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wireless infrastructure, integrated building systems, intelligent lighting, smart security, AV 
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Learn more at graybar.com/omniapartners or call 1-800-GRAYBAR.

Graybar is the awarded supplier of contract #EV2370 through OMNIA Partners, Public Sector. OMNIA 
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PERSPECTIVES [ponderable]

PROCUREMENT PONDERABLE 

Focusing on Ourselves 
in the Right Way
Stephen B. Gordon, PhD, CPPO, FNIGP
With few exceptions, we professional public procurement ofcials 

should not call undue attention to ourselves as individuals. One 

such exception is the need for each of us to ensure that we maintain 

good mental health. I call attention to this need because the work 

environment of public procurement is flled with people and other 

stressors which, if not dealt with properly, can cause serious emotional 

and psychological discomfort … discomforts that can only impact 

not only the execution of functional duties and responsibilities, but 

other things and people as well, in and outside the workplace. 

My purpose here is to encourage you to work with others in and beyond 

where we work to develop and acquire competencies that will enable all of 

us to avoid experiencing, or least have fewer bouts with, the anxiety and 

depression with which some of us “long-timers” have struggled. Public 

procurement ofcials, if they are to make the greatest strategic contributions 

possible must, to paraphrase the great novelist William Faulkner, do more 

than “merely survive” in their pressure-cooker work environments. 

Before I provide you my list of points upon which the needed set of 

competencies might be based, please allow me to share with you a lesson 

that one of my mentors shared with me years ago afer I had spoken to 

his engineering class at Vanderbilt University. My mentor told me about 

a group of men in the temple to which he belonged, who every time the 

23rd Psalm was read, would chuckle and mutter something to the efect of, 

“We’re not worried. We’re the meanest [so n’ so’s] in the Valley.” His point 

was that none of us is invincible; we all must exercise sound judgment 

and make good decisions with regard to our personal well-being.

In closing, here are a few more points for you to consider:

> You are likelier to experience anxiety and depression than you realize.

> If you experience anxiety or depression, do not 

be ashamed; get help immediately.

> If others around you experience anxiety and depression, continue 

to treat them with dignity and respect; tell them not to be 

ashamed; and, encourage and help them to fnd assistance. 

> You can control your own thoughts and behaviors, if you know what to do.

> You rarely can control others’ thoughts, but you may able to 

change their behaviors if, again, you know what to do.

> Avoid to the extent possible people and situations 

that create stress and anxiety for you.

Government Procurement welcomes your feedback. 

Send letters to: publications@nigp.org or Government Procurement, 

6190 Powers Ferry Road NW, Suite 320, Atlanta GA 30339, Attn.: Bill Wolpin. 

We reserve the right to edit all letters for clarity, brevity, grammar, punctuation, syntax and style.
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Sustainable. 
Attainable.

NJPA is now Sourcewell—your government 

source for more than 325 cooperative contracts.

sourcewell-mn.gov

Crews in Moorhead, Minn., are watching 

recycling “pick up” substantially afer rolling 

out 16,000 no-sort recycling bins. Residents are 

recycling five times more than they did in 2017, 

and are helping Moorhead become a GreenStep 

City. City leaders procure 96-gallon Toter carts 

and other equipment by using cooperative 

contracts through their government partner, 

Sourcewell, which has hundreds of vendors 

already on contract.

Watch this video to see blue recycling carts 

turning a city green.

https://sourcewell.co/moorhead_govpro

https://sourcewell.co/moorhead_govpro
http://sourcewell-mn.gov
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Top 10 Energy Buying Mistakes 
You Didn’t Realize You Were 
Making (& How to Avoid Them)
NO. 7: USING ONE FIRM FOR ‘ALL THINGS ENERGY’

By Bob Wooten

HOTTOPICS [energy]

s we start our next installment in this series, 

let’s recap the mistakes we’ve covered so 

far when it comes to savvy energy procurement: 

not procuring proactively, missing the most 

competitive rates, developing an inappropriate 

procurement strategy for your specif c needs, 

not having a pre-determined goal of what you 

want to achieve, utilizing an aggregation for 

purchasing energy, and taking a decentralized 

approach. T is article will discuss the importance of 

“compartmentalizing” your energy savings strategies.

Energy savings come in two general forms: supply-

side savings and demand-side savings. Saving on 

energy supply involves procuring better rates for the 

energy you use, in addition to achieving ef  cient bill 

processing and optimizing the rates under which 

your energy accounts are charged. Demand-side 

saving, on the other hand, has to do with energy 

ef  ciency and can include the purchase of capital 

equipment such as HVAC systems and building 

insulation. In short, supply-side strategies reduce 

the cost of the energy you use, whereas demand-side 

strategies reduce the amount of energy you use.

THE MISTAKE: USING ONE FIRM FOR BOTH SUPPLY-

SIDE AND DEMAND-SIDE ENERGY STRATEGY

It wasn’t too many years ago that, from an energy 

management standpoint, there were two types of 

f rms available to commercial consumers. One type 

was the large energy ef  ciency f rms (sometimes 

called Energy Services Companies or ESCOs), whose 

specialty was providing energy conservation projects 

A
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that many times amounted to millions of dollars 

in expenditures. T ese projects were sometimes 

even f nanced out of the savings through 15- to 

20-year deals, and they were always viewed in terms 

of return-on-investment (ROI) – in other words, 

determining whether the investment will result in 

positive returns… and how long that will take.

