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PROCUREMENT 
EXCELLENCE
BY RICHARD PENNINGTON AND JASON SOZA
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Major procurement associations represent 
pillars of excellence, each relying on dif-
ferent routes. In 2013, Richard Pennington 
wrote the article, “Seeing Excellence: 
Learning from Great Procurement Teams.”1 
Curiously, no one ever asked him, “What is 
‘excellence’?” Jason Soza has written many 
articles about the procurement profession, 
and in his latest, “10 Tips: Professional-
ism in Public Procurement,”2 he details 
the value of always looking for ways to 
improve yourself and learning from your 
interactions with others. 

The professional associations that rep-
resent procurement each offer incred-
ible insight into defining excellence and 
professionalism, as well as providing an 
instant network of peers whom you can 
interact with, observe, and learn from. This 
article discusses the beacons of excellence 
and professionalism that those associa-
tions have become for public procurement 
through their various awards programs.

Leading Across 
Boundaries
National Contract 
Management Association 
(NCMA)
NCMA has framed “excellence” with its 
award programs3 and its Contract Manage-
ment Body of Knowledge (CMBOK), which 
includes a focus on continuous improve-
ment. With its “Innovation in Contract-

ing Award,”4 NCMA has its sights aimed 
squarely at collaboration and teamwork.

The award recognizes those who design or 
conceive of innovative contract manage-
ment solutions through practical applica-
tion of contract management concepts, 
strategies, and practices. Applications 
for the award are open to federal, state, 
and local governments and are evaluated 
based on criteria such as:

 § Business impact, 

 § Maturity, 

 § Relevance, and 

 § Innovation.
According to Karen Secker, NCMA’s direc-
tor of membership and national secretary, 
who in her role administers the award 
programs for NCMA: “I view the award as a 
jumping-off point for members to collabo-
rate. In fact, our new ‘Collaborate’ tool5 will 
permit members to discuss questions like, 
‘What is innovation?’”  

Michael Fischetti, NCMA’s executive 
director, adds: “The award was created to 
highlight the good things that our profes-
sion does and where they have found ways 
to improve contracting.”  

The 2016 recipient of the Innovation in 
Contracting Award was a Department of 
Defense (DOD) contracting team led by 

WHAT IS “PROFESSIONALISM”? FOR THOSE IN THE 
CONTRACTING PROFESSION, OUR PROFESSIONAL 
ASSOCIATIONS’ AWARDS AND ACCREDITATION 
PROGRAMS ARE BEACONS OF BOTH.

“EXCELLENCE”?
WHAT IS
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Matt Hudson. The team was recognized for 
its work on the DOD Healthcare Manage-
ment System Modernization (DHMSM) 
program, which acquires electronic health 
record solutions. The contract uses an in-
novative software licensing approach that 
significantly reduces the administrative 
burden on the government. 

Most large government IT contracts rely 
on a “by-user” licensing structure. The in-
novative performance-based approach that 
the DHMSM contract uses allows the entire 
DOD user base to be licensed—which is im-
portant because of the global deployment 
of the system—and simplifies the process for 
adding more licenses. The licensing struc-
ture uses task orders to acquire increments 
of licenses in a way never done before. 

“We had the perfect situation where we 
were able to think outside the box to avoid 
the same pitfalls of other DOD acquisi-
tions,” says Hudson. “By hosting mul-
tiple industry days and being extremely 
transparent about our expectations and 
requirements, we were able to get the 
solution we needed for a constantly chang-
ing environment.”6

What did he learn? Timeless lessons for 
all procurement professionals. “The time 
and energy spent doing the groundwork 
to understand as much as you possibly can 
going into an acquisition has a huge payoff 
as you move through the process,” Hudson 
says. “I’d also say you have to be willing to 
try new things and to really think critically 
and tailor your approach to each acquisi-

tion. This means you have to be willing to 
have some failures.”7

More than other associations, NCMA 
spans across all levels of government 
procurement. The Innovation in Contract-
ing Award points the way to effective team 
and professional behaviors relevant to 
everyone. According to Secker, in creating 
this particular award, “we purposely kept 
the concept of innovation flexible.” She 
says that NCMA wants contracting profes-
sionals “to reach across boundaries to 
engage, but also to show the constructive 
ways they’ve pushed the boundaries of 
conventional thought about government 
contracting.”

