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People Buy, Not Agencies

Contrary to popular belief, people buy in the federal market, not agencies. The only way to make a federal sale is to contact a buyer through a direct sales call. Companies unwilling to make the sales calls are not going to experience success in the market.  Although rules and regulations often tie a government buyer’s hands, they don't turn the buyer into a robot. Government buyers are people with the same general motivations and inclinations we all have, rules or no rules.

Government 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.

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 being bought. Companies offering services and/or complex products must sell directly to the end user because this person is the one who determines if the service or product meets their needs and solves their problem.

An official buyer, also known as a contracting officer, is positioned within the agency’s contracting division. Contracting officers are charged with the legal responsibility for making purchases and ensuring that the purchases are made within the boundaries of the procurement rules. Contracting officers work with end users to transact a purchase, but it is the contracting officer who signs the contract with the vendor.

It is the contracting officer’s duty to make sure that the buying process is as competitive as possible. However, the contracting officer also has the latitude to take into consideration the factors surrounding the procurement. “Factors” is the operative word here. Factors which 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.  In instances in which commodities are being purchased (such as office supplies), contracting officers are often the sole decision makers. In selling commodities, contracting officers should be viewed as end users.

Many companies entering the federal market believe that federal agencies will automatically place orders with vendors who hold pre-approved price lists such as a GSA Schedule contract. With the possible exception of the purchase of mass-produced products, this is untrue. The government doesn’t place orders with vendors listed in some magical central database. 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.
The People in the Process and How They Are Motivated

Buyers in the commercial and federal sectors behave in the same manner. Most buyers will choose the path of least resistance and then run to get to their kids’ soccer games on time. Federal buyers view obtaining the best value for the taxpayer as a noble objective but hold maximizing their own raises and performance evaluations on an even higher plane.

Experienced federal sales people know that the roles people play and their motivations profoundly affect buying decisions. Most people are motivated by self-interest; that's not necessarily a good or bad thing, it’s just a fact. The desire to do a good job, to avoid failure, and to save money on behalf of the taxpayer benefits us all. Having a clear picture of the various roles of the people in the federal sales game may help you better target your sales approach.
	Person
	Responsibilities
	Primary Motivation
	Not Motivated To:

	
	
	
	

	Federal End User
	Performing a job for the taxpayer in the most efficient, cost-effective manner possible

Monitoring contractor performance 
	Successfully accomplishing work tasks and being rewarded with raises and promotions

Avoiding risk, ensuring that buying decisions produce the desired outcome
	Select an unknown vendor or one who represents a potential risk 

	Contracting officer
	Legal responsibility for a contract (signs contract) 
Ensuring that requirements for competitive bids have been met 

Monitoring contract performance
	Successfully accomplishing work tasks and being rewarded with raises and promotions
Ensuring that all rules and regulations have been followed

Maintaining a contract file that shows maximum possible competition took place
	Contract with a vendor that which was selected in violation  of the rules

	Small Business Specialist
(advocate) 
	Advocating the use of small businesses
	Promoting the use of small business as a policy
	Help a particular small business win a contract

	Members of the Congress and the White House
	Develop and pass legislation
Represent constituents

Contract performance  
	Re-election
Votes and campaign dollars

Brings major projects into their own states and districts 

More contract dollars

Controlling the customer relationship 
	Help a particular small business win a contract unless the exercise is directly connected to more votes or money
Subcontract with companies that do not bring contract dollars or that threaten the customer relationship


How Purchasing Decisions Are Made

Like all of us, the people who make buying decisions in the federal government are influenced by their own biases, perceptions, and views of the world. Although the government uses an ostensibly objective numeric scoring system to evaluate proposals, in the end it's a person who assigns the score. It's not much different from when your teachers graded you back in grade school. A proposal evaluator reads a submitted resume and decides the person on the resume is graded out at a score of 87 out of 100. Why not an 85 or 89? Because it is a subjective process and all procurement decisions boil down to a subjective judgment no matter how sophisticated the scoring scheme. Scoring usually doesn’t occur when products are purchased, but essentially the same thing happens. 

A buyer may say that product pricing, a particular feature, a fast delivery time, or the availability of an extended warranty is his basis for selecting Product A over Product B. In fact, Product A and B may be virtually identical; the difference is that the seller of Product A employed a more effective sales approach. Whether buying one million paperclips or a $10 million software system, the most important factor in making the sale is usually what the buyer has learned from salespeople.

A salesperson's goal is to make a sale by helping buyers make informed decisions. Information garnered from a vendor’s references, from colleagues who have past experience with a vendor, and the general reputation and brand identity of the vendor all contribute to what comes down to a buyer's subjective decision based on value.

Become a GSA Schedule Holder

Federal buyers prefer purchasing from GSA Schedule holders for the following reasons - the minimal paperwork associated with a GSA Schedule purchase, the speed with which the purchases may be accomplished, and the avoidance of the public bid process. In short, many federal buyers prefer to work exclusively with companies that are on a GSA Schedule.
Completing the paperwork to become a GSA approved vendor is a daunting task. Many companies give up after seeing the length of the solicitation document.  Others toil over the paperwork for months only to have their proposal rejected because the company submitting the offer failed to adhere to GSA's procedures and rules.

Fedmarket.com has helped hundreds of companies complete their GSA proposal offering and become GSA approved vendors. We have a GSA solution to fit your budget. Call a GSA Sales Consultant, at (888) 661-4094 x 2 to discuss the solutions Fedmarket.com has to offer you. 
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