T e other type was the “niche” f rm that provided 

consulting and advisory services designed to negotiate 

and procure better rates for the energy an organization 

utilized, such as electricity and natural gas. About 

a decade ago, a movement started whereby many of 

these larger ESCOs and ef  ciency companies began 

to acquire the niche advisory f rms in an attempt 

to become a “one-stop shop” for their customers. 

Over the years, this then became a popular way for 

organizations to meet their energy needs – by engaging 

one company that supplies “all things energy.” 

Even though this may have made sense 

for the energy companies, does it make 

sense for the energy consumer?

WHY IT HAPPENS: THE NOTION THAT 

USING ONE FIRM IS MORE EFFICIENT

T e same reasoning that led the demand-side 

energy ef  ciency companies to acquire supply-

side f rms became the same rationale for the 

organizations that engaged them. T is was done 

because it was considered more ef  cient, and it 

made addressing a corporate-wide energy strategy 

easier because there was just one point of contact. 

BUT JUST BECAUSE SOMETHING IS EASIER, 

DOES THAT ALSO MAKE IT BETTER?

T is is precisely the question that each individual 

organization must answer. Consumers are presented 

with similar situations in just about every facet of the 

economy. Sure, it is easier to buy a Big Mac while you 

are gassing up your car – but is that really the best 

culinary option available? T e problem with hiring 

one company to handle supply-side and demand-

side energy issues is that, all too of en, the consumer 

doesn’t get the best out of either role. In fact, in some 

cases, you may f nd you are even creating conf icting 

goals that lead to bad decisions on energy projects.

Consider for a moment that you are looking to 

undertake a massive energy ef  ciency retrof t that 

will cost several million dollars to implement. Your 

decision to proceed is highly dependent on the 

expected duration of ROI, and the ROI of any energy 

ef  ciency project is a direct result of the future 

electricity rates you will pay. If your future rates are 

higher, the ROI is shorter. It would dif  cult for an 

energy f rm to promote your energy ef  ciency project 

(demand-side) while at the same time reducing 

your future rates (supply-side) because such a move 

would raise your ROI and jeopardize said project. 

HOW TO FIX IT: USE SEPARATE “BEST-IN-CLASS” 

FIRMS FOR SUPPLY-SIDE AND DEMAND-SIDE

As we’ll see, a better approach is to f nd and 

engage the best companies from both the supply side 

and demand side to craf  a comprehensive energy 

management strategy. T e skills and expertise 

required for creating an energy procurement 

analysis (supply-side) are very dif erent from those 

necessary for establishing an energy ef  ciency 

project (demand-side). Whereas a background 

and understanding of the wholesale energy 

commodity markets is key to a successful supply-

side strategy, an engineering background is the 

heart of any demand-side conservation measure.

Trying to f nd one company that provides 

both services typically results in one or both 

of these aspects lacking the experience and/

or resources to make it successful. T e result? 

What you gain in ef  ciency is lost in quality. 

As an example, let’s say you determine that a 

particular demand-side company is the best f t for 

replacing chillers and upgrading your HVAC system. 

You may f nd that this same company also says they 

can assist with the procurement of your electricity 

and natural gas contracts. Because their expertise is 

on the engineering side, they will not also have the 

f nancial and commodity background specif c to a 

more specialized supply-side f rm. T e better route 

is to politely decline when these services are of ered 

and instead seek out a separate energy procurement 

advisory f rm that best meets your supply-side needs.

CONCLUSION: CHECKS AND BALANCES

Another way to look at this issue is that, by 

engaging a supply-side advisor that is separate from 

your demand-side company, you have a system of 

checks and balances to ensure that your overall 

energy strategy is optimal and stays on track.  

Having a separate supply-side f rm review any 

energy ef  ciency proposals ensures that a second 

set of eyes has evaluated your future electricity rates 

and given you further information in evaluating 

this project with the demand-side f rm.

T e bottom line is that engaging separate supply-

side and demand-side f rms as part of your overall 

energy strategy not only means you can customize 

the services your receive to match your exact needs. 

BOB WOOTEN, C.P.M., CEP, is Director of 

National Accounts for Tradition Energy, and has over 

20 years of experience managing commercial, industrial 

and governmental procurement programs for a wide 

variety of clients. Bob holds professional certif cations 

from the Association of Energy Engineers and the 

Institute for Supply Management, as well as a B.A. 

from Texas A&M University, and a Master’s Degree in 

Public Administration from the University of Houston.

http://govpro.com
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n August 2019, I travelled to my sixth NIGP 

Annual Forum. I have enjoyed every Forum 

since the 2014 Forum in Philadelphia, but this year 

surpassed all previous years in terms of establishing 

and strengthening relationships, building teams, 

and gaining knowledge. As an NIGP staf member, 

I have the privilege of working virtually with 

procurement professionals, academics, and suppliers 

throughout the year. Forum presents an opportunity 

to meet these amazing volunteers in person. 

