
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

DEFENSE 
CONTRACTS 

Better Monitoring 
Could Improve DOD’s 
Management of Award 
Lead Times 
 

 
 

Report to Congressional Committees 

March 2024 
 

GAO-24-106528 

 

 

United States Government Accountability Office 



 

  United States Government Accountability Office 

  
Highlights of GAO-24-106528, a report to 
congressional committees 

 

March 2024 

DEFENSE CONTRACTS 
Better Monitoring Could Improve DOD’s Management 
of Award Lead Times   

What GAO Found 
The length of time between when an agency solicits offers from potential 
contractors and the date it awards a contract is known as the procurement 
administrative lead time (PALT). GAO found that median award lead times, or 
PALT, generally decreased from fiscal year 2019 through fiscal year 2022 for 
Department of Defense (DOD) contracts and orders valued above $250,000. 
This suggests that DOD has realized some contracting efficiencies since 2018 
when it began collecting data to measure PALT. However, PALT varied by 
characteristics such as total contract value, contracting approach, contract type, 
extent of competition, and the type of product or service procured. For example, 
median PALT values increased by 70 days over the four-year period GAO 
reviewed for DOD contracts and orders valued over $50 million. 

Change in DOD-wide Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time for All DOD Contracts 
and Orders Above and Below $50 Million in Value, Fiscal Years 2019–2022 

 
After its adoption of the current PALT definition, DOD updated guidance to 
encourage the use of practices intended to reduce award lead times. For 
example, DOD reissued its Source Selection Procedures memorandum in 
August 2022, adding streamlining techniques for procurement officials to 
consider. These techniques generally reflect practices to reduce PALT that were 
suggested in a January 2021 Office of Management and Budget memorandum.  

While updating guidance is a positive step, DOD does not have insight into PALT 
at the department-wide level, in part for the following reasons:  

• DOD officials do not regularly monitor PALT on a department-wide basis, 
such as by reviewing PALT data maintained by the defense components or 
discussing PALT changes with the components.  

• A DOD tool, the PALT Tracker, implemented in February 2019 for the 
detailed tracking of PALT for procurements over $250 million in value, has 
data gaps, which limits its usefulness as a monitoring tool. Components 
reported that it is burdensome and duplicative of other systems they use.  

DOD would benefit from engaging with the components to determine how 
existing procurement data can be leveraged to enhance DOD’s visibility into 
PALT changes and whether the PALT Tracker is still needed. If the PALT 
Tracker remains necessary to supplement existing procurement data, then 
improvements are needed to ensure its data are complete.  

View GAO-24-106528. For more information, 
contact Mona Sehgal at (202) 512-4841 or 
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Why GAO Did This Study 
DOD uses contracts to procure goods 
and services ranging from cutting-edge 
military aircraft to common office 
supplies. DOD leadership and 
contractors have expressed concern 
about the length of time it takes to 
award contracts, which includes PALT. 
DOD began collecting data to measure 
PALT in June 2018 for contracts and 
orders valued above $250,000. 

A committee report included a provision 
for GAO to review DOD’s efforts to 
address PALT. This report assesses 
changes in PALT over a four-year 
period and the extent of efforts—both 
DOD-wide and by selected DOD 
components—to manage and monitor 
the length of time it takes to award 
contracts.   

GAO selected the four DOD 
components (Army, Navy, Air Force 
and Defense Logistics Agency) with the 
most contracting activity from fiscal 
years 2019 through 2022 and analyzed 
data on PALT. GAO also reviewed 
relevant DOD guidance and 
memorandums, and interviewed 
officials at DOD and the selected 
components. 

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making 3 recommendations. 
These include that DOD assess how 
existing procurement data can be 
leveraged to monitor PALT across the 
department, determine if the PALT 
Tracker is necessary to supplement 
existing procurement data, and make 
improvements to its PALT Tracker if it 
continues to be used to track PALT for 
procurements over $250 million in 
value. DOD agreed with the 
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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

March 14, 2024 

Congressional Committees 

The Department of Defense (DOD) spends billions of dollars annually on 
contracts to procure goods and services ranging from cutting-edge 
military aircraft to common office supplies. DOD leadership and 
contractors have expressed concerns about the time it takes to award 
contracts. A number of factors—such as the complexity of the acquisition, 
contracting approach used, availability of acquisition staff, and quality of 
information submitted by the potential contractor—can affect the time 
needed to award contracts. DOD has acknowledged the need to reduce 
the amount of time it takes to award contracts. For example, in 
congressional testimony from December 2017, DOD stated that the 
department was working to reduce the time needed to award contracts for 
major weapon systems by as much as 50 percent, as measured from 
requirements validation to contract award. To help accomplish this goal, 
DOD has put in place a department-wide strategy to collect and report 
contract award time information to better understand and manage the 
time needed to award higher-dollar value contracts, specifically those 
over $250 million. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) has also 
encouraged contracting organizations across the government to work to 
reduce the time from solicitation to contract award, which is referred to as 
procurement administrative lead time (PALT). For example, in a 2021 
memorandum, OMB suggested a number of business practices—such as 
product demonstrations—that could potentially reduce PALT. 

Senate Report 117-130 included a provision for us to review DOD’s 
efforts to implement OMB’s memorandum on PALT and DOD’s progress 
reducing PALT. This report addresses (1) what contracting data show 
about PALT for DOD and selected components in fiscal years 2019 
through 2022; and (2) the extent to which DOD and selected components 
have implemented processes and key practices to manage and monitor 
PALT.1 

For each objective, we focused our review on four DOD components—
Army, Navy, Air Force, and the Defense Logistics Agency (DLA)—which 

 
1Throughout the report we use both PALT and award lead time to refer to the period from 
solicitation issuance to contract award while “contract award time” is used to refer to a 
longer period that includes both PALT and activities that precede solicitation, such as 
acquisition planning. 

Letter 
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were responsible for a large majority of DOD’s contracting activity during 
fiscal years 2019 to 2022. To determine PALT and changes in PALT over 
time for DOD and selected components, we analyzed data from the 
Federal Procurement Data System (FPDS) for all new orders and 
contracts awarded from fiscal years 2019 through 2022 (hereafter 
referred to as contracts, or as awards, unless otherwise specified) to 
include the solicitation and contract signed dates that are used to 
measure PALT.2 We analyzed contracts with an estimated value of more 
than $250,000—which is generally the simplified acquisition threshold 
(SAT)—as a solicitation date is only required to be reported into FPDS for 
contracts above this threshold.3 We assessed PALT by various 
characteristics such as total contract value, contracting approach, 
contract type, extent of competition, and the type of product or service 
procured as defined by the federal government for category management 
purposes.4 We also took steps to review the reliability of FPDS data 
reported by DOD and determined the data were sufficiently reliable for 
reporting PALT and measuring changes in PALT over time for all of DOD 
and by the selected components. 

To determine the extent to which DOD and the selected components 
implemented processes and key practices to manage and monitor PALT 
and overall contract award times, we interviewed DOD officials and 
reviewed relevant documentation concerning DOD’s contract award 
process. We also reviewed component-level guidance for setting and 
monitoring of contract award time goals and interviewed component-level 
officials about their use of data on contract award times to make 

 
2FPDS is the central repository for capturing information on federal contracting that is 
managed by the U.S. General Services Administration. Federal agencies, including DOD, 
are responsible for collecting and reporting data into FPDS as required by the Federal 
Acquisition Regulation (FAR). See FAR subpart 4.6. FPDS was updated in June 2018 to 
begin collecting a solicitation date, making fiscal year 2019 the first full year when the 
recording of a solicitation date would allow for PALT to be uniformly measured for DOD 
contracting activity. Fiscal year 2022 is the most recent year for which we had complete 
data available from FPDS at the time we performed our analysis. 

3The SAT is generally $250,000, but can increase depending on the particular acquisition. 
See FAR subpart 2.101 for a definition of the SAT and exceptions to the $250,000 
threshold. 

4The federal government’s Category Management Initiative is intended to help federal 
agencies, including DOD, buy like a single enterprise so they can leverage the 
government's buying power. See Office of Management and Budget, Deputy Director for 
Management Memorandum, Category Management: Making Smarter Use of Common 
Contract Solutions and Practices (Mar. 20, 2019). All product and service codes reported 
into FPDS are aligned with one of 19 categories that are grouped into government-wide 
common and defense-centric types of spending. 
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management decisions. In addition, we interviewed DOD and component-
level officials and reviewed documentation concerning the internal 
procurement tracking systems that DOD and the selected components 
use. 

