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“A POWERFUL FORCE THAT CAN SHAPE THE FUTURE”

Administrator, State of Hawaii 
Procurement Office and

Chief Procurement Officer 
for the Executive Branch

     Thank you very much for participating in this interview. Please tell 
us a little about yourself. 

	 											I	am	the	Administrator	of	the	State	Procurement	Office,1 as well as the Chief 
Procurement	Officer	for	the	Executive	Branch,2 for the State of Hawaii. I’ve held these positions 
since November 2013. 

WHAT IS THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN THESE TWO ROLES?
It’s	somewhat	subtle,	but	these	dual	roles	are	more	connected	than	they	are	separate:

First,	as	the	Administrator	of	the	State	Procurement	Office,	I	am	responsible	for	statewide	con-
tracts,	procurement	policy,	surplus,	inventory,	training,	and	reviews	for	the	entire	state,	which	is	
comprised of 21 procurement jurisdictions. 

Second,	I	am	also	the	Chief	Procurement	Officer	for	the	21	departments	of	the	Executive	Branch	
of the State. 
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WHAT IS THE MISSION OF THE 
HAWAII STATE PROCUREMENT 
OFFICE?
Our	official	mission	is	as	follows:

To	best	serve	the	taxpayers	of	Hawaii	and	
stakeholders in State and County agen-
cies	by	providing	effective	and	efficient	
procurement and inventory management 
practices,	with	quality,	timeliness,	maximiz-
ing	competition,	and	maintaining	integrity.	
To achieve the greatest value from procure-
ment resources while creating a procure-
ment environment and framework which 
nurtures a strong vendor community and 
peak vendor performance; to uplift the 
procurement	career	field	across	the	State	
with	a	training	and	certification	program	
to enhance the services and products 
provided	to	the	citizens	of	the	State	of	
Hawaii,	protect	tax-payer’s	monies,	and	
successfully implement programs.

WHAT PREVIOUS EDUCATION 
OR OTHER EXPERIENCES 
HELPED PREPARE YOU FOR 
YOUR CURRENT LEADERSHIP 
POSITION? 
When	I	was	younger,	there	were	many	
times	where	I	asked	myself:	“Why	do	I	have	
this	job?”	or	“What	is	the	purpose	of	my	
doing	this,	learning	this,	suffering	through	
this?” and I would grit my teeth and move 
forward	with	all	my	effort.	Now,	looking	
back,	it	all	makes	sense!	

The only reason why I received bachelors’ 
degrees in accounting and auditing was 
because my mother enrolled me in it while 
I was backpacking with my best friend 
in	Europe.	All	three	of	my	degrees	were	
completed	part-time	while	working,	which	
definitely	helped	fine-tune	my	work	ethic.	
Obtaining	my	MCSE,3	along	with	my	first	
degree	and	experience	as	a	chief	financial	
officer,	was	what	convinced	the	U.S.	Im-
migration Department to give me a Green 
Card	via	the	U.S.	Lottery.4 The Green Card 
is what gave me the opportunity to join the 
U.S.	Air	Force.	My	degree	in	accounting	is	
why the Air Force placed me in contracting. 
My outstanding contracting training and 
experience	gained	in	the	Air	Force	is	what	
helped	me	get	my	first	contractor	job	at	

CACI	as	an	acquisition	specialist.	My	work	
at the Pentagon with CACI helped me land 
my job at ASI Government working at the 
National Geospatial Intelligence Agency 
(NGA).	My	acceptance	into	the	first	year	of	
NCMA’s	Contract	Management	Leader-
ship	Development	Program	(CMLDP)5 and 
subsequently	winning	the	CMLDP’s	“Top	
Graduate Award” gave me an opportunity 
to	join	the	NCMA	Board	of	Directors.	

