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Evaluation Considerations

Overview

The source selection evaluation process includes examining each proposal in detail against the evaluation factors and subfactors and the requirements set forth in the solicitation, and assigning a rating, with a supporting narrative.  The proposal evaluation process assesses the proposal and the offeror’s ability to perform.  At this stage, it does not analyze proposals against each other and it must be conducted in a fair, comprehensive, and impartial manner.

______________________
Evaluations must be fair,
thorough, and impartial
______________________

The evaluation process can be complicated no matter how much planning and tailoring you do.  You might find through your market research that you are going to receive many proposals -- good for competition but a situation that could drag out evaluation.  You might explore the world of automated source selection tools that can increase your efficiency.  There are commercial packages available and some activities have developed packages in house that you could use.  Evaluators still have to evaluate each proposal, but these tools might ease the administrative burden that comes with a great number of proposals.

Reasons for the Evaluation Process

The principal purposes of the process are to:

•
Determine which proposals are acceptable and/or within the competitive range.

•
Provide a sound basis for the source selection authority to make an informed and reasoned selection by:

-
Presenting a clear picture of the issues considered during evaluation by identifying areas of uncertainty as well as those which provide substantial assurance of a successful outcome.

-
Listing the strengths, weaknesses, and risks of the proposed approaches.

Evaluation Process Tasks

Evaluation tasks will vary in number and content with each source selection.  However, several especially important tasks are discussed below.

Familiarization

Prior to receipt of proposals, each evaluator should become familiar with the solicitation’s requirements, the source selection plan, and the rating system.  You should, especially for those evaluators with no prior source selection evaluation experience, conduct training that includes an overview of the solicitation and of the work expected throughout the source selection process.  The training should include how to properly document each proposal’s strengths, weaknesses, and risks.

Cost Evaluations

Cost or price must be an evaluation factor in all acquisitions.  The cost evaluation will vary depending on the specific circumstances of each acquisition.

For fixed price contracts, the evaluation normally should be as simple as a comparison of the offered prices to ensure the contract price is fair and reasonable.  Other techniques of price analysis may also be used.  Do not perform a cost analysis unless there is no other way to determine if the price of the otherwise successful offeror is reasonable.

For cost‑reimbursement contracts, you must analyze costs for both realism and reasonableness.  The cost realism analysis enables you to determine the probable cost of performance for each offeror.  This precludes an award decision based on overly optimistic offeror’s cost estimates where risks of an overrun may be significant.

A cost realism analysis requires an independent review of specific elements of each offeror’s proposed cost estimate to determine whether the estimated proposed cost elements for contract resources (e.g., labor and material) are realistic, show understanding of the work, and are consistent with the demands of the work which will actually be required, given each offeror’s unique methods of performance and materials described in their technical proposal.

The probable cost should reflect the Government’s best estimate of the cost of any contract, which is most likely to result from the offeror’s proposal.  This estimate is determined by adjusting each offeror’s proposed cost, and fee when appropriate, upwards or downwards to reflect any additions or reductions in personnel, equipment, or materials resulting from the cost realism assessment.

For the cost realism evaluation of an offeror’s proposal, you have to decide what information you need.  The amount and type of information will vary depending on the circumstances of your acquisition.  You may have to get more after you start evaluating the proposals.  However, like other proposal requirements, you should only request the minimum amount of information that is necessary.  Also, remember that any information you use only for the cost realism analysis is not considered cost or pricing data.

To the extent that differences between proposed costs and probable costs reflect significant risks of future performance or lack of understanding, that risk or lack of understanding should be reflected in the noncost evaluation.  In such cases, you should also seriously consider whether or not the proposed cost and fee or price can be determined fair and reasonable to both parties.

The probable cost estimates developed for each offeror are used to evaluate and compare proposals and ultimately to select the proposal expected to result in the best value.

