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PURPOSE: This paper is intended to assist the reader in understanding the United States Air 
Force (USAF) acquisitions program titled Try-Decide-Buy (TDB). This document defines the 
program as it is used today as well as discusses what organizational changes must be 
implemented in order to effectively participate in the TDB program. 
 

PART ONE: THE PROGRAM 
 
Try-Decide-Buy (TDB) is a Multiple Award Contract (MAC) Indefinite Delivery Indefinite 
Quantity (IDIQ) contract that provides support to authorized customers for all commercial 
equipment and supplies necessary to perform their missions. Performance requirements for 
specific commercial items are defined in requirements documents, and Statement of Works 
(SOW)s which are sent to the program awardees in packages called delivery orders (DO)s. 
 
In order to meet the challenge of rapidly fielding the latest commercial items and acquiring 
equipment at competitive rates, the Air Force Life Cycle Management Center (AFLCMC) Agile 
Combat Support Directorate, Human Systems Program Office (AFLCMC/WNU) awarded a 
multiple award TDB IDIQ contract in Aug 2019 in order to streamline the acquisition timeline, 
and re-allocate available funds with cost saving rates. The TDB program has 11 qualified 
businesses/contractors that are capable of executing TDB deliveries. 
 
The primary purpose of the contract vehicle is to provide support to authorized customers for 
all operational equipment, supplies, and related incidental services necessary to perform their 
missions. This IDIQ allows for the rapid acquisition of commercial items and fielding the latest 
commercial technology. Users include Air Force (AF) Active Duty, AF Reserve, Air National 
Guard, and Department of Defense (DoD) joint warfighters. It is hoped that once the program 
matures other agencies will be included. 
 
The individual DOs (competed under Fair Opportunity Proposal Requests (FOPR) IAW FAR 
16.505) the TDB Statement of Work (SOW), and performance specifications will stipulate the 
requirements and details required to meet the government’s needs. Each order placed by the 
government will be accompanied by a detailed SOW, data requirements, performance 
specification, and funding. Once orders are competed and placed on contract, the contractor 
executes in accordance with work statements on those orders e.g., program management, 
administration, financial and technical resources, required materials, and also facilitate and be 
responsible for the planning, execution, and control to accomplish the tasks and sub-tasks 
outlined in the DO. 
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The following is a list of representative items that may be acquired under this contract:  
Uniforms, Cold Weather Clothing Systems, Visual Augmentation Equipment, Personal 
Protective Equipment, Helmets, Body Armor, Tactical Carriers, Individual Equipment, Lighting, 
Survival Equipment, Air Crew Support Equipment, Communication Equipment, Tactical 
Equipment, Load Bearing Equipment, Lethality Support Items, Boots, Gloves, Eye Protection, 
Egress Equipment, Aerial Insertion Equipment, Search & Rescue Equipment, Personnel 
Recovery Equipment, Medical Equipment, Bladder Relief Equipment, Power Management, 
Hydration, Electronics Test Equipment, Ancillary Services and Testing as applicable. This list is 
not all inclusive. Each DO provide the supplier the exact items to be acquired. Thus 
contractors/suppliers are expected to furnish supplies to the customers, meeting the required 
delivery dates specified in each DO. When appropriate, contractors are also expected to 
consider additional factors that will accommodate expedited requirements; such as meeting 
mission capable orders, urgent and/or emergency orders, as well as shipping and handling 
timelines. 
 
Contractors ensure all products/components provided under this contract are in accordance 
with the Buy American Act and Berry Amendment, as applicable. Contractors shall only 
provide end items that are manufactured or substantially transformed in the United States or a 
qualifying or designated country, as set forth in FAR 25.003 and DFARS 225.003. Additionally, 
there are other procurement restrictions set forth that require the contractor to manage all 
parts of the process. 
 
Thus, TDB program is a vehicle so that government organization can purchase Commercial-
Off-The-Shelf (COTS), modified COTS, or needed items to ensure most current technology 
and equipment is fielded. For this program, 11 contractors have been vetted and approved by 
the government to participate and supply COTS or modified COTS solutions for the next 5 
years. 
 

PART TWO: WHY TDB? 
 

In simple terms, Acquisition programs were taking too long and by the time these programs 
are actually fielded, the equipment is 10 years old in design and does not meet the current 
needs of the military organization. The goal of TDB is to be able to meet the needs of the 
community within 24 months of a requirement or need being identified at the user level with 
expectations of actual delivery taking place within 12 to 18 months. Due to the nature of the 
equipment needed, the Government has to ensure that items received will meet airworthiness 



 
 

3 

 

or Safety related military requirements so that the equipment is usable in the environment that 
they were needed. 
 