We reviewed and compared DOD contracting guidance to the practices 
outlined in OMB’s January 2021 memorandum to determine the extent to 
which DOD has incorporated these practices in its own guidance. We 
also interviewed DOD officials and reviewed documentation about a 
tool—called the PALT Tracker—that was implemented by DOD in 
February 2019 to provide visibility into contract award times. We analyzed 
the data reported into this tool to determine its completeness for oversight 
purposes by comparing it to data in FPDS. We also compared DOD’s 
management and usage of this data to related principles in the Standards 
for Internal Control in the Federal Government.5 For a more detailed 
description of our scope and methodology, see appendix I. 

We conducted this performance audit from January 2023 to March 2024 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

DOD’s contracting process—rooted in the laws and regulations of the 
Federal Acquisition System—seeks to procure goods and services in a 
timely manner that satisfy the department’s needs in terms of cost and 
quality.6 DOD must also balance other goals identified in statute, 
regulations, and policy, such as promoting competition, providing 
opportunities for small business participation, and conducting the 
contracting process in a transparent manner. In July 2018, we reported 
that DOD leadership and contractors had expressed concern about the 
length of time to award contracts.7 Subsequently, Congress directed DOD 
in the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2018 to 
establish a department-wide definition of PALT and to develop a plan for 

 
5GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: September 2014). 

6See FAR 1.102. 

7GAO, Defense Contracts: DOD Should Develop a Strategy for Assessing Contract Award 
Time Frames, GAO-18-467 (Washington, D.C.: July 16, 2018). 

Background 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-467
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measuring and publicly reporting data on PALT.8 In response, DOD 
defined PALT as the time from solicitation issuance to when the contract 
is signed. 

In January 2021, OMB’s Office of Federal Procurement Policy issued a 
policy memorandum that established a government-wide PALT 
definition—consistent with the existing DOD definition—and made the 
solicitation date a reporting requirement in FPDS for all federal contracts 
valued above the SAT.9 OMB’s January 2021 memorandum also 
provided guidance on steps agencies should consider to reduce PALT. 
Specifically, the memorandum identifies a total of 16 business practices 
that cover different phases of the acquisition lifecycle. Thirteen of these 
practices address the period from solicitation issuance to contract award. 
For instance, the memorandum suggests using video proposals so 
vendors can demonstrate a capability that would be time consuming to 
convey in a written proposal. The memorandum also refers to an online 
knowledge management tool called the Periodic Table of Acquisition 
Innovations that documents PALT-reducing practices intended to reduce 
friction across the acquisition lifecycle.10 We discuss DOD’s efforts to 
update its guidance to better align with the business practices in OMB’s 
January 2021 memorandum later in the report. 

As shown in figure 1, we identified four activities that follow the acquisition 
planning phase which are relevant to OMB’s definition of PALT: 
solicitation, proposal evaluation, discussion/negotiation, and contract 
award.11 

 
8See Pub. L. No. 115-91, § 886 (2017). 

9Office of Management and Budget, Memorandum, Reducing Procurement Administrative 
Lead Time Using Modern Business Practices (Jan. 14, 2021). Throughout this report we 
refer to OMB and the Office of Federal Procurement Policy collectively as OMB. 

10As of June 2023, this online tool listed more than 30 streamlining practices across the 
acquisition lifecycle. Agencies are encouraged to contribute information on innovative 
buying practices to this tool to help the acquisition workforce community. 

11We identified these four activities—solicitation, proposal evaluation, 
discussion/negotiation, and contract award—based on regulations pertaining to 
contracting by negotiation. These four activities are not necessarily included when 
awarding every negotiated contract, or in all contracting methods and procedures.  
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Figure 1: Activities Pertaining to Contracting by Negotiation Relevant to the Office of Management and Budget’s Definition of 
PALT 

 
Note: We identified the four activities—solicitation, proposal evaluation, discussion/negotiation, and 
contract award—based on regulations pertaining to contracting by negotiation. FAR Part 15 
prescribes the policies and procedures for governing competitive and non-competitive acquisitions 
exceeding the simplified acquisition threshold. A contract awarded using other than sealed bidding 
procedures is a negotiated contract. These four activities are not necessarily included when awarding 
every negotiated contract, or in all contracting methods and procedures. 
 

While defining PALT as the period from solicitation issuance to contract 
award, OMB encouraged agencies that collect and track additional data 
points and time frames extending before and after this period to maintain 
these broader efforts, when they are able to do so, to assist in managing 
the agency’s procurement function. These additional time frames include 
the acquisition planning and contract administration phases, which affect 
the overall time needed for the government to obtain the products and 
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service for which contracts are awarded.12 For example, the acquisition 
planning phase includes pre-solicitation activities such as market 
research and defining requirements that can affect the time it takes to 
issue a solicitation. Similarly, the contract administration phase includes 
post-award activities such as performance management, delivery of the 
good or service, and contract close-out. 

DOD’s Defense Pricing and Contracting office, which reports to the Under 
Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Sustainment, is responsible for 
pricing, contracting, and procurement policy matters across the 
department. Specifically, it provides DOD’s contracting community with 
policy, guidance, and other resources supporting operations and pricing. 
For example, Defense Pricing and Contracting maintains and distributes 
to DOD components guidance documents such as the Source Selection 
Procedures memorandum, which includes guidance on streamlining the 
contracting process to yield a timelier contract award. Additionally, 
Defense Pricing and Contracting issues the Data Improvement and 
Compliance Plan annually, which outlines measures—such as checking 
the accuracy of data reported to FPDS data for a sample of awards 
against source documents—to ensure the reliability of contracting data. 
This plan also includes steps intended to improve other contracting data 
systems like the PALT Tracker. 

The following component-level organizations monitor and manage 
contract award times within the components in our review: 

• Department of the Air Force – Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Air 
Force (Contracting) 

• Department of the Army – Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Army 
(Procurement) 

• Department of the Navy – Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Navy 
(Procurement) 

• Defense Logistics Agency – Defense Logistics Agency Acquisition 
Directorate 

In February 2019, as a part of its efforts to reduce contract award times, 
DOD implemented a new online reporting tool, the PALT Tracker, for 
major defense acquisition programs and other higher-dollar value 

 
12Throughout the report we refer to the broader period leading up to contract award as 
“contract award time” which includes both PALT and activities that precede solicitation, 
such as acquisition planning. 

DOD Officials with 
Contract Award Time 
Oversight Responsibilities 

DOD’s PALT Tracker 
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contracts with an expected value greater than $250 million.13 The 
objective of the PALT Tracker is to track both planned and actual dates 
for a number of key acquisition pre-award milestones, including several 
that precede solicitation issuance and are not included in OMB’s definition 
of PALT. This tool was intended to provide DOD officials visibility into 
contract award times and identify steps in the process during the PALT 
period as well as the pre-PALT acquisition planning phase for which 
planned and actual dates are reported. Upon initial release of the tool, 
only dates for noncompetitive procurements were required to be entered, 
but DOD subsequently expanded it to competitive procurements in a 
December 2019 update to the Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation 
Supplement (DFARS) Procedures, Guidance and Information.14 The 
guidance also instructs that the planned milestone dates be entered into 
the tool no later than the approval date of the acquisition plan or strategy, 
and that actual dates be entered no later than one week after their 
occurrence. 

Figure 2 compares the milestones reported to the PALT Tracker to dates 
reported to FPDS. While these systems are used for different purposes, 
they each contain certain information relevant to PALT. The PALT 
Tracker is intended to collect planned and actual dates for 12 different 
milestones in the acquisition process, while FPDS collects only the two 
milestones needed to calculate PALT. In addition, the PALT Tracker is 
designed for data on acquisition milestones to be updated on a continual 
basis, while FPDS data are reported only after the contract has been 
awarded. 

 
13Major defense acquisition programs (MDAPs) generally include those programs that are 
not a highly sensitive classified program and that are either (1) designated by the 
Secretary of Defense as an MDAP; or that are (2) estimated to require an eventual total 
expenditure for research, development, test, and evaluation, including all planned 
increments or spirals, of more than $525 million in fiscal year 2020 constant dollars or, for 
procurement, including all planned increments or spirals, of more than $3.065 billion in 
fiscal year 2020 constant dollars. See 10 U.S.C. § 4201(a) and Department of Defense, 
Major Capability Acquisition, DOD Instruction 5000.85 (Aug. 6, 2020) (incorporating 
change 1, Nov. 4, 2021) (reflecting statutory MDAP cost thresholds in fiscal year 2020 
constant dollars). Certain programs that meet these thresholds are not considered 
MDAPs. See 10 U.S.C. § 4201(b). 