Past Performance Evaluations

Unless you are using a lowest price technically acceptable approach, the past performance evaluation involves a comparative assessment of performance risk associated with each proposal.  It describes the degree of confidence the government has in the offeror’s ability to perform based on that offeror’s demonstrated record of past and present work similar to the work to be performed.  If properly conducted, the past performance evaluation and the preaward survey will complement each other and provide a more complete picture of an offeror than either one could by itself.

Appendix D contains procedures for evaluating past performance in source selections, including those acquisitions where selection is based solely on cost/price and past performance.

Technical Evaluations

PROPOSAL EVALUATION WORKSHEET

RFP No:

EVALUATOR’S NAME:
OFFEROR:


RFP REFERENCES:

PROPOSAL REFERENCES:

FACTOR:

VOLUME/PARAGRAPH:

SUBFACTOR:

PAGE NUMBER:

Merit Ratings:  (Refer to your rating definitions,
e.g., Excellent (E), Good (G), Satisfactory (S), Marginal (M), Unsatisfactory (U))

Proposal Risk Ratings:  (Refer to your risk definitions, e.g., [ ] Low [ ] Moderate  [ ] High)

Evaluator’s Rating: (Merit/Risk)


Initial Rating: (e.g., G/M)
Evaluator Initials/ Date:
Team Leader Initials/Date:

Discussions:
Evaluator Initials/ Date:
Team Leader Initials/Date:

Final Rating:
Evaluator Initials/ Date:
Team Leader Initials/Date:

RATIONALE:  Include supporting rationale for the ratings.  Using the evaluation standards and rating definitions, state the evaluation results in terms of strengths; weaknesses/significant weaknesses/deficiencies; and risks.  Include questions that address ambiguities or other concerns (e.g., perceived deficiencies, weaknesses, omissions, mistakes).  Identify all comments and questions below with the rating:  (e.g., Initial Rating (IR), Result of Discussions (RD) or Final Rating (FR).  Use continuation sheets or a database as needed and a separate sheet for every factor and subfactor.

STRENGTHS:




WEAKNESSES/SIGNIFICANT WEAKNESSES/DEFICIENCIES:
(Precede comment with an [S] if it identifies a significant weakness or a [D] if a deficiency.)


 

RISKS:




QUESTIONS:




Blueprint:  Typical Evaluation Worksheet

Evaluators must examine each proposal individually in detail to measure it against the evaluation factors and subfactors in the solicitation.  Evaluators ask questions such as, “How much?” or “How well?” assign a rating and document the basis for the rating.  This is the core of the evaluation process.

Normally, technical evaluations should be conducted independent of the cost/price evaluations so that technical findings and conclusions will not be influenced by knowledge of the offered costs.  However, in some instances, it may be appropriate to give the entire evaluation team access to price/cost information to ensure the best possible overall evaluation and enhance the evaluation of cost realism.  Such a review can help verify perceived technical strengths, weaknesses or risks and/or ensure consistency between the cost/price and technical segments of the proposals.

All evaluators must have the required functional expertise and training to evaluate the particular area of the proposal to which they are assigned.  They should also be thoroughly familiar with the solicitation and the source selection plan.

Identifying Proposal Ambiguities and Inadequate Substantiation

Evaluators should first document problems in evaluating a proposal because its language is ambiguous, its meaning is unclear, or it has failed to respond to the solicitation instructions.  Evaluators should also identify, in writing, instances in which an offeror has not provided enough information to evaluate the feasibility and merit of its proposed approach.  The Contracting Officer can then seek amplification and additional information to address such issues.

Identifying Strengths, Deficiencies, Significant Weaknesses, and Risks

Evaluators must identify and document the strengths, deficiencies, significant weaknesses, and the accompanying risks of the competing proposals.  Proposals that materially fail to meet a Government requirement or that contain a combination of significant weaknesses that increase the risk of unsuccessful performance are considered to be deficient.