Forum is also my opportunity to support task force 

members who have developed guidance for public 

procurement practices by attending their sessions.

Attendance at the session by Stéphanie Dion, 

Victor Leamer, and Michael Tornton on Request 

for Proposals: Diferent, but not Difcult was one 

such session. Tese procurement professionals, 

along with Sharon Rothwell and Distinguished 

Service Award Winner Stacy Gregg formed the NIGP 

task force that developed the recently published 

practice on Request for Proposals (RFPs).

Support and camaraderie motivated my attendance. 

How could I have known that a nuance about 

procurement policy was about to come my way? At 

NIGP, I manage the Accreditation Program and 

conduct the preliminary review for Outstanding 

Agency Achievement Accreditation Award (OA4) 

submissions. With each application review, I had 

become increasingly convinced of the importance of 

policies that support and specify the authority and 

responsibility of Procurement. Te Forum presentation 

threw a wrench into or, more accurately, helped 

scafold and deepen that understanding. Te team 

underscored that policies should be general enough 

to allow for procurement judgment and fexibility.

Procurement judgment refers to the values, 

education, expertise, and experience of procurement 

professionals that are applied to decisions and actions. 

Public procurement values, i.e., accountability, 

ethics, impartiality, professionalism, service, and 

transparency, were developed from the public 

procurement pillars of public service, public trust, and 

justice. Procurement expertise includes performance 

of specialized skills, knowledge, and competencies. 

Examples include market, cost, price, value and 

spend analysis; enabling regulations and compliance; 

sourcing and solicitation methods; contract 

management and performance; and relationship 

management with internal clients and suppliers. 

Te American Bar Association’s Model Procurement 

Code §3-203 Competitive Sealed Proposals, (1) 

Conditions for Use. provides an example of fexible 

wording that allows for the use of an RFP and defers 

to the judgment of the Chief Procurement Ofce 

FORUM MATTERS:  
PROCUREMENT JUDGMENT 

By Lisa Premo, Stéphanie Dion, Michael Thornton and Victor Leamer

I

HOTTOPICS [language]
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or head of Procurement to decide when to use it.

A contract may be entered into by competitive 

sealed proposals when the Chief Procurement Ofcer, 

the head of a Purchasing Agency, or a designee of 

either ofcer above the level of the Procurement 

Ofcer determines in writing, pursuant to regulations, 

that the use of competitive sealed bidding is either 

not practicable or not advantageous to the [State]. 

In a profession that is moving swifly from a 

reactive, transactional function to a proactive, strategic 

function, the more fexibility and latitude provided 

in policies, the better and more ofen procurement 

professionals can apply their judgment. How many 

of us have been stuck in the loop of an automated call 

or spoken to an employee with a script? Progress is 

impossible. Perhaps we press zero multiple times until 

we are connected to a real person or we ask to speak 

to a supervisor. Either way, we want to interact with 

someone with authority and professional judgment 

who can understand our situation and resolve it. 

Judgment is necessary, too, as not every situation 

can be predicted. Nor do we want to be sufocated in 

infnite numbers of “Dolores Umbridge Decrees” to 

cover every known condition or circumstance. For 

scenarios that we can and do plan for, there still may 

be unintended consequences. Policies can guide us, 

but each situation is unique. Judgment informed by 

values, education, expertise, and experience is crucial. 

Policies should enable, not restrict. Tey should 

state the overarching principles guiding procurement 

operations and allow for professional judgment. 

Judgment may direct procurement professionals 

to consult with other stakeholders and experts, 

for example, when providing technical advice and 

interpreting the intent of legislation. Judgment 

plays a role, too, in the analysis of situations and 

procurements, which require consideration of 

multiple factor such as policies and procedures, 

precedents, trade agreements, historical practice, 

risk tolerance, and operational requirements. 

Te more that procurement professionals 

successfully apply judgment, the more likely they 

may be regarded as trusted strategic partners. 

Te ever-increasing demands of procurement 

are best served through fexible policies applied 

through professional judgment. Decisions and 

actions can then align with public procurement 

values and guiding principles to respond to entity 

needs and fulfll Procurement’s responsibility to 

achieve public service, public trust, and justice.

LISA PREMO is NIGP Global Practices Manager, 

and Stéphanie Dion, Michael Thornton and Victor 

Leamer are NIGP RFP Task Force members.
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HOTTOPICS [periscope]

FORM A PARTNERSHIP OR JUST FOLLOW 
THE LEADER? PUBLIC PROCUREMENT’S 
DIGITAL AGE STRATEGIC CONUNDRUM 

By Jean Clark

ublic procurement has long been viewed as a 

profession of “doers.” We do what it takes to 

ensure our customers have exactly what they need, 

exactly when they need it, to complete their mission. 

In the simplest of terms, what we do enables them to 

do what they do best. But therein lies the problem.

For decades, the procurement model has been 

one of top-down delegation. A “follow the leader” 

fow of requirements, if you will, with very little 

strategic input from procurement. Te customer 

tells us what they want and we go out and fnd it. 