During	my	time	at	the	NGA,	I	worked	
closely	with	the	senior	procurement	execu-
tive	on	an	agency-wide	initiative:	agile	
acquisition.	Here,	I	was	using	everything	
I had learned thus far—plus business and 
leadership	skills—to	operationally	realize	a	
strategic	vision	for	cutting-edge	acquisi-
tion in a digital age. It was this program 
that put me in the running for the job as 
the state procurement administrator for 
Hawaii. 

I	am	still	not	done	learning,	however.	I	
teach	finance	and	economics	at	the	
University	of	Phoenix,	and	so	am	forced	
to	“relearn”	things	myself	every	time.	
This increases my ability to teach and to 
understand important elements of busi-
ness,	such	as	holistic	systems	and	change	
management. 

HAVE YOU FOUND THERE TO 
BE ANY OTHER KEY ENABLERS 
OR COMPETENCIES YOU 
DEVELOPED FROM THESE 
EXPERIENCES THAT HELPED 
YOU GET TO WHERE YOU ARE 
TODAY? 
Take every opportunity that comes to you 
to	learn,	to	improve,	to	join	organizations,	
and to be part of the team that is in charge 
of	figuring	out	the	hardest	problems.	Even	
if	you	fall	short,	you	still	learn.	

Also,	learn	to	trust	your	gut	as	to	when	to	
move on and be prepared to take a leap of 
faith.	Every	time	I	have	taken	a	chance,	it	
always works out for the better—even if you 
can’t see it at the time. 

Show people you have passion for the mis-
sion.	Do	that,	and	they	will	believe	in	you.	

Above	all,	make	sure	to	have	as	much	fun	
as you can every step of the way. As soon 
as	the	fun	stops,	it’s	time	to	look	at	your	
options.

WHAT TOOLS DO YOU 
USE TO ASSIST IN YOUR 
ACQUISITIONS? AT THE 
STATE LEVEL, ARE THERE 
IMPEDIMENTS THAT MUST 
STILL BE ADDRESSED?
We are the youngest state when it comes 
to formal procurement processes. While 
the	East	Coast	has	the	infrastructure	and	
resources,	we	are	still	building	them	in	
Hawaii. We do have several home-grown 
tools	that	assist	in	our	acquisitions—some	
of which I have developed based on what I 
learned	in	the	federal	acquisition	space.	

Launched	in	August	2016,	the	“Procure-
ment	Wizard”	(http://spo.hawaii.gov/ 
procurement-wizard/)	is	a	powerful,	intui-
tive,	knowledge-based	system	that	offers	
transparency and true guidance into the 
Hawaii State Procurement Code for all 
in	the	State	of	Hawaii.	The	Wizard,	which	
is	based	on	the	procurement	life	cycle,	
provides	State	procurement	personnel,	
vendors,	and	the	community	an	easily	ac-
cessible	resource,	offering	best	practices	
and lessons learned from Hawaii’s stake-
holders. 

Also,	we	are	currently	working	on	a	new	
program	called	the	“Hawaii	Awards	and	
Notices	Data	System”	(HANDS).	Presently,	
vendors have to browse over 40 different 
sites to identify what business opportuni-
ties	there	are	in	the	State	of	Hawaii.	Ulti-
mately,	this	limits	competition.	HANDS	will	
pull the solicitation and award data from 
the multiple jurisdictions into a search-
able	database,	making	it	a	one-stop-shop	
similar	to	the	FedBizOpps	site6	that	the	
federal folks have. We will also be looking 
at developing a small business vendor 
registration	and	self-identification	process	
to implement a local small business as-
sistance program. 

The biggest impediments we must still 
address,	in	regards	to	performance,	are	
a cultural misrepresentation of what pro-
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curement is and how vital it is to the under-
lying mission of an agency. Procurement 
has	evolved	into	a	complex	environment,	
including such things as strategic sourc-
ing	and	tactical	procurement.	Technology,	
data	analytics,	and	innovative	partnering	
means buyers need to be able to interact 
as both business leaders and facilitators—
considering	such	things	as:

Risks,	

Sustainability,	

Service	level	agreements,	

Supplier	collaboration,	

Complex	costing,	and	

Intricate contract terms and conditions. 

