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Praise for Selling to the Government

“Selling to the government is not for the faint of heart . . . you need passion for the mission, patience for the process, and the ability to persevere through administration and agency changes that happen frequently. Government is a complex marketplace, but is absolutely the most rewarding! Be a good partner to government, build solid relationships and it will pay off. In his book Selling to the Government, Mark Amtower provides the quintessential primer on the government marketplace. A how-to manual for those looking to enter it and a reference for seasoned professionals, it is packed with solid guidance throughout.”

—Teresa H. Carlson, Vice President for the Federal Government, Microsoft Corporation

“Mark’s insights on how to penetrate the federal market show his serious knowledge of government business. Are you serious enough to follow them?”

—Larry Allen, President of The Coalition for Government Procurement

“Many people in Washington may think they know a lot about selling to the U.S. government, but few will claim that they know more than Mark Amtower does. Mark is awesome! Mark understands the bureaucratic thought process, he understands how to communicate with these people, he knows how to get into the right door, and he is most creative when he puts it all together into a plan of action.”

—Dendy Young, CEO, McLean Capital, LLC

“It’s the same mistake . . . over and over. During the two decades that I have worked in public sector marketing, I have witnessed a myriad of highly successfully, commercially proven companies struggle when initially entering the government market. Why? They fail to invest the time and resources to fully understand how and why government agencies make procurement decisions.

This book from Mark Amtower is a must-read for any corporate, sales, or marketing executive interested in doing business with the U.S. federal government. Mark shares a set of best practices, lessons learned, and advice in an easy-to-read and informative writing style that will put any company on a fast path to success.”

—Marc Hausman, President and CEO, Strategic Communications Group, Inc.

“What some may fear, Mark Amtower clarifies and simplifies. The federal government has money and pays its bills on time. Read Mark’s guide and “Go for it.” You will have no regrets.”

—Tom Carroll, Founder and Chairman, Carroll Publishing and GovSearch

“Mark is well respected in the government marketplace and understands that in spite of the 1,600 plus pages of Federal Acquisition Regulations it’s about RELATIONSHIPS!!! Mark tells you in plain English how to go about the process of business development. Except for NASA, this is not rocket science, . . . it’s about following the proven path successful entrepreneurs have used to create market share.”

—Scott Denniston, Former Director; Office of Small Business and Center for Veterans Enterprise, Dept. of Veterans Affairs, and Founder/President of the Scott Group of Virginia

“When I was presented with the opportunity of reading an advance copy of Mark Amtower’s latest book, Selling to the Government, I was both honored and, of course, intensely interested. . . . [T]his is a topic of considerable relevance and even controversy in the realms of public sector procurement.

Mark did not disappoint, as his text displayed a rare balance between meaningful experience and practical expertise, delivering much needed insight into an area in which a clear line of both vision and understanding is—more often than not—obfuscated by contradictory policies and competing interests. Explained using informative as well as entertaining anecdotal references, this is a cover-to-cover read . . . probably in one sitting.

My advice . . . buy the book and enjoy, then prosper!”

—Jon Hansen, Author and the Host of the PI Window on Business Show

“I’ve witnessed Mark Amtower in action on his home turf in Washington, DC—he’s a certified genius about marketing and selling to the government. In this book, he shares his secrets. Mark shows you that making money (lots of it) selling to the government doesn’t need to be mysterious and you’ll learn exactly what you need to do to succeed.”

—David Meerman Scott, Best-Selling Author of The New Rules of Marketing and Coauthor of Marketing Lessons from the Grateful Dead

“Mark Amtower has been the go-to guy for marketing to the federal government for more years than I can remember. Selling to the Government distills his decades of experience in marketing to the government into a book you can buy for a few bucks. It’s the bargain of the century!”

—Bob Bly, Copywriter

“I have been observing Mark Amtower and his successful clients for over twenty years, and there is no one—and I mean no one—who knows more about successfully selling to the government than Mark. He is the ‘Dean of Government Marketing.’ ”

—Don Libey, CEO, Libey LLC, and Veteran Direct Marketing Advisor

“This book is a must for anyone selling to the government. Amtower gives you the answers you need to questions you don’t know you have. He will help you put the puzzle together—in a way that works for your specific situation—in this engaging guide to selling to the world’s largest customer.

—David Powell, COO, Federal Business Council, Inc.

“Don’t be seduced by the big numbers of the government market. As Amtower and his cast of B2G experts explain, success takes time, persistence and understanding, the basic workings of this unique market. The public sector landscape is littered with companies who thought they had the right product or service, only to fail because they didn’t understand how the market worked. Amtower’s premise is one that everyone from the C-suite to the new recruit should heed—never forget the blocking and tackling of the government market.”

—Nick Wakeman, Editor-in-Chief, Washington Technology

“Mark Amtower’s Selling to the Government volume is a useful guide for getting started and succeeding in the government marketplace. There are plenty of tips and comprehensive information in the report that businesses large and small can use to tap the world’s largest market for goods and services. Chapter 11 on Web 2.0 tools shows that Mark has his eye on the future of government contracting. Executives eager to get their share of government contracts should have Mark’s volume on their bookshelves.”

—Michael Keating, Senior Editor, Government Product News

“Mark Amtower is known as the guy who knows everybody and has devoted a lifetime to earning the bold title ‘Government Market Master.’ However, one of the things that impresses me most about Mark is not the encyclopedic knowledge you’ll find in this book, but his humility to keep on learning and growing. An expert at traditional networking and research, Mark is also well known in the Gov 2.0 community for his voracious appetite for new media, his critical eye on social networking and Internet fads, and his willingness to embrace change. This book represents not only Mark’s three-decade history in learning the government markets, but also his best lessons of today and his contagious attitude for staying at the top of the game.”

—Adriel Hampton, Producer and cofounder, Gov 2.0 Radio

“What Zig Ziglar is to selling, Mark Amtower is to government marketing. He is a master of his domain and can break it down and teach it like no other. Don’t waste time and money trying to enter the government market blind. Let Mark Amtower’s book Selling to the Government be the guide as you traverse this unmapped, but lucrative territory.”

—Steve Ressler, Founder and President, GovLoop.com

“So many businesses think they can’t benefit from selling to the government. The executives of those businesses apparently never met Mark Amtower. Helping organizations sell profitably to the federal government isn’t simply Mark’s area of considerable expertise; it’s also his passion. As an editor for several trade publications dedicated to marketing, I’ve long relied on Mark for the skinny on reaching this massive, complex audience, and he’s never failed to come through with up-to-date, actionable, and easy-to-understand (and often entertaining!) advice. The bottom line: If you’re considering selling your goods or services to the federal government, Mark’s your go-to source.”

—Sherry Chiger, Editor-at-Large, Chief Marketer, Director, Multichannel Merchant

“This is the perfect book to understand how to do business with the government. Mark makes what seems so obvious to federal employees understandable to those who want and need to do business in the federal market space. I would recommend that those already doing business with the federal government should read this book as well. Mark provides tremendous insight into the federal market.”

—Karen Evans, Partner, National Director for the U.S. Cyber Challenge, and former Administrator, E-Government, and Information Technology, Executive Office of the President, Office of Management and Budget

“If you are selling to government (or hope to), you need to read this book! Actually, don’t just read it. Do as Mark suggests: Highlight it, mark it up, and keep it for reference. It’s a keeper.”

—Ann Handley, Chief Content Officer, MarketingProfs and coauthor of Content Rules

“It’s rare that a guy who makes his living as a consultant will give away his experience in a book. Here, you’re getting Mark’s 30 years of wisdom in how to sell to government buyers. Grab it now!”

—Ruth P. Stevens, president, eMarketing Strategy, and Adjunct Professor, Columbia Business School

“Mark Amtower is an object lesson in B2G marketing. He lives his words. Because he practices the basics, he defies the odds and continues to make a successful career in a difficult space. His longevity in the federal market proves his value; he’s been there, he’s seen it, he has the knowledge to draw the detailed map of the calm but deep waters of selling to the federal government.”