14See DFARS Procedures, Guidance and Information (PGI) 204.7001. The DFARS 
implements and supplements the FAR and DFARS PGI provide other relevant 
procedures, guidance, and information. 
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Figure 2: Acquisition Milestones Reported into the Department of Defense’s Procurement Administrative Lead Time (PALT) 
Tracker 

 
 
Note: The PALT Tracker is used by DOD to collect planned and actual acquisition milestone dates for 
planned procurements with an estimated value greater than $250 million. FPDS is used by federal 
agencies, including DOD, to report various types of information on contract awards that are valued 
above the micro-purchase threshold—generally $10,000—subject to a few exceptions. 
 

When procuring goods and services, DOD contracting officers must 
decide on a contracting approach to use. For the purposes of this report, 
we broadly categorize this choice into one of three approaches—award of 
a new definitive contract, award of a new indefinite delivery contract upon 
which future orders can be placed, or issuance of an order under an 

Principal Contracting 
Approaches Used by DOD 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 9 GAO-24-106528  Defense Contracts 

existing indefinite delivery contract.15 Definitive contracts are categorized 
in FPDS as not allowing individual orders to be placed on the contract.16 
The second approach involves the award of new indefinite delivery 
contracts that give an outline of the scope of work to be provided and set 
up other general terms and conditions between the DOD and a vendor 
which are incorporated into any future orders.17 The third approach 
involves the issuance of orders by DOD contracting officers under 
existing indefinite delivery contracts that are managed by DOD or other 
agencies.18 

In addition to choosing a contracting approach, the contracting officer can 
choose from a number of contract types to acquire goods and services. 
Contract type varies according to the degree and timing of the 
responsibility assumed by the contractor for the costs of performance, 
and the amount and nature of the profit incentive offered to the contractor 
for achieving or exceeding specified standards or goals. The primary 
contract types described by the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) fall 
into two broad categories—cost-reimbursement and fixed-price—each 
with potential risks and benefits to the government and the contractor.19 

 
15To determine the contracting approach, we used FPDS data elements which provide 
transaction information that can be used to categorize awards into one of the three 
contracting approaches we have defined. 

16Per FAR 4.601, this definition is only relevant for purposes of FPDS reporting and has 
no significance regarding other parts of the FAR, including part 16 which describes the 
types of contracts that may be used in acquisitions. 

17Indefinite delivery contracts include indefinite delivery, indefinite quantity (IDIQ) 
contracts, which provide for an indefinite quantity, within stated limits, of supplies or 
services during a fixed period and allow the government to place orders for individual 
requirements as needs arise. See FAR 16.504. FPDS also categorizes blanket purchase 
agreements and basic ordering agreements as indefinite delivery contracts. We excluded 
blanket purchase agreements and basic ordering agreements established by DOD from 
our analysis because these are not contracts and solicitation dates are not reported into 
FPDS for them. 

18For the purposes of our analysis, this contracting approach includes contract awards 
reported into FPDS as delivery/task orders, blanket purchase agreement calls, and 
purchase orders. This includes orders off of Federal Supply Schedule and Government-
wide Acquisition Contracts that can be used by multiple agencies to procure goods and 
services by placing orders and leverage the government’s buying power.  

19Additional contract types available to the government include time-and-materials and 
labor-hour contracts. For fiscal years 2019 through 2022, our analysis of FPDS data 
showed these contract types made up less than 1 percent of all DOD awards above the 
simplified acquisition threshold.  
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• Cost-reimbursement. The government pays the contractor for 
allowable incurred costs, to the extent prescribed in the contract. 
Cost-reimbursement contracts establish an estimate of total cost for 
the purpose of obligating funds and establishing a ceiling that the 
contractor may not exceed (except at its own risk) without the 
approval of the contracting officer. 

• Fixed-price. Fixed-price types of contracts provide for a firm price or, 
in appropriate cases, an adjustable price. The contractor is 
responsible for providing the good or service based on the terms 
specified in the contract, and bears the risk of cost overruns. 

We previously reported on DOD contract award time frames in July 
2018.20 At that time, we found that while DOD proposed reducing the time 
it takes to award contracts related to weapon systems, it had a limited 
understanding of how long such awards take and lacked a baseline from 
which to measure any reductions to award time frames. We 
recommended that DOD develop a strategy that identified the information 
it needed to collect and how it would use the information to assess 
contract award time frames. DOD concurred with this recommendation 
and developed the PALT Tracker in response. 

We found that the median award lead times, or PALT, for DOD contracts 
generally decreased from fiscal years 2019 through 2022.21 However, it 
varied by characteristics such as contracting approach, total contract 
value, contract type, and the different types of products or services 
procured.22 For example, while the median PALT value decreased overall 
from fiscal years 2019 through 2022, we found it increased for 
competitively awarded contracts valued over $50 million. 

 

 
20GAO-18-467. 

21The median is the middle value that separates a population into equal numbers of 
higher and lower value observations. It is one measure of the central tendency of a 
population’s distribution. An alternative measure of this is the arithmetic average or 
mean—the sum of all observed values divided by the number of observations. Throughout 
this report, we use the median instead of a mean because it is less affected by extreme 
values. 

22Total contract value represents the total amount that could be obligated on a contract or 
order if the base and all options are exercised. This differs from total dollars obligated 
which denotes the actual amount that has been obligated to date on a contract or order 
after award for the payment of goods and services ordered or received. 
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Median PALT values decreased for all DOD contracts above the 
simplified acquisition threshold from fiscal years 2019 through 2022. 
Specifically, we found that DOD-wide median PALT decreased by more 
than 20 percent, from 41 days in fiscal year 2019 to 32 days in fiscal year 
2022 (see fig. 3). 

Figure 3: Change in DOD-wide Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time and Number of DOD Contracts, Fiscal Years 
2019–2022 

 
 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. 
 

We also found a similar decrease in median PALT values for Army and 
Navy contracting activity—decreases of 13 and 12 percent, respectively—
over the same four-year period, while median PALT generally remained 
steady for the Air Force and DLA. 

Additionally, we found that median PALT decreased for competed 
contracts overall, but generally remained steady for contracts that were 
not competed from fiscal years 2019 through 2022 (see fig. 4). 

DOD Award Lead Times 
Decreased Overall 
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Figure 4: Change in DOD-wide Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time Based on the Extent of Competition, Fiscal 
Years 2019–2022 

 
 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. For the 
purposes of this report, competed contracts included (1) contracts and orders coded in FPDS as “full 
and open competition,” “full and open competition after exclusion of sources,” and “competed under 
simplified acquisition procedures”; and (2) orders coded as “subject to multiple award fair 
opportunity,” “fair opportunity given,” and “competitive set aside.” Not competed contracts included (1) 
contracts and orders coded in FPDS as “not competed,” “not available for competition,” and “not 
competed under simplified acquisition procedures”; and (2) orders coded as an exception to fair 
opportunity that include “urgency,” “only one source,” “minimum guarantee,” “follow-on action 
following competitive initial action,” “other statutory authority,” and “sole source.” Even for contracts 
and orders identified as not competed, agencies may have solicited more than one source. 
 

We found that PALT can vary (1) depending on factors such as 
contracting approach, total contract value, and contract type, and (2) by 
the different types of products or services procured. For instance, with 
regard to contracting approach, we found that median PALT values for 
orders were much shorter than the medians for definitive contracts and 
indefinite delivery contracts. We saw similar variation in medians by 
contracting approaches across each of the selected components, as 
shown in figure 5. 

DOD Award Lead Times 
Varied by Contracting 
Approach, Total Contract 
Value, and Product or 
Service Procured 
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Figure 5: Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time by Contracting Approach and Number of Contracts, Measured DOD-
wide and for Selected Components, Fiscal Years 2019–2022 

 
 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. Median 
procurement administrative lead time for Defense Logistics Agency orders was calculated as less 
than 1 day when the same date was reported for solicitation issuance and order signed. This 
occurred for almost 90 percent of these orders. 
 