The procurement workforce is not special-
ized,	nor	is	it	considered	a	“professional”	
work	field.	The	workforce	is	underpaid	and	
under-educated.	The	problem	extends	
further	to	even	the	knowledge	of	the	exis-
tence	of	this	field.	There	is	no	higher	edu-
cation track available for procurement in 
the State of Hawaii—not even a single class. 
My mission is to uplift the procurement 
specialists of this State and help them and 
their	bosses	realize	that	they	are	business	
professionals and that the role they play in 
the success of a procurement and respec-
tive contract is so much more important 
than they have been told up to now.

SPEAKING OF THE 
WORKFORCE, YOUR 
COMMENTS ON EDUCATION 
AND TRAINING ARE OFTEN 
ECHOED FROM MANY IN THE 
PROFESSION, FROM THE 
FEDERAL LEVEL TO THE 

STATE AND LOCAL LEVEL. 
HOW DO YOU REACT TO THE 
NOTION THAT TRAINING IS A 
KEY ISSUE? 
Training is a key issue—especially since 
there is little to no procurement training 
before the person steps in the job. In my 
experience,	most	training	occurs	while	on	
the	job—or	“learning	by	doing.”	

Quality training is ultimately what builds 
a procurement specialist into an effective 
business	manager,	facilitating	the	success-
ful partnership between government and 
contractor.

HOW DO YOU VIEW THE 
EFFECTIVENESS OF THE 
TRAINING YOUR WORKFORCE 
DOES RECEIVE? DOES IT 
ADDRESS THE SUBJECTS 
YOU BELIEVE THEY NEED TO 
KNOW, OR ARE THERE AREAS 
FOR IMPROVEMENT?  
With	our	many	islands,	webinars	are	an	
effective	method	of	training,	in	that	they	
reach more people and are regularly avail-
able. There are always areas for improve-
ment. We are bringing out additional 
training on the entire life cycle now versus 
just the area of solicitation and award. We 
are talking about contract law fundamen-
tals	and	cost	and	pricing	requirements.	
Future training must include how to work 
successfully in cross-functional teams and 
also business facilitation.

DO YOU BELIEVE TRAINING 
AND CERTIFICATION SHOULD 
BE APPLIED AGAINST A 
UNIVERSAL STANDARD 

ACROSS THE PROFESSION, 
IRRESPECTIVE OF INDIVIDUAL 
GOVERNMENT OR INDUSTRY 
EMPLOYMENT? 
Absolutely	yes!	Just	as	accountants	and	
lawyers	have	a	nationwide	certification,	so	
should	contracting	officers.	And	states	
should be included.

WHAT DO YOU LIKE TO DO 
WHEN YOU’RE NOT WORKING? 
WHAT HOBBIES OR OTHER 
ACTIVITIES DO YOU LIKE TO 
DO FOR FUN? 
I	love	this	question!	When	I	was	working	
at	NGA	with	a	top-secret	clearance,	I	was	
flagged	because	I	didn’t	have	any	hobbies.	
They phoned every single person on my 
security form to ask them what my hobbies 
were. 

When	I’m	not	working,	I	teach	at	the	
University	of	Phoenix,	I	work	on	options	
trading,	and	I	arbitrate	for	the	Financial	
Industry Regulatory Authority. On the odd 
occasion	that	I’m	not	working,	I	attend	
YWCA	benefits	as	a	supporter	on	uplifting	
women in the business world. 

Oh	yes,	and	the	beach	at	least	once	a	week	
if I can help it.

