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Introduction
Most companies worry about their competitors.  It’s capitalism at its best. Andy Grove, Intel’s co-founder, says “Only the paranoid survive.” While the goal of procurement rules is to promote full and open competition, the truth is that the competition is limited to an extent.  Here is what GSA itself says, on its web site, about competition amongst GSA Schedule contract holders:
Identify your competitors

Visit the Schedules e-Library website at www.gsaelibrary.gsa.gov and the GSA Advantage website at www.gsaadvantage.gov.  These websites contain information regarding the products and services that current MAS contractors already offer.  This will aid you in identifying potential competitors under the MAS Program and help you to further assess your ability to compete for orders, if your company is awarded a MAS contract.  You should look at such key information as your competitors' pricing, delivery time, warranty terms, services, and other conditions.  Think about how you will be prepared to meet or beat such terms.  In addition, you should examine other factors that purchasers under the MAS Program may consider when awarding an order such as your company's past performance and expertise in providing the products and/or services that your company is seeking to offer. Often, purchasers under the MAS Program make their award decision based upon "best value" as opposed to lowest price technically acceptable, so you need to assess your ability to compete for orders under all possible award evaluation criteria.
Obtain Detailed Sales Information

Then, visit the Schedule Sales Query website at http://ssq.gsa.gov/ that provides detailed sales information on current MAS contractors.  Specifically, you can search to see whether your competitors have successfully sold similar products and/or services under the MAS Program.

Assess Your Competitive Environment

Your review and analysis of these websites should allow you to assess the competitive environment for the products and/or services you want to provide.  Once you understand the terms you will have to follow and the market you will operate in, you can decide whether a MAS contract is the right investment for your company to make.
GSA Competition in Real Life

For political reasons the federal government takes the position that competition for federal contracts is “full and open”. In real life, full and open competition is impractical because it takes far too long to make a purchase and federal contracting offices do not have enough staff to achieve full and open competition.

In fact, GSA schedules limit competition for good reasons; they reduce the cost of purchasing and, more importantly, speed up the purchasing process. Most people who understand federal purchasing issues agree that GSA schedules are in the best interest of the taxpayer. As expressed above, GSA’s posture implies that competition takes place when a Request for Quote (RFQ) is issued. In real life, the actual completion takes place way ahead of the issuance of an RFQ.  Except for commodities, the competition place when a salesperson calls on an end user and sells a company’s products or services based on features and benefits, best values considerations, and risk aversion. 

More than one company may be engaging the end user but all the competitors on your GSA schedule will not be a factor in most cases. The RFQ issued to those companies working with the end user and others who the end user doesn’t know. Often this is only one company; hopefully, yours. In most cases, the companies that have not sold the end user provide the paperwork that the government needs to show competition.
So, as we see it, the most basic issues are as follows:
1. Your company and its sales staff generate the demand with end users for your products and services.  The only competitors that you need to worry about are those selling the end user in direct competition with your company.  A GSA Schedule contract is a method which allows your business to quickly and easily close a sale that you have already made.

2. The hundreds, or even thousands, of companies on your Schedule are really just names in the database. As we tell our clients, “Only companies with proactive salespeople survive in the federal sales game.”

3. Your company should hold a GSA Schedule contract in order to close deals.  The goal should not be not to use your Schedule contract to help win opportunities which your sales staff hasn’t presold.  Don’t go into a bid opportunity with the mindset that you are going to blindly bid on that contract and use your Schedule contract to help seal the deal.

4. When considering whether to enter the federal market, your management must ask whether the company can afford the lead time and expensive of implementing an effective federal sales program. If your company has already implemented such a program and a contracting officer has told your staff that it would make her life easier if your business held a Schedule contract, then pursue getting one immediately.
By outlining the issues above, we do not mean to imply that your company should not concern itself with your competitors on the Schedule and their pricing.  When examining the competition, the focus should be on whether you have Schedule competitors who are going to beat you to the end user.
The Role of Prices in GSA Competition

Many businesses face a dilemma when considering their offered GSA pricing and its strategy for negotiating with GSA. On the one hand, a company hopes that GSA will agree to the company’s highest pricing. In contrast, management often worries about offering pricing that exceeds that of its competitors. 

We recommend the following:
1. Go for the highest price that you can get your GSA contracting officer to agree to during negotiations.

2. Disclose all of your discounting practices to GSA and be completely open and honest with GSA during the negotiations.

Best Value: A Salesperson’s Dream

End users or contracting officers purchasing goods and services through a Schedule contract can make purchasing decisions based on “best value considerations” rather than merely lowest price considerations. This is big from a sales perspective. If you can convince a federal buyer that your product or service is superior to your competitor down the street, federal procurement rules encourage the end user to justify purchases based on best value determinations and not necessarily lowest price justifications.  For this reason, GSA Schedule contracts are a federal salesperson’s dream come true. The biggest problems from a sales perspective are getting in the door and convincing the contracting officer to use a Schedule contract to make the buy. This is where building a relationship with the end user and contracting officer becomes paramount.

The Role of Prices for Services

Most GSA task orders concerning services are fixed-price task orders. For this reason, hourly rates do not play a major role in determining which company ultimately gets the work. The exception to this rule is time and material contracts which, in this day and age, exist primarily in contracting done with the Department of Defense.  Rates do make a big difference in time and material task orders (not necessarily from a competitive viewpoint but certainly from a profitability viewpoint).
Many GSA Schedule prime contractors have awarded hourly rates which are relatively low. This is not necessarily because they wanted them to be low. The rates are low because GSA forced the company to accept lower awarded hourly rates because the companies in question held high-volume, service contracts with other federal agencies. On such contracts, the prime contractors agreed to lower hourly rates due to, among other factors, volume considerations and the government’s commitment to providing a long-term stream of work.  In the long run, these Schedule holders are not overly concerned about rates when selling fixed-price work because they can influence the price and the number of hours used to justify the price.  For example, a quote of 10,000 hours at $100 per hour = $1,000,000.  The same price can be arrived at by multiplying 12,500 hours times $80 per hour. Remember that service work is usually sold, not ordered and the seller usually has an opportunity to influence the specifications for the work.

The recent impetus on the part of the federal government to encourage fixed-price service contracts makes sense in theory. But real life is not theoretical.  Contractors sell services and are involved in establishing specifications and prices.  The federal government has great difficulty in writing fixed-price specifications on their own. The government has not figured out a way to acquire services any differently. 

The Role of Product Prices

Prices play a more significant role in creating competition in commodity purchases.  The government is able to compare prices for commodities and contracting officers actually do on occasion. Your company’s awarded GSA prices, compared to the prices of your competitors on Schedule, do make a difference if you are selling commodities. Although you should be concerned about your competitors’ prices, try to get the highest awarded pricing possible. You can always discount your GSA prices for an individual task order later.
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