As shown above, we found median PALT for orders was often much 
shorter compared to median PALT for definitive contracts and indefinite 
delivery contracts. For example, orders can be placed directly on an 
indefinite delivery contract awarded to one vendor where general terms 
and conditions are already established. In addition, the Federal Supply 
Schedule’s indefinite delivery contracts are intended to provide federal 
agencies with a simplified process for obtaining commercial supplies and 
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services.23 In some cases, the time required to place an order on an 
indefinite delivery contract is very short—for instance, we found that 
median PALT for orders placed by DLA was under one day. DLA officials 
stated that this is because it awards many orders for commercial goods 
and services and other supply items on existing indefinite delivery 
contracts, in many cases with the assistance of computer automation, 
which allows it to process the awards in less than a day.24 

We found median PALT values, both DOD-wide and within selected 
components, were generally longer for the award of definitive contracts 
and orders with larger total contract values. For instance, over 85 percent 
of all definitive contracts awarded, and over 90 percent of all orders 
issued by DOD from fiscal years 2019 through 2022 were below $10 
million in value, and had shorter median PALT timeframes (see fig. 6).25 

 
23See FAR 8.402. 

24DLA’s contracting activities generally consist of high-volume simple contract awards for 
supplies. 

25While there were fewer contracts and orders above $10 million in value, these higher 
value contracts and orders accounted for 70 percent of DOD’s obligations during fiscal 
years 2019 through 2022 on contracts and orders greater than $250,000 in value. 
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Figure 6: Median Procurement Administrative Lead Times and Number of Definitive Contracts and Orders by Total Contract 
Value Ranges, Fiscal Years 2019–2022 

 
 
Note We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. According to 
DLA officials, the large median procurement administrative lead time we calculated for DLA definitive 
contracts with total contract values of $250 million or more is likely due to its use of what officials 
referred to as administrative contracts or orders, issued under existing long-term base contracts. 
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We found that PALT also differed by type of contract used by DOD. 
Median PALT values for fixed-price definitive contracts and orders were 
generally shorter than for cost-reimbursement definitive contracts and 
orders. In many cases, fixed-priced contracts were used in conjunction 
with the streamlined procedures permitted for the acquisition of 
commercial products and commercial services. The FAR prohibits the use 
of cost-reimbursement contracts for acquiring commercial items.26 Figure 
7 shows median PALT and average total contract value by contract type 
for orders and definitive contracts. 

Figure 7: DOD-wide Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time and Average 
Total Contract Value by Contract Type for Orders and Definitive Contracts, Fiscal 
Years 2019–2022 

 
 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. Fixed-price and 
cost-reimbursement contract types may be used in combination within the same contract or order 

 
26See FAR 16.301-3(b). See also FAR Part 12 which sets forth the streamlined 
procedures that apply to the acquisition of commercial products and commercial services. 
For example, contracting officers can use streamlined solicitation procedures, which can 
reduce the time needed to solicit offers. See FAR 12.204. In addition, any acquisition that 
meets the definition of a commercial product or commercial service is generally exempt 
from the requirement to obtain certified cost or pricing data in order to determine price 
reasonableness. See FAR 15.403-1. 
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where there are separate line items for labor, travel, different products or deliverables, etc., unless 
otherwise prohibited. Per the Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation Supplement (DFARS) 
Procedures, Guidance and Information, when entering contract type information into FPDS, the data 
entrant is to choose the contract type that is applicable to the predominant amount of the contract, 
based on the value of the line items. For the purposes of our report, fixed-price contracts include 
those coded in FPDS as “firm fixed price,” “fixed price incentive,” “fixed price award fee,” “fixed price 
redetermination,” “fixed price with economic price adjustment,” and “fixed price level of effort.” Cost-
reimbursement contracts include those coded in FPDS as “cost plus fixed fee,” “cost plus incentive 
fee,” “cost plus award fee,” “cost no fee,” and “cost sharing.” We excluded two other types of 
contracts—time-and-materials and labor hours—from this analysis due to the low number of contracts 
and orders in these categories. 
 

PALT also varied by the type of product or service being procured, with 
many defense-centric categories having longer median PALT values.27 
We found median PALT was generally shorter among the government-
wide common procurement categories, which include goods and services 
commonly acquired by federal agencies. These goods and services can 
be obtained by using time-saving measures, when applicable, such as 
issuing orders on existing contracts or using streamlined award 
procedures that are permitted for the procurement of commercial items. In 
comparison, median PALT was usually longer for the defense-centric 
categories, such as research and development. Figure 8 illustrates 
median PALT values for the different government-wide common and 
defense-centric categories. 

 
27The federal government’s Category Management Initiative classifies federal spending 
into nineteen categories. The first 10 relate to common goods and services procured by 
every agency, including DOD, with the other nine classified as defense-centric and 
generally unique to DOD. The procurement activities included in the nine defense-centric 
categories are managed under DOD’s acquisition management system and excluded from 
the category management initiative charter and direction of the Category Management 
Leadership Council. 
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Figure 8: Median Procurement Administrative Lead Times and Number of Definitive Contracts and Orders by Type of Product 
or Service Procured, Fiscal Years 2019–2022 

 
 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. To show DOD’s 
contract awards by the 19 procurement categories above, we used the government-wide category 
management taxonomy to group the FPDS reported product and service codes identified for each 
contract and order. The federal government’s Category Management Initiative is intended to help 
agencies, including DOD, buy like a single enterprise so they can leverage the government’s buying 
power. When a contract or order includes more than one product and/or service type, data entrants 
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are to report into FPDS the product or service code that represents the predominant type of product 
or service procured. 
 

For awards made in fiscal years 2019 through 2022, there were 
substantial differences between the Army, Navy, and Air Force in median 
PALT values within some categories of products and services, particularly 
for defense-centric categories.28 Median PALT differed by only a few days 
across the three components within some government-wide common 
categories, but varied much more for defense-centric categories. For 
example, within the Research and Development category, we found the 
median PALT value was 247 days for the Army and 102 days for the 
Navy. Similarly for the Weapons & Ammunition category, median PALT 
was 133 days for the Navy and 98 days for the Army. Figure 9 compares 
median PALT values across the Army, Navy, and Air Force for selected 
types of product or service procured. 

 
28Due to the nature of the Defense Logistics Agency’s procurement support, procurement 
administrative lead time is measured as less than 1 day for a majority of its contract 
awards made in fiscal years 2019 through 2022, so we excluded it from this analysis. 
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Figure 9: Median Procurement Administrative Lead Times by Selected Components 
and Type of Product or Service Procured for Definitive Contracts and Orders, Fiscal 
Years 2019–2022 

 
 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. Due to the 
nature of the Defense Logistics Agency’s procurement support, procurement administrative lead time 
is measured as less than 1 day for a majority of its contract awards made in fiscal years 2019 through 
2022, so we excluded it from this analysis. 
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Our analysis of the FPDS data found that median PALT increased over 
the four-year period for contracts with higher dollar values. Specifically, 
median PALT increased for awards valued at or above $50 million from 
fiscal years 2019 through 2022 within each contracting approach, while 
decreasing for contracts below $50 million in value.29 For instance, we 
found median PALT increased over the four-year period by more than 25 
percent, from 109 days to 139 days, for orders valued above $50 million 
while decreasing by almost 20 percent from 22 days to 18 days for orders 
valued at less than $50 million. Figure 10 illustrates these changes in 
median PALT for each contracting approach. 

 
29We analyzed median PALT values for several categories of higher and lower value 
awards. Based on these analyses, we identified a threshold of $50 million to illustrate the 
differences in median PALT based on contract dollar value. See appendix I for further 
methodology details. 

DOD Award Lead Times 
Increased for Higher 
Value, Competitive Awards 
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Figure 10: Change in DOD-wide Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time and Total Number of Contracts Above and 
Below $50 Million in Value by Contracting Approach, Fiscal Years 2019–2022 

 
 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 23 GAO-24-106528  Defense Contracts 

We also found that for awards above $50 million in value, median PALT 
generally increased for competitively awarded contracts over this time 
period. Federal statutes and acquisition regulations generally require that 
agencies award contracts on the basis of full and open competition 
through the use of competitive procedures. DOD competitively awarded 
many of its contracts that were valued at $50 million or more during the 
period we reviewed. For example, we found that approximately 60 
percent and 90 percent of the definitive contracts and indefinite delivery 
contracts, respectively, that were valued at $50 million or more, were 
competitively awarded by DOD between fiscal years 2019 through 
2022.30 Figure 11 compares median PALT over this period for competed 
and non-competed awards valued above $50 million for each contracting 
approach. 