Which works if you’re buying simple commodities 

where the specifcations are clear-cut and quality is 

comparable. However, simply serving as a middleman 

between the customer and the supplier – executing 

a straightforward solicitation task list and, later, 

just managing the contract lifecycle – is doing a 

disservice to the customer. Particularly when it 

comes to complex procurements or large spend 

solicitations, such as technology buys, construction 

projects or even professional service contracts. 

PROCUREMENTS SHOULD NOT BE CONDUCTED 

IN CUSTOMER-BUYER-SUPPLIER SILOS

It is becoming abundantly clear to government 

leaders (not just procurement leaders) that the 

central role we play in every public-private 

sector transaction has strategic value. Not afer 

the purchase requirements are passed down to 

us, but before. And our value doesn’t stop afer 

the solicitation is complete. Our strategic value 

extends far beyond the contract award. 

Why?

Procurement has a deep understanding of 

what customers need and what the market 

can deliver. We know if a requirement is 

reasonable or restrictive or neither.

Tink of it in terms of who, what, when, where 

and how: customers tell you “what” they need to 

meet their customers’ (i.e. community/taxpayer) 

needs. Customers may even be the ones to decide 

“when” something needs to be delivered. But it is 

procurement that knows “where” to look to determine 

what’s actually feasible, “who” can provide the desired 

P
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solution (if anyone); and ultimately how to achieve the 

desired outcome. It is procurement that also confrms 

whether or not the timeline (i.e. “when”) is reasonable. 

Tat is why procurement should be engaged 

early and ofen by those in charge of modernizing 

government services and systems or driving 

infrastructure development and upgrades. 

As procurement professionals, we are familiar with 

the all-too-common-compromise that customers 

ofen make when their ambitious requests are 

unattainable based on available solutions or, in 

some cases, funding. We are the ones doing the 

market research, negotiating with suppliers and 

monitoring performance of the project and the 

people involved. We’re not just paying attention to 

supplier performance, though.  We’re also analyzing 

customer behaviors and searching for maverick spend 

that could be working counter to our organization’s 

mission. Tat’s because our mission as procurement 

professionals is to make sure customers are able to 

complete theirs. Procurement is the function that 

enables every other government function. Overly-

ambitious goals ofen lead to overspending and 

less-than-desirable outcomes – and we are ofen the 

only ones who can bring that to customers attention.  

Let me be clear, though. Procurement should not 

be asked to police customers’ decisions or actions. 

We should be embraced as solution providers. 

WHEN – AND HOW – TO ENGAGE WITH 

CUSTOMERS TO ENABLE BETTER OUTCOMES

As procurement professionals, you are expected 

to provide a certain level of “customer service” 

to your internal agency customers. Tough you 

may not always be a subject matter expert on the 

goods and services you are asked to buy, you are 

the expert on how best they can be acquired. 

Whether or not you are ofcially invited to join the 

“core project team”, procurement ofcials should be 

proactively recommending the solicitation strategies, 

contract vehicles and negotiating tactics, especially 

for high-stakes procurements. You know what is 

going to work best for certain types of procurements 

and, just as importantly, what won’t work. You are 

responsible for ensuring compliance with government 

policy and regulations. And you will be the one who 

is ultimately charged with providing the resources 

and expertise to execute the sourcing strategy. So, it 

is your responsibility to help customers understand 

why a certain sourcing strategy should be utilized 

and come up with creative procurement solutions 

when needed to support complex requirements.

At the same time, you should be sharing market 

research insights related to pricing, specifcations 

and delivery timelines with customers during the 

requirements development phase – not afer the 

customer has delivered that document. One of the 

biggest pain points for procurement remains to be the 

discrepancy between agency customers’ “wants and 

needs” and available solutions.  Telling the customer 

that you can’t fulfll their requirements is never a 

fun conversation. It certainly doesn’t bode well for 

customer service. But this is the consequence of the 

long-employed “delegation” model. One of many.

THE TAKEAWAY

With government hyper-focused on 

modernization, procurement modernization has 

never been more mission critical. Or, should I 

say, procurement’s elevation and acceptance as a 

“strategic” partner has never been more critical.

I know I talk a lot about procurement technology 

modernization and the reasons why you need the 

right eProcurement system in place to efectively 

facilitate large-scale technology and system 

procurements. But eProcurement technology 

doesn’t miraculously deliver the outcomes that your 

customers want or need. It simply makes it easier 

to manage the solicitation, contract award and 

performance monitoring processes by providing a 

more collaborative and data-driven environment 

from which to operate. Technology increases 

efciency in the “execution” phase, keeping you and 

your customers accountable for your decisions. 

But, if you don’t have the right procurement 

strategy in place to begin with, technology won’t do 

anything for you but let you know that you need to 

correct course and then facilitate such actions when 

you’re ready to resolicit or renegotiate the contract.

In other words, the key to government 

modernization is modernize 

procurement’s role in government. 

NOT SURE WHERE TO START?

I highly recommend that you advocate for 

customers (and other government leaders) to engage 

a multi-function team comprised of resource advisors 

and contracting ofcers as well as technical experts 

and end users – at a minimum – for every project. 

Engagement should start with the project ideation 

and planning phases and continue through the 

procurement process and entire contract lifecycle. 

