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Strategic Federal Sales Check List       
Instructions:            
	Step
	Procedure
	Instructions

	Learn the difference between commercial and federal sales

(Day 1)
	Type “small business seminars” in the search box at http://www.usa.gov/
Attend Fedmarket.com seminars http://www.fedmarket.com/seminars/seminar-index.shtml

	Click here for instructions

	Register to conduct federal business 

(Week 1)


	Obtain a D-U-N-S Number
http://www.dnb.com/US/duns_update/
Register at the Central Contractor  Registration (CCR) web site
http://www.ccr.gov/
Register at the Online Representations and Certifications Application (ORCA) web site
https://orca.bpn.gov/
Sign up for e-mails from the Federal Business Opportunities site
http://www.fedbizopps.gov/
	Click here for instructions

	Assess the federal market for your product/service

(Week 2)
	Conduct research at USAspending.gov
(federal contracts award database)
http://www.usaspending.gov/fpds/index.php?reptype=a 

Find out “who bought what” in the federal government using Fedmarket.com’s FedBuyingIntelligence, http://www.fedmarket.com/products/fed-buying-intelligence.shtml  

	Click here for instructions

	Determine eligibility for federal small business preference programs
(Week 2)
	Small Business Set-aside Program (contracts under $ 100,000)
http://www.sba.gov/services/contractingopportunities/sizestandardstopics/index.html 

Small Disadvantaged Business Certification Program
http://www.sba.gov/aboutsba/sbaprograms/8abd/
HUBZone Empowerment Contracting Program
https://eweb1.sba.gov/hubzone/internet/index.cfm
Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Small Business Concern Program
http://www.sba.gov/aboutsba/sbaprograms/gc/programs/gc_service_disabled.html 


	Click here for instructions

	Find sales opportunities for complex products and services

(Months 1 & 2)
	General all agency searches: USA.gov (the official federal web portal) http://www.usa.gov  

USAspending.gov
(federal contracts award database)
http://www.usaspending.gov/fpds/index.php?reptype=a 

For federal offices in your geographic area: 

Federal Phone Directories: http://www.usa.gov/Contact/Directories.shtm 
Peruse the blue pages in local telephone directories 

Locate a military base: 
http://answers.usa.gov/cgi-bin/gsa_ict.cfg/php/enduser/std_adp.php?p_faqid=5837
Federal Funded Research and Development Centers: http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/nsf06316/  

Veterans Administration Hospitals: http://www1.va.gov/directory/
	Click here for instructions

	Find sales opportunities for commodities

(Months 1 & 2)
	Use Fedmarket.com’s market intelligence database
(official federal buyers of commodities) http://www.fedmarket.com/products/fed-buying-intelligence.shtml 


	Click here for instructions

	Apply for an approved federal price list

(Month 2)
	Complete an application for an approved price list in 3 days

http://www.fedmarket.com/seminars/gsa-proposal-elab.shtml 

	Click here for instructions

	Request free federal sales assistance

(Month 2)
	Congress persons
http://www.visi.com/juan/congress/ 

Procurement Technical Assistance Centers (PTACS)
http://www.dla.mil/db/procurem.htm
Counselors to America's Small Business (SCORE)
http://www.score.org/index.html 

Small Business Administration(SBA) 
Small Business Development Centers
http://www.sba.gov/aboutsba/sbaprograms/sbdc/index.html 

Small Business Representatives
http://www.sba.gov/services/contractingopportunities/contracting/pcr/index.html 

	Click here for instructions

	Attend free federal small business conferences

(Month 2)


	Type “small business conference” in search box at http://usa.gov  
	Click here for instructions

	Begin the sales process

(Month 2)
	See instructions
	Click here for instructions

	Learn how to write federal proposals (for companies selling services and complex solutions

(Month 3 and forward)


	Download fedmarket.com’s free Whitepapers on federal proposal writing
http://www.fedmarket.com/articles/index_wp.shtml
Purchase fedmarket.com’s Proposal Architect software for federal proposal writing

http://www.proposalarchitect.com/ 


	Click here for instructions


Learn the Difference between Commercial and Federal Sales

Fundamentals of Federal Contracting

Outsider Perception: In order to participate in the federal market, you must accept the mountains of red tape that come with handling such business.  

Reality: The red tape is not so onerous that it should scare your business away from participating in the federal arena.

Lesson: Don’t let the red tape scare you.  It’s a series of administrative tasks which, although tedious, can be easily tackled.

Background: 

Many people lose sight of the fact that doing business with the federal government is done according to a contract. A federal contract is nothing more than an agreement between your company and the federal government under which your business agrees to provide a product or service in accordance with the terms of the document. The contract dictates the parameters of the deal and is the underlying basis for your relationship with the customer. Federal contracts contain countless pages of boilerplate language and convoluted clauses. Don’t let the terms of the contract scare you – the contract is only onerous on the surface. Pick out the wheat from the chaff and perform as you would with your commercial customers. Go to the contract when issues arise and let the contract dictate how disputes are resolved or an issue should be addressed.