WHAT ARE YOUR GOALS 
IN THE NEAR FUTURE FOR 
HAWAII PROCUREMENT, AND 
WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE FOR 
YOUR LEGACY TO BE AFTER 
YOU’RE GONE? 
For	Hawaii	to	catch	up,	we	need	training	
and development of our procurement 
workforce for all state agencies and de-
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partments. We also need to be an incuba-
tor	of	acquisition	innovation	and	leverage	
cutting-edge ideas to enhance the overall 
business environment and economic 
growth of Hawaii. The State Procurement 
Office	recommends	four	areas	of	focus	in	
this	strategic	initiative:	

The Four Focus Areas of the Hawaii Pro-
curement	Workforce	Strategic	Initiative:

Procurement
Tools

Procurement
Workforce

Business
Development

Knowledge
Management

1      | Procurement Tools 

• eProcurement—A robust online 
electronic procurement system 
for	issuing	solicitations,	receiving	
responses,	and	issuing	notices	of	
award will improve the consistency 
and transparency of procurements 
conducted by the 21 departments 
under	the	Executive	Branch.	

 � An eProcurement system would 
allow for establishment of state-
wide	catalogs,	sourcing	man-
agement,	and	spend	analysis,	
which would increase the level of 
transparency and give decision-

makers the necessary business 
analytics	to	make	well-informed,	
smart choices. 

 � The	State	will	achieve	significant	
cost savings and tangible ben-
efits	from	such	an	initiative.

• Data analytics—A set of smart 
data to aid the Governor and the 
Hawaii	State	Legislature	in	making	
informed decisions. 

 � This may include a dashboard 
of procurement metrics ranging 
from basic solicitation data to the 
number	of	those	certified	in	the	
workforce.

2      | Procurement Workforce 

• The	Hawaii	Certified	Procurement	
Professional (HCPP).

• Proficiency—There	is	little	to	no	
strategic	organization	when	it	
comes	to	“who”	is	delegated	to	
perform procurements and how 
procurement	expertise	is	attained,	
developed,	and	leveraged.	Many	
State departments and agencies 
have hundreds of nonprocurement 
personnel conducting procure-
ments	on	all	levels	of	complexity.	

• The procurement workforce’s level 
of	knowledge,	skills,	expertise,	
and abilities must be raised to a 
level of professionalism due the 
career	field—Procurement	profes-
sionals	have	expertise	in	business,	
accounting,	finance,	legal	issues,	
negotiating,	marketing,	customer	
service,	and	cross-functional	
team	management,	and	this	is	the	
State’s body of business advisors 
on strategic and tactical levels of 
procurement. 

• The procurement workforce must 
be	recognized	across	the	State	as	
professionals	in	their	field.

3      | Business	Development	

• Economic	sustainability—The	State	
of Hawaii supports the economic 
growth and sustainability of small 
business. Included in that focus is 
the need to improve the ease of 
doing business with the state. Many 
factors affect this metric—one of 
which is promotion of a State small 
business program. This program 
would:	

 � Nurture emerging Hawaii  
industries,	

 � Increase competition by broad-
ening	the	local	contractor	base,	

 � Enhance	the	ability	of	local	small	
businesses,	and	

 � Increase local worker employ-
ment opportunities.

4      | Knowledge Management 

• The	Procurement	Wizard—An	online,	
digital	procurement	manual,	based	
around	the	procurement	life	cycle,	
that	brings	best	practices,	learning	
lessons,	templates,	samples,	guid-
ance,	training,	and	regulations	to	
one multi-faceted library. 

 � Accessible to both the State 
procurement workforce and the 
community. 

 � This initiative will become the 
foundation of the State’s knowl-
edge management program for 
procurement.7

As	for	my	legacy,	by	the	time	I	am	gone,	I	
would	like	procurement	to	be	a	large,	ex-
citing,	ever-changing	environment.	Work-
ing as a procurement specialist challenges 
you to become a better business manager 
every	day.	The	“thinking	outside	the	box”	
mentality and working in partnership with 
contractors and customers is a wonder-
ful thing. Procurement is a powerful force 
that can shape the future. The contracting 
workforce	should	also	be	recognized	and	
rewarded for the work that they do so they 
enjoy coming to work every day. 
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For	the	State	of	Hawaii,	I	would	love	to	
leave knowing that we have implemented 
a	working,	effective	program	for	small	
business	assistance,	to	include	helping	up-
lift those businesses owned and operated 
by	veterans,	women,	and	Native	Hawaiians.

