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The game known as federal contracting is fraught with rules and regulations. The game is so complicated that it even has its very own rulebook, the Federal Acquisition Regulation (“FAR”).  The FAR is a voluminous text containing enough legalese to put the lay person to sleep in a matter of minutes. 

Winning the game of not about following the FAR, though. The winners of government business know the secret is in selling. Yes, selling to those with whom you have created relationships built on trust. 

Many companies looking to win federal contracts spend large portions of their annual budgets on marketing, business development and capture planning. Often, these businesses are the very same companies that have not invested in one single sales person. The absence of experienced salespeople is the reason that so many businesses fail in their quest to win government business. 

Small-business status, disadvantaged-business designations and veteran-owned business classifications are just a few of the crutches that businesses will lean on in their efforts to close a federal contract. What these poor souls don’t realize is that end users and contracting officers in the federal government will not come to find them just because they are a woman-owned business or service-disabled, veteran-owned business. Federal programs, which set aside millions of dollars for businesses with certain economic and social classifications, are extremely important and needed in the federal marketplace. It is important to realize, though, that federal end users and contracting officers will not choose to contract with these types of businesses unless representatives from these companies directly sell the fact that they have a certain status, like an 8(a) designation. 

Although there are many pitfalls for companies embarking on an adventure in the federal arena, none is more costly or prevalent than the mistake of not adequately focusing on the relationship-building (or sales) process. Selling in the federal marketplace is much simpler in practice than it is in theory. To sell successfully in the federal market, one needs only do three things properly:

1. Establish the customer’s pain point;

2. Create a solution; and

3. Make it easy for the agency to choose you. 

Determining a customer’s pain is crucial to your success.  Companies hoping to do business with the government must create a relationship with the end user at the targeted federal agency.  The truth is that federal sales are closed because of a solid relationship between the vendor and the end user. Too many companies focus their energies on courting the contracting officer instead of the person within the federal agency who will be actually using their product or service. A trust relationship with the end user of a vendor’s wares needs to be created early on in the process to insure a better chance of winning. The prime government contractors know that relationship sales are the foundation of a successful federal sales campaign. 

To “create a solution,” the vendor merely needs to make the end users at the targeted agencies aware of their offering.   This is really Business 101, right? Or the basics. Exactly, but you’d be amazed at how often this simple step is overlooked. I hear from dozens of business executives on a weekly basis who exclaim, “I have my approved price lists.  Where are my government orders?”  The problem with this assumption is that vendors don’t realize that the end users and contracting officers in the federal government can’t choose them if they don’t know the vendor exists. This is why sales calls to the end user are so critically important to a vendor’s success in selling to a federal agency.  

Finally, the third step to be taken in successfully selling to the federal government is to “make it easy.” Vendors need to make it easy for the end user or contracting officer to choose their product or service.   Companies make it easy for procurement officials by obtaining “approved price lists” like the ones awarded to vendors holding GSA Schedule contracts with the government. Holding a GSA Schedule contract allows a federal contracting officer to purchase a company’s products or services without having to participate in a grueling public procurement. The process is called “sole source” since a procurement official can award the business to a single source based on the fact that the source (or vendor) has a pre-approved federal pricelist for its product or service. When a government purchase is made through a GSA Schedule contract, it is assumed that full and open competition has taken place and, accordingly, the need for a public procurement no longer exists. 

The aforementioned three steps are all part of the relationship sales process - - a process that too often is overlooked by those looking to win government business. In real estate, they say that success is all about “location, location, and location.” In federal contracting, we say it is all about “focus, focus, and focus.”

Focus on the relationship-sales process using the three steps and reap the rewards of knowing that the secret to winning federal contract is sales. 
Now that you understand reality of federal sales, you should know that there are millions and millions of federal end users spread throughout the world awaiting your call.  You may ask, “How do I find end users, the procurement decision makers?” Some use the Internet to painstakingly compile a list of end users they think may be interested in their product or service. Others monitor fedbizopps, the federal public bid site, to see what contracting officers are buying and also attend government-sponsored procurement conferences.  Some even ask their Congressional representative for assistance.  We think the best solution is to buy Fedmarket’s end user lists thereby eliminating confusion and untold research dollars.  In doing so, your sales staff will be able to focus immediately on making the required sales calls.
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