TDB PROCESS: The warfighter defines an operational need to strengthen combat and/or 
training capabilities and formally routes an inquiry within their respective Major Command 
(MAJCOM) to gain visibility, support and sponsorship. Within the USAF there are established 
formal processes to get an item considered, evaluated, and ultimately integrated for the 
warfighter. 
 
TDB examples: 
 

(1)  In Aug 2019, the TDB program kickoff was for replacement USAF Security Forces 
Female Body Armor. The requirement identifying the need for new female body armor 
was identified at an operational USAF Security Forces unit then forwarded to their 
respected MAJCOM Security Forces Staff to validate the female body armor 
requirement. Once validated the MAJCOM Security Forces Staff sponsors the item(s) 
and routes to the Human Systems Program Office (AFLCMC/WNU), see below for the 
process. 

 
(2) Within the Aircrew Flight Equipment (AFE) community the process referenced is 

outlined in Air Force Instruction 11-301 (v1) Aircrew Flight Equipment Program to the 
MAJCOM AFE Staff. Once the MAJCOM AFE Staff verifies the requirement it’s then 
forwarded to the Human Systems Program Office (AFLCMC/WNU). At this point the 
following TDB process starts: 

 
• RFI is sent to the 11 primary TDB contractors to look at what is available within the 

market. The RFI can also be sent to other related contractors based on what the 
government is thinking as a possible acquisitions strategy. 
 

• Information is received by AFLCMC/WNU and an acquisitions plan is decided. 
 

• If TDB is decided to be the purchasing vehicle, because COTS items are available 
to meet the needs of the user an RFP or DO is submitted to the contractors. 

 
• Contractors provide the government their price and solution. 

 
• When all proposals are reviewed, the government will place orders via the 

contractors that can provide the items for the government to evaluate and verify 
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the item meets the need of the user. These Small or Micro purchases are competed 
among all awardees pursuant to the fair opportunity requirements of FAR 
16.505(b), except the Government reserves the right to direct orders to a particular 
source under urgent circumstances, to meet contractual minimums, or to provide 
economy and efficiency as a logical follow-on to an order. 

 
• When an RFQ describes the Government’s requirements for an item peculiar to one 

manufacturer (e.g., a brand-name, product, or a feature of a product that is peculiar 
to one manufacturer), offers of alternate items will be considered by the 
Government unless the RFQ expressly states that only the item peculiar to one 
manufacturer will be considered. A contractor proposing an alternate item shall 
furnish, with its offer legible copies of all drawings, specifications, or other data 
necessary to clearly describe the characteristics and features of the alternate 
product being offered. Data submitted shall cover design, materials, performance, 
function, interchangeability, inspection and/or testing criteria, and other 
characteristics of the offered product. In addition, the offeror shall furnish drawings 
and other data covering the design, materials, etc. of the exact product cited in the 
RFQ along with a cross reference list comparing the features and capabilities of the 
alternate item offered to the exact item listed on the RFQ sufficient to enable the 
Government to determine whether the offeror's product is equal to the product 
cited in the RFQ. 
 

• If the Government determines that the alternate item offered will meet its 
requirements, the Government may award based on the alternate item in lieu of the 
item originally requested, without further negotiations or amendments to the RFQ, if 
the alternate item offers the best value to the government based on the criteria 
stated in the relevant RFQ. If the Government determines that the alternate item will 
not meet its requirements, the Government will document why the alternate items 
fails to meet the Government’s needs and award the original items requested, or an 
otherwise acceptable alternate item, in accordance with the terms of the source 
selection process stated in the individual RFQ. If an RFQ describes the 
Government’s requirements for an item peculiar to one manufacturer, and expressly 
states that only that item will be considered, the Government will follow the 
procedures contained in FAR 16.505 concerning the justification, documentation 
and approval for an item peculiar to one manufacturer. 

 
• Once the Micro purchase is received from all sources, the Government will evaluate 

the purchase solution and conduct any required testing. Once that is completed the 
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government will issue a further order to the contractors to meet the required 
demand of the service.  