—Lisa Wolfe, Program Director, Federal News Radio 1500 AM, Washington, DC

“The federal government really is Fortune 1 and can be a great source of revenue for most companies for decades. However, it’s a market that requires understanding, patience, and most of all, commitment. Amtower’s new book answers many questions for companies considering entering the market and solid tips for companies that are already entrenched around the Beltway.”

—Fred Diamond, DIAMOND Marketing

“Once again, Mark provides a veritable treasure trove of relevant, actionable information useful to novices and veterans of B2G alike! Unless you are winning every possible piece of business in your segment of the government marketplace, take the time to read this book. Your competition will.”

—Guy Timberlake, Chief Visionary Officer, The American Small Business Coalition

“If you want expert advice about selling to the government, Mark is your guy, and this is the book. Whether you’re a newcomer seeking to enter the government market or a veteran looking for a refresher, Mark’s book covers the basics, debunks the myths and shares his best tips to help you find the right path to success in the government market.”

—Brian Halligan, CEO of HubSpot and Best-Selling Author of Inbound Marketing and Coauthor of Marketing Lessons from the Grateful Dead

“Selling to the Government provides a clear understanding to the process of selling to the government. Mark provides readers with a strong foundation to successfully sell to the government. I read Warren Buffett to learn about investing and Mark Amtower to learn how to sell to the government. Both Warren and Mark understand the benefit of simplifying the truly complex.”

—Andrew Meringoff, Founder, Government Connections

“If you are serious about being successful in the business of doing business with the government sector, Mark is a must-read author. Once again Mark gives us an easy to understand, direct, incredibly practical, and useful guide to doing business with the government. Mark has probably forgotten more about doing business in this sector than most of us can remember at any point in time. He has made it his business to get it right and help others succeed in a very complicated, yet simple market. Whether you are looking to get into the government market or hoping to be more successful in it, Mark’s advice will make a huge difference—if you follow it. Corporate leaders and stakeholders in other businesses should be as fortunate as we are in the government contracting business to have an advisor as wise and as practical as Mark Amtower to help them succeed.”

—Cal Hackeman, National Managing Partner, Technology Industry Practice, Grant Thornton LLP

“The insider knowledge and shortcuts described in this book will save those new to the government contracting industry precious bid and proposal time and dollars.”

—Brenda Crist, President, Association of Proposal Management Professionals, National Capital Chapter

“Amtower’s Selling to the Government is infused with his expertise, wit, and practical know-how. This informative and entertaining book should be required reading for anyone selling to government. Mark truly understands that to achieve success, a company must be fully committed to the public market sector, take all of the right steps to comprehend and respond to the needs and requirements of its customers, and ultimately deliver the right internal structures, contracts, relationships, and people to get the job done. Even the most seasoned government sellers will benefit from reading this book as ongoing education, constant fine-tuning, and refinement of technique are key to long term success.”

—Christina V. Rother, President, CDW Government LLC

“The federal government market is the largest single market in our country. Mark Amtower’s book opens the door for readers on how to approach this maze of complex rules and procedures, including its opportunities and pitfalls. It is a “must read” for any company or individual doing business with the federal government.”

—Dr Andrew Uscher, Director of Corporate Relations, Senior Executives Association

“Mark Amtower’s book provides readers with valuable information about the federal marketplace. His insights about federal contacting are based on his long experience in this field and are especially useful to anyone who wants to approach the complex federal market.”

—Carol Bonosaro, President, Senior Executive Association
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FOREWORD

As those of us in and around the Beltway know, government contracting can be a very good place to be. In this book, Selling to the Government, Mark Amtower shows what it really takes to break into the government market.

There are many things one must know, much infrastructure to get into place, and lots of buyoff required from senior management in order for the real commitment necessary to break through the red tape, the market intricacies, and the overall “bigness” of this market. There are many relationships that must be established, regardless of where your company is located, if you want to do business with the government.

Many of TechAmerica’s 1,200 member companies are ensconced in the government market, and as the largest and strongest voice and resource for technology in the country, we help our companies navigate this vast government market, federal civilian and Department of Defense, as well as state and local government. To do this, we have a seasoned, well-connected staff; the importance of this is something Mark Amtower reminds us of constantly: relationships.

The learning curve for those entering the government market is long and slow, and there are few legitimate shortcuts.

There are books on getting a General Services Administration Schedule and on winning contracts, and there is even Mark’s first book on marketing to the government, Government Marketing Best Practices (2005). What has been lacking is the “big picture” book: one that outlines the corporate commitment necessary to enter the market intelligently, the infrastructure required once in, the staffing requirements to pursue bids, and much more.

With this new book, Selling to the Government: What It Takes to Compete and Win in the World’s Largest Market, Mark Amtower fills in this missing link. It is the first book to address what it takes from a corporate point of view to enter the market slowly and intelligently and to build an organization capable of playing in the big leagues.

In his trademark, straightforward style, Amtower lays out the requirements and warns readers up front that although anyone can play, most will end up walking away. Long known for his candor, he clearly lays the process out for anyone willing to pay the entry fee: working long hours, doing months of groundwork, staffing, managing infrastructural issues involving accounting and legal concerns, handling the glacial nature of the government market, learning to market and sell to the government, and so much more.

Our executive vice president for the public sector, Olga Grkavac, commented on the cover of Mark’s first book: “Mark Amtower is a true original.” Some things don’t change.

—Phil Bond, Chief Executive Officer, TechAmerica





PREFACE

Korean Tae Kwan Do master Jhoon Rhee once said there are only seven basic moves to Tae Kwan Do, and everything else is a combination of those seven moves. He taught his students to practice the basics daily, even those who had attained various degrees of black belt. His point: It is always about the basics.

My mentor in the government market, Lynn Bateman, taught me the basics in government contracting, and she told me to stay current on those basics. She taught me where  I could get the best information and instructed me to monitor those sources for the nuanced (read: slow) changes that would occur. She taught all her students, even those winning and managing major contracts, to stay current on the basics.

We all need to know and practice the basics.

Let’s start with a simple premise—my variation of the Pareto principle. Ninety-five percent of businesspeople out there are happy with where they are, who they are, and what they currently know. They assume that by some form of osmosis, by going to work, or some other proximity to thought and intelligent action, they will get smarter. Possible, but not practical.

Four percent of people out there take some type of action on a semiregular basis to get better at whatever they do. They read the trade publications, attend meetings, and network regularly. Practical and good.

One percent of the people out there wish to excel at what they do and read professional books, journals, and trade publications; join pertinent groups; attend seminars and webinars; and find multiple ways to share and grow. Difficult, doable, and  a major differentiator.

Welcome to the top 5 percent bracket. You opened this book.

On what do I base this premise? In my 28 years of studying the business-to-government (B2G) market, I have observed that about 90 percent or more of the companies that try to enter the government market fail. They fail not from lack of skill at what they do; they fail from lack of understanding the nuances of a new market—a different market—with rules arcane enough to cover literally tens of thousands of pages of “government-speak.” They do not adapt. Our extensive glossary in Appendix 1 will help you with “gov-speak.”

Appendix 2 will give you some great leads for publications and associations that serve the market. Updated information for the book will be available at www.GovernmentMarketMaster.com; just click on the book cover.

I am a student of the government market and have been for nearly 30 years. I am also a legitimate Government Market Master. I am a master of one aspect of the market—marketing—but that is not the only thing that makes me a Government Market Master. The other facet of being a Government Market Master is knowing who the masters of the other facets of the market are and having strong relationships with them. There are many pieces to the puzzle, and without all the pieces, the picture is never complete. So, I keep studying, and I keep finding people who are really good at the other parts of the puzzle.

The first sentence of my first book, Government Marketing Best Practices, is, “This market—any market—is about relationships.”

Throughout the course of this book, you will meet many of those I consider to be masters of their pieces of this puzzle; the people who comprise my inner circle; and professionals who understand their respective niches like few others in this market. Together, we will share with you tips, tricks, ideas, resources, and more that will help you along your path to becoming a master of your piece of this market. These are the people I rely on to fill in the blanks in my skill sets. You need to find similar people to rely on to help you succeed in this vast and potentially confusing market. The quality of those advising you will be reflected in your outcome. You will also find advice from some of my advisors in Appendix 3.