The role of the federal contracting officer is central in the federal purchasing process. The contracting officer is the person authorized to execute federal contracts and orders. He or she is the only person with the legal authority to act for the government. Think of the contracting officer as the equivalent of the purchasing agent in a larger company. The contracting officer is charged with ensuring that, as required under the Federal Acquisition Regulation, the required amount of competition occurs. To say the least, the procurement rules are complex and long.  

The contracting officer has considerable latitude in determining how a buy is made and can consider subjective factors in determining how to close a sale. “Factors” is the operative word here. Factors that can affect the contracting officer’s final decision include the dollar amount of the buy, when the product or service is needed, the type of businesses competing, the qualifications of the bidders and more. 

When commodities are purchased (such as office supplies), contracting officers are often the sole decision makers in determining who gets the business. In contrast, the federal end user is the person consuming or using what you sell. They buy to support their program or operational responsibilities and make the final purchasing decisions concerning the acquisition of more complex products and professional services. An end user makes procurement decisions based on opinions they have formed from meetings or telephone discussions with corporate sales people and through their experience in working with a particular company in the past.  

End users often find themselves in conflict with contracting officers. They are averse to taking risks and, as most of us do, they generally protect their self interest.  Furthermore, end users usually want what is needed quickly and without hassle. The purchasing process is often slowed down by contracting officers who are charged with ensuring that the rules are being followed.  Because a contracting officer cannot realistically monitor a particular company’s performance or make substantive decisions regarding a particular product or service’s value, he or she will delegate these responsibilities to the end user.  

Think of the end user and contracting officers as partners.  Then think of yourself as the third partner in the deal who has been entrusted with the responsibility of performing and delivering under the terms of the contract. This may seem trite but your key to success will be constant (sometimes daily) communication with both government partners. They want to know and trust their business partner. This is why it is critical that you become a partner (or an insider) and gain this trust.

Making a Federal Sale

Outsider Perception: Federal agencies order products and services only from their favored vendors.

Reality: People buy -- not agencies -- and favored vendors have to sell to government buyers just as any other company hoping to do business with the federal government.
Lesson: In the federal market, products and services are sold by people to people. You must sell an end user first and then close the sale within the government’s purchasing rules. 

Background: 

Contrary to popular belief, people buy in the federal market, not agencies. The best way to make a federal sale is to contact a buyer through a direct sales call. Making direct sales in the federal market can be challenging, just as it is with your commercial customers. Yet the dollars are there if you make a determination to go after them.  Don’t let your inexperience in the market deter you from going forward.

The primary difference with the federal market is that it is critical that you have a way to close the sale. And, of course, it is more difficult to find the end users who buy what you sell because you are new to the market. Federal end users, such as human resource program managers, engineers, or facility managers, make most purchasing decisions. As the term implies, the end user is the person who will actually use the service or product bought. Services and complex products and solutions must be sold to the end user because this person is the one who determines if the service or product meets their needs and solves their problem.

Although rules and regulations often tie a government buyer’s hands, they don't turn the buyer into a robot. Federal buyers are people with the same general motivations and inclinations we all have, rules or no rules. Federal end users buy from vendors they know and trust. The government employee’s success and future promotions depend on the value of the products and services they buy and, because of that, they want to be assured that their vendors will perform well. 

It's not just about getting the best deal for the taxpayer. Although certainly a factor, "taxpayer protection" is often a fuzzy, nebulous concept. The reality is that the federal buyer wants to get the deal that works best for him and his superiors. From a federal buyer’s perspective, a good deal is one in which risk is minimized. 

Almost all newcomers to the federal market make the mistake of thinking that a sales opportunity arises when a request for a proposal or bid is published. In truth by the time a bid is published, the sale has probably already been made. Successful vendors have long-standing relationships with the end users and contracting officers with whom they work and, in many cases; help identify problems and solutions before any thought of issuing a contract has arisen.

How many vendors will be selling the same opportunity? It depends on both the size and type of opportunity. The level of competition increases proportionately with the size (in terms of dollars) of the contract to be awarded. Some vendors will have the opportunity on their wish list but will burn out in the proposal-writing phase. Others may want to bid but simply haven't laid enough groundwork to be serious contenders. Others will be dead serious, focused, have a relationship with the end user and the willingness to spend the time and money it takes to win a bid opportunity.  The amount of competition also depends on the risk perceived by the end user.  The question to be addressed is whether the federal officials involved believe there is a practical and economical solution to their problem. The more uncertainty, the more likely it is that the procurement will be competitive.

Closing a Federal Sale

Outsider Perception: Federal sales are almost always announced through public bids which are open to all; federal buyers then evaluate vendors’ responses and pick the eventual winner. 

Reality: Federal sales are closed (transacted) in a number of ways and the least preferable way is through a public bid.
Lesson: Learn the ways sales are closed and use the most appropriate way to your advantage.