Narrative statements must be used to establish a written record.  Numerical scores and other rating techniques are not conclusive data to make the source selection decision.  Only evaluations and ratings substantiated by specific strengths, weaknesses, and risks can be credible and justifiable.  General terms such as “weak,” “poor,” or “excellent” must be supported with specific reasons as to why the proposal is “weak,” “poor,” or “excellent” in relation to the standard for the specific factor and subfactor being evaluated.

The strengths, weaknesses, and risks of each proposal form a large part of the basis for the source selection decision.

____________________________
Documenting proposal strengths,
weaknesses, and risks is critical
____________________________

Generally, the fact that a proposal is deficient as submitted does not necessarily mean that it is excluded from further consideration.  The identification of these vital items provides:

•
An element for the contracting officer to consider in determining the competitive range.

•
The framework for any necessary discussions between the Government and the offeror.

•
Specific information on the relative strengths and weaknesses of competing proposals.  This is critical to the successful completion of an acquisition using the tradeoff approach because it is an essential element of the evaluation report provided to the source selection authority.

•
The basis for tradeoff analysis ultimately performed by the source selection authority to determine if differences in merit between proposals justify any cost/price differential.

•
The framework for offeror debriefings.

A separate evaluation finding, regardless of the offered cost or price, can be a determination that a proposal is technically unacceptable.  This finding is based on failure to meet requirements, or even the basic intent of the acquisition, and that a complete revision of the proposal would be required.  In this case, you would be put in the position of leading the offeror to a solution or approach, which is unfair to the other offerors.

Consensus

The final rating of each proposal should be assigned by consensus of the evaluators.  Simple averaging of individual evaluation results does not constitute consensus.  Consensus requires a meeting of the minds on classifications, deficiencies, strengths, weaknesses, and risks.  In exceptional cases where the evaluators are unable to reach agreement without unreasonably delaying the acquisition process, the evaluation report may include the majority conclusion and the dissenting view(s), each with a supporting rationale.

Exchanging Information with Offerors

Dialogue with offerors after receipt of proposals allows us to get information we need to better understand proposals and make best value decisions.  While all such dialogue must be conducted in a fair and impartial manner, its nature and extent will vary depending upon when it occurs after receipt of proposals.

Who is in Charge?

The contracting officer remains the focal point for all information exchanges with prospective contractors from release of a solicitation through contract award.  Once proposals are received, the contracting officer also controls all exchanges with offerors.

Establishing the Ground Rules

Before exchanging any information with offerors, the contracting officer should ensure that team members who may participate in such exchanges receive instructions not to:

•
Favor one offeror over another (i.e., provide the offeror with suggested ways to correct its proposal relative to other offerors);

•
Reveal an offeror’s solution, technology, or intellectual property to another offeror;

•
Reveal an offeror’s price without that offeror’s permission;

•
Reveal the name of individuals providing past performance information; or

•
Knowingly furnish source selection information.

Award Without Discussions

Before issuing the solicitation, you must decide whether or not you intend to award without discussions and communicate your intent in the solicitation.  In making this decision, consider whether or not you are likely to obtain best value without discussions.  An award without discussions is most likely to result in best value when requirements are clear, commodities are known or stable, and the marketplace is extremely competitive.

If your solicitation advised offerors of intent to award without discussions, you may still hold discussions, if appropriate, provided you document the file as to why discussions are necessary.

If, after proposal evaluation, it is clear that the cost of conducting discussions would more than offset the potentially lower prices or increased functionality resulting from discussions, then it may be appropriate to award on initial proposals.

Requesting Clarifications When Awarding Without Discussions

The most limited exchanges are clarifications that occur if award will be made without discussions.  Under these circumstances, we may give offerors the opportunity to clarify certain aspects of their proposals such as questions about the relevancy of their past performance or adverse past performance information on which an offeror hasn’t yet had an opportunity to comment.  These exchanges may be used to resolve minor irregularities, informalities, or clerical errors.  Such clarifications provide minor explanations but do not revise or modify the proposal, except to the extent that correction of apparent clerical mistakes results in a modification.