You can also reach out to the NIGP Consulting 

Team for guidance on how to demonstrate 

procurement’s value as a partner, gather supplier 

feedback on processes, elevate procurement into a 

more strategic role or design an “enablement team” 

to support your customers or even local governments 

looking to modernize their procurement function.

JEAN CLARK, FNIGP, CPPO, C.P.M, CPM 

is President of NIGP Code and Consulting 

Services at Periscope Holdings, Inc. She is 

an NIGP Past President and former State of 

Arizona Procurement Administrator.

http://govpro.com
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HOTTOPICS [strategic sourcing]

PROCUREMENT DATA: THE KEY TO 
UNLOCKING STRATEGIC SOURCING

By Lindsay Kroes

ow more than ever, procurement is gaining 

recognition as a strategic contributor to the 

organization, rather than simply an administrative 

or support department. Afer all, procurement 

teams play a crucial role in ensuring that internal 

departments get the goods and services they 

need to put organizational plans in action. 

Along with the shif in perception, the role 

of procurement teams is shifing. Technology is 

reducing the amount of transactional administrative 

tasks in a procurement manager’s day, providing 

more capacity for strategic sourcing. 

Data collection and analysis is necessary to inform 

a strategic approach to sourcing. Afer all, to fuel 

continuous improvement, you need to understand 

where you are now, where you want to be, and how 

you are tracking against those goals over time. 

As the adage goes, we cannot manage what we 

do not measure. Collecting and monitoring key 

metrics around your process helps your team 

identify shortcomings and allocate the time and 

resources to improve these areas, fueling better 

performance in the long run. Once you are tracking 

your own process, you can also benchmark 

against other public sector organizations to fnd 

further opportunities for improvement. 

For example, the State of the RFP, a benchmarking 

study of public sector RFP processes, fnds that 

the average disqualifcation rate for proposal 

submissions is 4 percent. If your disqualifcation 

rate is signifcantly higher than that, it’s worth 

investigating the obstacles that vendors are facing in 

preparing successful submissions to your projects. 

When considered alongside other metrics, 

such as the number of questions asked during the 

Q&A period and frequency of cancelled RFPs, 

disqualifcation rate can give you a sense of the 

quality of the RFPs your organization is putting out, 

providing a path forward for future improvements.

Given that half of every municipal tax 

dollar is spent on procurement of goods and 

services, prudent management of funding is 

a chief concern of procurement teams. 

Data on cost savings (on an overall as well as per-

project basis) makes it possible for procurement teams 

to identify and optimize cost savings opportunities.

Te State of the RFP fnds that the average 

public sector RFP saves between 20 and 22 percent 

(calculated as the diference between the winning 

vendor’s price and the average proposal price for 

that RFP). Being able to report on this metric gives 

procurement teams concrete evidence of their 

impact on the organization — as well as the ability 

to set and monitor goals for further cost savings. 

In the public sector, it’s not all about the bottom line. 

Procurement acts as a critical interface 

between internal departments and the business 

community. As such, internal customer 

N
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service and contract outcomes are other key 

measures of success alongside cost savings. 

Many public organizations are adopting the 

Net Promoter Score (NPS), a common customer 

satisfaction metric for sofware companies, 

to take the pulse of their internal department 

satisfaction. Te simple one-question survey 

asks respondents how likely they are to 

recommend your service to a colleague. 

However, to truly ensure end user satisfaction, 

procurement teams must go beyond satisfaction 

surveys. In order to ensure that procurement outcomes 

are being delivered and priorities are aligned, 

procurement teams must stay engaged with their 

contracts and vendors even afer the award is made. 

By collecting data on supplier performance, 

contract term and change orders, and total contract 

value, procurement teams are able to close the 

loop on their bid and RFP decisions with clear 

visibility into how well suppliers are fulflling their 

contract. Tey can also provide more proactive and 

insightful service to stakeholders by using supplier 

performance data to correct issues before they 

escalate, or even to inform future sourcing decisions. 

 When it comes to the impact of data on public 

procurement, we are just scratching the surface. 

Fortunately, procurement technology is 

evolving to make it easier for procurement 

teams to capture and analyse their own 

data—without spending hours in Excel. 

“Sofware providers should ofer easy-to-

use and easy-to-understand dashboards and 

reporting capabilities to give you the information 

you need, at your fngertips,” notes Corry Flatt, 

CEO of Bonfre Strategic Sourcing Platform.  

“Once the procurement process is digitized, 

you can harness that massive amount of data and 

leverage it to make better procurement decisions. 

Technologists have two names for this: ‘Big Data’ and 

‘predictive analytics’. Tey’re fancy terms for taking 

large amounts of data and making a process better.”

For instance, teams can make more informed 

decisions about approaching the market for a 

particular category when they are aware of trends in 

pricing over the last fve years. However, it’s almost 

impossible to extract and identify this information 

when the data is spread out across paper and digital 

fles and ERP systems. Once procurement processes 

are centralized in a data-rich SaaS application, 

insights like these will be readily accessible. 

Te power of cloud sofware and ‘big data’ will 

transform how public agencies buy,” notes Flatt. “It’s 

an exciting time for public procurement technology.”

