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10 Steps to Becoming a Government Contractor

Learning Objectives

At the end of this module, you will be able to identify the steps that are required to become a
government contractor.

About FDIC Supplier Diversity Effort

The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) recognizes the important contributions made by
small, veteran, and minority and women-owned businesses to our economy. For that reason, we strive
to provide small businesses with opportunities to contract with the FDIC. In furtherance of this goal, the
FDIC has initiated the FDIC Small Business Resource Effort to assist the small vendors that provide
products, services, and solutions to the FDIC.

The objective of the Small Business Resource Effort is to provide information and the tools small vendors
need to become better positioned to compete for contracts and subcontracts at the FDIC. To achieve
this objective, the Small Business Resource Effort references outside resources critical for qualified
vendors, leverages technology to provide education according to perceived needs, and offers
connectivity through resourcing, accessibility, counseling, coaching, and guidance where applicable.

This product was developed by the FDIC Office of Minority and Woman Inclusion (OMWI). OMW!I has
responsibility for oversight of the Small Business Resource Effort.

Executive Summary

The United States Government is the world's largest customer. Each year, the federal government and
its various agencies procure more than $500 billion of everything from tanks to tweezers. For many
products and services, the U.S. government is the biggest buyer on the planet. If you've decided that
federal contracting is a good strategy for your business, it will help you to learn about how the
contracting process works and how to get started. This module outlines the ten steps to becoming a
government contractor and offers additional tips as you get involved in this sector.
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10 Steps to Becoming a Government Contractor

1. Decide what to sell.

The first thing you’ll need to do is figure out what products or services you will sell. To start, investigate
ways that your business can fill existing needs in the federal government. Make this decision carefully
and consider the long-term sustainability of your product or service and the government’s needs. Also
consider future growth of your product or service. For instance, if your company provides an IT solution,
will it be compatible with new or future operating systems (Window 8, 9, etc.).

Then, find out how federal agencies can purchase these products and services. If you sell something the
government buys routinely, it probably appears in a GSA schedule. For less common products, log on to
the Federal Procurement Data System, which records detailed information on most of the government's
past purchases. Additionally, each agency produces a procurement forecast with contact information;
you can find these forecasts at Acquisition.gov
(http://www.acquisition.gov/comp/procurement _forecasts/), a resource for federal acquisitions.

2. Gain a command of the basics.

Do your homework. Make sure you understand the whole process of government contracting so you
know what you’re getting into and can be well-prepared. The intricacies of government contracting can
be overwhelming. It's easy to get mired in the details and get discouraged, but if you want to be a
government contractor, you need to master and move beyond the basics. To gain a command of the
basics, seek out expertise from the Small Business Administration (sba.gov), consultants, peers,
mentors, and others to learn how government contracting works. A starting point for understanding the
basics includes, but is not limited to:

= Be familiar with applicable regulations.

- Integrated Acquisition Environment (IAE).

— Federal Acquisition Regulations (FAR).

— Agency Supplemental Regulations.

— Defense Acquisition Regulation Supplement (DFARS).

— BusinessUSA.

— SBA Small Business Training Network (free courses).

= Understand the different types of contracts.

— Contracts based on dollar threshold.
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— Fixed price, cost reimbursement, firm fixed price, cost plus fixed fee.
- Full and open competition.

- Advertised and non-advertised on FedBizOpps.gov.

- Indefinite Delivery, Indefinite Quantity (IDIQ).

- Blanket Purchase Agreements (BPAs)

= Understand the roles of various government personnel and their corresponding authority.

- Contracting Officer (CO).

— Contracting Officer’s Technical Representative (COTR).

3. Get registered.

If you do not already have a “DUNS Number,” contact Dun & Bradstreet at dnb.com to obtain one. Your
DUNS Number is an important “identifier” that is used for a multitude of purposes by the federal
government in the contracting arena.

Next, you must register your business with the federal government’s System for Award Management
(SAM) at sam.gov, the primary database of vendors doing business with the federal government. Prior
to SAM, it was necessary for vendors to register with multiple databases that did not interact. The
Integrated Award Environment (IAE), a Presidential e-Government initiative managed by GSA, facilitates
every phase of the acquisition lifecycle, from market research to contract administration. The federal
government is working to make the acquisition of goods and services secure, streamlined and cost-
effective with IAE. The goal of the IAE initiative is to integrate and unify the federal acquisition process
for government buyers and sellers. Through IAE, the acquisition functions common to all agencies are
now centrally managed as shared systems through SAM. Once all planned systems are migrated, SAM
will further streamlines processes, eliminate redundant data and save money.

