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Executive Summary 

Federal program managers responsible for legacy IT modernization face a well-documented 
challenge: the path from a decades-old operational system to a modern commercial platform is 
rarely as straightforward as initial assessments suggest. Scope expands. Timelines slip. Required 
functionality turns out to be more complex than it appeared. And in some cases, the migration stalls 
entirely. 

This guide is written for the program manager who needs a practical framework — not a vendor 
pitch — for navigating that journey. It draws on direct experience supporting federal agencies 
through both the O&M phase of legacy systems and the modernization planning work that follows. 

The central argument is straightforward: successful COTS migration is less about platform selection 
than it is about sequencing. Agencies that invest in understanding their legacy environment before 
building the new one consistently achieve better outcomes. Those that skip this step — moving 
directly from concept to implementation — take on risks that compound over time and are 
expensive to unwind. 

Audience: Federal IT program managers, contracting officers, and CORs managing or planning 
legacy system modernization programs. 

 

The Current Modernization Landscape 

Legacy federal IT systems present a consistent set of operational challenges that have become 
familiar to anyone who works in this space. Systems built on infrastructure from the 1990s and early 
2000s are increasingly difficult to maintain, expensive to operate, and incompatible with the security 
and integration standards that modern federal environments require. 

End-of-life software generates a steady stream of vulnerability findings that require manual patching 
and workarounds. Infrastructure upgrades create release conflicts that consume O&M capacity. 
And the contractor hours required to keep aging systems stable grow year over year, crowding out 
the investment that could fund modernization. 

Against this backdrop, federal agencies have significantly expanded their interest in COTS 
platforms. The appeal is clear: commercial software vendors handle underlying maintenance, 
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security updates, and platform evolution. The agency's IT investment shifts from custom code to 
configuration and integration. And in theory, the long-term cost and risk profile improves 
substantially. 

Why the Gap Between Theory and Practice Persists 

The gap between the promise of COTS modernization and the reality of implementation outcomes 
is one of the most persistent challenges in federal IT. Agencies and their oversight bodies have 
invested significantly in improving acquisition practices, program governance, and technology 
evaluation — and the results have been mixed. 

Post-implementation reviews of federal COTS migrations reveal a consistent set of failure modes 
that go beyond procurement or program management mechanics: 

• Requirements were scoped based on current documentation rather than operational reality, 
leading to missed functionality at go-live. 

• Data migration was treated as a technical task rather than a knowledge transfer challenge, 
resulting in data quality problems that undermined the new system from day one. 

• The proof of concept was designed to confirm platform capability in general terms, not to test 
it against the specific complexity of the legacy environment. 

• The team responsible for implementing the new system had limited access to the institutional 
knowledge held by the O&M contractor — the team that actually understands how the legacy 
system works. 

These are sequencing and knowledge management problems, not technology problems. They can 
be addressed — but doing so requires an honest assessment of what the modernization process is 
actually trying to accomplish and what inputs it needs to succeed. 

 

The Aleto Legacy Transition Sequencing Model 

The Aleto Legacy Transition Sequencing Model reflects a practitioner’s view of how federal facility 
and workplace management system migrations can be structured to improve outcomes. It is not a 
theoretical construct — it reflects the pattern of work that consistently produces better results in 
complex, high-stakes federal environments. The model has six phases, each producing artifacts 
and outcomes that can stand on their own as evidence of program progress. 

Phase 1 

Legacy System Assessment and Knowledge Capture  |  4–8 Weeks 

Develop a structured, documented understanding of the legacy system before any 
modernization planning begins. 

 

What This Phase Involves 

The single most important investment a program manager can make in a COTS migration is a 
rigorous, structured assessment of the legacy system conducted before platform selection or 
implementation planning begins. This assessment should be led or heavily informed by the O&M 
contractor — the team that knows how the system actually behaves. 

The output is not a technical documentation package alone. It is a working knowledge base that the 
modernization team can use to make informed decisions. That knowledge base should include: 

• A business rules inventory that captures not just what the system does but why specific 
behaviors exist — including rules that are embedded in code rather than documented 
anywhere. 
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• A data dictionary with provenance — documenting where each data element comes from, how 
it has changed over time, and what downstream functions depend on it. 