LINDSAY KROES IS a senior 

writer for Bonfre Interactive.
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F
or decades, state and local government 

employees across the U.S. knew that they 

could safely retire without becoming 

destitute. Tese days, however, receiving 

a fully-funded pension upon retirement 

isn’t necessarily a guarantee.

In fact, it’s tough to overstate just how underfunded 

public pensions in the United States are. Last year, Moody’s 

Investors Service estimated that public pensions were 

underfunded by $4.4 trillion, according to an article from 

Te Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania.

Clearly, many pension plans cannot continue to be 

administered as they have been. But modifying them involves 

a tug-of-war between satisfying employees and realistically 

maintaining city cofers and taxpayer obligations.

“Pensions are complicated, no question about it,” says 

Olivia Mitchell, the International Foundation of Employee 

Beneft Plans professor at the University of Pennsylvania’s 

Wharton School. “But it’s a very simple matter to say, if 

you want $1,000 a month for the rest of your life, from 

When altering pension plans to relieve 
fnancial pressure, cities must balance 
realistic funding with satisfying employees

By Jason Axelrod

IN DEPTH [pension]
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the time you hit 65, that’s very, very expensive.”

Pensions aren’t universally underfunded, 

though. Jean-Pierre Aubry, associate director of 

state and local research at Boston College’s Center 

for Retirement Research, even hesitates to call 

underfunded pensions a wholesale crisis per se. 

Aubry’s reasoning is that many cities and states have 

instituted pension reforms. Tese various reforms 

and strategies will take time to work through the 

system, but they will ultimately fulfll costs.  

One of these strategies involves combining the two 

major pension plan types — defned beneft plans (DBs) 

traditional to government and defned contribution plans 

(DCs) more akin to 401(k) plans — to form hybrid pension 

plans that contain elements of both, Mitchell says. Because 

of the DC component, these better accommodate employees 

who don’t spend their entire careers in government.

Other reforms include increasing employer or employee 

contributions, reducing or eliminating cost-of-living 

adjustments (COLAs), reducing disability pensions, re-

examining a pension plan’s investment portfolio and 

increasing requirements for retirement plans’ eligibility, 

according to Josh Franzel, president/CEO of the Center 

for State and Local Government Excellence (SLGE) and 

SLGE Senior Research Associate Gerald Young.

Because the pension issues that cities face can 

vary widely, no one-size-fts-all solution truly exists 

for pension woes. What’s more, these solutions 

may be conceptually plausible, but implementing 

any of them isn’t necessarily straightforward.

“You’re dealing with people’s money, you’re dealing with 

people’s retirement, it gets to be an emotional issue,” says 

Fort Worth, Texas, City Manager David Cooke, whose 

city successfully changed its pension plans in February 

to address underfunding. “You can think it’s all about 

facts and math, but not necessarily all the time.”

FORT WORTH, TEXAS: A PREEMPTIVE STRIKE

Around 2015, poor investment returns had ensured a growing 

unfunded liability for Fort Worth’s pension program. 

Tough pension funding wasn’t an immediate issue, Fort 

Worth’s elected ofcials began addressing the problem 

around this time to avoid a future fnancial catastrophe.

Te city was especially spurred into action when 

rating agencies downgraded the city or put it on a 

negative outlook, Cooke says. Ofcials assembled a 

pension task force comprised of public union members, 

a fnancial advisor, representatives of the employee 

retirement fund and community members, and they 

hired a consulting frm to work with the task force.

“Te frst two years of that group meeting was 

just trying to convince everybody that we had a 

problem that needed to be solved,” Cooke says.

Te chief part of the debate occurred between August and 

December 2018 and concerned strategy. Ultimately, the task 

force decided on a solution that involved the city contributing 

more money, employees contributing more money and the 

city making changes to the actual beneft, Cooke says.

Te city council voted in favor of the new plan in 

December 2018, and the task force then spent four to six 

weeks meeting with employees to explain the pension 

plan’s changes and encourage them to vote. Cooke 

estimates that 40 meetings — in-person and online — 

were held across a three-week period on the subject.

“I do think we did a good job educating the employees 

that, either we can solve it, or it’s going to get solved 

by the [Texas state] legislature in Austin, and they’ll 

be able to control that outcome,” Cooke says.

In February, 74.47 percent of Fort Worth’s 6,589 employees 

cast their votes, with over 50 percent voting in favor of 

the changes, according to numbers given by the city.

For Cooke, being clear on the problem to be 

solved, identifying the decision-making criteria 

and not letting people believe the process 

would be easy were key in implementing these 

sustainable pension reforms in Fort Worth.

Young echoes this point, noting that when he’s 

encountered pension reform scenarios that go well, 

efective communication among all stakeholders 

has been universally valued in the process. 

It indeed proved essential to Cranston, Ri., whose police 

and fre pension reforms withstood a full legal challenge in 

June. Unlike Fort Worth, Cranston, was already in extremely 

hot fnancial water when it began enacting pension solutions.

CRANSTON, R.I.: A CRISIS AVERTED

When Allan Fung became mayor of Cranston in 2009, 

he inherited a city that, was “a fscal nightmare,” 

he says. Cranston was fnancially distressed on 

many fronts, and Fung’s administration took 

multiple steps to relieve the city’s condition.

