SPIRAL DEVELOPMENT

Background:

The term "spiral development" originally came from the software engineering discipline and was defined as an iterative process of incremental development, with the aim of managing risk through developing and implementing increments of functionality in order of priority.  This approach has most frequently been applied to software development and is also particularly useful if software is a key component of a system, and the software is required for the system to achieve its intended mission.

Current Status:

In today's environment, "spiral development" is a term that is often used interchangeably with "evolutionary acquisition."  The recently issued DoD 5000 acquisition policy series establishes a preference in the Department for evolutionary acquisition strategies for fulfilling operational needs.

As defined in DoDDirective 5000.1 and DoDInstruction 5000.2, evolutionary acquisition strategies define, develop, and produce/deploy an initial, militarily useful (and supportable) operational capability based upon proven technology, time-phased requirements, projected threat assessments, and demonstrated manufacturing capabilities in as short a time as possible.  This evolutionary, or spiral, approach has the explicit intent of delivering additional improved capability in block increments over time.  One can think of this approach as providing a 60%-80% solution at the outset and then providing the remaining capabilities incrementally later.

There are two basic approaches to "evolutionary acquisition."  Each establishes a core capability with additional block increments of functionality to be added over time; however, one approach has the functionality of all blocks defined up front and the other approach allows for the functionality of the later blocks to be defined as the earlier blocks are being developed.  (This second approach is very close to the classic definition of spiral development, as originally applied to software development.)

However, the stated preference for evolutionary (spiral) development in the Department's acquisition process is fairly new (policy signed October 23, 20001). Thus, the potential for spiral development in our major hardware acquisition programs is largely untapped to date.  The Services and OSD are reviewing the acquisition plans for ongoing and new programs to assess their potential for spiral development.    
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