Matt Hudson receiving the Innovation in Contracting 
Award from NCMA Executive Director Michael 
Fischetti and NCMA President Terry Raney.
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Promoting Teams
National Association of 
State Procurement Officials 
(NASPO)
As an association, NASPO is committed 
to sharing knowledge and innovative 
training techniques. The “George Cronin 
Award for Procurement Excellence”8 is 
awarded each year at NASPO’s Annual 
Conference. The Cronin Award, as it’s 
often referred to, looks at innovation, 
transferability, service improvement, and 
demonstrated cost savings.

Jordan Henson, the NASPO analyst who 
supports the Cronin Awards Committee, 
reports that at last count the committee 
numbered over 20 individuals. Hensen 
spends hours working with the commit-
tee, assisting with evaluation, facilitating 
committee discussions, arranging the 
annual awards recognition luncheon, and 
shepherding finalists though the awards 
event and presentations. Henson then 
arranges webinars that showcase the 
awards finalists. 

Henson has been supporting the com-
mittee for two years, and he gives a lot 
of credit to the committee’s long-time 
chairman, Sam Byassee, North Carolina’s 
deputy state purchasing officer, and 
his co-chair Kelly Sanders, Ohio’s chief 
procurement officer. They confer on agen-
das for the committee’s conference calls 
and discuss possible improvements to 
the program. They value the opportunity 
given to the finalists to attend the NASPO 
Annual Conference and share the celebra-
tion of their achievement with NASPO 
membership. 

The 2016 Cronin Gold recipient, Richard 
Kotler, is a great example of the type of 
procurement excellence recognized by 
the committee. Kotler, a category special-
ist in Tennessee’s central procurement 
office, presented a national webinar on 
a statewide radio contracts program at-
tended by professionals across the nation. 
He explained the genesis of the project to 
modernize the existing statewide con-
tracts for radios and talked about how they 

canvassed agencies individually about 
their needs. He also described tracking 
down technical experts who were working 
in isolated depots, whose knowledge and 
expertise had previously been untapped 
and who, as Kotler found, were often ready 
to retire.

The presentation highlighted the impor-
tance of trust and transparency, both inter-
nally and with the potential supplier base. 
Kotler gleaned valuable information about 
the current radio environment and require-
ments from those newly-discovered experts 
who had never been given the opportunity 
to provide feedback before. Multiple com-
munication channels were opened: 

 § An internal forum allowing for inter-
department collaboration, 

 § A steering committee comprised of key 
stakeholders, and 

 § A supplier group comprised of 13 com-
panies tasked with helping to develop 
specifications and review terms and 
conditions from the industry perspective. 

Jordan Henson at work on the NASPO Cronin Award.



Learn more and register at complianceethicsinstitute.org

Follow a track: · Risk · Ethics · Compliance Lawyer  
· Case Studies · General Compliance/Hot Topics  

· Multinational/International · Investigations Workshop  
· IT compliance · Advanced Discussion Groups

Join us in Las Vegas!

 8 LEARNING 
TRACKS

 150+ 
SPEAKERS

 100+ 
SESSIONS

Compliance & 
Ethics Institute

The Society of Corporate Compliance & Ethics 16th Annual

October 15-18, 2017  ·  Caesars Palace  ·  Las Vegas, NV



26 Contract Management  ∕  July 2017

FIVE PILLARS OF PROCUREMENT EXCELLENCE

The ability to add recent technology was 
simplified and a catalog-like approach to 
managing the contracts’ offerings was im-
plemented. The team created a “constant 
compete” process to permit continuing 
order competition among the contractors 
to, among other things, take advantage of 
aggregation.

In the end, five separate contracts were re-
duced to just one multiple-award contract 
with 14 categories. Pricing was discounted 
11% over previous contracts and savings at 
the time of the nomination were estimated 
at $2.4 million.

Projects awarded with Cronin recogni-
tion are featured on NASPO’s YouTube 
channel,9 available for everyone to learn 
from. Henson has been especially happy 
with the marked growth in the number of 
nominations. (He also fondly tells the story 
of one award recipient who returned home 
to a celebration: “They decorated his 
desk!”) Henson looks forward to continu-
ing dialogue about how the award can 

best recognize innovation and excellence. 
In the future, he sees the award better 
sharpening its consideration of sustainabil-
ity initiatives.