But don’t look for shortcuts. There are none, and those who tell you there are shortcuts are selling you pipe dreams. There are charlatans in every market, but you will find none in this book. The only real “shortcut” is market knowledge applied to your daily actions.

So, for you business owners, presidents, chief-level executives (C-levels), and board members reading this, do not take this lightly. Heed the advice from me and my inner circle of Government Market Masters and you have a real chance for success here in Global One—the U.S. government market.

Finally, this book is not a panacea for all aspects of selling to the government. This book is the beginning of your journey and is designed to direct you to other valuable resources and alert you to the many things you will encounter along the way: the good, the bad, and the ugly.

There are many ways to succeed in the government market, and each path is different. This book can help you determine the best path for your ultimate success. I have been studying and working in this market a long time, picking some of the brightest brains in this business, and the results are here, waiting for you.

So, sit back with a highlighter, notepad, and pencil, and let’s see how we can take you from B2G novice to B2G black belt—a true Government Market Master!

And a final quote from my first book: “The government market is only sexy if you like money.”

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Every book is different in its design and intentions. This book is designed to be a guide for the novice and a refresher for the professional. For the novice, it is sequential, and for those more experienced, each chapter may be a refresher or may provide new insights on a specific topic. Chapter 11, “The Missing Link: Web 2.0 Tools,” deals with social networking and Web 2.0 tools and  will be good for both the experienced market professional  and the novice. This book is meant to be used as a reference, so I hope you come back to it again and again. Keep in mind that updated information will always be available on the Web site, www.GovernmentMarketMaster.com.

I suggest you read this book with a highlighter, Post-it flags, and a small notebook at hand. Highlighting key passages in a book is a great way to reinforce an idea you find useful.

I use Post-it flags to mark the most memorable and useful passages in the books I read. For those same books, the ones rife with useful ideas, I keep a notebook handy so that I can make a to-do list of all the actions I need to take as a result  of reading.

All Web references, recommended companies, contact information for those quoted, and updates or changes will be available at www.GovernmentMarketMaster.com; just click on the book cover on the home page.

DISCLAIMER

The government market is different in many respects, and it is highly nuanced.

Please keep in mind that the government market changes—generally slowly, but it does change. The information in this book is somewhat granular, but it needs to be verified with the resources we reference throughout the book. The government Web sites change, but we will keep them current at www.GovernmentMarketMaster.com.

You need advice from experienced professionals (legal, accounting, contracting) on all aspects of doing business with the government in order to be successful in this B2G market, and you need it early in the process. Do not rely on your business-to-business (B2B) attorney or accountant when dealing with matters concerning doing business with the government. Some of those I recommend will be linked at  the Web site as well.

Further, if you have a B2B advertising agency or public relations firm, they, too, will indicate that they can perform the B2G marketing and public relations. This is not accurate. Our list of recommended marketing firms and consultants  will be available at the Web site, www.GovernmentMarketMaster.com.

Finally, my contact information will be there as well. Feel free to drop me a line.
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MARK AMTOWER LIVE AT YOUR EVENT!

When your event needs an authority on doing business with the government, look no further! Bring in the “Godfather of Government Marketing”!

Mark Amtower is a frequent speaker at government and industry conferences, trade shows, and company events throughout the United States. He is available for keynote and lunch speeches, half-day and full-day workshops, and seminars. 

Amtower is known for his dry wit, candor, and realistic approach to doing business with the government and for his all-black attire. Using stories from his vast experience in the government market, Amtower keeps the attention of his audiences while he educates them on the various nuances of the government market.

Long recognized as one of the best in marketing to the government, Mark Amtower can be a valuable addition to your program.

Visit http://www.federaldirect.net/speaker.html for more information.

Mark Amtower is also available to consult with your company.





CHAPTER 1

What It Takes to Play

Tips and Caveats for Chief Executive Officers, Boards, and Others Looking for Shortcuts

A TALE OF TWO COMPANIES

By all appearances, it was the best of times. The late 1990s was a time of loose money, grandiose business plans, and the fervent belief that things were only going to get better—forever. Start-ups were being funded on what seemed to be whims. In the words of Alan Greenspan, it was a time of “irrational exuberance.” Nowhere did this seem more apparent than in the staid business-to-government (B2G) arena.

Out of the literally hundreds of B2G start-ups from that time, two stand out in my mind: eFederal and PlanetGov.

PlanetGov had a business plan that apparently ran on for hundreds of pages, but the gist was to be all things possible to the feds, including a one-stop shop for all products and services. They wanted to provide information for federal employees on retirement, promotions, investments (the government 401(k) program), and other jobs, and oh, by the way, products and services, too—absolutely everything under one roof; no need to look elsewhere. They even hired top government reporter Mike Causey from the Washington Post, hired editors and reporters from trade journals, and set out to build the biggest Web site with the most bells and whistles imaginable.

Ambitious, to say the least.

On the other hand, eFederal wanted to be the first completely virtual store for the federal market, initially targeting the SmartPay (the federal credit card) market for micropurchases (at that time, anything under $2,500), then migrating up to higher-end products.

Then came the dot-bomb crash, and eFederal was among the early casualties. They and their venture capital (VC) backers assumed the feds would line up for the convenience of an online shopping experience. However, the government is not known as an early adopter, and the reticence of government credit card holders to buy off Web sites (at that time) was still high.

The assumption of eFederal was a fatal flaw in their business plan. Shopping online with a government credit card was not a given, and there were many valid restrictions in place, among them the security of the shopping experience. Fads, even trends, outside the government market should not be used as building blocks for penetrating the government market. Even if they are adopted, it will be on “government time”: glacial.

PlanetGov represents a different outcome. The core plan was to pursue government business in the traditional way, bidding on contracts that fit the skills of the company. The bells and whistles were jettisoned, the company had some significant layoffs (18 of the 20 reporters and editors were let go in December 2000), and PlanetGov regrouped and focused on the real business of government.

PlanetGov’s core business allowed it to emerge as a significant player in the government market, rapidly becoming a top-50 contractor according to Washington Technology. In July 2004, PlanetGov changed its name to Apptis, adopted from the company’s slogan, “Applying Technologies, Inspiring Solutions.” For the 2010 fiscal year (FY), Apptis was ranked number 35 among Washington Technology’s top 100 contractors.

PlanetGov/Apptis jettisoned the dot-com–era flash and got down to the core business, pursuing government contracts and building deep relationships with key customers and partners.

In good times or bad, one must grasp how the government operates before making a play to enter the market. If you predicate your growth on unrealistic assumptions, things that have occurred elsewhere, or things that are predicted to occur, you are doomed from the outset.

BASICS

This book is a “basics” book—the things you need to know if you are new to the market or to be reminded of occasionally, even if you are a veteran. I wrote this book for companies entering the government market, but government market veterans can and will relearn from it as well. This is an introduction for chief-level (C-level) executives in companies of any size, from home-based mom-and-pop operations to multibillion-dollar-plus enterprises. It is designed to deliver much of the pertinent information you need to understand how to successfully enter the government marketplace. I would like to say it delivers all of the information you need, but that is a claim beyond my capabilities. However, I draw upon the expertise of many of my advisors and colleagues throughout this book, people who are masters of many of the knowledge niches we’ll discuss.

For over 12 years, I have offered a research program on successfully entering the federal market that is designed to help companies make the go-no-go decision and lay out their initial market penetration plan. It is a multistep process, where I provide research on the market potential for your product or service, including the following:


	The General Services Administration (GSA) spending for the specific product or service for the last three years. I use the GSA Schedule as a market barometer.

	A list of your top competitors and what they make. This provides a “food chain” view of the market.

	The visibility your company has in the government market, as measured by the Google government search tool (which searches only government Web sites) and by searching other pertinent Web sites or industry publications. Being known in your niche is important, and occasionally measuring your visibility is a good thing to benchmark.

