much of the information is not current or relevant.

· Contain duplicative information.

· Have multiple “links” to the same web sites that provide little benefit to the user.

· “Link” to web sites that are either not accessible by the user, cannot be found, or no longer exist.

Most of us using these diverse web sites have experienced the frustration of “searching” for specific information.  What if we could “find” the specific piece of information we are looking for after minimal levels of navigation, i.e., after no more than three “clicks”?  

This is the vision of the Intellectual Capital Management Office.  Under the leadership of the Procurement Executive Council, the Interagency Advisory Group, and with the cooperation and support of other Federal agencies, we intend to develop an acquisition knowledge management portal (AKMP) that will improve the effectiveness of the Federal acquisition workforce.  The goal is to create an AKMP using knowledge management technology that makes the large and dynamic volumes of procurement related information available through the Internet accessible in a context that will be meaningful to the Federal acquisition workforce.  Five essential features have been identified for this AKMP to be successful.  It must—

· Be easily accessible.

· Require no formal training to use.

· Be able to quickly search relevant databases and information on other web sites and limit results to only the most relevant and current.

· Provide a mechanism for sharing best practices or lessons learned.

· Require a minimum of money and human resources to maintain.

If successful, these features will distinguish the AKMP from other web sites.  When fully developed, the Intellectual Capital Management Office expects the AKMP to become the premier reference portal of choice in the Federal acquisition community.  Taxonomies developed for this AKMP will enable the user, through a customized search, to access information in various ways.  For example, the user will be able to start with the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) or use a topical index to access specific information.

In addition to the FAR, users of this AKMP will be able to access information in other databases such as—

· Pertinent statutes, Executive orders, agency regulations (including agency FAR supplements) and relevant agency policy directives that further explain or elaborate on policies contained in the FAR.

· The most relevant Comptroller General, Board of Contracts Appeals, or court decision bearing on a specific topic.

· Best practices/lessons learned relevant to a particular subject.

· Workbook competencies.

· Relevant articles/professional journals.

Moreover, the user will be relieved of the burden of searching and reading long source documents by links to the specific relevant portion of a particular source document.  The Intellectual Capital Management Office has previously determined that the products used in developing this AKMP must be able to perform these functions—

· Organize and present the information in a useful manner.

· Search and deliver only highly relevant content with minimal level of navigation (i.e., within three clicks).

· Profile and personalize the information for the user so that a user can either access the FAR and link to pertinent portions of a cited source document or use a topical index to access highly relevant information.

· Knowledge sharing with emphasis on the ability to capture and share best practices and lessons learned relevant to FAR-related topics.

Before beginning to develop this AKMP, we want to solicit the views of some contracting personnel concerning both the usefulness to them of such an AKMP and whether the identified types of information are of interest to them.  You have been selected by your agency to participate in a focus group to obtain the views of selected contracting personnel on possible ways to develop this AKMP.  Also of interest are your comments/suggestions concerning—

· The identification of other information that would facilitate or improve Federal contracting.

· Ways to design the AKMP that would be most useful to you.

Listed below are a few examples of web sites where procurement related information is accessible.  These were chosen because the selected contracting personnel for the focus groups, whose views we are soliciting, probably have used many of them.  Before the focus groups meet, please acquaint yourselves with these web sites.  Please be prepared to answer these questions at the focus group meeting.  We are especially interested in the views of operational contracting personnel.  So if you are not in that position, please be prepared to address the issues from both an operational and policy perspective.

Dept of Treasury’s Listing of Approved Sureties— http://www.fms.treas.gov/c570/index.html
Excluded Parties List System— http://www.epls.arnet.gov/
Armed Services Board of Contract Appeals— http://www.law.gwu.edu/asbca/
Dept of Veterans Affairs Board of Contract Appeals— http://www.va.gov/bca/index.htm
Comptroller General decisions— http://www.access.gpo.gov/su_docs/aces/aces170.shtml
GSA Board of Contract Appeals— http://www.gsbca.gsa.gov/
Fedlaw— http://www.legal.gsa.gov/legal25.htm
Search Executive Orders— http://www.pub.whitehouse.gov/search/executive-orders.html
OFPP Best Practices Guide— http://www.arnet.gov/Library/OFPP/BestPractices/
Comprehensive Procurement Guidelines— http://www.epa.gov/cpg/
Federal Acquisition Regulation— http://www.arnet.gov/far/
Air Force FAR Supplement— http://www.farsite.hill.af.mil/vfaffar1.htm
Army FAR Supplement— http://acqnet.sarda.army.mil/library/zpafar.htm
Dept of Agriculture— http://www.usda.gov/procurement/
Dept of Defense FAR Supplement— http://www.acq.osd.mil/dp/dars/
Dept of Energy Acquisition Regulation— http://www.pr.doe.gov/pr6.html
Dept of Interior Acquisition Regulation— http://www.ios.doi.gov/pam/pamareg.html
Dept of Labor Acquisition Regulation— http://www.dol.gov/dol/oasam/public/regs/compliance/regs.htm
Dept of Transportation Acquisition Regulation— http://www.dot.gov/ost/m60/tamtar/
Dept of Treasury Acquisition Regulation— http://www.ustreas.gov/procurement/dtar.html/
Dept of Veterans Affairs— http://www.va.gov/oa&mm/vaar/
GSA Acquisition Manual— http://www.arnet.gov/GSAM/gsam/html
NASA FAR Supplement— http://procurement.nasa.gov/cgi-bin/NAIS/nasa_ref.cgi
Questions:

1.  Do you use any of the listed web sites—


a.  Frequently (more than once a week).


b.  Infrequently (once a month or less).


c.  Never.

2.  Identify any of the listed web sites you use—


a.  Frequently:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

b.  Never:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

3.  Identify other procurement-related web sites that you use—

a.  Frequently:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

b.  Infrequently:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

4.  For the web sites you use, why do you use them, e.g. to find answers to contractor questions, to enable me to explain certain policies to my superior, or to find agency instruction or direction to implement a particular policy?

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

5.  Identify the web site and the features of any web sites used frequently that you—


a.  Like:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

b.  Dislike:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

6.  Do you use the hyperlinks in the listed web sites?


a.  Yes.


b.  No.

7.  If you answered “no” to the previous question, please state the primary reason(s) for non-use.

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

8.  Were there features of web sites that contributed to infrequent use?  Identify:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

9.  Identify the types of information that if available electronically would improve your job performance:

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

10.  If this information were accessible through the AKMP, what features of this AKMP would make it most useful to you?

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

11.  “[T]he most current and relevant” information may include information that may not be accessible by the typical user, e.g., it may not be accessible electronically, it may only be available to members, or it may only be available by subscription.  Would the identification of such information be beneficial to you even if you could not access it?


a.  Yes.


b.  No

12.  Which of these forums would you use if available?


a.  Best practices/lessons learned.


b.  Promising practices/“good” ideas (shared positive and negative results).


c.  “Help” desk, e.g., a forum where you can ask questions and obtain “expert” advice.


d.  All of them.

13.  Are there other forums you would find beneficial?  Identify.

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

14.  If this AKMP provided one or more of these forums, I would use this feature—


a.  Frequently, but to “read” only.


b.  Infrequently, because ________________________________________


____________________________________________________________.


c.  Never.

15.  Identify the forum(s) that you would actively collaborate in, i.e., those that you would not only “read,” but use to exchange your questions, best practices/lessons learned, and promising practices/“good” ideas.

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

16.  Would you want to see the business practices and lessons learned from State and local governments or industry included in the forum(s)? 


a.  Yes.


b.  Yes, but only from State and local governments.


c.  No.

17.  Would your use of these forums be influenced by whether or not they contained a disclaimer on the value of any information posted?


a.  Yes, I would not find such forums very useful if I could not rely on the information that was posted.


b.  No, I want to be able to post and share information without restriction with the understanding that any information will not have prior validation and will be used at my own risk.

18.  State the primary reason(s) why you would be reluctant to be an active participant in a collaborative forum or, alternatively, identify what would make you more likely to actively participate?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

19.  Would your supervisor—


a.  Encourage your active participation in such a forum.


b.  View such participation with skepticism as to its value to the success in meeting program objectives.


c.  Discourage or oppose such participation.

20. If given the choice, what would you prefer in terms of obtaining expert advice as a solution to a given acquisition issue? 

a.  The expert advice of your colleagues in a Web-based discussion forum (or subject matter Community of Practice) without any official endorsement;

b.  The expert advice of experienced contracting officials through a "Help Desk" (or similarly named source) which would service the entire federal acquisition community via the Internet;

c.  The expert advice (by whatever means) of only your own agency's contracting policy officials to the exclusion of all others.

21.  If this AKMP could provide access to online training and/or identify potential sources for training by subject matter, would you find these features beneficial and use them?


a.  Yes, I would find both useful and would use both features.


b.  Yes, I would find both useful, but would only use to access online training.


c.  I would rarely or never use either.

22.  How easy is it for you to get approval for online training from your supervisor?


a.  No problem.


b.  Moderately difficult given time restraints to meet mission needs.


c.  Difficult because it is not a high priority. 

Additional comments/suggestions that would make this AKMP most useful for you.

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