Background: 

Closing a sale in the context of this newsletter means getting the order, winning the contract or collecting the money (e.g., in the case of a credit card purchase). Closing a federal sale is where the rubber hits the road; it is the fundamental difference between the federal and commercial markets. Experienced federal contractors know how to close their sales. They also know the “closing rules” and the rules are not that mysterious once you boil the rules down to their bare essence.  Outsiders mistakenly believe that federal agencies have to open an opportunity to all who want to bid. As previously discussed in this series, this is a fallacy.

As public policy dictates, federal contracting officers must strictly follow the procurement rules. When the government has a need for a product  or service, the federal end user generally meets with one or more vendors to obtain information about the features and benefits of a particular product (or service) and the past performance (or experience) of the company offering it to the government. The end user then meets with the contracting officer to discuss the issues concerning the procurement. 

The contracting officer will then close the deal using the quickest method allowed under the rules. This is where the process becomes complex. The contracting officer may or may not seek additional competitors depending on the amount of money involved and whether or not the companies involved have pre-approved price lists.

The following summarizes the methods in which a federal purchase can be closed or transacted:

· By a government credit card buy (the quickest and simplest method)

· By the issuance of a purchase order for amounts under $100,000; the federal purchaser must first obtain at least two quotes (relatively simple)

· By the issuance of a public bid (a long, lengthy and expensive process which is usually avoided if possible)

· Through a contract which allows the government to purchase from a select list of companies which have pre-approved price lists (e.g., a GSA Schedule contract)

· Through a subcontract with a prime contractor that already has a federal contract

Through a subcontract with a “preferred” small business with which the government can contract quickly and with limited or no competition (e.g., a small disadvantaged business, Alaskan Native Corporation, etc.)

The manner in which a purchase is completed depends on the size of the transaction. More information about the differing sizes of transactions and purchasing procedures will be presented in upcoming newsletters.

Selling to Federal Agencies Located in Your Backyard

Outsider Perception: All federal business is done within the confines of the Washington Beltway.

Reality:  False.  More than $250 billion is spent by federal installations and agencies located outside of the nation’s capitol.
Lesson: Identify the federal agencies and installations located in your region and sell aggressively to these potential customers.

Background:

Most are unaware that the federal government spends more than $250 billion on projects located outside of the Washington metropolitan area. In fact, the federal government's buying power extends across the United States and even worldwide. Some of this money may be spent at military bases or other government installations in your state. You would be shocked to discover how much federal business is conducted within 100 miles of your office. Federal officials prefer to work with small businesses located near them since doing so is sound policy from a political and practical standpoint.  

Small businesses located within the Washington metropolitan area do reasonably well because of the vast amounts of money available for contracts in the region. However, the abundance of contract opportunities is offset by the level of competition. The Washington area is home to the very largest prime contractors and small businesses are playing in their backyard.  Small businesses hoping to win federal business near the Beltway must learn to play nice with the large primes or they run the risk of being shut out of the market.  

Many small businesses emerge and prosper by staying close to home where the competition is not as intense. There are countless federal facilities located throughout the U.S. and overseas.  Such facilities include military bases, research centers, Veterans Administration and military hospitals, and regional offices of various federal agencies.  Use your local blue page telephone directory or peruse the federal agency web sites for in an effort to locate contact information. 

As previously mentioned, federal facilities located outside of the Beltway prefer, for political and social reasons, to work with local companies.  Local businesses are also perceived by federal officials to be more cognizant of delivering value.  It is not uncommon for a small business owner to meet an end user from a local federal facility at a social occasion or at a networking event.  He or she can then turn the contact into a business relationship and ultimately a sale. 

Take out a local map and draw a circle around your office’s location.  Contact the federal installations located within the circle.  

Back to Instructions
Register to Conduct Federal Business 

Outsider Perception: Red tape is the biggest barrier to entering the federal market.

Reality: The red tape is not as bad as it seems from the outside. 

Lesson: Don’t let the red tape deter you from cracking the federal market. 

Background:

Encountering mountains of red tape is an inevitable consequence of doing business with the federal government.  You will be required to register with various federal web sites (such as www.ccr.gov) and will be asked to provide company certifications in government databases. Keep in mind that in completing these tasks, you aren’t making any actual progress towards making a sale. Government buyers don’t use databases to find vendors. Instead, the vendors find the buyers. 

As much as they would love to ignore it, federal contractors are forced to comply with the government’s red-tape requirements in order to do business with the government. A newly-hired college graduate or someone in your accounting organization should be able to wade through the red tape. The task may appear daunting at first but, with patience and tenacity, the person assigned the task will find out that it is not rocket science. Complying with the government’s requirements becomes second nature after the first time through the process.

Do companies need to enlist the services of an attorney when they do business in the federal market? Lawyers have a role to play in the federal market just as they do in the commercial market. The trick is to realize when you need one and when you don't. Don't assume you need one for every little thing you don’t understand.

Are special accounting systems required when doing business with the federal government? Yes, you will most likely need one at some point in time but not at the time of market entry. A somewhat generalized accounting package, such as QuickBooks, will do to start. Your business will need to invest in a more specialized accounting system as your involvement in the federal market grows and your revenue increases.