 
30From fiscal years 2019 through 2022, DOD obligated between 50 to 60 percent of its 
total contract obligations each year on competitively awarded contracts. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 24 GAO-24-106528  Defense Contracts 

Figure 11: Change in DOD-wide Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time and Total Number of Contracts Above $50 
Million in Value by Extent of Competition and Contracting Approach, Fiscal Years 2019–2022 

 
Note: For the purposes of this report, competed contracts included (1) contracts and orders coded in 
FPDS as “full and open competition,” “full and open competition after exclusion of sources,” and 
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“competed under simplified acquisition procedures”; and (2) orders coded as “subject to multiple 
award fair opportunity,” “fair opportunity given,” and “competitive set aside.” Not competed contracts 
included (1) contracts and orders coded in FPDS as “not competed,” “not available for competition,” 
and “not competed under simplified acquisition procedures”; and (2) orders coded as an exception to 
fair opportunity that include “urgency,” “only one source,” “minimum guarantee,” “follow-on action 
following competitive initial action,” “other statutory authority,” and “sole source.” Even for contracts 
and orders identified as not competed, agencies may have solicited more than one source. 
 

We also analyzed PALT across the different contracting approaches at 
the component level for awards above and below $50 million in value. We 
found median PALT varied among selected components and between the 
contract dollar value categories for each contracting approach (see 
fig.12). 
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Figure 12: Change in Median Procurement Administrative Lead Time by Contracting Approach and Selected DOD 
Components for Contracts Above and Below $50 Million in Value, Fiscal Years 2019–2022 

 
Note: We excluded contracts from our analysis that were valued at or below $250,000, generally the 
simplified acquisition threshold. A solicitation date—used to measure procurement administrative lead 
time—is not required to be reported into FPDS for awards at or below this threshold. Due to the 
nature of the Defense Logistics Agency’s procurement support, procurement administrative lead time 
is measured as less than one day for a majority of its contract awards made in fiscal years 2019 
through 2022, so we excluded it from this analysis. 
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Since 2018, when it adopted the current definition of PALT, DOD has 
updated its guidance and tools—such as the Source Selection 
Procedures memorandum, the Sole Source Streamlining Toolbox, and 
two best practice documents—to encourage components to use practices 
intended to reduce contract award times. These documents generally 
reflect the practices suggested by OMB’s January 2021 memorandum. 
Further, the selected components use different strategies to manage 
PALT and generally set goals to monitor award times within their own 
organizations. However, we found that DOD lacks department-wide 
insights into PALT because it does not monitor PALT changes across the 
department. Additionally, DOD’s PALT Tracker, which was to collect 
information on contract award times for all contracts over $250 million in 
value, is of limited use because of incomplete data. 

In August 2022, DOD’s Defense Pricing and Contracting updated its 
Source Selection Procedures memorandum to provide additional 
guidance to streamline the contractor selection process and potentially 
reduce PALT. This document outlines principles and procedures for 
contracting officials to follow for all competitively awarded contracts with 
an estimated value of more than $10 million, unless waived.31 According 
to Defense Pricing and Contracting officials, they issued their August 
2022 memorandum in part to address OMB’s January 2021 
memorandum, and incorporated many of OMB’s suggested practices. 
Figure 13 shows examples of contract award time reducing techniques in 
DOD’s memorandum that are consistent with the practices suggested in 
the OMB memorandum and on the Periodic Table of Acquisition 
Innovations website. 

 
31According to this memorandum, the Principal Director, Defense Pricing and Contracting 
must provide express, written permission to waive requirements for solicitations valued at 
$1 billion or more. Waivers for solicitations valued below $1 billion must be approved by 
the cognizant Senior Procurement Executive. The memorandum allows for the Senior 
Procurement Executive to set lower internal dollar thresholds for use of these procedures, 
as appropriate. 

DOD and 
Components Have 
Taken Steps to 
Reduce Contract 
Award Times, but 
DOD Lacks Insight 
into Changes 

DOD Issued Guidance to 
Encourage the Use of 
Practices to Reduce 
Contract Award Times 
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Figure 13: Comparison of Selected Techniques to Reduce Procurement Administrative Lead Times in DOD’s Source Selection 
Procedure Memorandum and OMB’s January 2021 Memorandum 

 
Note: Based on our review of all techniques from each of the memorandums and the Federal 
Acquisition Institute’s Periodic Table of Acquisition Innovations website, we present a selection of 
techniques from the DOD and OMB memorandums and related website categorized by the five 
general technique types shown in the middle column. 
 

Further, DOD-wide guidance for sole-source acquisitions, which predates 
the OMB memorandum, also includes PALT reducing practices 
suggested by OMB. DOD’s Defense Pricing and Contracting issued a 
Sole Source Streamlining Toolbox in 2018, and updated it in 2020. It is 
intended to aid DOD contracting officials in the timely evaluation of large-



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 29 GAO-24-106528  Defense Contracts 

dollar proposals when in a sole-source acquisition environment. The 
document identifies four stages of the acquisition process—prior to 
solicitation, after solicitation but prior to proposal receipt, proposal 
evaluation, and negotiation—and provides more than 40 suggested 
streamlining techniques. For example, one pre-solicitation technique 
suggests contracting officials consider issuing a draft request for 
proposals to establish dialogue with the contractor to help increase the 
efficiency in proposal preparation, evaluation, negotiation, and award of 
the contract. This streamlining technique mirrors the early communication 
with potential contractors that OMB encouraged in its January 2021 
memorandum. 

Since the January 2021 OMB memorandum, Defense Pricing and 
Contracting also issued two documents to share best practices and 
provide lessons learned. These two documents are based on contract 
award peer reviews conducted since 2008.32 These documents are 
intended to be updated with new practices over time. 

• Best Practices/Lessons Learned for Competitive Acquisitions. 
Issued in February 2022, this document identifies six broad issue 
areas and outlines best practices within each area.33 For example, to 
help improve the source selection process, the document suggests 
that contracting officials only include as source selection criteria those 
performance requirements that will help determine the superior offeror 
and not include source selection criteria that are not key 
discriminators. 

• Best Practices/Lessons Learned for Sole Source Pricing. Issued 
in June 2021, this document includes 11 issue areas and identifies 
several best practices in each area.34 For example, one best practice 

 
32The DOD peer review program is currently implemented in accordance with DFARS 
201.170, which provides that the Office of the Principal Director, Defense Pricing and 
Contracting, will conduct pre-award peer reviews for certain procurements valued at $1 
billion or more, or those requiring review as designated by the Under Secretary of Defense 
for Acquisition and Sustainment regardless of value. DFARS 201.170 also provides that 
DOD components shall establish their own procedures for conducting pre-award peer 
reviews of solicitations for competitive and noncompetitive procurements that do not 
require review by Defense Pricing and Contracting.  

33The six issue areas include Solicitation Evaluation Simplicity and Consistency; Proposal 
Updates; Proposal Strengths; Independence of the Source Selection Boards, Council and 
Authority; Incentives; and Aggregate Ratings. 

34The 11 issue areas are: Requirements, Contract Type, Incentive/Award Fee, Evaluation 
Approaches, Subcontracts, Commercial Items, Rates, Profit/Fee, Negotiation Strategy, 
Financing, and Documentation. 
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identified under the requirements area encourages contracting 
officials to hold the requirements baseline steady from proposal 
submission through contract negotiation to facilitate timely proposal 
evaluations and negotiations. 

In general, the components we met with stated they encourage the use of 
PALT-reducing practices identified by OMB and DOD-wide guidance. For 
example, an official with the Air Force stated they disseminated the 
January 2021 OMB memorandum and updated the recurring training for 
their acquisition workforce to include new material from the August 2022 
Source Selection Procedures memorandum. The Army’s January 2023 
PALT memorandum references the January 2021 OMB memorandum on 
PALT reducing practices. An official with the Naval Facilities Engineering 
Systems Command stated that while OMB’s January 2021 memorandum 
is not directly referenced in their policies, their policies do reflect a 
number of strategies from this memorandum. 

