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I
n his book Outliers, Malcom Gladwell famously argued that mastering a discipline requires 
10,000 hours of dedicated practice. 

Traditional approaches to professional development in contract management align 
with this perspective. We expect the hours we spend reading the Federal Acquisition Reg-
ulation (FAR) or Uniform Commercial Code (UCC), enrolling in contracts management 
certification trainings, and poring over precedent contracts and case law to determine 
our success. However, we actually hinder our growth when we laser-focus our profes-

sional development on contract management to the exclusion of other disciplines. A recent study 
challenged Gladwell’s “10,000 hours” theory, finding the correlation between intensive practice 
and performance for professional disciplines to be less than 1%.1 

This is not to say that contract management training and experience do not play vital roles in 
our success, just that they are not the sole determining factor. This begs the question: If narrow 
expertise in contracting has diminishing marginal returns, what other approaches to professional 
development will help us achieve professional success? 

This article asserts that when procurement professionals combine contracting expertise with 
a study of their customers’ domains and technology, they become “generalists” that better serve 
their organizations and ultimately unlock better career opportunities for themselves. Doing the 
opposite—pursuing contracting expertise without domain or technological knowledge—yields 
diminishing returns. When we fail to reserve time and energy to diversify our professional devel-
opment efforts, we shortchange ourselves and our organizations.



18   CONTRACT MANAGEMENT  JANUARY 2020 NCMA 

The Problem with Narrow Expertise 
Who wouldn’t want the convenience and cocktail 
party benefits of being able to quote the FAR 
or UCC verbatim? Having deep contracting 
expertise simplifies our work assignments 
and helps us face professional challenges with 
confidence. Knowledge is never a bad thing, but 
tunneled focus on a single topic has limitations 
that should come with a warning label.

When we develop deep, narrow subject-mat-
ter expertise, we are more likely to think for-
mulaically about contracting situations, using 
our experience to recognize familiar patterns 
quickly or make biased judgments based on our 
experiences. When we think formulaically, we 
often ignore important contextual information 
that allows us to exercise professional empathy 
with our customers and tailor the ideal case-by-
case solutions required to maximize success. 

The tunnel-vision acquired through nar-
row expertise poses major challenges related 
to problem analysis. The first of these relates 
to the amount of consideration we give to the 
work we perform. A study by the Office of Naval 
Research showed that the more familiar people 
became with a task, the more prone they were to 
committing errors when interrupted or forced to 
multitask.2 This study suggests that heightened 
levels of expertise increases the probability of 
solutioning by formula, while limiting the critical 
and deliberate thought we commit to our work. 
University of Chicago Professor Lindsey Rich-
land explains the preference to use knowledge 
to create broadly applicable rules by noting: 
“We’re very good, humans are, at trying to do 
the least amount of work we have to in order 
to accomplish a task.”3 

Take a moment to reflect on how you ad-
dress procurement scenarios by applying fa-
miliar contracting patterns. Do you quickly 
and formulaically prescribe solutions without 
considering the larger context of an individual 
situation? When we fill out contract clauses or 
portions of an acquisition plan, it is tempting 
to reflexively replicate what we have done in 
similar circumstances, turning to our expertise 
without giving due consideration to how each 
situation is unique.

The second problem with narrow expertise is 

its power to create false confidence by preventing 
contextual reasoning. David Epstein explores this 
problem in his book, Range, arguing that those 
who diversify and generalize their learning and 
professional experience can outperform those 
that specialize heavily in a single discipline. In 
his book, Epstein discusses the work of Philip 
Tetlock, who studied the predictive accuracy of 
foreign policy experts. Tetlock’s work uncovered 
that the more credentials and experience experts 
possess, the worse they are at predicting events 
within their realm of expertise. A similar trend 
is true with fame—i.e., subject matter experts 
who are frequently published are wrong more 
often than their less-famous peers.4 

Furthering this point, the federal government 
(inspired, in part, by Tetlock’s work) ran a foreign 
policy predictions competition in 2005. In this 
competition, a group of amateur predictors were 
more successful at predicting world events than 

a group of intelligence analysts with access to 
classified information. The experts were blinded 
by confidence in their abilities and were less 
likely to second-guess their assumptions or 
think about solutions contextually than were 
their amateur counterparts. 

The thesis supported by Tetlock, Epstein, 
and others is that while narrow expertise pro-
vides some benefit, it is ultimately the ability 
to use a range of knowledge across a variety of 
disciplines to “connect the dots” when solving 
real-world problems, which are often nuanced 
and unique in nature.5 The more we feel like we 
are experts who know all the answers, the more 
likely we are to block out subtle differences in 
contracting situations and/or fail to challenge our 
own initial assumptions due to an assuredness 
in our own skills. 