Holding Communications

Before making a competitive range decision, you may need to hold communications with some offerors to determine whether or not to include a proposal in the competitive range.  This is like fact-finding.  The objective of these precompetitive range exchanges is to help evaluators understand and evaluate the proposal.

__________________________
Communications may be held
to help evaluators understand
gray areas in the proposal
__________________________

Communications must be held with any offeror who will be excluded from the competitive range because of their adverse past performance information.  Otherwise, you may hold communications only with those offerors who are neither clearly in nor clearly out of the competitive range.  If you know that you will include an offeror in the competitive range, then wait until you open discussions to address your concerns.

Offerors should ensure that initial proposals are as clear and complete as possible.  When holding communications, ask only those questions necessary to understand the proposal and make the competitive range determination.  You may use communications to solicit information that will clear up gray areas, such as perceived deficiencies, omissions, and errors, or questions about an offeror’s capability or preaward survey.  During communications, you must give offerors an opportunity to address any adverse past performance information to which the offeror has not previously had an opportunity to comment.  This ensures that offerors are not excluded from the competitive range on the basis of incorrect past performance information that they had not had a prior opportunity to address.

Information obtained during communications, however, may not be used to revise a proposal, correct any deficiencies or material omissions, or change any technical or cost elements of a proposal, except for correction of mistakes.

_______________________
Communications do not
permit proposal revisions
_______________________

Once you have enough information to decide how the proposal should be rated, (e.g., decided whether a potential deficiency is, indeed, a deficiency), then STOP.  Never accept a revision before opening discussions.

Establishing the Competitive Range

The competitive range consists of all the most highly rated proposals, unless it is further reduced for efficiency.  Establishing the competitive range results in greater efficiency by limiting the number of offerors with whom the Government must hold discussions to the finalists or leading contenders for contract award.  However, failure to properly establish a competitive range can result in higher costs because of protests or eliminating potentially competitive offerors.  When establishing the competitive range, consider the following points:

•
Determine the competitive range only after an initial evaluation of each proposal in accordance with all cost and noncost factors in the solicitation.

•
Limit the competitive range to all of the most highly rated proposals, considering the initial evaluation of both cost and noncost factors.  Predetermined “cut‑off” ratings cannot be used to exclude a proposal from the competitive range.

•
If there are very few highly rated proposals, you may want to include all of them in the competitive range.

•
If there are too many highly rated proposals to evaluate efficiently, you may limit the competitive range further, provided you notified offerors of your intent to do so in the solicitation.

•
It may not always be necessary or even advisable to further narrow the competitive range for efficiency.  You must determine what constitutes an efficient competitive range for each acquisition.  When faced with the need to restrict the size of the competitive range, you should consider factors such as the expected dollar value of the award; the complexity of the acquisition and solutions proposed; or the extent of available resources and other relevant matters consistent with the need to obtain the best value.

•
When further reducing the competitive range for efficiency, select from among the most highly rated proposals, the largest number that will still permit an efficient competition.

•
The contracting officer determines the competitive range.  In the case of more complex source selections, the determination is made with the approval of the source selection authority.

•
Document the competitive range determination and the supporting rationale in the contract file.

•
Maintain an efficient competitive range that doesn’t waste resources for either side.  The competitive range should be continually reassessed as discussions and evaluations continue.  The contracting officer should remove from the competitive range any proposal that, during or after discussions, is no longer considered to be a leading contender for award.  This allows offerors who are not likely to be selected for award to shift their bid and proposal costs to competitions where they have a better chance for success.  The objective is an efficient competitive range that doesn’t string offerors along wasting their time and money and your resources.

_______________________________
Maintain an efficient competitive
range that doesn’t waste resources
_______________________________

•
For proposals excluded from the competitive range, the contracting officer shall promptly notify unsuccessful offerors, in writing, of their exclusion.  Upon request, you will also have to provide a debriefing that explains the basis for your decision.  See Appendix F for more information on debriefings.