	An analysis of the “government friendliness” of your Web site, making certain your Web site, a primary information portal, is designed to attract government visitors.

	A glossary of the right “gov-speak” phrases to attract government buyers. The government uses its own language, which you will see as we proceed. If you don’t speak it, you will have a much harder time entering the market.

	Who the buyers are for your products and services. Once I see what you sell, I can make a determination—an educated guess—on who the audience is for those products or services. This allows you to target your message to a much tighter community.

	Recommendations on how to sell, which contracts would work best for you, and why.

	The type of personnel required to pursue government business. Your current staff may be excellent for the markets you pursue but may not be a great fit for the government market.

	A realistic assessment of your chances of growing a successful government business if you dedicate the right resources.



This book will show you how I do this research and more. I will be more than happy to accept payment from you to perform this research on your behalf, but I’d be happier to have you call me in 6, 12, or 18 months and say, “Hey, Mark, I used that book and we have some great new government customers.”

However, do not expect immediate results from the government market. You have to give yourself a window of 12 to 24 months in order to gain any traction here. That is your first big lesson.

The scope of what you need to know varies somewhat from niche to niche and can depend on the size and ownership of your company. But the B2G market entry knowledge base required is basically the same, regardless of your product or niche. There are many things you must understand and accept before attempting to enter this market, and these will be outlined in some detail here.

The U.S. government market represents the largest single market in the world. It is truly Global One. Government contract tracking firm Onvia estimates that government business—federal, state, local, and education—represents over 45 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP). Read that last part again: over 45 percent of the GDP. If you exchanged “revenue” for “sales,” many states, counties, and municipalities would replace more than half of the Fortune 1,000 list. Federal agencies would dominate the top 25.

The government market is a huge market, and anyone can play in it. But not everyone will, and of those who do, most will not succeed.

Why?

Most companies come in with unrealistic expectations predicated on second- and thirdhand knowledge, bad advice, and little or no adult supervision. They fail quickly and blame it on anything but their own ignorance.

It is not that you have to know all this stuff, but you need the right resources available to tell you which parts are germane to your success. And you have to be able to adapt your organization to the way business is done in the B2G arena. It will not adapt to you.

The importance of being adaptable for a manufacturer entering the government market is the focus of our first vignette from a market veteran, shared by Dendy Young, former chief executive officer (CEO) of GTSI. Dendy is a long-time friend, former CEO of two government resellers, market veteran and expert, and the first CEO to meet with me, going back to 1991.

DOING BUSINESS WITH THE GOVERNMENT REQUIRES A LOT OF LISTENING

When Panasonic Corporation wanted to enter the personal computer (PC) marketplace in the early 1990s, they knew they could not just walk in and compete with Dell, HP, Compaq, IBM, and the rest.

So, they differentiated: They created a PC laptop that was more rugged and reliable than anything else out there. They called it the CF-22, and they gave it a rugged magnesium case.

I was at GTSI Corp at the time when they asked us to carry the product. They realized that we had the contracts and the customer relationships and the sales force and that we needed something to sell. They had the CF-22, a product that should be well suited to military use.

So, we worked with them to market and promote the product. We wanted them to brand their product: To give it a catchy name and spend time and money on promoting it. They came up with the name “ToughBook,” which seemed like a good fit. We added it to all our contracts, we invested heavily by training our sales force and our support organization, and we demonstrated it directly to customers and at every tabletop show and symposium.

We were constantly asking Panasonic for changes: Some of our customers wanted the product to be more rugged; some wanted it to be more elegant, but still rugged. Others wanted it to be smaller, and some wanted it to be lighter or less expensive. Panasonic was very attentive to our requests: They would bring engineers to Washington to listen for themselves, and they would let us show our customers prototypes to get feedback. Slowly, in time, they added new models that responded to our customers’ requests until, within seven or eight years, they had a broad and very responsive product line.

In time, as the revenues grew, Panasonic expanded their own support organization to include more channel support and business development. However, they never lost their commitment to the channel. Their revenues grew into the hundreds of millions of dollars in the government sector.

In all, it was a very successful partnership for both Panasonic and GTSI.

WE’RE TALKING COMPETITIVE

As of March 23, 2010, there were 591,988 active registrants in the central contractor registration program, available at www.ccr.gov, the official Web site where companies register to do business with the federal government. In good or bad economic times, hundreds of companies look to enter the government market every week. In bad times, this activity picks up, as the government market seems to represent a safe haven—the only recession-proof market segment.

Let’s simply start with the scope of the market we are addressing, the U.S. government market: federal, state, local, and education, or for those semiconversant in gov-speak, Fed and SLED.

Go to www.ccr.gov for the latest number of active registrants.

MARKET STATS AND FACTS

According to the government contract tracking firm Onvia, the U.S. government market represents nearly 50 percent of the GDP and is comprised of nearly 90,000 separate governmental entities:


	3,034 counties

	19,429 municipalities

	16,504 townships

	35,052 special district governments

	13,506 school districts

	512 Native American nations

	50 states

	1 District of Columbia

	6 U.S. territories

	1 U.S. federal government




Total: 88,095



Many of these governmental units would qualify for the Fortune 100 list. There are states, cities, and counties that spend more than some major corporations.

Buildings and facilities: On the federal side alone, there are over 37,000 occupied office sites (buildings and individual offices) in the continental United States (CONUS in gov-speak). This does not include any military or U.S. postal facilities.

Doing research on a presentation for the Modular Building Institute in 2008, I discovered the building activity at federal, state, and local levels is virtually nonstop. With the military Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) program in full swing, the activity in and around the bases being eliminated and the bases gaining activity will be with us for several years to come.

Fleet: Government fleet activity is huge. Don’t think simply ships for “fleet,” which includes any vehicle that runs on land, air, or sea. When I spoke to the National Truck Equipment Association in 2008, my federal research found the following:


	Trucks/truck tractors: 380,765

	Trailers and semitrailers: 4,792

	Buses: 5,499

	Automobiles: 110,339



For the same presentation, the research for state and local government found the following:


	Trucks: 1,822,210

	Trailers and semitrailers: 252,953

	Buses: 470,055

	Automobiles: 1,265,456



This research was largely based on Michael Keating’s annual Keating Report on Government Spending. Michael is senior editor and top researcher for Penton Media’s GovPro Group (www.govpro.com), which publishes Government Product News among other magazines for the public sector. I also utilize Onvia (www.onvia.com) statistics supplied by Michael Balsam, the chief knowledge officer at Onvia. Both Penton and Onvia provide great research and actionable data. I use both every time I am conducting research for an article, book, or presentation.

Employment: According to a 2007 report from the U.S. Census Bureau, one in eight adults employed on a full-time basis is employed by some level of government, and almost 20 million full-time employees (FTEs in gov-speak) work at some level of government. These people represent every discipline you can think of, from research scientists to welders, white collar and blue collar, janitorial services to executives, and everything in between.

Products and services spending: The U.S. government market buys every legitimate business product and service imaginable—and many consumer products as well. The federal market alone spends more than $600 billion annually for these products and services. When you add in the state, local, and education markets, we are approaching $2 trillion.

SmartPay credit card spending: In FY 2009, the federal government used the SmartPay card for nearly $30 billion of purchases. The categories for the purchases are fleet (all things vehicle related), travel expenses (the first government credit card was the Diners Club card, which was exclusively for travel), and small purchases. Of these, the small purchases accounted for nearly $20 billion, with fleet accounting for over $6 billion and travel over $3 billion. Some cards are used for more than one category of purchase.

The GSA Schedules (discussed in more depth in Chapter 2) provide an overview of the breadth and depth of products purchased by the federal government. If you sell a business product or service—and even many consumer products—you probably have an audience here.

Any way you slice it, it’s a big market. And when you are on the outside looking in, the U.S. government market is perhaps the most intimidating market anywhere.