Learning from the 
Stars!
National Procurement 
Institute (NPI)
As its bedrock award, NPI has the “Achieve-
ment of Excellence in Procurement” (AEP) 
Award.10 The award, now in its 22nd year, 
encapsulates NPI’s view of procurement 
excellence. Criteria are all weighted differ-
ently, but they include such things as: 

 § Establishment of a procurement ethics 
policy statement, 

 § A variety of expectations concerning 
procurement manuals and vendor 
information and training, and 

 § Establishment of a professional devel-
opment program. 

The extensive list of criteria provides a high 
bar for any procurement office to strive for. 

Brian Garrity, director of procurement at 
Golden Gate Bridge, Highway and Trans-
portation District, has served on the NPI 
board of directors as the AEP officer for 
the past three years. He is responsible for 
updating the award application, present-
ing the award at various conferences, and 
generally coordinating the award process. 

“The AEP award is sponsored by every 
major public procurement association in 
North America,” Garrity notes. Indeed, the 
AEP Award is sponsored by NASPO, NAEP, 
and NIGP (all mentioned in this article), 
as well as the California Association of 
Public Purchasing Officials, the Florida 
Association of Public Purchasing Officials, 
the Texas Public Purchasing Association, 
and NPI’s affiliate, the Institute for Supply 
Management.

As NPI’s evaluation team looks through 
applications, “What we’re looking for are 
best practices and asking what can raise 
the bar,” says Garrity. “We recognize 
trends. For example, we are seeing an 
increase in the percentage of spend under 
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blanket contracts, which indicates that ap-
plicants recognize the value of cooperative 
contracts.” Garrity works these trends into 
future applications, always trying to stay 
on the leading edge of what’s happen-
ing in public procurement and not letting 
applicants rest on their laurels. What may 
have achieved an AEP Award in the past 
very well may not meet the requirements 
for future awards.

One criterion added under Garrity’s tenure 
has proven very successful in drawing new 
and creative ideas to the forefront: “Con-
tinued Pursuit of Excellence.” This criterion 
is open-ended and allows applicants to 
showcase their own unique best practices 
they feel define excellence in their organi-
zation.

In a recent AEP application, the Univer-
sity of Iowa highlighted a departmental 

“dashboard” they created. This dashboard 
takes what is otherwise behind-the-scenes 
information—e.g., spend patterns, procure-
ment methods, and policy compliance—
and makes it visible to all. This simple act 
of bringing data to light opens the door to 
collaborative discussions with individual 
departments about their successes and 

areas of opportunities. The dashboard 
has demonstrated success in converting 
historically sole-source purchases into 
competitive procurements, moving off-
contract spend to on-contract, and has 
increased training and communication. 

By creating a way for applicants to share 
what they’re excited about, Garrity and 
the AEP Award have given procurement 
officers new ideas and inspiration to share 
with their own offices. A notable aspect 
of the AEP Award is that NPI posts model 
submissions on its website for the various 
award criteria. NPI members can see what 
is considered a “good” example for each 
criterion in their application, learning from 
the “stars” who help improve the teams 
they lead. 

As for the future of the AEP Award, Garrity 
hopes to see a continued increase in the 
number of applications, especially from 
international agencies. Expanding the 
award’s reach into Canada and other coun-
tries furthers Garrity’s focus with the award. 

“We look at procurement as a profession, 
not as a back-office function,” Garrity says. 

“We would like to continue to promote the 
profession of procurement with this award.”

Modeling 
Professionalism
National Association of 
Educational Procurement 
(NAEP)
The “Bob Ashby Mentor of the Year” Award 
recognizes an NAEP member for outstand-
ing dedication to the procurement profes-
sion through the mentorship of another 
individual in procurement. Named after 
the retired University of Nevada-Las Vegas 
purchasing director known for his passion 
for mentoring, the “Mentor of the Year 
Award”11 is among several given by NAEP 
for excellence in procurement, individual 
achievement, distinguished service, volun-
teerism, communication, and profession-
alism among young professionals. NAEP 
also grants recognition to institutions of 
higher education who have been awarded 
NPI’s AEP Award. 