So, what steps can we take to prevent from 
falling into the “expert trap”?

[D]iversified professional 
development is an 
investment we make in 
ourselves, opening our 
minds to new information 
and opening career 
pathways that were 
previously unavailable.
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The Solution: Diversified Experience
By now, you have probably formulated a half-doz-
en counterarguments to the assertion that deep 
expertise can be a detriment to performance. 
If knowledge was purely a liability and not an 
asset, we would be well served to have teams 
of non-experts writing and administering our 
contracts, coding our systems, and performing 
open-heart surgeries. The problem isn’t expertise 
itself, but instead when narrow expertise is not 
paired with broader perspective. 

The pitfalls of narrow expertise can and should 
be mitigated through diversified professional 
development across a range of disciplines. The 
possibilities for diversified learning are endless, 
but for the purposes of this article, discussion will 
be limited to expanding professional development 
into two areas with great potential benefit: 

 Ɂ Customer domain experience, and 
 Ɂ Technology.

Customer Domain Experience
Henry Ford famously said, “If there is any one 
secret of success, it lies in the ability to get the 
other person’s point of view and see things from 
his angle as well as your own.”6 In procurement, 
our measure of success ties closely to our cus-
tomers’ satisfaction. One of the biggest barriers 
we have to meeting the needs of our customers is 
a lack of professional empathy that occurs when 
we neglect to understand the technical nature of 
specific customer requirements and the market 
for those goods or services. If we are unable or 
unwilling to educate ourselves on our customers’ 
business, we have few tools beyond formulaic, 
blanket applications of procurement knowledge 
that lead to the negative outcomes previously 
discussed. Committing professional development 
resources to learning the business of our customers 
can make contract professionals better partners 
and improve procurement outcomes.

The Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) has previously cited lack of domain 
knowledge by contracting offices, especially 
in technology fields, as a major risk factor for 
complex procurements.7 Agencies such as the 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) have recog-
nized the benefit of domain-based cross-training, 
having tailored courses specifically to address 

topics that cross business lines. The VA has 
recognized that the ability of acquisitions pro-
fessionals to understand and collaborate with 
their customers leads to more effective and 
efficient procurement results.8 The contextual 
reasoning required for contracting professionals 
to “connect the dots” and tailor procurement 
approaches to specific requirements also requires 
a base level of knowledge regarding customer 
needs and motivations. As will be discussed 
later, a variety of methods can be used to gain 
enhanced customer domain knowledge and 
professional empathy.

Technology Experience
Whether in government or private industry, the 
demand for technology skills is constantly increas-
ing. Nearly two-thirds of all jobs created since 2010 
require medium or advanced-level technology 
skills.9 The digital revolution is in many ways like 
a wave—we can choose to ride the wave to new 
heights or be crushed beneath it by remaining still. 

Regardless of how technology impacts your 
job today, it will undoubtedly have an impact 
in the coming years. “The future of work is 
changing, and we can see evolving needs and 
trends throughout the procurement field every 
day,” said Mitchell Winans, Special Assistant 
within the IRS Office of the Chief Procurement 
Officer (OCPO). “With employee and customer 
expectations on the rise across industries, pro-
curement organizations must adapt and evolve 
the way they work, support their customers, 
and leverage data and emerging technologies 
to produce better business outcomes.” Winans 
added, “As key business drivers in any organi-
zation, we as procurement professionals must 
find ways to intelligently explore and integrate 
tools like robotic process automation into our 
operations when appropriate so we can help 
ourselves work smarter, drive efficiencies, and 
enhance the way we do business.”10 

Contracting professionals can position 
themselves as internal tech advocates for their 
organizations, leading efforts to apply process 
automation and data analytics solutions that can 
improve the way their organizations execute and 
track procurements. The federal government has 
begun creating these opportunities, beginning 

with a March 2016 memorandum by the Office 
of Federal Procurement Policy (OFPP) that 
required each CFO Act agency to establish an 
Acquisition Innovation Advocate (AIA).11 Federal 
AIAs are responsible for innovating procurement 
methods and exploring new best practices, in-
cluding how to leverage technology to advance 
federal acquisitions. Examples of innovative 
procurement initiatives in government include: 

 Ɂ The creation of the Department of Homeland 
Security’s Procurement Innovation Lab (PIL) 
and its work on initiatives such as piloting 
the use of artificial intelligence to expedite 
and improve the quality of Contractor Per-
formance Assessment Reporting System 
(CPARS) searches. This effort seeks to use 
automation and machine learning to more 
quickly identify vendor past performance 
evaluations based on relevance to an agency’s 
current requirement. 

