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Introduction 

Playing in the federal market is a game in the same sense that selling in the commercial market is a game. You must learn to play it and to do so takes time, money, and patience.  For the purposes of this discussion, it is assumed that you are a commercial company or a new start-up and you have decided to enter the federal market for the first time. First, you should determine whether your company is willing to make the required investment in a full-time federal sales person. Then ask yourself if you have the patience to wait a year or more for the sales person to produce revenue. This is an intentionally oversimplified statement to make it clear that you just can’t load federal sales on an overworked commercial sales staff and expect results.  An owner or principal of a small service-related business could possibly handle the company’s federal sales program but don’t delude yourself into thinking that a significant investment commensurate with your company size isn’t required. The person tasked with federal sales cannot dabble part time in the endeavor and think that results will magically materialize.

Relationship Sales

Services and technology-based products are sold through relationships in the commercial and federal sectors. In the federal arena, relationships are even more important because most federal customers are extremely risk averse - more so than in the commercial sector. Except in rare circumstances, service businesses will not make a federal sale unless a strong relationship has first been established with the customer. This is why it can take a year or more to make a sale in the federal market. To restate, in order to win a public bid opportunity, a company must have pre-sold the opportunity and established a relationship with the federal buyer prior to responding to Requests for Proposal (RFP’s). Companies spend thousands of dollars writing large, complex proposals in response to public RFP’s and invariably lose because they did not have a pre-existing relationship with the customer. They believe they can win merely by writing a solid proposal.  In fact, the federal government fosters this perception under the illusion that it is actually holding a competition when a public bid is posted. If there is competition, it will be among two or three companies that have established a relationship with the customer well in advance of the bid publication.

During the sales process, sell the customer what they want, not what they need. Sell them what they need through contract modifications if what they want doesn’t turn out to be a full solution.  Various authors on selling services emphasize that customers will choose those with whom they are most familiar and satisfied and will choose the path that offers the least risk. This is particularly true in the federal market. The career advancement and compensation of a federal servant depend on the performance of their contractors. The federal buyer and contracting officer are not interested in your company - they are interested in themselves and their problem. They will not look to make a superior choice.  They merely want to avoid making a bad one.

Subcontracting

Some companies try an indirect route to federal sales.  They offer their services to federal prime contractors as an alternative to direct federal sales with the government. The reason most often given for taking a subcontracting approach is that even though direct contracts might mean more revenue, they also mean more red tape and the potential for federal audits. Although the potential for both is real, many companies new to the market give these nuisances too much credence.

In our view, the subcontracting approach should be short term and a direct federal sales push should start immediately upon making the decision to enter the federal market. It is as difficult to sell prime contractors as it is federal end users. Prime contractors usually won’t let you through the door unless you have already sold a federal end user and the end user has suggested that you use a prime contractor as a way to transact your sale (rather than a lengthy public bid). Invariably, prime contractors will try to keep you on a leash and as far away from the end user as possible (an approach you will take once you become a prime).

Getting Started 

The following steps should be started IN PARALLEL on day one.

1. Assign an Administrative Person to Complete Red Tape Processes (Jumping through the Hoops)

As discussed above, federal procurement red tape can be a psychological deterrent to direct federal sales.  It shouldn’t be, however.  A newly-hired college graduate with patience or someone in your accounting organization can get through all of the processes necessary to do business with the government. It seems daunting at first but with patience and perseverance the person assigned the task will find out that it is not rocket science. Red tape becomes second nature after the first time through the process.

The designated person should take the following initial administrative steps on Day One. Although mechanical and frustrating at first, taking these steps will help to familiarize you with the federal bureaucracy. Keep in mind that conquering red tape is not sales.  It is merely a matter of jumping through hoops. It has nothing whatsoever to do with generating revenue. Outsiders often misunderstand this.  Players new to the market think that they can just sign up to do business with the federal government and the orders will start flowing. This impression is probably fostered by the myth that the federal government is an open, fair marketplace where everyone is treated equally. Yes, it is open to all and that’s it.  

· Obtain a Dun & Bradstreet Number (DUNS Number) if you don’t already have one (See http://www.dnb.com/US/duns_update/index.html).

· Register at the federal The System for Award Management (SAM) is the Official U.S. Government system that consolidated the capabilities of CCR/FedReg, ORCA, and EPLS. There is NO fee to register for this site.  Entities may register at no cost directly at https://sam.gov/ User guides and webinars are available under the Help tab at the SAM website.

· Sign up to receive emails about federal opportunities at the central Federal Business Opportunities site. Go to http://www.fedbizopps.gov/.  
Are lawyers required when doing business with the federal government? Lawyers have a role to play in the federal market just like they do in the commercial market. The trick is to realize when you need one and not to assume you need one for every little thing you don’t understand.