While not all systems/databases have been migrated to SAM, Federal Acquisitions Regulations (FAR)
requires all prospective vendors to be registered in SAM prior to the award of a contract, basic
agreement, basic ordering agreement, or blanket purchase agreement. Your entity registration will
become active after 3-5 days when the IRS validates your TIN information.

= Systems Already Migrated into SAM.

- Central Contractor Registration (CCR)/Federal Agency Registration (FedReg). Note: If you
registered in CCR previously, your account was automatically transferred into SAM.
- Online Representations and Certifications Applications (ORCA).

— Excluded Parties List System.
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= Systems Planned for Migration into SAM.

- FedBizOpps.gov.

- Wage Determinations On-Line (WDOL).

- Past Performance Information Retrieval System (PPIRS).

— Federal Awardee Performance and Integrity System (FAPIIS).

— Federal Procurement Data System-Next Generation (FPDS-NG).
— Electronic Subcontracting Reporting System (eSRS).

— FFATA Sub-award Reporting System (FSRS).

— Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance (CFDA).

4. Get certified.

Except for the FDIC, the federal government sets aside contracts between $3,000 and $150,000 for
certified small businesses, and regulations often encourage procurement officers to reserve larger
contracts for small businesses, as well. Determine if your business qualifies as a small business based on
size standards established by the Small Business Administration.

As part of the government contracting registration process, you will enter certain information about
your business into the SAM database, including your primary NAICS code. Based on the information you
enter, you may self-certify your business as a Small Business, Woman-Owned Small Business, Small
Disadvantaged Business [including 8(a)], Service-disabled Veteran Owned Small Business and Veteran
Owned Small Business. To be certified as a HUBZone Small Business Concern, you must apply to the SBA
for certification. To learn more about these programs and to determine if your business qualifies, go to
the sba.gov/contracting.

5. Cultivate your network.

Networking is an important part of government contracting. Relationship building and attending
networking events will help key contacts know and become familiar with you and your business. To do
it well, you need to learn that it isn’t always about what you want, but how you can help someone else.
Learning to listen and find out what others need is critical.

Take advantage of events hosted by the SBA, the Department of Labor, and other agencies to meet
Contracting Officers and learn what their needs are. Depending on your product or service, don't
hesitate to lend it out or do a demo at the agency—the more they can see, the more inclined they will
be to buy. At the same time, selling to the government is different from selling to the private sector.
Extreme aggressiveness can be perceived negatively, and might be a deterrent rather than an incentive.
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Giving government buyers a concise capabilities statement for your business is crucial. From there, try
to get as close to the person using the product as possible so that the user becomes your advocate.
Networking is critical to finding out about new opportunities and meeting strategic partners and
advisors.

Networking and relationship building doesn’t stop after you win a contract. From initial conversations
with government agencies, through contract implementation and completion, communication and
following-up promptly are critical elements in winning future work.

6. Map out your strategy.

Once you're organized for growth, identify specific target agencies and decision makers with whom you
want to build relationships. To really add value, resist the temptation to give them a product pitch;
instead, go into listening mode. ldentify the challenges the agency is facing and the emerging trends
that may affect the organization. Then, determine whether your offerings resonate with the audience,
and, if not, why. Ask decision makers to share what they are looking for, and how your business could
be of value. With this information, you can build a detailed profile of your target and hone your value
proposition accordingly. Then, it's important to define your expected sales capture/win rate, and
measure it weekly to gauge your performance. Document who you’ve contacted, who you actually
talked to, what was discussed and how it was received. Track this information to determine what
agencies have more interest in your offering and then focus your efforts. Look for parallel opportunities
in other agencies and use what you’ve learned to expand your business.

7. Prepare your team.

Before your business is awarded its first contract, prepare your team to support the government’s
needs. ldentify internal skill sets that could be leveraged once your business begins doing business with
the federal government. Invest time in educating your entire staff on your company’s value proposition
and how you stand out in the market. Be sure employees are passionate about promoting your
offerings.

Next, improve workflows to ensure that the right systems and processes are in place to quickly deliver
as promised. Give your employees the right tools to do their jobs. Things such as computers with
appropriate software installed, marketing collateral for business development, to a website that is
current will help you and your employees be more successful. When you're first starting out, you and
your team (if you have employees) will wear many different hats. As your team grows and
responsibilities are divided among several employees, consider having well-defined job descriptions with
appropriate titles and compensation.

Lastly, find talent that can fulfill both the sales and the “capture management” roles of your contracts.
Your talent is not likely to be one individual. Depending on the roles of your team, it may be
appropriate for support staff to search online for new opportunities. Your best salesperson should be

FDIC OMW!I Education Module: 10 Steps to Becoming a Government Contractor Page 6 of 11



10 Steps to Becoming a Government Contractor

charming and adept at connecting with people. Yet once the opportunity is identified, a different
person should execute the bid strategy to ensure that you meet requirements and are poised to win.