 Ɂ IRS’ deployment of an automation tool to 
perform “contractor responsibility determi-
nations.” Previously, this pre-award activity 
was done manually and took employees 
hours to complete, but now requires roughly 
five minutes to complete with the tool. 
This automation not only helps IRS save 
thousands of hours of staff time per year, 
but also increases compliance, strengthens 
reporting and audit capabilities, and enables 
its contracting professionals to focus on more 
strategic work and make better-informed 
contracting decisions.

The need to grow technology skills expands 
beyond the realm of special projects. The supplies 
and services our customers buy are increasingly 
related to technology. In 2018, IT purchases in 
government reached an all-time high of $64.7 bil-
lion. As public and private IT spending continues 
to climb, in-demand purchasing jobs will require 
contracting professionals who understand the 
technologies they are responsible for purchasing. 
Getting in front of this trend by learning about 
these technologies not only enables contracting 
professionals to assist their current organiza-
tions but ensures their individual skillsets and 
corresponding salaries will stay competitive in 
the coming decade.



20   CONTRACT MANAGEMENT  JANUARY 2020 NCMA 

POST ABOUT this article on NCMA Collaborate  
at http://collaborate.ncmahq.org.

Avenues for Diversified Professional 
Development
Procurement offices and individual practitioners 
can pursue several strategies to diversify pro-
fessional development to include customer 
domain and technology expertise. Acquisition 
and procurement leaders should consider im-
plementing (at the very least) the following two 
practices to supplement conventional methods 
of personalized learning: 

 Ɂ Rotational assignments, and 
 Ɂ Integrated Project Teams (IPTs). 

Whether done individually or performed 
in concert, these strategies will promote better 
decision-making, improve customer collabora-
tion, and promote professional development.

Rotational Assignments
Rotational assignments (or short-term details, 
usually three to six months) can expand con-
tract managers’ customer domain knowledge 
and help them better empathize with customer 
viewpoints. While implementing job rotation 
programs can prove difficult as leaders may be 
reluctant to disrupt their workforce by taking 
experts away from existing assignments, the 
long-term benefits to the organization and 
individuals are well worth the sacrifice. 

Similar to learning a new language, learning 
a new discipline is best done by immersion. In 
a study performed by Everest College, 52% of 
surveyed professionals reported that hands-on 
experience was the most effective way they re-
tained new information.12 Working in a customer 
office provides insight and education regarding 
that office’s technical domain, including how 
customers perform their role in the contracting 
process. Because information exchanges occur 
in both directions, rotational employees also 
provide customer offices with valuable insights 
into the contracting process that can strengthen 
overall acquisition planning efforts. Moreover, 
rotations to technology-heavy program areas 

can be used to develop and bring technology 
competencies back to the contracting office at 
the conclusion of rotational assignments.

Rotational assignments place contracting 
professionals in their customers’ shoes, helping 
them develop the professional empathy that 
enables improved collaboration. Working closely 
with program counterparts forges professional 
bonds that endure once the rotational assignment 
has concluded, helping to smash preexisting 
organizational silos and create trust-based 
relationships that facilitate cooperation, which 
can improve the impact of using IPTs. 

Integrated Project Teams
Hands-on experience can also be gained through 
implementation of IPTs. IPTs are multidisci-
plinary groups of professionals teaming together 
to share responsibility for defined (and often 
complex) projects. Unfortunately, many orga-
nizations approach contracting like a blind relay 
race, with program, procurement, technology, 
and budget functions operating in silos with 
procedural handoffs occurring at a handful of 
distinct process milestones. Siloing process 
steps inhibits communication, leads to unnec-
essary delays, and can create tension between 
stakeholders. IPTs break down these silos and 
provide contract managers hands-on experience 
with portions of the contracting process typically 
performed by other groups. For this and many 
other reasons, GAO has advocated the use of 
IPTs as a best practice, noting that many federal 
agencies have experienced success using IPTs 
to manage large and complex procurements.13

Similar to rotational assignments, IPTs 
facilitate experiential learning by putting con-
tracts professionals in close proximity with 
their program and technology counterparts. 
This proximity promotes free exchange of 
information through regular conversations, 
sharing of materials, and collaboration. Through 
IPTs, contracting professionals are exposed 

to useful information and context regarding 
technology and customer disciplines. IPTs cost 
nothing and are a cost-effective way of gaining 
customer domain knowledge, strengthening 
internal relationships, and improving overall 
procurement outcomes.