In summary, we receive frequent inquiries from companies who tell us they have addressed all of the administrative tasks listed on federal web sites but have failed to receive any federal business.  They ask why the orders aren’t flowing in from various federal agencies.  Our response to such inquiries is to be proactive, locate an end user and call them just like you would a commercial customer.  The federal buyers aren’t actively seeking you out.  Decide to make the investment in establishing one-on-one customer relationships or don’t waste your money, time and effort.  

Back to Instructions
Assess the Federal Market for Your Product/Service

Outsider Perception: The federal government keeps detailed statistics on what it purchases.

Reality: The tracking of federal spending is marginal at best.

Lesson: Do what you can and then apply your “street smarts.”

Background:

The size of the federal market is not a particularly meaningful number if only a tiny slice of the market is really available to your company. A janitorial services company in the Chicago area has a limited geographic area in which it can realistically deliver its services. The key questions for this type of company are “Are there federal offices or installations in our locale and do these entities need our services?”  Once the foregoing question is addressed, the next question becomes “How much of the available work is currently held by incumbent contractors and how much of it is new work?” By doing research, your company should be able to target the sources and amount of work available to local vendors. Once the analysis is completed, your business should have a list of federal customers it wants to pursue.

A company selling office supplies has a different set of questions to answer because office supplies can be sold by telephone to virtually any federal customer regardless of his or her location. The critical unanswered questions are:

· Where should our efforts be focused when attempting to sell to a federal customer?

· When and how does price enter into the picture?

· What importance does the customer place on service?  

· How difficult is it to replace an entrenched office supply company and how can it be done?

Now we are in the world of what we call “street smarts”. Your sales staff will most likely have to get on the telephone to answer these questions. You could test the market by making small sales to federal buyers who use their government credit cards to transact the sales.  In the long run, your business will most likely need a pre-approved federal price list in order to compete (such price lists will be discussed in greater detail later). 

The federal government’s product and service coding system is not detailed enough to make research by product type very meaningful although some raw data is available in the following public contract award database.

USAspending.gov

http://www.usaspending.gov/fpds/index.php?reptype=a
Back to Instructions
Determine Eligibility for Federal Small business Preference Programs

Outsider Perception: The federal government likes to do business with small businesses.

Reality: Federal buyers need incentives in order to convince them to contract with small businesses because the same buyers perceive that there’s more risk with small companies.  

Lesson: If available to your company, use any and all small business preference programs to help you close business with the government.  

Federal purchases of less than $100,000 are, in most instances, set aside for small businesses. This program helps small businesses considerably but keep in mind that there is competition for set-asides. As discussed in previous newsletters, you must pre-sell these opportunities rather than bid on them blindly.

A similar program requires that federal prime contractors subcontract a percentage of their federal contracts in excess of $550,000 to small businesses. Like set-asides, this program helps small businesses.  However, your company still must sell itself to a federal buyer before it will be considered as a subcontractor. Or you have to become a favorite in a prime contractor’s stable of small businesses which requires direct sales efforts to prime contractors just like your current market.

It is not uncommon for a large prime contractor to use small businesses programs as a way to close a federal sale if they can’t close it in a better way. Under this scenario, the prime contractor becomes a subcontractor to the small business with preference status. The terms of the federal contract will most likely specify that at least fifty percent of the contract’s personnel costs must be spent on work performed by employees of the prime contractor (the small business) or personnel of other small businesses. This stipulation is in place to keep prime contractors from using small businesses and preference programs as fronts when closing sales. Large prime contractors may legally participate in small business preference contracts as long as they closely adhere to this stipulation. Detractors say that in spite of the fifty-percent rule, the small business is still a front for a large business. In the final analysis, the practice works in favor of small businesses so the rules are not likely to change.

The most significant small business programs are the “preference programs” for special types of small businesses. These are the programs that have the greatest potential to increase the sales of a small business quickly. The major preference programs are for (i) small disadvantaged businesses, (ii) disabled-veteran small businesses, and (iii) small businesses operating in a historically underutilized business zones (HUBZones). These programs allow sole-source awards for contracts under $ 3 million. Such programs give businesses which qualify a significant edge and these programs have been used to build multi-million dollar companies. Qualification requirements for these programs are available at http://www.sba.gov.

It goes without saying that you should jump on these band wagons if you qualify. The qualification requirements are very specific and should be carefully researched.  In the case of small disadvantaged businesses hoping for an 8(a) certification, an actual application for certification must be filed with the SBA. The application is less tedious than that for a GSA Schedule contract and companies, including ours, will assist you in completing the application. 

Back to Instructions
Find Sales Opportunities for Complex Products and Services

Outsider Perception: All federal business is done within the confines of the Washington Beltway.

Reality:  False.  More than $250 billion is spent by federal installations and agencies located outside of the nation’s capitol.
Lesson: Identify the federal agencies and installations located in your region and sell aggressively to these potential customers.

