
How to Build a Defensible Source Selection
Process for Government Contracts
When you have spent years working in government procurement, you learn quickly that the
source selection process is not just a procedural hurdle. It is the backbone of fair competition
and the best defense against protests and legal challenges. I have seen contracting teams
rush through this phase, only to face months of litigation and rework. A well-structured source
selection process does more than pick a winner. It creates a clear, auditable trail that shows
every decision was fair, consistent, and grounded in the evaluation criteria.

Most procurement professionals understand the basics. You release a solicitation, receive
offers, evaluate them against stated criteria, and select the best value. But the reality is far
messier. Evaluators bring their own biases, technical data can be conflicting, and the pressure
to award quickly can lead to shortcuts. The key is to design a source selection process that
accounts for human judgment without letting it become arbitrary. Over the years, I have learned
that the best processes are not the most complex. They are the ones that are transparent,
repeatable, and documented at every step.

Start with the Evaluation Criteria
Every defensible source selection process begins with clear evaluation criteria. This sounds
obvious, but I have seen too many solicitations where the criteria are vague or buried inside
dense technical language. If your evaluators cannot quickly understand what matters most,
you are setting yourself up for inconsistent scoring. Spend time upfront defining each factor,
its weight, and how it will be measured. For example, if past performance counts for 30
percent of the score, explain what constitutes excellent, satisfactory, or poor performance.
Leave no room for guesswork.

One practical tip I have picked up is to run the criteria past a small group of outside reviewers
before the solicitation goes public. They will spot ambiguities that your internal team has
become blind to. This step alone can save you from a protest based on "ambiguous evaluation
factors." It is a small investment that pays off when the source selection process is challenged
later.

Build a Strong Evaluation Team
The best criteria in the world will fail if your evaluators are not trained to apply them
consistently. I have watched teams where one evaluator focused heavily on cost while another
cared only about technical merit. Their scores diverged wildly, and the consensus meeting
turned into a debate about personal opinions rather than evidence. To avoid this, hold a
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calibration session before evaluations begin. Walk through a sample proposal together.
Discuss why certain scores are assigned and how to handle ambiguous information. This
training aligns the team and sets a shared standard.

Another lesson from the field: include at least one evaluator who has no stake in the outcome.
Someone from a different program office or a neutral technical expert can spot when the team
is drifting toward a preferred vendor. Their independence strengthens the source selection
process and makes the final decision harder to overturn.

Document Everything in Real Time
Documentation is where most source selection efforts break down. I have seen evaluators take
sparse notes during the evaluation period, then try to reconstruct their reasoning weeks later
when a protest is filed. That is a recipe for inconsistency and lost credibility. The solution is to
require evaluators to document their scores and rationale immediately after reviewing each
proposal. Use a standardized template that prompts them to cite specific evidence from the
offer. If an evaluator marks a weakness, they should note exactly which page or section of the
proposal raised the concern.

This real-time documentation does two things. First, it forces evaluators to be disciplined and
thorough. Second, it creates a contemporaneous record that holds up better in a protest
hearing than recollections written after the fact. I recommend using tools that centralize this
documentation and make it easy for the team lead to review for consistency. SpendLogic's
platform, for example, is built around this exact workflow, but the principle applies regardless
of the tool you use.

Run a Structured Consensus Process
Once individual evaluations are complete, the team must reconcile differences and reach a
consensus. This step is often mishandled. I have seen teams simply average the scores, which
masks important disagreements. A better approach is to discuss each significant divergence.
If one evaluator gave a technical score of 8 and another gave a 3, do not just split the
difference. Ask each person to explain their reasoning. Often, one evaluator noticed a flaw the
other missed, or they interpreted a requirement differently. Resolving these differences openly
produces a more accurate final score and builds team buy-in.

One technique that works well is to have the team lead facilitate these discussions without
expressing their own opinion first. Let the evaluators talk through their perspectives. When the
reasoning is surfaced, the group can decide which interpretation is most consistent with the
solicitation. This structured consensus process is the heart of a fair and transparent source
selection process.



Prepare for the Debrief and Potential Protest
Even the most careful source selection process can be protested. The best defense is a
complete, well-organized record. I advise teams to create a source selection decision
document that tells the story from start to finish. It should include the evaluation criteria, the
team assignment, the individual scores, the consensus results, and the rationale for the final
award. Attach key exhibits like the consensus meeting notes and any clarifications provided to
offerors during the evaluation period.

When you debrief the unsuccessful offerors, be honest and specific. Tell them where their
proposal fell short relative to the criteria. That transparency reduces the likelihood of a protest
because the offeror understands the decision. If they do protest, your documentation will be
ready. I have been through protests where the government won simply because the file showed
a disciplined, consistent process. The protester could not point to any arbitrary or capricious
action because every step was documented.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Rushing the evaluation timeline. Pressure to award quickly leads to sloppy
evaluations and missing documentation. Build in buffer time.

Allowing evaluators to discuss proposals before individual scores are submitted. This
introduces groupthink and contaminates independent judgment.

Failing to recuse evaluators with conflicts of interest. Even the appearance of bias can
undermine the entire source selection process.

Using vague rating labels like "good" or "excellent" without defined anchors. Without
clear definitions, scores become subjective.

Neglecting to update the evaluation criteria when the solicitation changes. Any
amendment to the RFP should trigger a review of the criteria.

Continuous Improvement
The best contracting shops treat every source selection as a learning opportunity. After each
award, hold a short lessons-learned session with the evaluation team. What worked well? What
caused confusion? What would you change next time? These insights refine your process over
time and make your team faster and more reliable. I have seen agencies cut their evaluation
time by nearly 20 percent after two or three such reviews, simply because they eliminated
steps that added no value.

One final thought: the source selection process is not just about compliance. It is about trust.
When offerors see that you run a fair, consistent, and transparent process, they are more likely
to compete for your future opportunities. That competition drives better pricing and innovation.



So invest the time now. Build a process you can defend, document every step, and treat your
evaluators as professionals who need structure, not handcuffs. That approach will serve you
well, whether you are awarding a small services contract or a multi-year systems integration.


