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Introduction

Over the past four years, I have been selling to the federal government and traveled the country meeting with a wide variety of companies that are facing the daunting task of selling to the federal government. The first and most common question asked by such companies is "Where do we start?" Since the government has millions of employees, thousands of locations and hundreds of agencies, this task can be overwhelming.  

A Successful Federal Sales Program

In order to implement a successful federal sales program, an organization must come up with a detailed federal sales plan.  It is critically important to leave the office and find a place where other people understand your dilemma and can help you create a successful plan.  However, there is no chance of writing this plan unless you understand the realities of government contracting.

The Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) is the rulebook that dictates how contracting officers make procurement decisions. The rules say that any purchase over $25,000 must go out to a public bid.  Awards of public bids are made, on average, after 270 days of postings, paperwork, meetings, and debriefings.  However, the FAR says in Subpart 8.4 that if the contracting officer uses a GSA Schedule contract, she needs to only obtain 3 bids and make a best value determination to move forward on the procurement. This is an ideal situation for contracting officers because they can make a purchase within a matter of days and utilize their best values to justify the winner.

If your company does not have a GSA Schedule contract, you are on the outside looking in at every business opportunity. Companies that don't have a GSA Schedule represent a pile of paperwork for the contracting officer. Let's assume that your company has a GSA Schedule contract.  You must work with the federal end user and the contracting officer to ensure that the contracting officer can justify choosing your company as the one that represents best value to the government.  If you haven't done so, your business will be one of the two losing bids and you will, once again, be on the outside looking in.

While the foregoing is a harsh reality, it is Fedmarket's contention that with the proper steps in place, your organization can win government business.  In order to do, your company will need the following:

1. A strong sales team (even if it is one person) must be created and tasked with building embedded government relationships.

2. A GSA Schedule contract or other form of Multiple Award Schedule (MAS) is essential because it helps the contracting officer make a quick and justifiable procurement decision.  A GSA Schedule or other MAS contract is a closing mechanism, not just a marketing tool.

3. You must have a trained, focused team which collectively understands the "game" of doing business with the government and works together to determine whether each and every opportunity is worth your time and effort. This decision (we call it the "Bid/No Bid" decision) requires the approval of the sales team, the proposal team, the management team and the delivery team.  If everyone agrees it's worth the company's time and effort to go for the opportunity, all four components must work together to write a winning proposal. Otherwise, you're spinning your wheels and spending your entire budget writing blindly in response to public Requests for Proposals.  

Step #3 (identified above) gets to the heart of this article.  Your company's management faces the challenge of educating and training your staff so that winning proposals are generated.  Consider sending your team to a training class conducted by seasoned veterans who understand the federal contracting game and are willing to share their war stories.  There are an infinite number of resources out there.  For example, we at Fedmarket offer such courses through our Federal Sales Academy. Sometimes stepping away from the office and discussing the overall opportunity of doing business with the government helps you discern which opportunities are real and which opportunities are a waste of your time.

Our experience shows that attendees of our "Federal Sales 101 - Winning Government Business" and "Writing and Managing Winning Proposals" who bring their managers and principals along have the most success in the federal market. The reason for their success is that, upon completing the class, the owners and managers finally understand the game and how to help you determine which opportunities are worth your blood, sweat and tears.  

For example, I had one young lady attend my "Writing and Managing Winning Proposals" who told me she was sent to learn how to write successful proposals.  The proposal writer told me that her boss had recently fired her predecessor because her company lost a huge deal. After attending the seminar, she realized that the company should not have bid on the proposal in the first place. It didn't have a chance. Unfortunately, she was very afraid to go back to her company and explain to her boss that she was not about to write "losing" proposals.  In fact, she feared for her job.  Unless she told her boss the harsh truth, she would lose her job anyway because he would have her respond to blind RFP’s in a losing effort – just as her predecessor had done.  This story demonstrates the importance of having owners and management attend classes along with your team. All members of the team need to walk away with a strong message and work together to formulate a federal sales strategy.  

It is worth considering dedicating a day or more to training your entire federal sales and proposal writing teams. One of Fedmarket’s clients brought its owners, managers, business development team, project managers, program managers, GSA Schedule administrators, and billing team to a Fedmarket class. The client booked the Federal Sales Academy for a day and the program was customized for their business.  In fact, the company was in the intelligence business and Fedmarket was not made privy to information concerning the product or service the business actually offered the government. Nonetheless, the day was a rousing success.

The company in question had people on the inside of the government working on existing contracts and it also had sales people on the outside. The challenge was to get everyone on the same page when it came to the company’s federal sales strategy. During the class, the team members discussed missed opportunities; areas of needed improvement and also discussed the importance of a perfect billing and invoicing cycle. Prior to attending the class, the team members never realized how important all of their roles were in the framework of creating winning proposals and generating repeat business. The attendees realized that each of their jobs represented a form of "business development."  By the end of the day, the group had completed numerous role-playing sessions during which they assumed the roles of their customers, end users, contracting officers and prospective clients. The team thereafter identified the steps that needed to be taken to tighten up their processes and also had a better understanding of each team member's role in the company's success.    

The government has many rules, regulations, agencies, regional offices and roadblocks.  Some have said that doing business with the government is just like facing "The Great and Powerful Oz." On the surface, approaching the government may seem to be a scary proposition.  The reality is that the government is a person -- just like "The Wizard" -- who is behind the red curtain scaring you away rather than actually working with you. If you simply pull back the curtain and ask them for help, the government employee will be happy to help you (provided you have gained their trust). In fact, call one of your current government customers and ask them for help.  Ask them to point you in the right direction within their agency or another location. Ask them, "If you were me, where else would you go for business in the government?"  You'll be amazed at how helpful they will be if they know, like and trust you. If you try this one question today, I bet you'll double your business as a result. 
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