The January 2021 OMB memorandum noted that measuring PALT is an 
important step in helping agencies to understand and better address 
causes of procurement delays. While DOD Defense Pricing and 
Contracting officials developed guidance that incorporates suggested 
practices from OMB’s January 2021 memorandum, they view the 
management and monitoring of PALT to primarily be the responsibility of 
the DOD components. Consistent with this approach, we found that the 
selected DOD components employ a number of strategies to manage 
contract award times. Army and DLA manage PALT at the department 
level, while Navy and Air Force delegate its management down to the 
contracting command level or lower. Each of the four components track 
contract award times, including pre-solicitation milestones and other 
milestones between solicitation issuance and award. Each component 
uses its own internal information technology systems to manage the data 
collected on contract award times and to monitor it. For example, the 
Naval Air Systems Command uses the Procurement Management Tool to 
manage its procurement process, including tracking and managing 
contract award times. From the data collected, the tool allows users to 
identify constraints within their procurement process and address them. 
Figure 14 identifies how each selected component tracks its contract 
award time goals. 

DOD Components Have 
Taken Steps to Manage 
and Monitor Contract 
Award Times 
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Figure 14: Information on Contract Award Time Goals at Selected DOD Components 

 
Each component established contract award time goals, usually specific 
to contracting approach, extent competed, and estimated contract dollar 
value. For example: 

• The Air Force Sustainment Center categorized its contract awards 
into four groups by extent competed or contracting approach, and 
assigned goals for dollar value ranges within each group. For 
example, within one such group, the Center tracks three estimated 
dollar-value categories: less than $10 million, $10 million to $100 
million, and greater than $100 million, with a separate goal assigned 
to each. According to Air Force Sustainment Center officials, their 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 32 GAO-24-106528  Defense Contracts 

goals factor in previous years’ data such as the difference between 
planned and actual award dates. 

• The Army categorized its contract awards into four groups and 
assigns a specific award time estimate to each group by dollar value 
thresholds and contracting approach.35 For instance, within the $100 
million to $250 million range, the award time estimates in the Army’s 
memorandum range from 80 days for orders placed directly on an 
existing indefinite delivery contract awarded to one vender to 270 
days for awards of new contracts. Army officials explained their goals 
are updated regularly and are based on the historical data for each 
contract type. 

• DLA categorizes its contract awards into four groups based on 
contracting approach and dollar value, assigning a goal for each. For 
example, its goal for awards below the simplified acquisition 
threshold—generally under $250,000—is not to exceed 100 days of 
lead time. DLA officials stated that they use the prior fiscal year’s 
contract data to update goals annually, but also consider other factors 
such as expected workload and complexity of new awards. 

• Officials with the Naval Sea Systems Command stated they 
categorize their contract awards by extent competed and set goals for 
each. For example, its goal for sole source procurements is not to 
exceed 210 days, while competitive procurements are not to exceed 
240 days. Naval Sea System Command officials stated their goals are 
based on the previous year’s contract data and are updated before 
the start of each fiscal year. 

The components use their established goals in differing ways to manage 
contract award times. For example, DLA officials stated that the agency’s 
goals are realistic measures that should be met and not exceeded, but 
added there is variability based on the commodity being procured. DLA 
officials added that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, DLA was 
experiencing supply chain issues which affected award times. The Army’s 
fiscal year 2023 PALT memorandum explains that contract award time 
estimates are to be used as targets, understanding that actual award 
times will vary based on complexity, dollar amounts, and other 
unpredictable situations. An Army official added that once PALT delays 
are identified, a team of representatives from all the contracting 
commands works together to review the causes of these delays. Officials 
with the Air Force Sustainment Center stated they have weekly or bi-

 
35The Army’s four groups to which it assigns award time estimates are: Purchase Orders, 
Definitive Contracts, Indefinite Delivery, Blanket Purchase Agreements; Single Award 
Delivery/Task Orders; Multiple Award Delivery/Task Orders; and Other Transactions. 
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weekly reviews of the status of all in-progress procurements to discuss 
constraints or other potential impediments which could delay a planned 
award. Similarly, officials with the Naval Facilities Engineering Systems 
Command stated that each month, the chiefs of each contracting office 
meet with contracting officials to discuss procurement obstacles and 
recommend potential streamlining measures to assist in reducing PALT. 

As noted above, Defense Pricing and Contracting officials stated they 
view management of PALT as a responsibility of the DOD components. 
According to these officials, their communications with the components 
about PALT-related data are focused on ensuring the reliability of the 
data the components report to FPDS. Defense Pricing and Contracting 
officials do not routinely monitor the components’ PALT data or discuss 
their performance. This lack of visibility into PALT leaves DOD without 
key information on department-wide changes in award lead times, such 
as the increase in PALT values for awards over $50 million, as discussed 
above. When we spoke with these officials regarding this increase, one 
official stated that due to resource constraints, they devote more attention 
to higher-dollar value contracts. However, existing sources—such as data 
from FPDS or data maintained by DOD components—could be used to 
monitor PALT across DOD. 

The Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government state that 
management should use quality information to achieve the entity’s 
objectives.36 DOD’s Defense Pricing and Contracting is responsible for 
contracting policy and guidance across the department. Without visibility 
into current award times and changes in them across the department, 
DOD lacks insights and may be missing opportunities to improve PALT 
for specific categories of contract awards, such as those over $50 million. 

Moreover, we found that DOD’s tool to track PALT for higher-dollar value 
contracts, those over $250 million, has data gaps. According to DOD’s 
February 2019 memorandum, the PALT Tracker was intended to allow 
DOD to track contract award times in more detail for major defense 
acquisition programs and procurements with an estimated value greater 
than $250 million, including while they are still in the process of being 
awarded.37 However, when comparing the data reported into the PALT 

 
36GAO-14-704G. 

37Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Acquisition and Sustainment), Defense 
Pricing and Contracting memorandum, Reporting Procurement Administrative Lead Time 
Milestones in the Procurement Integrated Enterprise Environment (Feb. 5, 2019). 

DOD Does Not Monitor 
Award Lead Time on a 
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and Its Tool to Monitor 
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Awards Has Data Gaps 
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Tracker with data in FPDS for procurements greater than $250 million, we 
found that the data reported to the PALT Tracker was incomplete, 
representing only a small portion of awards that should have been 
reported (see fig. 15). Additionally, for the contract awards that were 
reported to the PALT Tracker, we found that information was missing 
from data fields—such as a solicitation ID number, contract award 
number, or actual contract award date—for about a third of the records. 

Figure 15: Number of Awards Reported into the DOD Procurement Administrative 
Lead Time (PALT) Tracker Compared to Those in FPDS That Are Above $250 Million 
in Value, Fiscal Years 2020–2022 

 
 
Defense Pricing and Contracting officials acknowledged that the tracking 
tool data are currently incomplete. These officials also stated that during 
the past year, they compared the data in the PALT Tracker with that 
reported to FPDS and found low compliance rates among DOD 
components in reporting data into the PALT Tracker. They subsequently 
included a new requirement in DOD’s Data Improvement and Compliance 
Plan for components to certify the completeness of the data they report 
into the PALT Tracker. 

According to a Defense Pricing and Contracting official, three out of the 
four selected components use manual entry when reporting data into the 
PALT Tracker, which contributed to the incomplete data. Manual entry 
requires contracting officials to return to the PALT Tracker repeatedly to 
enter new data for each planned procurement and update the various 
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planned and actual milestones throughout the award process. The 
Defense Pricing and Contracting official stated they added an application 
programming interface capability in March 2020 to enable the automatic 
transfer of data from the components’ contract writing systems to the 
PALT Tracker.38 Currently, the Army is the only component that uses this 
interface, but we found that the Army’s data were also incomplete. An 
Army official stated that their system was reporting only non-competitive 
awards to the tracker, because the Army did not update the interface after 
DOD expanded the PALT Tracker’s scope to include competitive 
acquisitions. After we brought this to the attention of DOD officials, they 
said that the Army had updated its interface to address this issue. 

The other components provided various reasons for not using the 
automatic data transfer interface. For example, a DLA official explained 
that because they award a limited number of contracts above the $250 
million threshold, it is easier to manually enter the data when needed. An 
official with the Naval Sea Systems Command explained their 
procurement data system is a closed system and unable to transfer data 
into other systems. 

