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Background

• Contracting officers make decisions necessary for effective 
contract management, ensuring compliance with the terms of the 
contract, and safeguarding the interests of the United States in its 
contractual relationships.

• These contracting decisions are based on contracting officers’ 
knowledge and experience in contract management principles 
more so than by government rigid rules or checklists.  

• In making these decisions, contracting officers are allowed wide 
latitude to exercise business judgment. This wide latitude may 
result in variability in these decisions, often referred to as 
“noise”.



Background



Research Approach

• Research Purpose
– The purpose of this exploratory research is to investigate the 

level of variability (noise) in contracting officer decisions. 

• Research Question
– What extent does variability in decisions (noise) exist in the 

contracting officer/contract manager workforce”? 

• Research Method
– Survey deployed to workforce with scenario-based questions.



Methodology

• Deployment of a Qualtrics-based survey to a 
population of contracting officers/contract managers.  

• Surveys consisted of scenario-based questions 
requiring a contracting decision.  

• Scenarios included multiple options, with one option to 
be selected by the respondents.  

• Scenarios and questions are the type that there is no 
one correct answer.  



Demographics

The number of survey responses ranged from 40 to 43 responses



Findings

Scenario 
Number

Contract                           
Life Cycle 
Phase*

Decision Issue
Option      

A           
(%)

Option      
B           

(%)

Option      
C           

(%)

Option      
D           

(%)

Option      
E           

(%)

1 Post-Award Specification interpretation 28 2 70 n/a n/a

2 Award Source selection decision 7 12 81 n/a n/a

3 Post-Award Schedule extension determination 58 42 n/a n/a n/a

4 Post-Award REA for government delay of payment and schedule 83 12 5 n/a n/a

5 Award Challenge to competitive range determination 27 34 39 n/a n/a

6 Pre-Award Contract schedule development 0 48 24 19 10
7 Post Award REA for increased level of effort 0 75 25 n/a n/a

8 Pre-Award Requesting certified cost/pricing data 48 50 3 n/a n/a

9 Award Contract price negotiation 38 0 45 14 2
10 Award Determining timely receipt of proposals 5 57 38 n/a n/a

11 Award Determining delivery date for EOFY purchase 17 56 2 24 n/a

*As reflected in the NCMA Contract Management Standard, 3rd edition.



Findings

• Preliminary findings indicate there is some variability 
(noise) in the decisions made by our respondents. 

• Contracting professionals complete a structured and 
regulated contracts training program, yet, there appears 
to still be some level of variability in contracting 
decisions.



Findings

• It would not be expected to have no noise or zero 
variability in contracting officer decisions; some 
variability in decisions is expected in contracting 
officers’ use of judgment and policy interpretation. 

• Senior leaders should acknowledge that variability in 
contracting decisions exists, have an appreciation for 
the potential causes of variability (e.g., types of biases), 
and determine how to limit the extent of unwarranted 
or unwanted noise in contracting decisions.



Recommendations

• Senior leaders may not be able to conduct a full-up 
noise audit to identify and quantify noise across the 
organization, but they can examine discreet decision 
processes for evidence of variability.

• If the variance is unwarranted and unwanted, leaders 
have a manageable problem to mediate. 



Questions/Comments
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