8. Identify opportunities.

Many contract opportunities worth more than $25,000 are published on FedBizOpps.gov. Anyone can
search nearly 30,000 solicitations published on the site. Detailed information is provided on how and
when vendors should respond.

If your product or service is either off the shelf or widely used across the government, chances are it's
listed on a Federal Supply Schedule, also known as GSA Schedule Contracts, managed by the General
Services Administration (gsa.gov). With GSA schedules, the government negotiates low prices with a
variety of sellers, typically for five-year periods with options to renew. Through these schedules,
government agencies order goods and services directly from GSA Schedule contractors at pre-
negotiated prices and defined delivery terms, warranties and terms and conditions. State and local
governments may also use GSA schedules for technology and disaster-preparedness products. A
business can apply to become a scheduled vendor by responding to the schedule's standing solicitation.
As part of your solicitation, you will have to submit to a "past performance evaluation" of your
commercial sales. However, even if the government accepts your offer and lists you on a schedule, it
won't guarantee a purchase. You will still have to market yourself as you would with any prospective
client.

9. Explore subcontracting.

Subcontracting represents a huge opportunity in many sectors. As the number of businesses selling to
government agencies grows, there may be more of a need for the product or service you sell. Some
small businesses begin working with the government through subcontracting because it allows them to
gain experience while preparing to bid on their own contracts.

Subcontracting can also be a way for prime contractors bidding on contracts exceeding $650,000 (or S1
million for construction of a public facility) to comply with laws offering “maximum practicable
subcontracting opportunities to small businesses.” To find out more:

= Check out the Small Business Administration’s Subcontracting Opportunities Directory at
sba.gov/aboutsba/sbaprograms/gc/contacts/gc_subcontracts opportunities.html.

® |nvestigate potential prime contractors. Many of the prime contractors have websites that may
be useful, and you may be able to contact their respective Small Business Liaison Officer (SBLO)
regarding subcontracting and teaming opportunities.

= Check out SUB-Net, a database listing subcontracting solicitations and opportunities posted by
large prime contractors and other non-federal agencies. Go to: sba.gov/subnet.
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10. Place your bid.

Government bid solicitations can be daunting. With attachments, they can easily run a hundred pages
or more. Read them carefully. The government takes all its rules seriously, and you can be disqualified
from participation for submitting an offer that is, for example, too long. Additionally, make sure you
understand all the terms of the proposed contract. Many of these will be stated in the solicitation, but
many others will be incorporated from other sources, particularly the Federal Acquisition Regulation
(FAR), the set of rules that governs procurement. Don't waste your time with the entire FAR, but be
sure to read the contract provisions that are referenced in the solicitation.

Do not underbid. If you know the government will select the lowest bidder, you may think underbidding
is the best way to go. This will only lead you down the road of failure. Small businesses typically cannot
sustain such costly mistakes. You should price your bid competitively, but make sure you consider all
aspects of pricing. Take advantage of the solicitation’s question and answer period to eliminate
assumptions.

If your offer is not accepted, ask for a debriefing from the contracting agency. Most times, they will give
it to you, and they will tell you why you weren't chosen. Debriefs are important in helping you grow,
and you should take advantage of the opportunity. Make sure you ask questions professionally. It's
easy to be disappointed after spending a great deal of time and resources on a bid only to lose. At all
cost, avoid becoming combative. Finally, be realistic about your capabilities. The government relies on
past performance when deciding to award a contract. If small businesses get in over their heads on
their first government contract, then chances of repeat work are slim. Start with a smaller project you
know you can do well and prove yourself.

Additional Tips

1. Accept Credit Cards.

More than 250,000 federal employees are using the GSA Smartpay cards. As a vendor, you can
maximize your ability to capture government sales by accepting credit cards. If you already accept
credit cards, you have no additional work to do. If you don’t accept these cards, contact a bank to
establish a merchant account. For more information, visit GSA’s website at gsasmartpay.com.

