
INCUBATOR EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  2022

INCENTIVES FOR MOTIVATING 
WORKFORCE AGILITY AND 
INNOVATION

SPONSORS: 

OFFICE OF THE UNDER SECRETARY OF DEFENSE FOR ACQUISITION AND SUSTAINMENT
in partnership with THE AIR FORCE INSTALLATION CONTRACTING CENTER (AFICC)

ACQUISITION INNOVATION
RESEARCH CENTER

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: 

Dr. Amanda Girth, The Ohio State University

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Dr. Mike Rayo, Dr. Elizabeth Newton, Mr. Asher Balkin,  
Ms. Christine Jefferies, Ms. Priyanka Tewani

DISTRIBUTION STATEMENT A.  Approved for public release: distribution unlimited.



DISCLAIMER

Copyright © 2022 Stevens Institute of Technology, Systems Engineering Research Center

The Systems Engineering Research Center (SERC) is a federally funded University Affiliated Research Center managed by  
Stevens Institute of Technology.

This material is based upon work supported, in whole or in part, by the U.S. Department of Defense through the Office of the Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Research and Engineering (ASD(R&E)) under Contract [HQ0034-19-D-0003, TO#0309].

Any views, opinions, findings and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the United States Department of Defense nor ASD(R&E).

No Warranty.
This Material is furnished on an “as-is” basis. The Ohio State University and Stevens Institute of Technology make no warranties of any 
kind, either expressed or implied, as to any matter including, but not limited to, warranty of fitness for purpose or merchantability, 
exclusivity, or results obtained from use of the material. The Ohio State University and Stevens Institute of Technology do not make any 
warranty of any kind with respect to freedom from patent, trademark, or copyright infringement.

This material has been approved for public release and unlimited distribution.

ACQUISITION INNOVATION
RESEARCH CENTER I N C U B ATO R  E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  x  2022

CLEARED FOR OPEN PUBLICATION INCUBATOR | 2022



ACQUISITION INNOVATION
RESEARCH CENTER I N C U B ATO R  E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  x  2022

CLEARED FOR OPEN PUBLICATION INCUBATOR | 2022

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

The Department of Defense (DoD) needs to increase the speed and quality of acquired systems and capabilities, but many hidden 
barriers hinder workplace innovation and agility. Everything from a lack of resources and staff to shifting priorities, microman-
agement, incentive structures, penalties for failure, overly prescriptive processes, and an inconsistent vision can contribute to an 
environment where analysts determine that the personal risks of embracing experimentation and innovation outweigh the potential 
benefits to their organization and themselves. 

This pilot study, conducted in partnership with the Air Force Installation Contracting Center (AFICC), developed approaches and 
initial set of systemic pressures that hinder innovative behavior in the acquisition workforce of the Department of Defense (DoD). 
An approach was developed to create interventions that mitigate systemic pressures to incentivize lasting behavioral and cultural 
changes to improve acquisition outcomes in support of the National Defense Strategy. 

The team used Ohio State’s Systemic Contributors and Adaptations Diagramming (SCAD) interview technique with 15 leaders and 
staff members across six U.S. Air Force installations to identify pressures, expectations, and conflicts that influence innovative 
behavior. The team used thematic pattern analysis to identify the system attributes that could improve innovative behavior. These 
patterns became the basis of a 4-hour pilot workshop in which four acquisition professionals jointly evaluated proposed acquisi-
tion innovations. 

STAGE ONE RESULTS AND FINDINGS

Multiple themes emerged in which the DoD leadership’s intentions did not translate into the actions of the acquisition workforce. 
Several participants mentioned the AFWERX SPARK program that creates a resource pool for developing new tools and estab-
lished a new process through which innovation can be supported. The pilot data revealed that fostering organizational learning, 
aligning team goals, internally and externally collaborating, and having autonomy are all important factors in achieving innovation 
in the DoD acquisition workforce.

STAGE TWO DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Stage two of the pilot study used Ohio State’s IMPActS (Ideas, Model, Pragmatics, Actors and Sustain) framework to evaluate the 
interview findings. Participants agreed that the workshop would be valuable in creating effective, sustainable interventions, and 
were particularly interested in exploring sustainment plans given that new initiatives tend to become stale over time.

CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS

The pilot program demonstrated that SCAD interviews and IMPActS workshops can identify the dynamics of incentives to develop 
and implement changes to drive workforce agility and increased focus on mission outcomes. The interviews and workshops helped 
to create tailored interventions that address the system attributes and pressures that impact the innovative behavior of those 
organizations. The researchers propose a two-year plan to effect sustainable, self-sufficient incentives-improvement programs that 
span the DoD. Year one includes: creating a more detailed innovation map; documenting tradeoff patterns; exploring innovation 
success stories and pitfalls and creating a program implementation plan that is sensitive to organizational constraints. In year 
two, the researchers plan to launch the program with two organizations and add one to two organizations each quarter until they 
have 8–10 organizations running self-sustained innovation programs.

https://afwerx.com/spark_/