 

With the program in its infancy stage we have currently seen 4 RFIs, 2 RFPs and one award for 
micro purchases. Due to the delayed US Department of Defense budget not being approved 
until late December, the program has not issued any actionable DO in 2020. We are expecting 
several programs awarded by April of 2020 once funding has been delivered to the program 
office. This program is developing and thus we expect changes to take place to streamline 
and meet user and industry expectations by the summer of 2020. Note: On 7 Feb 2020, three 
RFI’s were released. One under the TDB program on T-6 Oxygen Sensors, and two open RFI 
(To All) on Multi-Place and Single Man Life Raft requirements for the Guardian Angel Program. 
 

PART THREE: DEFENSE ACQUISITIONS SYSTEMS 
 

The Defense Acquisition System is made up of three (3) processes; Acquisition Process, Joint 
Capabilities Integration and Development System (JCIDS) Process, and Planning, Programing, 
Budget and Execution (PPBE) Process. The system is governed by DoD Instruction 5000.02 
“Operation of the Defense Acquisition System” that provides the policies and principles and 
forms the management foundation for all defense programs. It also identifies the specific 
statutory and regulatory reports and other information requirements for each milestone review 
and decision point. All three processes must work together to insure the successful execution 
of a defense program. 
 
The Acquisition Process is the management process of a defense program. It’s an event-based 
process where a defense program goes thru a series of processes, milestones and reviews 
from 
beginning to end. Each milestone is the culmination of a phase where it’s determined if a 
program will proceed into the next phase. The management technique that integrates all 
these essential acquisition activities is called; Integrated Product and Process Development 
(IPPD). JCIDS Process. 
 
The Acquisition Process is made up of five (5) phases. Each phase has specific DoD regulations 
and federal statute that must be met. At the end of each phase there is a Milestone Review (A, 
B, C) to determine if the program has met these required regulations and statues to continue 
on into the next phase. The phases are listed below: 
 

• Materiel Solution Analysis (MSA) Phase assesses potential solutions for a needed 
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capability in an Initial Capabilities Document (ICD) and to satisfy the Entrance Criteria 
for the next program milestone. 
 

• Technology Maturation & Risk Reduction (TMRR) Phase reduce technology risk, 
engineering integration, life-cycle cost risk and to determine the set of technologies to 
be integrated into a full system. 

 
• Engineering & Manufacturing Development (EMD) Phase is a system that is developed 

and designed before going into production. 
 

• Production & Deployment (PD) Phase is a manufacture system that satisfies an 
operational capability is produced and deployed to an end user. 
 

• Operations & Support (O&S) Phase is a system is used and supported by users in the 
field.  

 
Each defense program falls into an Acquisition Category (ACAT) depending on its overall 
funding level and importance. The category dictates the level of oversight a program will 
require, and that oversight is provided by a Milestone Decision Authority (MDA) which is 
appointed by DoD senior leadership. The most expensive defense programs are known as 
Major Defense Acquisition Programs (MDAPs) or Major Automated Information System (MAIS) 
and have the most extensive statutory and regulatory reporting requirements. 
 
The ACAT levels are shown below: 
 

• ACAT I: R&D of more than $480M and total procurement $2.79 Billion 
 

• ACAT II: R&D of more than $185 and total procurement $835 Million 
 

• ACAT III: Less than ACAT II 
 

• ACAT IV: Only for the Navy and Marines Defense Acquisitions Made Easy 
 
Joint Capabilities Integration and Development System (JCIDS) Process: The Joint Capabilities 
Integration and Development System (JCIDS) process is focused on the development of 
requirements. It was created to support the statutory responsibility of the Joint Requirements 
Oversight Council (JROC) to validate joint warfighting requirements. It plays a key role in 
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identifying the capabilities required by the warfighters to support the National Defense 
Strategy 
(NDS), the National Military Strategy (NMS), and the National Strategy for Homeland Defense. 
 
The primary objective of the JCIDS process is to ensure the capabilities required by the joint 
warfighter are identified, along with their associated operational performance criteria 
(requirements), in order to successfully execute the missions assigned. This is done through an 
open process that provides the JROC the information needed and supports the Acquisition 
Process and Planning, Programming, Budget and Execution (PPBE) Process. 
 
The process consists of four (4) steps: 
 

1. Capabilities Base Assessment (CBA): validate capability gaps thru mission 
identification, operational characteristics, non-materiel viability and recommended 
solution types. 
 

2. Approval of the Initial Capabilities Document (ICD) and Courses of Action: validate 
capabilities required to perform the mission as defined; the gap in capabilities along 
with their priorities and operational risks; and the need to address the capability gaps. 

 
3. Approval of the Capability Development Document (CDD): validate the Key 

Performance Parameters (KPP) and their associated threshold and objective values; 
assesses the risks in meeting those KPPs in terms of cost, schedule and technological 
maturity; and assesses the affordability of the system as compared to the operational 
capability being delivered. 