While the PALT Tracker is a tool Defense Pricing and Contracting can 
use to monitor award lead times across DOD for higher value awards, it is 
not currently using this tool. Additionally, most of the components we met 
with stated that they do not use the PALT Tracker as an information 
source. For example, an official with the Air Force Life Cycle 
Management Center stated the tool is not useful for award lead time 
management because they already have multiple tools, such as Excel-
based spreadsheets, that are sufficient for managing this at the 
component level. Likewise, an Army official stated the PALT Tracker only 
provides information for contract awards that are $250 million or more in 
value, while the Army’s internal system can provide similar information for 
a wider set of contract awards, including those that are less than $250 
million. An official with the Naval Sea Systems Command also stated their 
internal system remains their primary tool, as it tracks all contract awards 
above $750,000, and tracks more acquisition milestones than the PALT 
Tracker. Further, one official with the Air Force stated that the tool is not 

 
38Contract writing systems are used to generate and distribute contract actions, including 
the awards of new contracts and orders, that conform with all requirements of established 
standards and regulations. Contract writing systems are generally integrated with a 
component’s enterprise finance, logistics and procurement systems. 
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useful because it does not provide any information not already available 
from their internal systems. 

DOD’s most recent Data Improvement and Compliance Plan, issued in 
March 2023, includes two updates intended to improve the completeness 
of PALT Tracker data. First, it asks components to check an error 
detection report to identify contract awards over $250 million that are 
reported in FPDS but not in the PALT Tracker. This effort could help 
ensure that the number of contracts included in the PALT Tracker better 
aligns with the number reported in FPDS. However, the plan does not 
include steps to ensure that agencies enter the missing contract 
awards—including other milestones not tracked by FPDS—into the PALT 
Tracker.39 Second, the update added a requirement for the components 
to annually certify the percentage of their procurements with an estimated 
value of more than $250 million that have been reported into the PALT 
Tracker. Defense Pricing and Contracting officials explained there is also 
a requirement for components to enter accurate data into the PALT 
Tracker and they rely on the components’ required quarterly data 
certifications to ensure that PALT Tracker data is both complete and 
accurate. Additionally, a Defense Pricing and Contracting official stated 
they have a list of improvements to make to the tool which would provide 
additional data entry validations to ensure the accuracy and 
completeness of information reported by the components, but did not 
identify any planned time frame for making these improvements. While 
these actions are helpful, it is too early to tell whether they will result in 
components providing the data needed to improve visibility into lead times 
for DOD’s largest contracts. 

The January 2021 OMB memorandum noted that measuring and publicly 
reporting PALT data are important steps in better addressing the causes 
of procurement delays. DOD’s requirement that its components report 
data on major procurements into the PALT Tracker is one approach that 
could help provide PALT visibility across the agency.40 Yet, at present, 
the PALT Tracker tool is not useful to Defense Pricing and Contracting or 

 
39Information on contracts is entered into FPDS after they have been awarded. Contract 
formation and decisions made about pre-award actions, such as the type of contract to be 
used, applicability of certain statutes, and extent of competition, must be concluded prior 
to FPDS data entry. As a result, FPDS by design captures and summarizes a variety of 
information on pre-award decisions and actions after the fact.  

40 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Acquisition and Sustainment), Defense 
Pricing and Contracting Memorandum, Reporting Procurement Administrative Lead Time 
Milestones in the Procurement Integrated Enterprise Environment (Feb. 6, 2019). 
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the components because of data gaps, and is burdensome for the 
components to maintain. The Standards for Internal Control in the Federal 
Government state that management should use quality information to 
achieve the entity’s objectives.41 If the PALT Tacker is to be used by DOD 
going forward, quality data reported in a timely manner will be essential to 
ensuring that this tool provides Defense Pricing and Contracting with 
visibility on changes across DOD. 

It is in the government’s best interest to obtain the goods and services it 
purchases in a timely manner, while balancing the speed of awarding 
contracts with the need to spend taxpayer dollars wisely and abide by 
procurement laws and regulations. Using PALT to monitor the timeliness 
of the contracting process provides visibility that can help contracting 
organizations manage their procurement function and evaluate efficiency. 
Better insight into PALT changes across the department could enable 
DOD to target policy and guidance to areas where there are problems. 
However, while DOD components collect PALT data for their awards, 
DOD currently does not use component-level data to monitor PALT on a 
department-wide basis to identify trends and changes in award times. For 
instance, our analysis of existing data showed that awards above $50 
million in value have experienced increases in PALT over the four-year 
period we reviewed. Without actively monitoring department-wide PALT 
changes, DOD lacks information to identify and address opportunities for 
improving the management of PALT, whether through policy, guidance or 
management attention at the component level. 

Moreover, DOD’s tool intended for monitoring lead times for higher-dollar 
value contracts has data gaps. To address known data quality issues, 
DOD is pursuing measures to ensure the accuracy and completeness of 
data in its PALT Tracker—the tool DOD established to track contract 
award times for planned procurements with an expected value greater 
than $250 million. However, DOD components do not find the tool useful 
and reported that it is burdensome and duplicative of other systems they 
use. Additionally, DOD and its components have made limited use of the 
PALT Tracker. Given these different perspectives, DOD would benefit 
from engaging with the components to determine if the PALT Tracker is 
needed to enhance DOD’s visibility into PALT changes for higher-dollar 
value contracts. If DOD and its components determine that the PALT 
Tracker is the best tool to achieve this goal, improvements such as wider 
adoption of the automated data transfer interface would help ensure its 

 
41GAO-14-704G. 

Conclusions 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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data are complete, and reduce the burden on the components’ 
contracting officials. 

We are making three recommendations to the Secretary of Defense. 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Principal Director of 
Defense Pricing and Contracting, in coordination with key DOD 
components, assess how existing procurement data can be leveraged to 
regularly monitor PALT across DOD to identify issues that may require 
action through policy or guidance, or management attention at the 
component level. (Recommendation 1) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Principal Director of 
Defense Pricing and Contracting, in coordination with key DOD 
components, determine if the PALT Tracker is necessary to supplement 
existing procurement data to regularly monitor high-dollar-value 
acquisitions. (Recommendation 2) 

Should the Principal Director of Defense Pricing and Contracting 
determine that the PALT Tracker is necessary to supplement existing 
procurement data, then the Secretary of Defense should take steps to 
improve the completeness of PALT Tracker data, such as ensuring 
components adopt the application programming interface to enable 
automatic data transfer. (Recommendation 3) 

We provided a draft of this report to DOD for review and comment. In 
response, DOD concurred with all three of our recommendations. DOD’s 
comments are reproduced in appendix II. The department also provided 
technical comments, which we incorporated as appropriate. 

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional 
committees and the Secretary of Defense. In addition, this report will be 
available at no charge on the GAO website at http://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at 202-512-4841 or SehgalM@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices 
of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last  

 

 

 

Recommendations for 
Executive Action 

Agency Comments 
and Our Evaluation 

 

http://www.gao.gov/
mailto:SehgalM@gao.gov


 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 39 GAO-24-106528  Defense Contracts 

page of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report 
are listed in appendix III. 
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Acting Director, Contracting and National Security Acquisitions  
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Senate Report 117-130 included a provision for GAO to review 
Department of Defense (DOD) efforts to implement an Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) memorandum on practices intended to 
reduce procurement administrative lead time (PALT) and DOD’s progress 
reducing PALT. This report addresses (1) what contracting data show 
about PALT for DOD and selected components in fiscal years 2019 
through 2022; and (2) the extent to which DOD and selected components 
have implemented processes and key practices to manage and monitor 
PALT. 

For both objectives, we focused our review on four DOD components—
Army, Navy, Air Force, and the Defense Logistics Agency (DLA)—as well 
as selected contracting commands within some of these components 
where the management and monitoring of PALT is delegated. 
Specifically, within the Navy we selected the Naval Air Systems 
Command, the Naval Sea Systems Command, and the Naval Facilities 
Engineering Systems Command. Within the Air Force, we selected the Air 
Force Sustainment Center, Air Force Life Cycle Management Center, and 
Space Force Space Systems Command. We selected the four DOD 
components on the basis of having the greatest number of awards—
newly awarded contracts and orders—made during fiscal years 2019 
through 2022 that were valued above the simplified acquisition threshold 
(SAT), generally $250,000.1 Using this measure of contracting activity, 
these four components were responsible for more than 90 percent of 
DOD’s awards valued above the SAT that were made during this period. 