So, why aren’t you doing business with the government right now? If you are not doing business with the government, it is usually because of one of two reasons: either you’ve never tried because of what you’ve heard or you tried it once and got burned—maybe badly. In either case, your market approach, or market avoidance, was probably caused by market myths.

GOVERNMENT MARKET MYTHS

Most markets have myths, rumors, and other semiplausible informational tidbits surrounding them. There are myths that keep companies out of the market and myths that bring them in. Each can be equally harmful. Myths that keep you out are simply making you leery for the wrong reasons; myths that bring you in are usually those that scream easy money.

Regardless, the myths abound for every market, and the government market is no different. There have always been myths and semitruths floating around about doing business with the government, so let’s dispense with a few of them right now. Throughout the book, we will find other myths and dispense with them as well.

On the side of never having tried government, these are the most recurrent myths:

Myth 1: The government market is too big, and we can’t do it. The government market is big, but it is not a single, homogeneous market. Rather, it is a quagmire of niches: information technology, office supplies, hospital equipment, fleet (land, sea, and air), finance, facilities, agriculture, environmental—you name it, it is probably in here. If you ferret out your niche, you will start to find your comfort zone—people who speak your language (well, sort of) and share your background. Niche it down and you’ll find your sweet spot.

Myth 2: Government contracts are wired. If you don’t use the right people, you’ll never get the work. Wired bids are a thing of the past. There is a transparency in the U.S. government market that does not exist elsewhere, and wired bids are largely out. That does not mean that congressional earmarks are a thing of the past, but these are different than contracts. As for knowing the right people, this part is true in every market. Knowing the right people in any market can give you leverage, and this market is no different. However, there is nothing stopping you from meeting the right people as you grow your knowledge base.

Myth 3: The government demands the lowest price, and we can’t afford that. The government strives to save the taxpayers money on most contracts, but it does not always work out that way. If you enter the market without sufficient guidance, you may end up offering products and services at prices so low, you will never make a profit. If there is a service component to your offering, there is always room for profit. With the proper help, you will find that a good living can be made in this market. Otherwise, there would not be so many companies here.

On the side of “I’ve tried it and failed,” we have these myths:

Myth 4: We have a great product; resellers will line up to sell our stuff. I have never been approached by a company that stated, “I have a crappy product . . .” Everyone, it seems, has a unique product, the best, the cutting edge, or has a brand name behind it that is bound to drive hordes of feds into a buying frenzy. This is wrong in all instances. The government buys products that are commercially viable—proven elsewhere. Name brands do not matter in the government market, and the smart resellers line up for products with a track record and companies behind the products that can and will help drive sales. When a name brand sells here, they have earned the right to do so.

Myth 5: A GSA Schedule (“number”) makes the cash register ring. There are many misconceptions about what a GSA Schedule is and what it does for you. This is among my favorites, and this myth survives in spite of vast evidence to the contrary. Of the 12,000-plus companies on the GSA, at least 2,000 make zero dollars. While the GSA Schedule can be a part of your go-to-market plan, it requires salespeople skilled in selling from a Schedule to leverage it properly.

Myth 6: The government has set-asides for small businesses, so we’re bound to find easy work. Many companies assume their small business status (small, disadvantaged, minority owned, veteran owned, woman owned, etc.) will guarantee them a contract; all you have to do is show your credentials at the small business office and the work is yours. Nothing could be further from the truth, and few things irritate small business officers in the government as much as companies making this assumption. First, you have to have something to sell that the government wants. Your business status comes later.

There are other myths, but these seem to be among the most recurrent.

MARKET GUARANTEES

Then, there are those seeking guarantees. Over the years, I have had numerous calls, especially from small business owners, asking for proposals. After they review the proposal, I will get a call from some staff person. This staffer has been tasked with asking me what guarantees I can provide that my advice will lead to winning contracts from our favorite uncle.

As you have probably guessed by now, there are no guarantees here any more than there are anywhere else, so that is what I tell them. What I really want to say is that if they find someone who does guarantee them business (and there are several of those out there), they will end up as another chalk outline on the sidewalk of the government market.

What I can guarantee is that for those of you who read this book, take some notes, figure out where you fit in this market, and follow the advice that applies to you, your chances of success are a hundredfold higher. Period.

Bob Davis, a business development professional in the government market and long-time Amtower advisor, made one of the most telling statements when I interviewed him for a CD set we recorded in 2007: Market share is rented, never owned.

The ultimate guarantee is that there isn’t one.

So, Mr. or Ms. CEO, what’s first for you?

MARKET RESEARCH

Some basic market research is always best, and some of this you can, and should, do yourself. Basic research for me starts with, “Is there a way for me to make money in this market?” I want to see if traction is going to occur or if I will simply be spinning my wheels. Simple enough, right? You need to familiarize yourself with the market and start the educational process.

I think it is important for executives to know how to do some basic research on their own for several reasons, not the least of which is to verify what you may hear from outside or internal sources that may not have it right. Many people providing data on the B2G market are using older, oft-repeated information, and a few just make it up as they go along, assuming no one will check the facts.

There are several excellent sources for research in the B2G market—many paid; others free. There is good free research that you can do on your own. Doing it yourself will pay both near-term and long-term dividends. In fact, there is useful information available on most U.S. government Web sites that can help you when you are planning to enter the government market. There has always been a fair amount of publicly available information if you know how and where to look.

Among these are the trade publications for the government market, the few books published on doing business with the government, trade associations, meetings with government personnel (executives and managers, contracting and procurement officers, small business officers), many research firms willing and able to provide custom research (some better than others), and government Web sites (a good list of the useful government Web sites can be found at www.GovernmentExpress.com on the “Resources” page).

Among the trade publications on my regular reading list are Washington Technology, Federal Computer Week, Government Executive, Government Computer News, Public Manager, Governing, Government Product News, Government Procurement, American City and County, Government Security, Government Fleet, and a few others. Often, I will scan these at their respective Web sites. Select those that fit your niche, and find the other publications that do as well. Share the most germane articles with key staffers. This does two things: It informs the staff of good information, and it tells them you are on top of the game.

There are many associations that are directly or indirectly involved with government business, and I try to mention several in the associated appendix, but here are a few to give you an idea: the Armed Forces Communications and Electronics Association (AFCEA), the American Council for Technology and its Industry Advisory Council (ACT/IAC), TechAmerica, the Professional Services Council, the American Small Business Coalition (ASBC), the International Facilities Management Association, Women in Technology, and many more. Each of these is worthwhile in its own right, and when you find the association or special interest group that works for you, then join it. Join with the idea of participating. I will address this in more detail later.

There are also hundreds of Web sites with solid information—too many to list here. We will list some of the best in the related appendix.

The best known way to sell to the federal government is through the GSA Schedules (Myth 5, right?). The GSA Schedules will be discussed in length in Chapter 3, but basically, they are a set of government contracts (41 in all) that segments what the government buys into categories. Companies apply for and negotiate a GSA Schedule contract so that they have a contractual vehicle through which to sell.

In all, there are over 20,000 GSA Schedule contracts (many companies have multiple GSA Schedules)—hundreds, if not thousands, for each of the 41 categories. Before you enter the market, you need to be able to see what kind of money happens in your category through this popular contract. This will be a barometer for you to measure your potential in the market, and later, to measure your growth.

To find out who is making what on the GSA, I use the GSA Schedule Sales Query (SSQ) tool, available at http://ssq.gsa.gov.

Here’s how you use it. When you go to this page, simply click on “Create Report” from the menu on the left-hand side. This will take you to a form that asks for your name, company name, and so forth. Don’t fill this out; just click on “Proceed.” This will take you to a page with 11 report options. I normally focus on number 10—“Total by Contractor for a Specific Schedule and Fiscal Year.” So, I select that and click on “Generate Report.”

You need to know the Schedule you are searching for, because the screen will then ask you to select which Schedule you want a report for. Go to Chapter 3 to see which Schedule you fit in.

Now, you need to select the FY and the report format, for which there are three options: “Text File for Importing,” “Text File for Printing,” or “Excel Spreadsheet.” I always choose “Excel Spreadsheet.” Then, I click “Create Report.” On the next screen, you are asked to read the disclaimer and approve. Do so. If you don’t accept, you don’t get the report.