• An integration map covering all formal and informal connections between the legacy system 
and other agency tools, processes, and data sources. 

• An operational pain point register that documents known limitations, workarounds users have 
developed, and functionality that is broken but depended upon. 

• A requirements gap analysis that identifies what the legacy system does that is not captured 
in existing documentation. 

Program Manager Tip: Do not accept a documentation package as a substitute for the 
knowledge capture process. The most critical organizational knowledge in a legacy system is 
rarely in the documentation — it is in the people who maintain it. 

 

Phase 2 

Requirements Validation and Gap Analysis  |  3–5 Weeks 

Validate requirements against real operational complexity before any platform is 
selected. 

 

What This Phase Involves 

Requirements validation is the process of stress-testing the requirements that will guide the new 
implementation against the complexity documented in Phase 1. This step is often skipped — 
agencies move from legacy assessment to platform selection without formally validating that the 
requirements capture what the new system actually needs to do. 

The validation process should be structured to identify three categories of risk: 

• Missing requirements — functionality the legacy system provides that is not reflected in the 
requirements documentation because it was never formally specified. 

• Underspecified requirements — requirements that appear complete but do not account for the 
complexity documented in the business rules inventory or the data dictionary. 

• Assumption-dependent requirements — requirements that will only be met if the new platform 
behaves in a specific way that has not been confirmed through testing. 

The output of this phase is a validated requirements set that has been reviewed against the legacy 
knowledge base and explicitly accounts for the most complex and highest-risk functionality. This 
document becomes the basis for POC design and platform evaluation. 

 

Phase 3 

Platform Evaluation and Informed POC Design  |  4–6 Weeks 

Evaluate platforms and design POC scenarios against actual legacy complexity, not 
general capability. 

 

What This Phase Involves 

Platform selection for federal COTS migrations typically involves structured evaluation criteria, 
market research, and some form of proof of concept or demonstration. The challenge is that POC 
design often reflects the platform's general capabilities rather than the agency's specific 
requirements. 
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An informed POC is designed differently. It uses the validated requirements set and the pain point 
register from Phases 1 and 2 to construct test scenarios that reflect the actual complexity of what 
the new system must do. This means: 

• POC scenarios drawn from the highest-complexity business rules in the legacy system — not 
simplified examples. 

• Data migration scenarios that test the platform's ability to handle the legacy data structures 
documented in Phase 1. 

• Integration tests that confirm the platform can connect to the other systems the agency 
depends on. 

• User acceptance scenarios developed in collaboration with operational staff, not just the IT 
team. 

Common Failure Mode: A POC that succeeds on simplified scenarios but does not test against 
actual legacy complexity is not a meaningful risk reduction measure. It creates false confidence 
that the implementation will fail to deliver on. 

 

Phase 4 

Implementation Planning with Knowledge Integration  |  3–4 Weeks 

Structure the implementation so that organizational knowledge remains available to 
the build team throughout. 

 

What This Phase Involves 

Implementation planning for a COTS migration typically focuses on timeline, resource allocation, 
and technical architecture. These are necessary inputs — but they are not sufficient. The 
implementation plan must also address how organizational knowledge from the legacy environment 
will be integrated into the build process. 

This is a governance and staffing question as much as a technical one. Key elements include: 

• Establishing a formal knowledge transfer mechanism between the O&M contractor and the 
implementation team — structured, recurring, and documented. 

• Designating agency subject matter experts (SMEs) who have operational knowledge of the 
legacy system as active participants in implementation reviews, not just stakeholders. 

• Building explicit checkpoints into the implementation timeline where the implementation team 
validates design decisions against the legacy knowledge base. 

• Defining escalation paths for situations where the new platform cannot replicate a legacy 
behavior — so that decisions are made deliberately rather than by default. 

 

Phase 5 

Phased Migration with Parallel Operations  |  Varies by System 
Complexity 

Reduce go-live risk through phased cutover with validated parallel operations. 

 

What This Phase Involves 

The go-live strategy for a COTS migration is one of the highest-risk decisions in the program. 
Agencies that attempt a single, full-cutover go-live on a complex legacy system take on significant 
operational risk. A phased approach — migrating functionality incrementally with parallel operations 
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during each phase — provides a structured mechanism for identifying and resolving issues before 
they affect the full user population. 