To determine median PALT values for DOD and selected components, 
we analyzed data from the Federal Procurement Data System (FPDS) 
including the solicitation issuance date and contract award date for newly 
awarded DOD contracts and orders (hereafter referred to as contracts, 
unless otherwise specified) from fiscal years 2019 through 2022.2 We 
selected this period because 2019 is the first full fiscal year where the 

 
1The SAT is generally $250,000, but can vary depending on the particular acquisition. See 
FAR subpart 2.101 for a definition of the SAT and exceptions to the $250,000 threshold. 

2FPDS is the central repository for capturing information on federal contracting that is 
managed by the U.S. General Services Administration. Federal agencies are responsible 
for collecting and reporting data into FPDS as required by the Federal Acquisition 
Regulation (FAR). See FAR subpart 4.6. The reported data are used for various 
procurement policy purposes such as measuring the impact of federal procurement on the 
nation’s economy, the extent to which awards are made to businesses in the various 
socio-economic categories, and the extent to which awards are made using competition in 
the acquisition process. For our analysis, we used data reported in FPDS as of June 
2023. We totaled obligations reported in FPDS as of January 2024.  
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solicitation date was a required field, and 2022 is the most recent 
complete fiscal year of data available at the time we performed our 
analysis.3 We focused on contracts valued above $250,000 (generally the 
SAT), because a solicitation date is only required to be reported into 
FPDS for contracts valued above the SAT where simplified acquisition 
procedures are not used.4 Our analysis included all the different types of 
contracting approaches (definitive contracts, indefinite delivery contracts, 
delivery/task orders, purchase orders, and blanket purchase agreement 
calls) where a solicitation date is to be reported when the total contract 
value of the contract or order is above the SAT.5  

To assess the reliability of this data, we reviewed existing information 
about the FPDS system; reviewed DOD documentation on the accuracy 
and completeness of its data reported to FPDS, including its Data 
Improvement and Compliance Plan and annual data quality audits 
conducted by the components; and conducted electronic testing of the 
data. We also reviewed a selection of outlier awards where the time 
between solicitation issuance and contract signed was reported to be 5 
years or more. There were fewer than 2,000 of these awards reported by 
DOD, which was less than one percent of all awards made by DOD 
during fiscal years 2019 through 2022 that were valued above the SAT. 
We sent a sample of records for these awards to each of the four 
selected DOD components, and asked each of them to review the 
accuracy of the solicitation and contract signed dates that were used to 
measure PALT. Each of the components reported that for all or most of 
the outlier records we asked them to review, the PALT measurement was 
either not accurate due to data entry errors or it did not accurately 
characterize actual PALT for some awards. For example, DLA identified 
instances where the solicitation date reported for an order was actually 

 
3FPDS was updated in June 2018 to begin collecting a solicitation date, making fiscal year 
2019 the first full year when the recording of a solicitation date would allow for PALT to be 
uniformly measured for DOD contracting activity. In fiscal year 2019 DOD also began 
efforts to ensure the completeness and reliability of this new FPDS data field as part of its 
annual procurement data certifications provided to OMB. 

4FAR Part 13 provides that agencies shall use simplified acquisition procedures to the 
maximum extent practicable for purchases not exceeding the SAT, subject to certain 
exceptions. Simplified acquisition procedures are intended in part to reduce administrative 
costs, promote efficiency in contracting, and avoid unnecessary burdens for agencies and 
contractors. 

5The kinds of contracts and orders listed are based on FPDS data element descriptions. 
We excluded blanket purchase agreements and basic ordering agreements from our 
analysis because these are not contracts and solicitation dates are not required to be 
reported into FPDS. 
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the solicitation date for the base contract associated with the order, which 
overstated its PALT value. Due to this information, we determined that 
reporting median values would better reflect actual lead times by 
minimizing any distortion caused by outliers. Based on these steps, we 
determined the FPDS data were sufficiently reliable for reporting median 
PALT and measuring changes in the median for all of DOD and by the 
selected components in our review. 

To identify changes in median PALT over fiscal years 2019 through 2022, 
we reviewed FPDS data on DOD contracts awarded during this period. 
We analyzed median PALT for these contracts by a number of different 
characteristics, including 

• DOD component, 
• total contract value, 
• contracting approach (i.e., definitive contracts, indefinite delivery 

contracts, and orders placed on existing contracts), 
• contract type (i.e. fixed-price versus cost-reimbursement), 
• extent of competition, and 
• type of product or service procured, as defined by the Category 

Management Leadership Council (CMLC) and OMB for category 
management purposes.6 

In some cases, we analyzed awards using subgroups within these 
categories, such as ranges of dollar values and the extent of competition. 
We also analyzed interrelationships between these award characteristics, 
informed in part by prior GAO findings on factors that can contribute to 

 
6The CMLC is the governing body that sets the direction of the federal government's 
category management initiative. The Administrator of Federal Procurement Policy chairs 
the CMLC and voting members are the largest buying agencies, including the 
Departments of Defense, Energy, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, 
Veterans Affairs, General Services Administration, and the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration. The federal government’s category management initiative is 
intended to help agencies, including DOD, buy like a single enterprise so they can 
leverage the government's buying power. See Office of Management and Budget, Deputy 
Director for Management Memorandum, Category Management: Making Smarter Use of 
Common Contract Solutions and Practices (Mar. 20, 2019). All product and service codes 
reported into FPDS are aligned with one of 19 categories that are grouped into 
government-wide common and defense-centric types of spending. 
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lead time.7 When analyzing the FPDS data to determine changes in 
median PALT from fiscal years 2019 to 2022, we observed differences in 
how median PALT changed over the four-year period for contracts and 
orders of different total contract values. We initially calculated the change 
in PALT over the four-year period for 10 different total contract value 
ranges. Based on the results of this initial analysis, and subsequent 
analyses where we combined some of these initial ranges, we identified a 
threshold of $50 million for further analysis to illustrate the increases and 
decreases in median PALT over the four-year period based on total 
contract value. 

To determine the extent to which DOD and selected components 
implemented processes and key practices to manage and monitor PALT, 
we reviewed four DOD-level guidance documents and memorandums 
that address the efficiency of the contract award process. 

• DOD Source Selection Procedures Memorandum 
• DOD Sole Source Streamlining Toolbox 
• Best Practices/Lessons Learned for Competitive Acquisitions 
• Best Practices/Lessons Learned for Sole Source Pricing 

We also reviewed DOD component-level guidance on setting contract 
award time goals and documentation for the components’ internal 
procurement tracking systems. We interviewed Office of the Under 
Secretary of Defense (Acquisitions and Sustainment), Defense Pricing 
and Contracting officials about updates to relevant DOD contracting 
guidance and their efforts to monitor PALT on a DOD-wide basis. We 
compared DOD contracting guidance to OMB’s January 2021 
memorandum on practices to reduce PALT to determine the extent to 
which DOD incorporated these practices. We also interviewed 
component-level officials about their efforts to establish and track contract 
award time goals, the extent to which they are using the PALT Tracker, 
and to identify how they use data on contract award times to make 
management decisions. We also reviewed documentation and training 
materials pertaining to DOD’s PALT Tracker, a tool created to provide 

 
7See GAO, Defense Contracts: DOD Should Develop a Strategy for Assessing Contract 
Award Time Frames, GAO-18-467 (Washington, D.C.: July 16, 2018); Military 
Acquisitions: DOD Is Taking Steps to Address Challenges Faced by Certain Companies, 
GAO-17-644 (Washington, D.C.: July 20, 2017). GAO, Contracting Data Analysis: 
Assessment of Government-wide Trends, GAO-17-244SP (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 9, 
2017); and Acquisition Planning: Opportunities to Build Strong Foundations for Better 
Services Contracts, GAO-11-672 (Washington, D.C.: Aug. 9, 2011). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-467
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-644
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-244SP
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-11-672
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visibility into contract award times for higher-dollar value contracts across 
DOD. 

We analyzed the data DOD components reported into this tool for 
procurements more than $250 million in value that were awarded in fiscal 
years 2020 through 2022, and compared it to FPDS data to assess the 
completeness of the PALT Tracker’s reported data. Based on this 
comparison and other tests, we determined that data in the PALT Tracker 
was not sufficiently reliable for reporting award lead times for DOD as a 
whole or individual components. We also compared DOD’s management 
and usage of this data to related principles in the Standards for Internal 
Control in the Federal Government.8 

We conducted this performance audit from January 2023 to March 2024 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 
8GAO-14-704G. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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