Depending on the report size (some are larger than others), you may need to wait for up to two minutes for the report to be delivered. Scroll to the bottom of the page and click on “RIGHT Click Here to Download Report” (http://ssq.gsa.gov/getReport.cfm?name=5nhM3i1a.xls) when it appears. The Excel spreadsheet will be an alpha sort and will run through all Schedule holders for that Schedule for the FY selected.

When I am doing research, I usually run reports going back a couple years to see who is growing GSA market share, who is losing GSA market share, and if there are any new players that I need to watch. This multiyear perspective always gives me more detailed information to share with the company for which I am doing the research.

Note that I said GSA market share, not government market share. This is because the GSA is only one way the government buys. Those growing or shrinking on the GSA may be using other contracts, and most of the other contracts are not as easy to follow as the GSA. This is especially true for contracts involving higher-end products and services—contracts such as the National Aeronautics and Space Administration Solutions for Enterprise-Wide Procurement (NASA SEWP IV). If you want information on what other contracts a particular company is using, go to the company Web site and look at their press releases. If they are public companies, look at their annual reports. Most companies list all of their government contracts on their Web sites so that government employees visiting the site know how best to access the product or service.

I can predict a couple things for any SSQ report you run for a specific Schedule. The top 5 percent of vendors on each Schedule will take at least 50 percent of the total dollars for that Schedule—sometimes as much as 65 percent. The middle tier, about 30 percent, will take 30 to 40 percent, and the bottom 65 percent of Schedule holders will take less than 10 percent of the dollars, many making zero dollars from the Schedule. I will explain why in Chapter 2.

The GSA sales are a pretty reliable barometer to determine who the players are and where they fit as far as sales go. Make the SSQ part of your government arsenal. This provides you a baseline on the food chain for your niche.

As I have already mentioned, I use both Penton’s GovPro and Onvia for research. Both Web sites are content rich, but you will have to pay for some custom research from Onvia. I am not certain whether GovPro performs customer research unless you advertise in their publications.

YOUR TO-DO LIST


1. Understand and accept that there are no “near-term” wins for the novice company in this market. Give yourself 18 to 24 months for a successful market entry.

2. Make no decisions based on one seminar, one book, or one source. Deciding you need a GSA Schedule and getting it may be a mistake. Make decisions slowly, as you will have to live with them for a long time.

3. Determine which information resources are best for your niche. Use each regularly, and share the information internally.

4. Run the SSQ for your niche.

5. Start making a glossary of the terms used in the government market for your niche.

6. Regularly check Web sites such as Acquisition Central for news of changes in the federal acquisition process (https://www.acquisition.gov). This and other valuable links can be found in Appendix 2.

7. Read over the Federal Acquisition Regulations (FAR), Part 9, Contractor Qualifications, available at http://www.terafuel.com/content/gov/far/FARTOCP09.html.

8. Seek advice from qualified professionals. Check out each consultant carefully, including multiple references, before using them.

9. The updated reference guide for this book—the resources and people I recommend—will be available online at www.GovernmentMarketmaster.com.







CHAPTER 2

How the Government Buys

Government purchasing regulations are complex, written in gov-speak, and often require a lawyer for practical translation. Mike Tucker is president of the George W. Allen Company, an office-supply dealer selling to the government market. When he addresses those in his GoverNet group about selling to the government, he always starts with this statement: “The Lord’s Prayer contains 56 words; the Gettysburg Address, 266 words; the Ten Commandments, 297 words; the preamble to the Declaration of Independence, 300 words. The U.S. government specification describing a chocolate chip cookie contains 25,600 words.”

In an interview I conducted with government sales master Max Peterson, in reference to the “red tape” involved in the government contracting process, Max said, “Where there’s mystery, there’s margin.” The red tape referred to by Max is the myriad of regulations involved in selling to the government. When he says, “Where there’s mystery, there’s margin,” he is simply stating that the better you understand the process, the more likely it is you will be among the winners.

Keep in mind that what I am providing here is a true tip of the iceberg. Be prepared to spend a fair amount of time learning about all this. The Web links provided at the end of this (and every) chapter will help with your ongoing education.

The U.S. federal government is the largest single buyer of goods and services anywhere. The “discretionary” spending will approach $700 billion. Add in state and local government spending and we are dealing in trillions.

How the government buys is not unlike peeling an onion: There are always more layers. There are standard ways it buys, and with each layer, there is a sublayer, nuances, and variations. And as Max implied, the more you know about the layers, the more you know about the process, and the more you can make the process work to your advantage.

The red tape Max was talking about centers around the Federal Acquisition Regulations (the FAR). These are the standardized buying procedures and rules for the federal government.

But wait—there’s more! Many large federal agencies often have their own supplemental regulations. For example, the Department of Defense has the D-FAR. No wonder there are so many consulting specialists around Washington, DC. Until you learn your way around, you might hire a consultant or lawyer just to translate for you.

The FAR outlines the contracting methods generally employed by federal agencies, including micropurchases, simplified procedures, sealed bidding, contract negotiations, and consolidated purchasing programs.

Let’s complicate the matter further. To improve the ability of agencies to purchase goods and services, in 2001, the President’s Management Agenda outlined 12 initiatives designed to make the government more productive. Shortly thereafter, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) developed “lines of business” (LOBs). These LOBs were created to consolidate duplicate programs in the federal agencies and to allow agencies to share programs that work well. The intent of the LOBs is to consolidate the “back office” (information technology [IT] and e-government activities) and to integrate programs in order to make overall government operations more efficient and to spend less money. There were originally five lines of business outlined, and there are now nine:


1. Case Management (lead agency is the Department of Justice)

2. Grants Management (lead agencies are Health and Human Services and the National Science Foundation)

3. Health (lead agency is Health and Human Services)

4. Human Resources Management (lead agency is the Office of Personnel Management)

5. Financial Management (lead agency is the GSA)

6. Information Systems Security (no lead agency)

7. Budget Formulation and Execution (lead agency is the OMB with the Education Department)

8. Geospatial (lead agency is the OMB with the Interior Department)

9. IT Infrastructure (lead agency is the OMB with the GSA)



The LOBs are designed to integrate common IT and e-gov–related practices across all agencies into a single standard. This is supposed to save money and reduce the number of FTEs involved in systems that are duplicated throughout government. Steps involved in the transition from legacy systems are determining the parts of the legacy system that should be saved, which parts should be jettisoned, and that which can be salvaged; deciding how to make the transition and pay for it; and determining which contractors can play roles.

While LOBs may not play a direct role in your work, it is another piece of the puzzle you need to be aware of; one of those market nuances that is constantly in flux.

THE MECHANICS OF PURCHASING

Micropurchases: At the low end of the purchasing pyramid, the simplest way the government buys is through credit cards, just like the Visa or MasterCard in your wallet. At the federal level, starting in 1989, the International Merchant Purchase Authorization Card (IMPAC) was the first small purchase card. In 1999, the U.S. General Services Administration issued a new contract for the new SmartPay card. Four banks now issue small purchase government credit cards to about 270,000 federal employees. These cardholders make about 25 million purchases each year via the SmartPay card.

If your average sale is under $3,000, you can do business with the government without contracts.

The credit card was a new way for feds to purchase. Prior to 1989, federal offices used petty cash, called imprest funds. An employee signed for the cash and brought back a receipt. It was an accounting nightmare. In 1989, and for a long while after, a “micropurchase” was any purchase below $2,500, and these purchases did not require a contract. The credit card was designed for frontline managers and those with other immediate needs to be able to purchase items quickly, as long as they were purchased from a reliable source and at a competitive price. Again, as no contract was necessary, if you were with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and needed some building materials ASAP, you could simply go to a local hardware store and buy what you needed.

In the first year the program was available on a government-wide basis (1989), about $9 million was spent. It has grown considerably since then.