Background:

Most are unaware that the federal government spends more than $250 billion on projects located outside of the Washington metropolitan area. In fact, the federal government's buying power extends across the United States and even worldwide. Some of this money may be spent at military bases or other government installations in your state. You would be shocked to discover how much federal business is conducted within 100 miles of your office. Federal officials prefer to work with small businesses located near them since doing so is sound policy from a political and practical standpoint.  

Small businesses located within the Washington metropolitan area do reasonably well because of the vast amounts of money available for contracts in the region. However, the abundance of contract opportunities is offset by the level of competition. The Washington area is home to the very largest prime contractors and small businesses are playing in their backyard.  Small businesses hoping to win federal business near the Beltway must learn to play nice with the large primes or they run the risk of being shut out of the market.  

Many small businesses emerge and prosper by staying close to home where the competition is not as intense. There are countless federal facilities located throughout the U.S. and overseas.  Such facilities include military bases, research centers, Veterans Administration and military hospitals, and regional offices of various federal agencies.  Use your local blue page telephone directory or peruse the federal agency web sites for in an effort to locate contact information. 

As previously mentioned, federal facilities located outside of the Beltway prefer, for political and social reasons, to work with local companies.  Local businesses are also perceived by federal officials to be more cognizant of delivering value.  It is not uncommon for a small business owner to meet an end user from a local federal facility at a social occasion or at a networking event.  He or she can then turn the contact into a business relationship and ultimately a sale. 

Take out a local map and draw a circle around your office’s location.  Contact the federal installations located within the circle.  

Back to Instructions
Find Sales Opportunities for Commodities

In the federal market the purchasing decision for complex products, professional services, and solutions are made by end users. Commodities like office supplies are usually purchased through an agencies official contracting office. Lists of contracting offices and their buyers are not publically available.
The best source for official buyer contact information is Fedmarket.com’s market intelligence database available at http://www.fedmarket.com/products/fed-buying-intelligence.shtml.
Back to Instructions
Apply for an Approved Federal Price List

Outsider Perception: Federal work is awarded only after a lengthy public bid process takes place. 

Reality: A great deal of federal business is conducted through companies with “pre-approved federal price lists” rather than through the public bid route.

Lesson: In order to compete, you must get one of the aforementioned pre-approved federal price lists. 

Background:

We have previously discussed how closing a federal sale is different than closing a sale in the commercial market. Federal sales must be closed under federal purchasing rules which most often require that some type of competition take place.  Established federal contractors usually close their sales using pre-approved federal price lists. These special contracts are awarded to a selected number of companies (those which submit an offer for consideration and are deemed of merit by GSA). The contracts reduce, and sometimes eliminate, competition because sales opportunities are offered to only the companies holding the contracts. 

From our perspective, the best pre-approved price list contracts for small businesses are General Services Administration (GSA) Schedule contracts. To get a GSA Schedule contract, you must have sold your offered product or service to others first.  As a result, GSA Schedules have limitations for start-ups and for companies hoping to offer new or beta products. In spite of these limitations, Schedule contracts are ideal for small businesses because they are open to all qualified businesses.

In the simplest terms, GSA Schedule contracts make your company’s products and services available to any federal buyer at prices pre-negotiated with the federal government.  Products prices are negotiated on a unit basis; service prices are negotiated on an hourly basis. In essence, the Schedule contract is a pre-negotiated federal price list that can be used by federal buyers to make purchases from your business quickly and with limited paperwork or red tape. 

The following is an example of how a GSA Schedule sale is transacted.  Let’s assume you run a small office supply business located near a military base.  Your sales staff has been calling on the base for an extended period of time but has not yet had success.  In fact, the base has been using the same large office supply company for years and is reluctant to change this practice. It is late August and it appears that the base’s printing center will have around $300,000 remaining in its annual budget.  Furthermore, the government’s fiscal year ends on September 30th and the printing center doesn’t want the $300,000 to go unspent (under the axiom “use it or lose it”). The base’s management directs its procurement staff to send work to small businesses so that the base meets its annual small business participation goals.  

The printing center manager calls and asks if your company can deliver 10,000 cases of multi-purpose printer paper to the base for the sum of $300,000. Because he is familiar with the costs associated with office supplies, the manager knows that $30 a case is a fair price for a high-volume order. He tells your sales person that the base has several thousand cases in inventory but it can always use printer paper and that the $300,000 needs to be spent by September 30th. He further states that you may take your time in delivering the product since the base’s store room is fairly full at this point. The center manager then says, “I hope you have a GSA Schedule contract because we do not have time for a public procurement and this buy needs to be inked ASAP.”  Thankfully, your company does indeed hold a GSA Schedule contract for office supplies and your pre-approved price for the product in question is $36 per case.  Knowing that GSA allows a Schedule contractor to agree to pricing that is lower than your awarded GSA pricing – especially in instances in which a high-volume order is involved – you strike a deal.  Imagine if your business had not held a Schedule contract. The opportunity would have slipped through your hands.  

To summarize, a GSA Schedule contract may be the only way that a small business may be able to compete the larger, more experienced federal contractors.  You should focus your efforts immediately on getting on the GSA Schedule so that you can close deals quickly and efficiently.  