The Mentor of the Year Award criteria states: 
“This individual has demonstrated both the 
science and the art of purchasing within the 
higher education environment. Furthermore, 
this individual has inspired the member to 
achieve professional goals and provided 
assistance in achieving those goals.”

Brian Garrity and the AEP Award.
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Sandy Hicks, associate vice president and 
chief procurement officer, University of 
Colorado, was the 2016 award recipient. In 
Hicks’ nomination packet, the university’s 
director of strategic procurement, Duane 
Tucker, noted that during his first week on 
the job, he was seated next to Sandy at a 
campus outreach event. “Sandy took the 
time to give me a full overview of the event, 
our department, and share her experi-
ences in procurement with me,” he recalls. 

“In the past 7-plus years, I have worked with 
many talented higher education procure-
ment professionals…but Sandy will always 
stand out as the person who guided and 
fostered my career in higher education 
procurement.”

We talked to Hicks about a central concept 
of mentoring, which is simply taking the 
time to be a mentor with someone. Was 
there a formal program?  “No, it’s a cultural 
thing,” Hicks says. Any additional structure 
may drive out the creativity and informal 
learning that already exists. Hicks models 
other attributes of professionalism and 
leadership: 

 § She openly talks about focus, 

 § She promotes teamwork, and 

 § She encourages occasional stretch 
goals.  

Like all good teams, Sandy’s office 
celebrates achievements like awards and 
professional certifications.   

Doreen Murner, the NAEP chief executive 
officer, had this to say about the Mentor of 
the Year Award:

It is important we recognize those whose 
shoulders we stand upon and who have 
shown us the way. They have been there 
through all of our trials and tribulations, 
forever helping keep our compass in the 
right direction. NAEP’s Mentor of the Year 
Award and our Mentorship Program hope-
fully provide the springboard to get more 
of our members actively involved.  

We couldn’t have said it better! Effective 
teams have individuals who demonstrate 
facilitative leadership, promoting the team 
and raising everyone’s contributions.  

Helping Us Learn!
National Institute of 
Governmental Purchasing 
(NIGP) 
NIGP is a major training avenue for profes-
sionals seeking professional procurement 
certifications from the Universal Public Pro-
curement Certification Council (UPPCC).12 
UPPCC certifications are the state and 
local version of NCMA’s certifications for 
federal contracting officers and industry 
professionals.  

In particular, NIGP has three awards and ac-
creditations that frame agency “excellence”: 

 § The “Innovations in Public Procurement 
Award,” 

 § The “Outstanding Agency Accredita-
tion Achievement Award,” and

 § The “Pareto Award.” 

Innovations in Public Procurement 
Award13

The criteria for this award are based on the 
following aspects of agency projects:

 § Originality, 

 § Transferability, 

Doreen Murner, NAEP Chief Executive Officer.
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 § Significance, and 

 § Effectiveness. 

When asked about the value of the award, 
Carol Hodes, NIGP’s executive director 
for knowledge management, emphasizes: 

“When someone has made the effort to 
try something new and someone else can 
learn from it, this is innovation. I’m a be-
liever in ‘trying,’ overcoming the aversion 
to risk that is common.”  

Sometimes the innovation requires 
deeper-than-surface examination. “One 
year, Maricopa County, Arizona, used 
reverse auctions for employee benefits, 
life insurance, and pre-paid dental,” Carol 
explains. “Many agencies procure benefits; 
the use of reverse auctions was creative 
and resulted in increased benefits with 
lower cost.”14 

The Innovations in Public Procurement 
Award led to Pennington’s discovering San 
Diego County’s customer-focused realign-
ment, as detailed in his article featured 

in Government Procurement’s February/
March 2017 issue.15 The county’s story is 
about change management, moving from 
a transaction-centered organization to 
one where staff developed more robust 
relationships with their client. 

Outstanding Agency Accreditation 
Achievement Award16

NIGP’s agency accreditations likewise 
illuminate excellence in teams and profes-
sionalism. Brent Maas is NIGP’s executive 
director for business strategy and relation-
ships. He manages NIGP’s two accredita-
tion programs: 

 § The “Outstanding Agency Accredita-
tion Achievement Award” (OA4), and 

 § The “Pareto Award.”  

OA4 recognizes agencies that lead the 
public procurement profession through 
the implementation of best practices. The 
program is founded on a self-evaluation 
process requiring agencies to address cri-
teria across 11 domains widely considered 
essential to procurement excellence. 