With the SmartPay card, there are no bidding requirements, and there is no competition. The federal employee using the card is supposed to use his or her discretion and buy what is needed at a reasonable price from a reputable dealer.

This was a gold mine for business-to-business (B2B) catalogers and others who sold B2B products and were set up to deliver quickly and process credit card orders. Throughout the 1990s, many direct marketers simply included the IMPAC logo on their catalogs to show that they were “government friendly.” Overall, that logo helped create a niche market for those knowledgeable enough to add the IMPAC logo to their promotional materials and Web sites. Without the necessity and headache of managing a government contract, some of the more savvy firms were making several hundred thousands, even millions, each year.

In the last few years, the micropurchase threshold has risen to $3,000, and the SmartPay program processed about $20 billion in small purchases for federal fiscal year (FY) 2009. Purchases under $3,000 still require no contract.

The GSA, which manages the SmartPay program, also manages the fleet card and the travel card under the same program. The fleet card is used for fleet maintenance, gas, and the like. The travel card is used when a federal employee travels and is for travel-related expenses. The entire SmartPay program totaled about $30 billion in FY 2009.

The only time the government credit card program makes the news is when someone misuses a credit card. These are rare occurrences and get much more media play than they should. In fact, the SmartPay program saves the government billions each year by avoiding paper-based procurements (time intensive) for 25 million small purchases. On top of that, agencies get rebates from the issuing banks based on the volume of purchases. The SmartPay program is a good example of a great government program.

GSA SCHEDULES

The best known government contract by far is the GSA Schedule (also known as having a “GSA number”). It is an indefinite-delivery, indefinite-quantity (IDIQ) contract, which means it is open for anyone to buy from, but no one is required to use it. It is a five-year contract, with three five-year renewal options. In effect, having a GSA Schedule is like having a hunting license that allows you to pursue federal business, but it does not make the phone ring.

The phrase “commercial off-the-shelf,” or COTS, often refers to what you can get on the GSA Schedule. Larry Allen hosts a radio show that airs on Federal News Radio in Washington, DC, named Off the Shelf. Larry is president of the Coalition for Government Procurement, a GSA advocacy and educational organization. Tuning in to his show is an excellent way to stay current on some of the issues (www.FederalNewsRadio.com; 1500 AM in Washington, DC).

The GSA Schedules are actually a series of contracts under one name. Each Schedule is a contract for a specific type of product or service, and each has a number or a number and letter combination. Under each Schedule, there are subsets known as special item numbers, or SINs, which further define the product.

The Schedules fall into 43 separate categories. These cover virtually any and all business products and services. All told, over 12 million commercial items are available through the GSA Schedules, and there are over 20,000 contract holders. Some companies hold more than one GSA contract, so it is estimated that there are about 12,000 companies with GSA contracts. The following are examples of GSA Schedules:


	Schedule 36: Office, Imaging and Document Solutions

	Schedule 48: Transportation, Delivery and Relocation Solutions

	Schedule 51 V: Hardware SuperStore

	Schedule 58 I: Professional Audio/Video, Telemetry/Tracking, Recording/Reproducing, and Signal Data Solutions

	Schedule 67: Photographic Equipment—Cameras, Photographic Printers, and Related Supplies and Services

	Schedule 70: General Purpose Commercial Information Technology Equipment, Software and Services

	Schedule 71: Furniture

	Schedule 874: Mission Oriented Business Integrated Services (MOBIS), which now includes the older Schedule 69: Training Aids and Devices—Instructor-Led Training, Course Development, and Test Administration



The GSA Schedules are popular for both vendors and agency buyers because they represent preapproved products and services at prices that have been negotiated on behalf of the federal government.

There are some caveats for those considering getting a GSA Schedule as the entry point of doing business with Uncle Sam:


	The Schedule does not guarantee you business. It is a contract from which you can sell, so be proactive.

	The GSA gets a 0.75 percent rebate on all sales through your Schedule(s) on a quarterly basis. This is the Industrial Funding Fee (IFF).

	You are subject to audits by the GSA to ensure you are paying your IFF.

	You have to produce at least $25,000 in annual activity on your GSA by year two of your first five years in order to stay on the Schedule.

	Selling from a GSA Schedule requires different skills than normal B2B sales.

	The more you learn about the Schedule, the more valuable it can become for you.



While over one-third of government procurement transactions occur through the GSA Schedules, less than 10 percent of the dollars spent by the federal government are spent through the program. In FY 2009, $37.5 billion were spent through the GSA Schedules. So, while popular, the GSA represents the tip of the iceberg on federal spending.

OTHER CONTRACTING METHODS

When the government wants to purchase a product or service, it has multiple methods at its disposal. It may choose an existing contract, such as the GSA Schedule or a task order on another contract, or it may opt to look elsewhere. This largely depends on the dollar size of the purchase and the current workload of the procurement office.

Micropurchases: As already discussed and as defined in the government market (FAR and the Service Contract Act), a micropurchase is any purchase under $3,000. These purchases can be made with a government small purchase credit card (SmartPay), and they may be made from any legitimate vendor for a product or service required by a federal employee in the execution of his or her job. These purchases do not have to be advertised or competed. No contract is required when making micropurchases, so a government employee with a credit card may walk into a local hardware store and make a purchase with the card, as long as what he or she is buying is necessary in his or her job. That same employee may be at a small regional office with no convenient store nearby, in which case the employee may opt to purchase from a catalog that offers the needed product and guarantees delivery in an acceptable time frame.

The normal credit card per-purchase limit is $3,000, although there are a small percentage of the cards that have a higher per-purchase level. These are warrant cards, and some of these have per-purchase levels well into five figures.

The purchase limits on all SmartPay cards are subject to “extreme conditions.” Under extreme conditions, generally defined as times of national emergency, the card threshold goes up to $15,000 inside the United States and $25,000 outside the country (OCONUS).

Simplified acquisition procedures (SAP) apply to purchases over $3,000 and under $100,000. Purchases under $100,000 require less administrative hassle for the buyer, lower approval levels, and less overall documentation. If the purchase is under $25,000, it can be made by obtaining (and documenting) oral or written quotes. These purchases under $25,000 do not have to be advertised. Any planned purchase above $25,000 requires posting at the Federal Business Opportunities (FBO) Web site, available at www.fbo.gov. All purchases under $100,000 are supposed to be reserved for small businesses. The caveat here is that if a contracting officer cannot find two small businesses that qualify on price, quality, or delivery, the contract can go to any qualified bidder. This is also known as “the rule of two” and is a hotly disputed topic with small business activists. Details on simplified acquisition are in FAR, Part 13.

Sealed bidding (also known as formal advertising) is when the government issues invitations for bid (IFB). The product or service sought is carefully defined, as are all other requirements, which include instructions on preparing the bid, as not all IFBs are the same. Other instructions will include conditions for the purchase, packaging, delivery, shipping and payment, any other contract clauses determined to be necessary, and a due date for the bid.

The bids are opened in public, usually in the office that issued the IFB, and any bidder may attend. The award is usually based on price and other price-related factors; especially important is meeting all established criteria defined in the bid. The most responsive low bidder wins. Some companies will get an IFB directly—especially those companies the agency is familiar with and thinks can do the job. For others, IFBs and links to them are posted at www.fbo.gov. Sealed bidding regulations are defined in FAR, Part 14.

Contract negotiations can and probably will occur whenever the value of a government contract exceeds $100,000 or when the product or service being acquired is extremely technical. Products and services that are more off-the-shelf could be purchased through the GSA Schedule, but when more technical solutions are needed, the government may issue a request for proposal (RFP). A typical RFP outlines the requirement in detail; then, the issuing office solicits proposals from prospective contractors. These will appear at www.fbo.com. The responders indicate how they intend to deliver the requested product or service and at what price. Proposals are often subject to negotiation after they have been submitted.

When the government has a possible requirement and wants to know what is available, it may issue a request for quotation (RFQ) outlining the product or service sought. Any response to an RFQ by a prospective contractor isn’t considered an offer and cannot be accepted by the government to form a binding contract. It is simply a potential quote. Government-wide RFPs and RFQs and links to them are available at www.fbo.gov. Again, those with a history of providing the agency with quality products and services may get the RFP directly.