Getting a Pre-approved Federal Price List for Your Company 
Outsider Perception: Doing federal business requires that you jump through bureaucratic hoops.

Reality: In order to get a pre-approved federal price list, your company must jump through several hoops.

Lesson: Although the process is tedious and often painstakingly slow, take the plunge and work towards getting your pre-approved federal price list. 

Background:
The previous newsletter stated that having pre-approved federal prices is critical to sales success because competition is limited to companies with approved price lists. The best of these types of approved price contracts for small businesses are General Services Administration (GSA) Schedule contracts. They are ideal for small businesses because companies can apply for them at any time and they are open to all qualified businesses.  Companies should apply for a GSA Schedule contract immediately upon deciding to enter the federal market.

Getting pre-approved federal prices requires considerable red tape. Companies submitting a GSA Schedule proposal must, among other things, describe their corporate experience, provide their commercial prices for the offered product or service and disclose their commercial discounting practices. There is an entire industry devoted to helping companies get through the application process (our company, in fact, is one which offers GSA schedule services).  Companies can complete GSA Schedule proposals on their own provided they have a person with government contracting experience or they have a senior financial person with lots of time and the tenacity of a pit bull. 

Although GSA Schedule applications are tedious, the critical components of your company’s GSA offer are the disclosures concerning your commercial pricing and the level to which you have discounted off your commercial prices. GSA uses these commercial discounting disclosures to seek the lowest price you have offered others.  The American taxpayer should be pleased that GSA contracting officers have this mandate.  

Those GSA Schedule solicitations which apply to services (in contrast to products) require that a company demonstrate that is has the background or corporate experience necessary to provide the services it is offering to the government. In some instances, a company must have been in business for two or three years in ordered to be considered. This requirement obviously presents a problem to new companies that have no corporate experience to draw upon. However, select GSA solicitations allow a company offering services to proffer the experience of management with a previous employer as the corporate experience required under that Schedule's solicitation. Start-ups hoping to offer products to GSA also face a hurdle because GSA requires that a company submitting an offer prove that it has sold the product in the commercial marketplace. In spite of the challenges described above, it is well worth your company’s time and effort to work towards getting on a Schedule contract.  

Back to Instructions
Request Free Federal Sales Assistance

The organizations listed in the Strategic Checklist provide free assistance in winning federal contracts. Don’t be deluded into thinking that these organizations will deliver a federal contract to you. They all have different agendas that may not be consistent with you company’s goal of winning a federal contract. The danger in relying on assistance organizations is that your company will diverted from the required direct sales call to win a contract. The most valuable of the organizations listed are: 
Procurement Technical Assistance Centers (PTACS)
http://www.dla.mil/db/procurem.htm 
Counselors to America's Small Business (SCORE)
http://www.score.org/index.html
Back to Instructions
Attend Free Federal Small Business Conferences

Small business conferences held by federal agencies can point you to sales opportunities. But don’t rely on them to replace direct sales calls. Keep in mind that a free conference is usually held for political purposes. All free federal resources are meant to help small businesses in general and are not intended to assist a specific small business.
Back to Instructions
Begin the Sales Process

Begin Making Sales Calls and Hire and Train a Full Time Federal Sales Person

You should begin making federal sales calls immediately and also hire and train a full-time federal sales person if you don’t have one. You ask “How can we start direct federal sales immediately if we do not have an experienced federal sales person?” Have an owner, a principal, or your commercial sales manager start making federal sales calls.  This may dirty their hands a bit but someone has to do it.  They will soon learn that the same rejection occurs when making cold sales calls to federal customers as it does when calling upon commercial customers. In fact, the sales process is identical in both markets. The federal market is just bigger and requires more intense focus.  On a positive note, the federal customer will be a bit nicer when throwing up the roadblocks to meeting with you.

The ideal situation would be for your company to find a person with federal sales experience. If you cannot find such a person, you will need to train him or her. First, have them read all of the free content at Fedmarket.com. Then have the sales person sign up to attend one of our federal training seminars. Our experienced federal sales trainer will immerse your sales person in the reality of federal sales and show him or her how to operate on the federal sales firing line.

Start with the Credit Card and Quick Buy Markets for Smaller Transactions

Outsider Perception: Federal purchases are made the same way regardless of the amount of money involved.

Reality: The rules regarding credit card purchases and quick buys make it easy to do business in the federal market for transactions of less than $100,000.
Lesson: Use the rules concerning credit card purchases and quick buys to your advantage. Federal buyers located outside of Washington’s Beltway use these procedures extensively to do business with local small businesses. 

Background: 

The uninitiated do not realize how easy it is to do business in the under $100,000 segment of the federal market. Federal purchases of less than $100,000 are theoretically set aside for small businesses (although there is a current dispute between the Small Business Administration and GSA regarding whether this is indeed true). Think about it. Many small businesses across the country would not consider a $99,000 sale insignificant. The federal small buy market is divided into two sectors.  