However, a municipal analysis of the city’s 

pensions revealed that by 2012, the pension 

plans were funded at just 16.9 percent.

Afer meetings with stakeholders and running 

numerous actuarial scenarios with outside help, Fung’s 

solution manifested as two ordinances in 2013 that 

enacted 10-year COLA freezes for the city’s police and 

fre pensions, court documents show. Two local retiree 

associations promptly sued Fung and the city.

Fung’s administration had to then fgure out how 

to fully fund obligations to actuaries, the pension and 

other post-employment benefts (OPEB) while doing 

right by retirees and union members, he says. 

Fung says that many public safety union members and 

retirees came forward, and ofcials were able to compromise 

with many members of the associations in December 2013, 

according to court documents. Te settlement specifed that 

IN DEPTH [pension]
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COLAs would instead be frozen in alternate years during 

the initial 10-year period, among other stipulations.

However, 72 police and fre retirees refused to settle, 

and they continued to push the lawsuit, which ultimately 

reached the Supreme Court of Rhode Island, Fung says. In 

a historic decision, the court ruled in June that the city’s 

narrowly-tailored solution served a signifcant and legitimate 

public purpose to remedy the city’s dire fnancial straits and 

problematic pension plan, following the consideration of 

many other options, Fung says. Because 

of this, the city was able to modify 

contractually-vested benefts, and 

the plaintifs were given the original 

10-year COLA freeze, Fung says.

Cranston also moved new non-public 

safety city employees from traditional, 

costly DB plans to DC plans, Fung says. 

Tat deal too, was hammered out with 

unions at the bargaining table, which 

helped Fung’s administration maintain 

good relationships with the unions.

WHAT LIES AHEAD?

Cranston general employees’ move 

from DBs to DCs underscores a belief 

of Fung’s that governments should 

“get out of the pension business 

going forward.” He adds that DC 

plans give employees more control 

over their retirement dollars, which 

he sees new employees wanting.

Concerning pensions’ place in 

modern government as a whole, Cooke 

muses, “if we were sitting around a 

table today deciding how to recruit 

and retain employees, we wouldn’t 

even be having that conversation.”

Mitchell believes the DB model 

itself might be outmoded, as it doesn’t 

take rising life expectancies into 

account. Given this, she believes that 

pensions of today don’t recognize 

the inability to provide enough 

money for people to retire young 

and live several more decades. 

However, fxing that may require a 

redefnition of retirement as a whole.

Mitchell’s argument echoes Aubry’s 

belief that reforms too ofen focus 

more on the pension yield rather 

than the age at which the employee 

begins receiving that beneft. But 

while shifing to DCs will stop the 

accrual of future promises, Aubry adds 

that it cannot do anything about existing liabilities, which 

will drive governments’ costs for the next 25 to 30 years.

“DB or DC at the end of the day is the selection of 

the public employer, but it needs to be well-funded, 

and it needs to provide adequate retirement benefts 

once the individual decides to retire,” Franzel says.

JASON AXELROD is the Associate Editor 

of American City & County magazine.
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T e future of procurement was the focus of NIGP’s record-

breaking Forum where nearly 1,600 public procurement 

professionals from across the country converged on the 

capital city of Texas to network, engage, and share ideas and 

best practices during four days of non-stop excitement. Plus, 

NIGP hosted a virtual conference during the event (August 

26 – 28) where over 450 virtual attendees experienced 

a taste of Forum from the comfort of their of  ces. 

T e Product Expo was bustling with activity as 

335 exhibitors showcased their latest products and 

services presenting a great opportunity to meet 

existing or potential suppliers f rsthand. 

LIFELONG LEARNING

A common theme throughout the event was lifelong learning. 

As technology evolves, we must continue to challenge 

NIGP FORUM 2019 RECAP

The Future of Public 
Procurement is Bright and 
Full of Opportunities

ourselves and our practices. Pathways, NIGP’s new learning 

and credentialing program was the main attraction (Pathways 

place) and source of interest and inspiration during the 

conference. A key takeaway is that Pathways provides multiple 

paths to get recognition for all your learning achievements 

with content delivered using a mix of learning methods 

from in-person, virtual, or on-demand. Pathways includes 

digital competency badges, core certif cates, designations, 

specializations and the new NIGP-CPP certif cation. 

DEBUT OF 2 NEW PATHWAYS OFFERINGS:

“I love the format…the interactive activities 
helped me understand the material much 
more than lecture-type classes.”

> Specialization: Foundations of Technology Procurement 

> Core Certif cate: Foundations of Strategy and Policy

T ese were well-received and are now available as 

Face-to-Face (contact events@nigp.org) and virtual 

instructor-led of erings (visit www.nigp.org/pathways). 

More Pathways of erings coming soon – Core Certif cate: 

Foundations of Sourcing & Contracting; Core Certif cate: 

Foundations of Planning & Analysis; and Core Certif cate: 

Foundations of Warehousing & Inventory Management.  
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KEYNOTE SPEAKERS

Amazing keynote speakers such as Roy Spence 

“Te Power of Purpose”; Pete Smith “Dare to 

Matter”; Michelle Poler “Fear Less, Do More” 

and John Register “Hurdling Adversity” 

provided impactful, thought-provoking 

presentations that resonated with all. Plus, over 

70 relevant workshops with powerful content 

energized attendees who are united in their 

commitment and passion for procurement. 