 
4. Approval of the Capabilities Production Document (CPD): ensure the system being 

delivered meets the needs originally defined in the ICD at an affordable cost. 
 
Planning, Programing, Budget and Execution (PPBE) process: The Planning, Programing, 
Budget and Execution (PPBE) process focused on the Financial Management and resource 
allocation for current and future defense programs. The process is established by the 
Secretary of Defense who provides priorities and goals under the main guidance of DoD 
Directive 7045.14 “PPBE Process”. The PPBE process consists of four (4) distinct but 
overlapping phases: 
 

1. Planning: The Planning phase is the definition and examination of alternative 
strategies, the analysis of changing conditions and trends, threat, technology, and 
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economic assessments in conjunction with efforts to understand both change and the 
long-term implications of current choices. 

 
2. Programming: The Programming phase defines and analyzes alternative force 

structures, weapon systems, and support systems together with their multi-year 
resource implications and the evaluation of various tradeoff options. 

 
3. Budgeting: The Budgeting phase includes formulation, justification, execution, and 

control of the budget. The primary purpose is to scrutinize the first one or two years of 
a programs budget to ensure efficient use of resources. 
 

4. Execution: The Execution phase is the real-world application of the Planning, 
Programming, Budgeting and Execution process. 

 
In summary the process is long, complicated, and is tedious. Over the past 35 years, this 
process has been the standard that has been used for every major Aircrew Flight equipment 
program purchase. For most equipment programs within this area, the dollar value is 
considered budget dust and thus does not secure the quality of funding seen in more formal 
programs. For ejection seat upgrades as well as system upgrades on aircraft, this system is and 
will be the primary means to govern any new acquisition. For flight clothing, garments, survival 
vest and other related needed items, the process has been sporadic as well as required 
specialized processes to be developed to just purchase low cost but very needed items. 
 
For Industry manufactures familiar to the acquisitions system, development and capture 
processes were well oiled and understood on how business could be cultivated and secured. 
With TDB and other new acquisitions programs being used, a change must take place in an 
organization’s business development process to ensure that organization is in the market 
space in the future. 

 
PART FOUR: ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 

 
For business to successfully grow and to be able to provide users with equipment, Industry 
now must develop strategic partners, understand the customer’s needs earlier, and no longer 
rely on Government furnished development funding. 
 
Strategic Partners: In the past businesses or manufactures were able to capture the need, 
develop the sources, get development funds, develop the item, have the funds provided for 
testing, manufacturing, and delivery. They would work with the government on logistics 
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support, training, and delivery for the life of the product. Today that all changes. Now instead 
of 75 plus manufactures going after an order or a requirement, only 11 are authorized to work 
with the government to deliver COTS items for this program. These 11 organizations now 
oversee the process, are accountable for warranty, delivery, manuals, quality issues, and 
management of the items ordered by the government. There are no development funds and 
testing if required to certify an item, would be done by the manufacture of the product prior 
to a contractor being awarded. So, for success, a manufacture or developer must have the 
item ready and available when the government wants it with little to no delay for delivery. 
Thus, partnering is required with one or more of the contractors and the manufacture needs to 
understand the needs and develop at a pace that can be kept up with a very dynamic 
customer set of requirements. For the manufacture to be successful, they must have strong 
trusted relationships established with users, leaders, influencers, requirements personnel, 
acquisitions as well as with contractors that can deliver their product as good as or better than 
they can. 
 
Customer Need: The second part of this change is defining the requirements early enough so 
that a manufacture can develop and position themselves to have a solution of choice by the 
users. Key teaming is required at all areas of the capture process so that multiple levels can 
have access at the same time to decrease development time of new products. The teaming 
assets must be able to not only know the requirements being worked but must know all parts 
of the process - from how the requirements are being developed, expectations of the end 
user, as well as to what testing and processes will be required to get the product certified. The 
team must have access to all levels of the organization so that transparent and open 
communications of all issues are properly vetted, and worked so that all users understand 
what’s or why the item is designed the way it is, or how it meets the need of the end user. By 
gaining advocacy at the end user point, the buy in of the product or process is achieved. 
 
Funding: Despite seeing budgets within the DoD increase, less and less development dollars 
are being provided. For manufacturing organizations to be successful, more development 
funds will be required internally. The manufacture will need to fund all aspects of the process 
up front and work to ensure with its strategic partners that the investment can be returned 
though it could be longer than normally expected. 
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