Credit Card Procedures for Single-Source Purchases

A federal buyer may place orders of less than $3,000 using a government credit card. Such orders can be placed without the necessity for competition and with a company of the buyer’s choice. These buys are usually made by end users and can be made without the need for a contracting officer’s involvement. 

The following example demonstrates how a credit card purchase may transpire. Let’s assume that a federal end user’s hard drive crashes.  He has an immediate need for a replacement so he buys a new computer by credit card from a local retailer.  Under this scenario, the end user is up and running in a matter of hours. How much closer to the commercial market can you get?

If the purchase is made in support of a contingency operation (in simple terms, one that is made for military purposes during a time of war or natural disaster) or to facilitate a defense against terrorism, the credit card limits increase to $15,000 for purchases made inside the United Sates and $25,000 for buys outside the United States. 

Quick Buys from $3,000 to $100,000

Small buy rules also apply to orders of between $3,000 and $100,000 but the procedures are slightly more stringent.  We call such transactions “quick buys.” In the federal vernacular, the procedures used for quick buys are called “simplified acquisition procedures.” Quick buys can be made after obtaining quotes (by methods such as fax, e-mail or orally) from a minimum of two sources.  If the purchase supports a contingency operation or is necessary to facilitate a defense against terrorism, the quick buy limit increases to $250,000 for purchases made within the United Sates and $1 million for buys outside the United States.  

Consider Starting as a Subcontractor to a Prime 
Outsider Perception: Most federal business is conducted with direct contracts between the end users and the vendor.

Reality: A large amount of federal business is done through commercial subcontracts with federal prime contractors.
Lesson: Subcontracting is a valid way to close a sale when your business doesn’t have another method to do so. 
Background:

Companies which don’t have pre-approved federal price lists usually have to start out as a subcontractor to a company that already has a contract with the federal agency.  These insiders are commonly called “prime contractors.” Assuming they want to do business with you, contracting officers can elect to have one of their existing prime contractors execute a subcontract with your business as a way to close a deal under the rules. For example, your company could sell a product or service to an end user at a particular agency and the agency may decide that the best way to close your sale is through a subcontract with a trusted prime contractor (as opposed to going through a lengthy and expensive public bid process). 

The contracting officer may also elect to put you in contact with a small business which holds a preference certification (such as a Section 8(a) small disadvantaged business certification) because the government can sole source to this type of business if the transaction is under $3 million. Under this scenario, a new contract would be executed with the certified small business and your company would become a subcontractor under the new preference contract. Convoluted as it may sound, many federal sales are closed using commercial subcontracts. 

Subcontracting is a valid way to close a sale but it has drawbacks. The primary drawback is that a subcontract with a prime contractor doesn't give you that critical first step toward achieving insider status.  When acting as a subcontractor, you do not have a contract with the federal government. Instead your business has a commercial contract with the prime contractor. The prime contractor controls your company’s prices, your sales growth, and your destiny with the federal customer. A savvy prime contractor also insulates the federal customer from its subcontractors so the subcontractors never really achieve insider status.

National Emergency Procedures

Federal purchasing rules were recently relaxed for purchases made in response to emergencies or natural disasters. The new rules allow contracting officers to limit the use of full and open competition when the President has made a declaration of emergency under the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act. 

In this scenario, contracting officers may set aside opportunities for businesses located or doing business primarily in the area affected by the disasters or emergencies. In essence, the new legislation allows contracting officers to make sole-source purchases from companies located within areas affected by disaster without Congress coming down on them for rule violations. Keep in mind that the President must make a formal declaration first. 

Selling Directly to Prime Contractors 
Outsider Perception: Selling products and services to a federal prime contractor is easier than selling directly to the federal government. 

Reality: Selling services and solutions to a prime contractor can be as frustrating as selling directly to federal agencies.
Lesson:  You must sell your products and services to prime contractors in the same way you would to your prospective federal customers.  

Background:

Many small businesses start out in the federal market by serving as subcontractors to federal prime contractors. These companies are forced to do so because they don’t have ways to close their sales. In fact, most small businesses don’t know about pre-approved price list contracts until they have been in the game for six months or more.

Prime contractors are required by law to subcontract a percentage of their federal work to various types of small businesses (e.g., small disadvantaged businesses, veteran-owned businesses and the like). This is a major element in the federal government’s small business advocacy program and it works. Most people believe that mandatory subcontracting is a good approach but small businesses beware. There is an inherent flaw in the system in that prime contractors agree on paper to use good faith efforts to use small businesses but do not do so in practice. The way to keep the primes honest is to force the prime contractor to sign an airtight teaming agreement which obligates the prime contractor to send small companies the work outlined in the bid proposal. 
Selling services and solutions to a prime contractor can be as frustrating as selling directly to federal agencies. The primes usually have a plethora of varying types of small businesses under their umbrella and making cold calls to a prime contractor is like any other cold call. Your first task is to find the key decision makers in the organization and most are buried deep within the inner layers of the prime’s bureaucracy. 

If your primary contact directs you to the prime contractor’s Diversity Department or Small Business Advocacy Group, you have been given the kiss of death. These departments will ask you to submit your capabilities statement for entry into their small business capabilities database. Your proffered statement will most probably wind up in the department head’s circular file and it is not likely that your business will hear back from that prime.