Course-Based Learning
Independently, contract managers can easily 
engage in professional development activities 
to learn more about their customer domains and 
technology. Course-based learning is often top of 
mind when discussing professional development, 
and it certainly has a place in this discussion. 
Enrolling in instructional courses is often re-
flexively equated with professional development. 
This makes sense given that most professional 
certifications are earned and maintained through 
successful completion of coursework.

Early in my career, enrolling in courses 
outside my professional discipline was difficult 
to sell to management given the time and finan-
cial cost associated with in-person classroom 
training. Thankfully, modern technology allows 
us to access a near endless catalog of online 
courses that can fit any schedule. Web-based 
training providers like Coursera, LinkedIn 
Learning, and Udemy offer flexible instruction 
for a fraction of the price of on-site providers. 
Online courses are especially advantageous for 
dabbling in technology skills, where many prac-
tical and college-level technology classes can be 
purchased for less than $300 or are sometimes 
even available for free. 

Courses can also help develop customer 
domain knowledge. Asking program office 
counterparts to advise you on which courses 
they would recommend for learning more about 
their disciplines will likely impress and strength-
en your relationships with those individuals, 
but also provide good direction and insight on 
training resources.

Professional Associations
In 2016, there were 63,866 trade or professional 
associations registered in the United States. 
These associations train 9.7 million professionals 
each year, constituting 17% of all U.S. adults that 
receive work-related training.14 Professional as-
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Similar to rotational 
assignments, IPTs 
facilitate experiential 
learning by putting 
contracts professionals 
in close proximity 
with their program 
and technology 
counterparts.

sociations are another resource for individuals 
who wish to deepen their expertise in customer 
domains or technology. Unlike course-based 
training, much of the content produced by pro-
fessional associations focuses on analyzing case 
studies and informing members of news in their 
fields or emerging best practices. These groups 
provide broad, high-level understanding of a 
discipline without the time and money needed 
for deeper study. Many of these organizations 
do not require their members to be experts and 
are often open to all interested parties.

Self-Study
Even when financial and schedule demands are 
prohibitive, self-guided study can be performed 
to gain the knowledge to make contract man-
agers more effective professionals. We need 
only the proper motivation, and sometimes 
caffeine, to access the wealth of free information 
available to us.

During the 2008 financial crisis, I left my 
job as a contract specialist to take a financial 
analyst position at the Troubled Asset Relief 
Program (TARP). I was completely unqualified 
for the position and was hired primarily because 
I was amenable to sleeping in my office when 
work volumes required. In my first few weeks, I 
volunteered for every small task I could handle 
while I learned what I could through immersion 
(we were all one big IPT). With no bandwidth to 
take formal training, I wrote down every finance 
term I would read or hear in meetings and research 
each term in Investopedia in my few gaps during 
the late evenings. Over time, my initiative paid 
off and I was able to bridge the knowledge gap 
with my colleagues and engage meaningfully on 
matters of finance. My personal example illus-
trates that career paths are not always straight 
lines, and with enough motivation, we can all use 
the self-study tips listed in FIGURE 1 on page 22 
to broaden our knowledge base and expand our 
professional capabilities.

Success Through Generalization
Whether it be time or money, the capital available 
to invest in our professional development is lim-
ited. As procurement professionals, we require 
the necessary skills to advise our customers on 
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contract law, strategic sourcing, and acquisition 
strategy. As important as these skills are, we benefit 
ourselves and our organizations when we broaden 
our perspectives by training in other disciplines 
such as customer domains and technology. Do-
ing so enhances our ability to communicate and 
perform solutioning with our customers, while 
simultaneously aiding our contracting organiza-
tions in leveraging emerging technologies that 
will improve the way we work. Most important, 

diversified professional development is an invest-
ment we make in ourselves, opening our minds 
to new information and opening career pathways 
that were previously unavailable. CM

The opinions expressed in this article are solely 
those of the author or those quoted by the author 
and do not necessarily represent the views of the 
U.S. government.
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FIGURE 1. Great Self-Study Tips
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The amount of 
information that is freely 
available on the Internet 
has exploded over the 
past two decades. This 

includes nonconventional 
sources of training like 

YouTube. With 300 hours 
of content uploaded 
every minute, there 
is a wealth of useful 
instructional videos.

Employees can band 
together to make their 
own resource library 

by donating books and 
other reference materials 

they have read to a 
central office repository.

Understanding industry 
and technology advances 
can be as easy as setting 

a reminder to perform 
a weekly news search 

related to a given sector 
or keywords. News 

articles are written to be 
broadly digestible and 

can provide a good high-
level understanding of 

major customer domain 
technology topics. 