Government contracting goes though a regular (some say predictable) pendulum effect, often driven by the whims of someone in Congress or a new administration. One of the more recent pendulum swings in federal acquisition policy is the increased importance of “best value.” Rather than simply awarding to the lowest bidder, as often happened in the past, the government can now make awards for the product or service based on a defined best value at a somewhat premium price. To do so, the agency must clearly state its intent to use best value criteria in the solicitation. The solicitation must then include a detailed description of the evaluation criteria, award factors, and any factors other than price that will be considered in making the award. The weight for each criterion is also supposed to be stated.

Best value often occurs when a good business development professional has been working in an agency, understands its mission and other issues, and thinks his or her company or a specific technology may best suit the clients’ needs. That person supplies sufficient information to those in the agency involved in determining the scope of work required. If the agency personnel agree that a specific solution will help fulfill a requirement, it can influence the RFP. We will discuss the role of business development in more detail in Chapter 5.

Another recent trend is the focus on past performance. This heavily favors companies with a long and successful track record in the market. It is designed to give vendors a rating for each contract they have previously worked on, giving the contracting officer a level of comfort regarding the work they need accomplished.

As these larger contracts are usually awarded to larger companies, part of the contract may require a small business subcontracting plan. This will outline when and how the large contractor will use small businesses during the course of the contract. For small businesses, this means reading the contract specifications carefully and identifying areas where your technical strength may be an asset to a prime contractor bidding for that business.

Contract negotiations are discussed in detail in FAR, Part 15.

Consolidated purchasing programs: Most government agencies have similar purchasing needs for the types of products or services purchased, such as office supplies, furniture, facilities maintenance, and training. Sometimes, the government can achieve economies of scale by centralizing the purchasing of these products and services.

The government may use “acquisition vehicles,” such as multiagency contracts and GWACs, to encourage long-term vendor agreements with fewer suppliers. The use of these acquisition vehicles (also called multiple award contracts, or MACs) has increased over the last few years but has recently faced some scrutiny from the current administration. The MAC contracts allow federal buyers to quickly fill requirements by placing orders against existing contracts without starting a new procurement action from scratch. Agencies can also award multiple “task order” contracts (which involve indefinite delivery and indefinite quantity) to allow more than one firm to deliver a particular product or service.

Details on the types of contracts are found in FAR, Part 16.

SET-ASIDE PROCUREMENTS

When the government feels small businesses can fulfill a government need, they will create a set-aside contract. Other contracts may be awarded to both large and small contractors. In those contracts where a portion is not directly open to small business, there is usually a subcontracting provision requiring any winning contractor to have a small business utilization plan as part of their proposal. The small business subcontracting plan is required from large businesses, when the work is performed in the United States, and must be approved by the agency awarding the contract prior to the award. The contractor must include small business goals for the contract and also designate a small business liaison officer (SBLO).

After a determination is made that a contract can be a set-aside contract, the government first looks at historically underutilized business zone (HUBZone) companies, then service-disabled veteran-owned small businesses (SDVOSBs), and then 8(a)s, firms owned and operated by socially and economically disadvantaged individuals and eligible to receive federal contracts under the Small Business Administration’s (SBA) 8(a) Business Development Program.

To make the determination of whether a contract is viable for set-aside, the government issues market research notices called requests for information (RFIs), also called “sources sought notices.” These can come out when the government is looking for information on if and how to set aside a potential contract. If they get enough interest from small businesses, then they can set it aside. If they don’t, then it’s usually a full and open (unrestricted) procurement. The information the government receives helps determine how they will make the procurement.

Many companies don’t respond to RFIs because there is no work directly attached to them; it is viewed as spinning tires. If small businesses do not respond to the RFIs, it may open the way for larger companies to bid, when it could have been a set-aside contract.

There are online and offline ways to monitor current and emerging set-aside programs. You can certainly monitor set-asides through www.fbo.com, and that should be part of your weekly reading. Other free and online services include DefenseLink (www.defenselink.mil/contracts), which posts information on military and defense contracts starting at $5 million, and the SBA SUB-Net registry (http://web.sba.gov/subnet). Many of the services available through the government have e-news alerts that you can sign up to receive.

In addition, each federal agency has a small business information page. Updated resources are listed at www.GovernmentMarketmaster.com. Click on the book cover and the updated resources mentioned in this book will be there.

One of the paid services I use is Set-Aside Alert (www.setasidealert.com). This publication has been around since 1992, and the service provides a daily e-mail update and a biweekly newsletter. The articles and interviews are always informative. Paid services such as this one usually add a dose of reality to the mix. While the government-issued information is pretty good, it shows none of the warts of the market. The interviews in publications like Set-Aside Alert provide a somewhat clearer picture.

I have mentioned the FBO several times. The Federal Business Opportunities Web site (www.fbo.gov) can be a good place to do research and familiarize yourself with not only what the government buys but also how it buys—especially how it buys your product or service. All purchases over $25,000 are supposed to be reported here—Department of Defense (DoD) and civilian. I suggest you take the tutorial, accessed by clicking the “Getting Started” button on the top navigation bar.

At the FBO Web site, you can search for active contracts or archived contracts by type of notice; by the solicitation or award number; by the place of performance (zip code); by set-aside type; by North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) codes, federal supply codes (FSC), or product service codes (PSC); by keywords; or by agency. While there, you should register to receive all notices for your NAICS, FSC, and PSC.

Competition requirements are discussed at length in FAR, Part 6. These include full and open competition, where all responsible sources are permitted to compete; full and open competition after exclusion of sources, where it can be determined which companies may compete; and other than full and open competition, where the agency may use a sole source provider or where there are extenuating circumstances such as “urgency,” industrial mobilization, international agreement, actions authorized or required by statute, or national security.

THE REALITY OF PURCHASING

In my interviews with Max Peterson, he said that the trick is not simply offering contracts that are attractive to your customer but creating buying vehicles that are available to the customer and that are unique, or nearly so, to your company.

The more you and your frontline staff learn about selling from a Schedule, or any GWAC/IDIQ contract, the better off you’ll be. There are a variety of ways to do this, and we will only touch on a few, especially as they pertain to the GSA Schedule.

If you are selling from a GSA Schedule and you identify a specific opportunity and want to get the customer to buy quickly, you can offer a spot reduction from your Schedule price. This method is employed when you identify a need, but the customer is really limited in how much can be spent. If you can retain some margin and/or build a stronger relationship with this buyer, this method may help. A spot reduction must be documented properly, but in effect, it allows you to offer a one-time price reduction to a specific customer for a specific purchase. This will result in a sale, but it has to be documented for and reported to your GSA account representative.

If it looks like it may be a longer-term opportunity for a specific product, a blanket purchase agreement (BPA) may be an answer. A BPA defines a time period and products available to a specific agency (one agency, not all) and offers a price reduction based on the potential of the deal. It is not mandatory that an agency use a BPA, so be as certain as you can before setting them up that they will pay dividends.

Task orders are another contract subset. When a government customer has a specific need, they may decide to use a task order. The paperwork involved is less onerous than going after a separate contract, but it will involve a document that includes a task description, the scope of the work, and an agreed-upon price. There is always controversy surrounding the use of task orders—even protests—but they continue to be popular with overworked government contracting officers.

We will be discussing the reality of leveraging contracts throughout this book. The more you know, the better off you will be.

YOUR TO-DO LIST


1. Maintain ongoing education for C-level and key staff.

2. Designate one staffer as the point person to learn everything possible about contracting. Provide that person with all the support necessary. Memberships in the National Contract Management Association and/or the Association of Proposal Management Professionals would be good.

3. Attend contract briefings at federal agencies.

4. Check in at www.GovernmentMarketMaster.com for events.

5. Add these Web sites to those you visit:


www.govexec.com/basics

www.acquisition.gov/Far/90-37/html/toc.html

www.acq.osd.mil/osbp/doing_business/index.htm
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