Just reading the application maps the way 
to excellence in procurement. According 
to Maas: “Agencies approach the accredi-
tation from a continuous improvement 
perspective. Many find the process of 
accreditation of more value than receiving 
the accreditation.”  

Pareto Award17

Named after Italian economist Vilfredo 
Pareto, the Pareto Award may be the most 
prestigious and highest recognition of 
agency achievement in state and local gov-
ernment procurement. The award may be 
earned only by agencies that have achieved 
OA4 accreditation and requires a Phase 
I and Phase II self-evaluation and written 
responses to 60 questions in six areas: 

 § Leadership, 

 § Strategic planning, 

 § Customer focus, 

 § Process management, 

NIGP’s Carol Hodes

NIGP’s Hillsborough 
County Aviation Authority 
procurement team.
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 § Technology and information 
management, and 

 § Performance review. 

These phases are evaluated by a panel of 
experts, and if worthy of further assess-
ment, candidates enter Phase III—consist-
ing of a two-day, on-site peer review.  

According to Edward Haines, director 
of procurement for Tampa International 
Airport/Hillsborough County Aviation 
Authority, their journey to the Pareto 
Award started with a 2011 initiative to 
centralize procurement. The airport’s CEO 
had issued Haines a big challenge: Build 
the best procurement department “in the 
universe.” Haines came to view the awards 

and accreditations not as ends to the 
means in themselves, but as windows into 
best practices.  

Haines enlisted NIGP’s Consulting Ser-
vices to assess readiness for the OA4. The 
department assigned teams to each of the 
accreditation criteria to plan and execute 
steps to address shortfalls. After achieving 
accreditation, which was a process that 
gave them a sense of their organizational 
maturity, the department set its sights on 
the Pareto Award. 

As one member of the peer review 
committee comments, “I am extremely 
impressed by how an organization could 
transform from a decentralized operation 

to a centralized operation and far exceed 
the Pareto requirements in less than five 
years.” For his part, Haines gives a lot of 
credit to senior leadership. They put a 
great premium on employee professional 
development and training. 

Today, people are believers and have 
trust in the Tampa International Airport/
Hillsborough County Aviation Authority 
procurement system. According to Haines, 

“Having an engaged team makes or breaks 
success, and I am blessed to be part of 
such a great team.” The Pareto Award—like 
Haines expected—frames best practices 
and serves as a beacon toward excellence 
and professionalism.  

According to Maas, a review of all the 
accreditations is on the horizon. “Next 
year, we plan to look at them, including 
the evolving cooperative procurement 
accreditation,” he says. “We will involve a 
body of practitioners to ‘revalue’ them and 
make sure they are aligned.”

NIGP has cemented its foundation as an 
important procurement training resource 
for state and local government procure-
ment professionals. Its awards and accredi-
tation programs are key to helping organi-
zations learn, improve, and transform.

The professional associations 
that represent procurement 
each offer incredible insight 
into defining excellence and 
professionalism, as well as 
providing an instant network 
of peers whom you can interact 
with, observe, and learn from.

NIGP’s Brett Maas

FIVE PILLARS OF PROCUREMENT EXCELLENCE
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Leadership 
in Framing 
Procurement 
Excellence and 
Professionalism
Is there any doubt these associations 
frame excellence and professionalism? 
Beneath the achievements, these awards—
and numerous others not mentioned here—
identify teams and individuals that model 
the way for public procurement. Complet-
ing an application for any one of these 
awards will have an instant positive effect 
on an office’s level of professionalism. 

With so many criteria focused on team-
work, measuring performance (internally 
and externally), and continuously improv-
ing an organization’s practices, just gather-
ing the information needed by the various 
awards will open your eyes to what your 
team is doing well and where there are op-
portunities for improvement. Even if your 
organization doesn’t meet a specific set of 
standards for an award, there’s nothing like 
some healthy competition to keep making 
the changes necessary to make sure you 
get it the next time around. It’s a win-win.

Excellence in project management, contin-
uous improvement, team dynamics, lateral 
leadership—it’s all here to learn from. How 
does a professional improve? One need 
not look very far. CM

Post about this article on  
NCMA Collaborate at  

http://collaborate.ncmahq.org. 
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