In contrast, there may be limited scenarios under which the prime contractor will welcome you with open arms.  They are as follows:

1. Your sales staff has sold your company’s services to an end user at a military base near your hometown.  The end user wants to do business with your company and has money to spend. You don’t have a closing mechanism, such as a GSA Schedule contract, so the base referred you to the contract manager for their favorite prime contractor.  Under this scenario, the prime will embrace your company because you have brought an unforeseen opportunity to its attention and also because it will make a handsome profit by marking up your fees and costs.

2. You have a unique capability that the prime contractor needs and therefore can’t find elsewhere.

3. Someone in your network of contacts knows a decision maker in the prime contractor’s organization and has provided an excellent reference for your company.

4. Beginning as a subcontractor to a prime is a good way to get your foot in the door because it is fast and relatively painless. As mentioned in previous newsletters, the major drawbacks are that the prime contractor will try to insulate your company from the customer, take credit for your staff’s superior performance, and attempt to grab the bulk of any new work you uncover.  

Back to Instructions
Learn How to Write Federal Proposals

Outsider Perception: Writing a federal proposal is like writing a commercial proposal.

Reality: Federal proposals are a breed unto themselves.
Lesson: Learn to write federal proposals using a business process that integrates proposal writing and sales.  

Background:

Learning to prepare outstanding, first-rate proposals is a task that is difficult at best and often impossible.  Many contractors fail to ever master the assignment. Corporate management must be fully committed to the task and must also devote substantial time and resources to developing and keeping a good writing team. In order to start the process, we recommend doing the following:

1. Sell the opportunity first and then write a proposal. Don’t write proposals for projects that you haven’t sold.

2. In order to put your best foot forward, present customer-centric proposals based on solutions you have proposed to the federal end user.

3. Make sales and proposal writing an integrated and structured business process. Start the process early and have the proposal started when the actual Request for Proposal (RFP) is published.

4. Propose what the customer wants first and then sell them what they need.

Federal proposal evaluators look for simplicity and reader-friendly proposals; they want just the facts supported with evidence.  Forget the sales fluff.  In order to prepare a thorough, well-organized proposal, your staff must start with an outline. The outline provides the structure needed for your staff to prepare a clear and concise proposal.   

Fedmarket.com offers the Proposal Architect, a complete federal proposal writing solution based on pre-populated proposal outline templates. http://www.proposalarchitect.com/ 
Fedmarket Services

Fedmarket offers a range of services to companies seeking federal contracts.  

Fedmarket GSA Proposal eLabPlus
Fedmarket.com assists companies in completing their GSA Schedule offer during the course of a three-day computer workshop.  We provide you with a detailed Request for Information (RFI) at the time you register for the workshop. The RFI outlines the required corporate data and pricing that must be gathered and prepared in advance of the eLab. Attendees will, with the assistance of our GSA consulting staff, complete their GSA offer prior to the end of the workshop. In fact, many complete the offer and leave with a completed proposal in fewer than three days. If you are a procrastinator, the GSA eLab is the solution for you. The Fedmarket GSA Proposal eLabPlus is offered monthly at the Federal Sales Academy in Bethesda, Maryland and quarterly in Las Vegas, Nevada. Call a Fedmarket representative at 888-661-4094, Ext. 2 to learn more about this 3-day workshop. 

FedBuying Intelligence, Online “Who Buys What You Sell” Subscription Service

FedBuying Intelligence brings focus and precision to your sales efforts. 

FedBuying Intelligence quickly identifies for you the federal buyers buy what you sell -- and how often. For each of your company's federal supply codes, FedBuying Intelligence provides a compete purchasing history, rich with critical information such as buyer contact names, phone numbers, email addresses, agency names and geographic locations. Browse this information on screen, or download it for use in your contact database or other contact applications.

Assembling intelligence data on your own would take enormous time and effort. FedBuying Intelligence streamlines this difficult process giving you access to current and timely data that will provide you with the tools to succeed in the federal marketplace. 
FedBuying Intelligence is the most powerful sales tool in the federal market. It searches five years of public bid data and tells you “who bought what”. Enter your product/service using keywords, Product/Service Codes, or NAICS Codes and find the solicitations and awards for the Contracting Officers and Contract Specialists who bought your product/service. Contact data including telephone number and email address is provided for each buyer in a downloadable spreadsheet.

FedBuying Intelligence tells you: 
· Which federal buyers have purchased your products or services. 
· What they purchased. 

· When they purchased it. 

· How much they paid. 

· Which agency the buyers work for. 

· How to contact the buyers. 

FedBuying Intelligence government buyer information includes: 
· First and last name 
· Address 

· Phone and fax 

· Email 

· Office and agency information 

· Recent contract awards 

Back to Instructions
                                ------------------------------------------------------

Call us at 888.661.4094, Ext 2,  for more information on any of our GSA services or products or visit http://www.fedmarket.com/products/gsa_index.shtml. 
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