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What Primes Actually Reward
Beyond the checklist: the handful of signals that move a supplier from “qualified” 
to “preferred” in a prime’s eyes — and how to start sending them now.
By Jerold Hawkins  ·  8 min read

I started this series with a Michigan shop owner who was sure defense would be easy and learned 
otherwise on page two of a supplier questionnaire. Let me close it by telling you how his story  
turned. He did the work. He closed the structural gaps from Part 2, he budgeted the path from Part 
3, and eventually he landed where he’d been trying to get all along: a prime’s approved supplier 
list. And then he discovered the last thing nobody had warned him about — getting qualified is not 
the same as getting the call.

He sat on that list and watched other shops, no more capable than his, get the repeat orders, the 
early looks at new programs, the benefit of the doubt when something went sideways on the floor. 
Being approved had felt like the finish line. It turned out to be the starting line of a different race, 
and he didn’t understand the rules of that one either. He kept asking me what those other suppliers 
had that he didn’t. The honest answer is the thread that’s run through this entire series: the 
difference was never capability. It was whether the prime saw him as a risk worth leaning on. So 
let’s name exactly what a prime rewards — and, more importantly, why.

A Prime Is a Risk Manager

Here’s the single most useful thing you can understand about the person evaluating you. A prime’s 
program manager lives under intense scrutiny to deliver on cost, schedule, and performance — to 
a customer, the U.S. government, that does not forgive surprises and does not absorb your 
problems quietly. Every supplier they bring onto a program is a bet, and every bet is a piece of risk 
they personally carry up the chain. Their bonus, their reputation, sometimes their job rides on the 
program landing where it was promised.

So when you ask what primes “reward,” you’re really asking the wrong question. They don’t 
reward suppliers the way a customer rewards a favorite vendor. They reward the absence of risk. 
Every signal that moves you from qualified to preferred is, underneath, a specific kind of risk 
you’ve taken off that program manager’s plate. Once you see it through that lens, the behaviors 
that earn preference stop looking like a mysterious popularity contest and start looking like a list 
you can actually work. Here are the five that matter most.

Five Signals That Move You to Preferred

One — predictability over heroics. Primes don’t fall  in love with the supplier who pulls off a 
dramatic last-minute recovery. They remember the scare. They fall in love with the supplier who 
never needed one. On-time, in-spec, every time, with the documented schedule discipline to back 
it up, is worth far more than occasional brilliance punctuated by scrambles. A repeatable, boring, 
reliable delivery rhythm tells a program manager the most valuable thing they can possibly hear: I 
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will not have to think about you. The supplier they don’t have to manage is the supplier they 
protect. That predictability removes schedule risk — and a blown schedule is the thing most likely 
to get a program manager fired.

Two — proactive disclosure. Something will eventually go wrong; primes know that, and a good 
one has priced it in. What separates a preferred supplier is that you tell them before they find out. 
The shop that picks up the phone to flag a slipping milestone or a nonconformance the moment it’s 
real — with a plan already attached — is worth more than a flawless shop that goes quiet when 
things  get  hard.  Disclosure  feels  dangerous to  a  commercial  instinct  trained to  protect  the 
relationship by managing what the customer sees. In defense, that instinct is exactly backward: 
the surprise is what destroys trust, not the problem itself. A program manager can plan around a 
problem they know about in week two. They cannot plan around one they discover in week ten. 
Proactive disclosure removes surprise risk, and surprise is the thing a program manager fears 
most.

Three — a real plan when something’s wrong, not an apology. There’s a specific artifact that earns 
disproportionate trust in defense: a Plan of Action and Milestones — a POA&M. When you 
respond to a gap or a finding not with excuses but with a structured plan — here’s the issue, here’s 
the root cause, here’s exactly what we’re doing about it, here’s the date it closes — you’re telling 
the prime something powerful: you can manage your own problems. That’s enormous, because 
the only alternative is that they have to manage your problems for you, and they have no spare 
capacity to do that. A supplier who shows up to a hard conversation with a credible remediation 
plan removes management-overhead risk. The one who shows up with an apology and a promise 
to do better has just added themselves to the program manager’s to-do list.