AWARD WINNERS

Albert H. Hall Memorial Award

Marcheta Gillespie, CPPO, 

CPPB,  C.P.M., CPM Retired

Distinguished Service Award

Jack Adger, CPPO, CPPB, Assistant 

Purchasing Agent, Harris County, TX

Distinguished Service Award

Stacy Gregg, CPPO, CPPB, State 

of South Carolina, Division 

of Procurement Services

Ann Deatherage Meritorious 
Service Award

Keith Glatz, CPPO, Purchasing & 

Contracts Manager, City of Tamarac, FL
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Manager of the Year

Nathan Daou, CPPO, C.P.M., CPPB, A.P.P., 

Contract Administrator, City of Tucson, AZ

Buyer of the Year

Diane Marie Murzynski, CPPO, CPPB, Purchasing 

Coordinator, City of Albany, OR

CHAPTER AWARD WINNERS:

Small Chapter of the Year

Delaware Public Purchasing Association

Medium Chapter of the Year 

Columbia Chapter 

Large Chapter of the Year

Central Florida Chapter 

Extra-Large Chapter of the Year 

Arizona State Capital Chapter

Save the Date  

for Forum 2020
August 22 – August 26
Chicago, Illinois where NIGP 
celebrates its 75th Anniversary. 
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Who’s the Boss?
his past month I taught an NIGP class at the University of Illinois-

Chicago and met a great group of procurement professionals. Prior 

to talking about world class procurement practices, we did self-introductions 

and I heard a gentleman in the back of the room use the term “boss.” 

At frst, I thought he was referring to his role as chief procurement ofcer, but then realized 

that he worked for the Bureau of Strategic Sourcing.  BOSS, what a great acronym! 

It reminded me of a job earlier 

in my career when I worked for a 

local government. Since we handled 

a variety of business functions for 

the agency, our department was 

called Contracting, Receiving and 

Purchasing (not the greatest acronym 

for a central service provider).

Te feld of procurement 

has a lot of great terms for 

sure. Tis so called “language of purchasing” can be a bit confusing for those working 

in other business units or who are new to procurement. I can only imagine a new buyer 

attending an NIGP conference for the frst time and overhearing in the cofee line: 

“Afer we did the RFP to select our ERP system, we found that the ROI 

wasn’t what we expected, so we drafed an MOU to track the KPIs.”

Let’s get back to the BOSS though. What I like about this name for 

the State of Illinois central procurement authority is that it clearly 

conveys what they are all about. Tey don’t just help departments buy 

stuf they need today, but BOSS works to partner with its customers 

to determine the best way to buy things they need in the future. 

Tis is a great example of what I call proactive procurement, and it 

is so much more efective than operating in a reactive manner.

It is easy to think that we don’t have the time to be strategic. You 

might have several RFPs on the street, a few in development, a sole 

source justifcation, and two emergency purchases on your plate. Sure, 

we need to get the work out the door, but we must also fnd the time 

to be planful with our procurement activities. We really can’t aford 

to do otherwise if we want to deliver real value to our organizations.

Strategic sourcing ofen starts with spend analysis, which is 

really just taking a look at what you are spending your money 

on. What type of goods and services are you buying? How much are you spending? Who 

are the suppliers getting your business? Who are your customers? Whatever procurement 

or fnancial system you are using, fnd a way to have it help you answer these questions.

While spend data is absolutely our friend, so are the people involved. Tis includes your 

procurement team, your end users, and even your suppliers. Tere is undoubtedly a ton of 

expertise among them that can help set a direction for your procurement work ahead. 

Te last question I will pose is this: who’s the BOSS when 

it comes to strategic procurement? You are.

T

We must also fnd the time to be 

planful with our procurement 

activities. We really can’t afford to 

do otherwise if we want to deliver 

real value to our organizations.

mailto:darin@ucsc.edu
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It’s here! The Public Purchasing Exchange (PPEx) Announces a Groundbreaking Opportunity 

Inspired by Public Purchasing Professionals, Bringing You a Better, Faster and Smarter  

We Invite You to Experience the Ease of Use, and Discover the Tremendous Value, 

 • Save Time: Exchange Existing Competitively Solicited Contracts
 • Save Money: Supplier Fees Reduced & New Buyer Participation Rebates
 • Save Worry: Statutory Compliance, Peer Review and Interagency Agreements
 • Promote Mission: Share Savings & Effectiveness for the Common Good
 • Drive Effectiveness: Ongoing Supplier and Buyer Technology Enhancements

We Invite You to Watch Our YouTube Video:  
“The Public Purchasing Exchange, PPEx Experience the Difference”

Our Vision:

  • Establish an Open Source Government Contract Exchange

  • Inspire a Compelling Buyer and Supplier Experience

Coming Soon, an Advanced Technology  Platform Accelerating a  

Together, Building a Community of Excellence! For More Info Please Visit 

http://www.ppexhub.com
https://www.ppexhub.com/about-us/advisors-team
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JGTlkvKj6CE