A well-designed phased migration strategy includes: 

• A sequencing logic that prioritizes migration of the most stable and well-understood 
functionality first, preserving the most complex and highest-risk functionality for later phases 
when the team has built operational familiarity with the new platform. 

• Defined parallel operations periods for each phase, during which both the legacy and new 
systems are operated simultaneously and outputs are compared. 

• Clear go/no-go criteria for each phase transition, based on validated functionality and data 
accuracy rather than schedule. 

• A legacy system decommission plan that is contingent on full validation of the new system's 
performance — not tied to a fixed calendar date. 

 

Phase 6 

Post-Migration Stabilization and Continuous Improvement  |  90–
180 Days 

Stabilize operations and establish the foundation for ongoing system improvement. 

 

What This Phase Involves 

The work of a COTS migration does not end at go-live. The stabilization period — typically 90 to 
180 days following full cutover — is when many of the issues that were not visible during 
implementation or parallel operations surface in production. A program that is not resourced and 
structured for this phase will absorb those issues as operational disruptions rather than managed 
risks. 

Stabilization activities include: 

• Monitoring and response protocols for the most common post-go-live issue categories, based 
on lessons from the parallel operations period. 

• A structured mechanism for users to report functionality gaps — cases where the new system 
does not behave the way the legacy system did in ways that matter operationally. 

• A process for prioritizing and resolving post-go-live issues, with clear accountability and 
timeline commitments. 

• Documentation of the implemented system's actual behavior — not the intended behavior — 
so that the organizational knowledge base is updated to reflect reality. 

 

Adapting to Today's Federal Contracting Environment 

The federal contracting environment of 2026 places additional constraints and opportunities on IT 
modernization programs. Program managers navigating COTS migrations need to account for 
several dynamics that are shaping how agencies buy, implement, and evaluate technology 
investments. 

Compressed ROI Expectations 

Federal agencies and their oversight bodies increasingly expect modernization investments to 
demonstrate measurable value within 30 to 90 days — not years. This creates pressure to structure 
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COTS migration programs so that early phases deliver visible, defensible outcomes rather than 
simply setting up for a distant go-live. 

The phased approach described in this guide aligns with this expectation. Each phase produces 
artifacts and outcomes that can be used to justify continued investment and demonstrate program 
progress. Phase 1 alone — the legacy knowledge capture — generates a business rules inventory 
and a requirements gap analysis that have immediate value beyond modernization planning. 

Proof Over Promises 

The current environment places a premium on demonstrated performance over claims. Written 
proposals alone carry less weight than pilot results, peer references, and operational artifacts. For 
COTS migration programs, this means that the documentation and knowledge transfer outputs from 
early phases are not just internal planning tools — they are evidence of program rigor that supports 
continued funding and stakeholder confidence. 

 

Conclusion: What Separates Successful Migrations 

Federal legacy-to-COTS migrations that succeed share a common characteristic: they treat 
organizational knowledge as a program input, not an afterthought. They invest in understanding the 
legacy environment before building the new one. They design their proofs of concept against real 
complexity rather than simplified scenarios. And they structure the implementation so that the 
people who understand the legacy system remain engaged throughout the build. 

These are not difficult principles to articulate. They are difficult to execute because they require 
discipline at the program level — a willingness to invest in knowledge capture and validation before 
the more visible work of implementation begins. In environments where schedules are compressed 
and stakeholders want to see progress, that discipline is hard to maintain. 

The cost of not maintaining it, however, is higher. Migrations that skip the knowledge capture and 
validation steps do not save time — they incur technical debt that surfaces later, at greater expense 
and with less ability to recover. 

Aleto's approach to federal IT modernization is grounded in this practitioner's perspective. We bring 
direct experience at the intersection of legacy O&M and modernization planning, and we are 
committed to helping program managers navigate the transition with the rigor and sequencing that 
complex federal systems require. 

For more information contact   

Kavita Dave, kavitad@aletosolutions.com 

Kavita drives tech transformation as an Account Director and Program Manager for IT at Aleto. 
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