Are special accounting systems required when doing business with the federal government? Yes, at some point but not in the beginning. QuickBooks (or your current system) will do to start.  As your involvement in the federal market grows and your revenue increases, your business should invest in a specialized system. 

2. Develop a List of Potential Federal Buyers

More than 700,000 federal employees purchase products and services worldwide.  The key to finding them is focus and the easiest way to find them is through the Internet. Like completing red tape, finding procurement decision makers is not difficult - - it just requires tenacity and research skills. A recent college graduate with Internet research experience can do it and this will save you from using expensive sale people who should be focused on making sales calls.

Use the Internet and painstakingly compile a list of end users who you think may buy your product or service. Consider monitoring Fedbizopps.gov (the federal public bid site) to see what contracting officers are buying. You can go to agency procurement forecast web pages and monitor the Washington, DC press.  Your staff can attend government-sponsored procurement conferences or you can ask your Congressman who is buying what. Or you can buy Fedmarket’s end user lists, save confusion and untold research dollars, and focus immediately on making the required sales calls.

For additional information, download another one of our White Papers, “Secrets to Winning Federal Contracts.” See the following link:

http://www.fedmarket.com/contractors/Secret-to-Winning-Federal-Contracts 
3. Begin Making Sales Calls and Hire and Train a Full Time Federal Sales Person

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

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

For additional information download, download our white paper that addresses how to train your sales staff:  See the following link: http://www.fedmarket.com/contractors/Developing-a-Trained-Federal-Sales-Team 
4. Obtain a GSA Schedule

Also start the work required to obtain a GSA Schedule contract on Day One.  The big difference between the federal and commercial markets is that you must have a “closing mechanism” in the federal market because federal procurement regulations require that (i) public money be spent wisely, and (ii) awards occur only after a competition has been held (at least from a public perception). Holding a GSA Schedule contract is the closing mechanism of choice for small and medium-sized businesses. Such contracts are the only effective way for companies new to the market to compete for federal prime contracts.

GSA Schedules are multiple award contracts that provide the vendors with federally- approved price lists.  Both vendors and federal buyers have made using Schedules contracts the preferred way to conduct government business.  The Schedules program is open to all businesses, from small to large, and the program is fairly comprehensive. Furthermore, a company’s GSA Schedule proposal can be submitted to GSA at any time (unlike other multiple award schedules that can be submitted during a prescribed period of time). Specifically, GSA Schedules:

· Reduce competition within the rules;

· Allow vendors to avoid a public bid and save vast sums of money that would otherwise have been spent writing a proposal;

· Allow vendors to close a deal within weeks instead of a countless number of months; and

· Allow for the closing of deals with any federal buyer who can be convinced to use a Schedule contract.

For additional information, download our white paper concerning GSA Schedules.  See the following link:

http://www.fedmarket.com/contractors/GSA-Schedules---A-Vendor/'s-Path-to-Federal-Sales
      5.    Learn How Federal Proposals Are Written and Develop a Proposal-Writing Capability (Applicable to Professional Services and Information Technology Companies)

Professional services and information technology companies have a unique problem in the federal market. They have to respond to complex, publicly-announced Requests for Proposals (RFP’s) even if they have established a strong relationship with the customer. In order to close your sale, you must submit a strong, customer-centric proposal. 

Proposal writing can be an Achilles heal for many companies - - even those experienced in the federal market. It is a unique and often chaotic process that is far more expensive and difficult to tackle than most people realize. Writing a winning federal proposal is more an art than a science. The science part is the process of doing it in a very structured, cost- effective manner.  The art is in selling the customer and then writing the solution that you pre-sold in a way that it is clearly understood by the customer. Both are difficult tasks.

For additional information, download our white paper concerning proposal writing.  See the following link:

http://www.fedmarket.com/contractors/Solving-the-Proposal-Dilemma 
Preference Programs 

The federal government is awash in small business preference programs. Such programs include set asides for small businesses, small disadvantaged businesses, veteran-owned small businesses, women-owned small businesses and others. These are all laudable programs that assist small businesses in obtaining federal business. Most often the edge that the programs provide is a reduction in, not an elimination of, competition.

From a sales perspective, the big danger with these programs is being deluded into thinking that they in themselves produce business without direct sales efforts. They won’t. Further, don’t assume that federal employees really favor small businesses. They don’t. They want the company that will reduce their risk and most often this is a large business or the incumbent contractor.

Every business that qualifies should use the small business programs. Some require only a simple “self certification” while others require expensive applications. Use them but view them as an edge as you sell rather than a direct path to a contract. Relying on them is unrealistic.

Summary

In summary, get started today. Start making sales calls as soon as possible. Do the other administrative and sales-related tasks in parallel with selling. You won’t make a federal sale without direct sales calls. Decide to make the investment in establishing one-on-one customer relationships or don’t waste your money.
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