Four — visibility into your own supply base. A prime can see you. What they can’t see is what’s 
beneath you — your Tier 2, 3, and 4 suppliers, your sole-source exposures, the single small  
vendor whose failure would stop your line and, a few weeks later, theirs. That blind spot is where 
program-killing surprises tend to come from, and the prime knows it. The supplier who can speak 
to the risk sitting under them — who knows where their own supply chain is fragile, which inputs 
are single-sourced, what their plan is if a key vendor goes dark — is rare and genuinely valuable, 
because they’ve illuminated the part of the program the prime is blindest to. That removes the risk 
they can’t see for themselves, which is precisely the risk that keeps them up at night.

Five — financial steadiness. Defense programs run long and pay on milestones, and a prime is 
making a multi-year bet that you’ll still be standing, healthy, and shipping at the end of it. A supplier 
with the working capital to fund a long-cycle contract without wobbling — who won’t come back 
mid-program asking for accelerated terms because cash got tight — removes one of the quietest 
and most serious risks of all: the risk that the supplier they designed into the program simply isn’t 
there in eighteen months. A supplier in financial distress is a schedule problem, a quality problem, 
and a re-sourcing nightmare waiting to happen, all at once. Financial readiness isn’t glamorous 
and it never makes the capability pitch. It is often the factor that quietly decides who gets the long-
term work.

Two Shops, Same List, Different Outcomes
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Picture two suppliers on the same approved list, equally capable on the floor. The first treats 
approval as the finish line: ships well, stays quiet, and handles problems internally until they’re too 
big to hide. The second treats approval as the starting line: tracks on-time delivery and can quote 
the number, calls early when something slips, brings a plan to every problem, knows their own 
supply base cold, and runs a balance sheet built for the program’s pace. On paper, the prime’s 
evaluation scored them as equals. In practice, the program manager learns within two programs 
which one lets them sleep — and that’s the one who gets the next call, the early look, and the 
benefit of the doubt. The capability was identical. The risk profile was not.

You Can Start Sending These Signals Now

Here’s what’s liberating about this list: not one of these five requires you to be perfect, certified, or 
finished. They’re behaviors, and you can start practicing them on the work you already have today, 
with the commercial customers already in your shop. Tighten your on-time delivery and start 
measuring it, so that when a prime asks you’ll have a real number instead of a feeling. Make the 
uncomfortable early call when something slips, and watch how it changes the relationship instead 
of ending it. Build the habit of attaching a plan to every problem rather than an excuse. Map your 
own critical suppliers and your sole-source exposures before anyone forces you to. Get honest 
about your working capital against the kind of contract you’re actually chasing, while there’s still 
time to do something about it.

Every one of those behaviors is something a prime can feel long before any certificate is in hand 
— and every one of them makes you a better, more resilient company even if you never win a  
single  defense  contract.  They’re  also,  not  by  accident,  exactly  what  the  DXP™ framework 
measures: schedule discipline, program execution, supply chain visibility, financial capacity, and 
the rest. The domains that score your readiness are the same domains that signal low risk to a 
prime, because readiness and preference were never two separate goals. They’re the same 
posture, viewed from your side of the table and from theirs.

Which brings the series full circle. The shop owner from Part 1 was never short on capability — he 
could always make the part, and he never doubted that for a second. What he learned, across 
these four pieces, is that defense rewards the company that has made itself easy to trust: the one 
whose systems are built, whose costs are honest, whose problems arrive with plans attached, and 
whose business simply looks like a risk worth taking. The difference was never capability. It was 
whether his business gave a prime a reason to choose him on purpose. That’s a thing you can 
build — deliberately, on a timeline, starting now — and the first step is the simplest one of all: 
seeing clearly where you stand today.

Take the complimentary DXP™ readiness screener and get an instant eight-domain 
snapshot at summitlinefederal.com.

Jerold Hawkins is a U.S. Army veteran with 16 years of automotive industry experience,  
culminating as an Executive Director of Global Supply Chain Management before founding  
Summit Line Federal Solutions, LLC, a Michigan-based defense and aerospace industrial-
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base  advisory  firm  where  he  serves  as  Principal  Advisor.  He  developed  the  Defense  
Expansion Pathway™ (DXP™), an AI-powered, eight-domain supplier-readiness assessment  
built to help manufacturers honestly measure — and close — the gap between commercial  
and defense work. He is completing MIT’s executive program in AI Strategy and Leadership.

This is Part 4, the final part of The Defense-Ready Series. Catch up on Part 1 — Are We Defense-
Ready?, Part 2 — Why the Readiness Gap Exists, and Part 3 — The Cost of Readiness, Demystified, at  
summitlinefederal.com.
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