2. Prepare and Improve through free federal programs.

Several other free programs may be of interest to you, such as:

* Individual Agency Mentor-Protégé Programs
sba.gov/aboutsba/sbaprograms/8abd/mentorprogram/index.html

=  SBA’s Small Business Innovation Research Program
sba.gov/sbir/indexsbir-sttr.html
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=  Other Federal Government Acquisition sites
prod.nais.nasa.gov/pub/fedproc/home.html

Additionally, Congress created the Procurement Technical Assistance Centers (PTACs) to provide local,
in-person counseling and training services to small businesses seeking to compete successfully in
federal, state and local government contracting. PTACs services are available either free of charge or at
a nominal cost. PTACs are part of the Procurement Technical Assistance Program, which is administered
by the Defense Logistics Agency. Assistance provided by PTACs includes:

e Determine if your business is ready for government contracting.
e Help you register in the proper places.

e See if you are eligible in any small business certifications.

e Research past contract opportunities.

To find a PTACs location near you, go to:

dla.mil/smallbusiness/pages/procurementtechnicalassistancecenters.aspx

3. Document Your Success.

Contracting officers rely heavily on past performance when evaluating vendors. It's not about the
lowest price anymore; it's about the best value. One of the factors in best value is past performance.
Take time to document every engagement that you’ve been a part of and how your business has
performed. Note the scope, responsibilities, and achievements to demonstrate that your business can
deliver the products or services the federal government is requesting. Having a documentation system
in place is particularly helpful when you are searching for information about specific past experience
needed for winning new business.

Businesses interested in GSA Schedule Contracts should obtain an Open Ratings, Inc. Past Performance
Evaluation. Open Ratings, a Dun & Bradstreet Company, conducts an independent audit of customer
references and calculates a rating based upon a statistical analysis of various performance data and
survey responses. While some GSA Schedule solicitations contain the form to request an Open Ratings
Past Performance Evaluation, vendors may also submit an online request directly to Open Ratings.

Below are some of the items that you will need in order to complete registration processes.

e Your NAICS codes.

e Your Data Universal Numbering System (DUNS).

e Your Federal Tax Identification Number (TIN or EIN).
e Your Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) codes.

e Your Product Service codes (optional but useful).

e Your Federal Supply Classification codes (optional but useful).
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4. Stay informed.

Track changes to rules and regulations at the agencies you're serving or plan to serve. Periodically check
their websites and read industry publications for the latest news. Are there changes in agency
leadership, or is the organization restructuring? Always maintain an open line of communication with
key contracting officials and know what method they prefer for keeping in touch, whether it's a
telephone call, email, fax, or on-site visit.

Potential Pitfalls

1. Assuming that gathering competitive data is too time-intensive.

Businesses often don’t think they have the resources for competitive analysis. Yet this type of analysis is
surprisingly easy and important to do. Visit your competitors’ web sites to see their value propositions
and products or services. If you're using the same industry buzzwords, it’s a signal that you may need to
re-evaluate your positioning. Attend industry trade shows to identify players, and to see how they
market themselves to various agencies. Learn as much as you can about vendors in your industry who
are winning contracts with your target agencies. Keep an ear to the ground for emerging players and
track how your existing competitors are evolving.

2. Not recognizing your own limitations.

Some business owners have an impressive command of a product or service area, but they lack
capabilities in managing other aspects of the business. Take an honest assessment of your strengths,
and look for resources to fill important gaps.

3. Losing focus on retaining business.

The process of winning a government contract is so time-consuming that it is easy to focus all of your
energies on winning that initial business only to lose sight of how to deliver once you’ve won. Strong
project execution and management is critical to keeping government customers happy and reaching the
next level of growth.

Also, be careful of “putting all your eggs in one basket.” Spending all your time and resources on
winning a single bid can deplete your pipeline of opportunities. If you win the bid, you have work. If
you don’t win, you have no work and may have to start the next opportunity from the beginning, which
is very time consuming. Make an informed bid/no-bid decision and be honest with yourself about your
chances of winning before you commit to bid.

4. Concentrating on where the business is today.

As a small business owner, you are often so focused on keeping the lights on that it’s hard to stop and
consider how to keep a business evolving. Having an evolutionary outlook is necessary to prepare your
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business for the next level of growth. For example, most small businesses win their initial contracts
through a teaming arrangement with a larger business. Yet, as they grow their contract base, they often
find it beneficial to develop new capabilities so they can service agencies with their own internal
resources. Don’t be afraid to grow, but do your homework and understand when the time is right.

Sources and Citations

= Small Business Association, Doing Business with the Federal Government, A Twelve Step
Program for Success

= Small Business Association, Contracting Checklist

= |nc.com, How to Become a Government Contractor

= Aaron R. Jones, ProSidian Consulting, LLC, Becoming a Government Contractor
= Shirleen Payne, ProSidian Consulting, LLC, Selling to the Federal Government
= American Express, An Introduction to Government Contracting

= Entrepreneur, Become a Government Contractor

= American Express, Become an Accomplished Government Contractor

= Small Business Administration, Register for Government Contracting
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