YOU HAVE HAD A 
SUCCESSFUL CAREER IN 
PROCUREMENT. WHAT 
REFLECTIONS DO YOU HAVE 
AS YOU LOOK BACK FROM 
WHERE YOU ARE TODAY? 
WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU 
SHARE FOR THOSE JUST 
ENTERING THIS FIELD? 
I	am	so	grateful	to	the	U.S.	Air	Force	for	the	
amazing	training	they	gave	me.	I	had	never	
heard	of	contracting	before,	and	was	in	
tears	when	they	put	me	in	that	career	field.	
Little	did	I	know	it	at	the	time,	but	this	was	
the greatest opportunity to be given. I 
would highly recommend spending a term 
or two in the Air Force in the contracting 
field—there’s	nothing	else	like	it!	

For	those	entering	this	field,	I	say:	

Have fun—It must be fun for you to do 
things well. 

Be	flexible—Every	day	is	different.	

Push	past	the	status	quo—Look	for	areas	
in your everyday processes that you can 
improve. 

Understand	customer	service—Practice	
it generously on both your customer and 
your contractor. 

Join	and	participate	in	networking	organi-
zations—Go	to	the	events	and	symposiums,	
because this is where you see the big 
picture. CM

EDITOR’S NOTES
1. See	http://spo.hawaii.gov/.
2. See,	generally,	https://portal.ehawaii.gov/.
3. I.e.,	“Microsoft	Certified	Software	Engineer	

Certificate.”
4. I.e.,	the	“Diversity	Visa	Program,”	also	known	as	

the	“Diversity	Visa	Lottery.”	See	https://travel.
state.gov/content/visas/en/immigrate/diversity-
visa/entry.html	for	more	information.	

5. For	more	information	on	the	CMLDP,	see www.
ncmahq.org/learn-and-advance/
contract-management-leadership-development-
program-(cmldp).

6.	 I.e.,	https://www.fedbizopps.gov,	the	government-
wide point of entry.

7. For more information on what the State Procure-
ment	Office	has	accomplished	and	where	they	are	
headed	for	the	future,	see	their	Buyline	newsletter,	
available	at	https://spo.hawaii.gov/wp-content/
uploads/2016/11/2016_10-SPO-Fall-Newsletter_
web.pdf.

SARAH ALLEN

 � Administrator,	State	of	Hawaii	Procure-
ment	Office;	and	chief	 
procurement	officer	for	the	Executive	
Branch

 � Instructor,	University	of	Phoenix—eco-
nomics,	finance,	change	 
management,	and	managerial	account-
ing

 � Arbitrator,	Financial	Industry	Regulations	
Authority (FINRA)

 � Served as senior manager for ASI Gov-
ernment	Inc.	(2007–2013),	during	which	
she	acted	as	executive	advisor	to	the	
National  
Geospatial Intelligence Agency

 � Served	as	senior	acquisition	analyst	for	
CACI	at	the	Pentagon	(2006–2007)

 � Served	in	the	U.S.	Air	Force	as	a	commis-
sioned contracting  
officer	(2004–2006)	and	a	noncommis-
sioned	officer	(2000–2004)	at	Hickam	Air	
Force	Base

 � Served	as	a	member	of	the	NCMA	Board	
of Directors (2007–2009)

 � Recipient of the Distinguished Gradu-
ate	Award	for	the	first	year	of	the	NCMA	
Contract	Management	Leadership	
Development	Program	(CMLDP)

 { Sarah.Allen@hawaii.gov

 л http://spo.hawaii.gov
 Y @hawaiispo
 a Buyline Newsletter (official newsletter 
of	the	Hawaii	State	Procurement	Office):	
https://spo.hawaii.gov/wp-content/
uploads/2016/11/2016_10-SPO-Fall-
Newsletter_web.pdf.