Conducting Discussions

The most detailed and extensive exchanges are negotiations that are held after establishment of the competitive range.  These exchanges are known as discussions.  Unless the solicitation informs offerors that award may be made without discussions, you must hold meaningful discussions with each offeror in the competitive range.

The primary purpose of discussions is to maximize our ability to get the best value.

_________________________
Discussions maximize our
ability to get the best value
_________________________

During discussions, our objective should be to reach complete agreement between and understanding by the Government and the offeror regarding all the basic requirements in the solicitation.  In essence, obtaining a contract that demonstrates the greatest promise of meeting the solicitation’s requirements and no surprises after award is the goal of both the Government and the offeror.  While the content of discussions is a matter primarily within the discretion of the contracting officer, discussions must meet fundamental requirements to be meaningful and fair.

___________________________________
Discussions must be meaningful and fair
___________________________________

Ensure discussions are meaningful by identifying to the
offeror all evaluated deficiencies, significant weaknesses,
and other proposal aspects that could be altered or explained
to enhance materially an offeror’s award potential.
Confine and tailor your discussions exclusively to each offeror’s proposal relative to the solicitation requirements and evaluation factors and subfactors.  Identify those things in the proposal that could clearly limit an offeror’s award potential.  Seeking the advice of legal counsel during the discussion process may help avoid protests.

You can facilitate meaningful discussions by addressing the following as a minimum:

•
Deficiencies -- A material failure to meet a requirement.  It is a deficiency whenever the offeror specifically says a requirement cannot or will not be met, offers an approach that clearly doesn’t meet a requirement, or submits a proposal that contains a combination of significant weaknesses.

•
Significant Weaknesses -- Include noncost and cost weaknesses that appreciably increase the risk of unsuccessful contract performance.  It is a weakness whenever the proposal has a flaw important enough to cause a factor to be rated marginal or poor, or the probability of meeting a requirement to be high risk or moderate to high risk.  This includes even relatively minor weaknesses if their cumulative impact is significant.  For example, if an approach affects several areas of the evaluation, but makes no individual factor rating marginal or poor, you should include it in discussions if the cumulative impact is significant enough to impact the overall rating.

•
Past Performance Information -- Include any concern about an offeror’s past performance, including relevancy and any adverse past performance information on which the offeror has not previously had an opportunity to comment.

•
Uncertainties or apparent mistakes -- Include any suspected errors, any significant omissions, and any uncertainties necessary to understand what is being offered.  However, perfect knowledge isn’t necessary.  We tend to spend too much of our time and effort and that of the offeror, chasing information that has no real bearing on the evaluation.  If we need it to draw a conclusion, then we should ask for it.

Identify deficiencies and significant weaknesses in terms of a clear declarative statement.  Advising offerors of strengths in their proposals can also give offerors insight into areas to consider in making tradeoffs to correct deficiencies or weaknesses.

Obtaining Proposal Revisions

Confirm all information obtained through discussions by requesting or allowing proposal revisions, as appropriate, from all offerors in the competitive range still eligible for selection.  Proposals are rarely alike, nor are the depth and range of discussions, therefore, tailor the number and content of revisions to each offeror’s proposal.  Ask offerors to submit written changes to their proposals resulting from discussions before requesting final proposal revisions, particularly if a number of significant issues need resolution.  This allows further discussions, if necessary before the final cutoff date.

________________________________
Tailor the number and content of
revisions to each offeror’s proposal
________________________________

After you have received responses to all issues raised to the offerors during discussions, you must reevaluate the proposals.  Any factor impacted by the responses must be rated again in the same manner as in the initial evaluation.  Ensure that all issues are resolved or understood by each offeror and the government prior to concluding discussions.

At the conclusion of discussions, you must give all offerors remaining in the competitive range an opportunity to improve their proposal by submitting a final proposal revision within a common cutoff date and time.  If, after receipt of final revised proposals it becomes necessary to subsequently clarify minor irregularities, you can, without any additional request for final proposal revisions from all offerors.  However, if you need to negotiate further, a second final revision opportunity must be extended to all offerors.
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