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Introduction
Knowing your customers is the key to sales success. This is true whether you're selling to public or private organizations.  The most successful federal contractors take the time to uncover contact information for the buyers who purchase what their company sells. However, finding the right buyers can be one of the most difficult aspects of federal sales and is the single biggest reason that small businesses find the federal market so difficult to enter.

The federal government offers a wide range of marginally useful resources to help small businesses enter the federal market. For example, federal agency web sites provide information on how to do business with the government.  The reality is that these web sites, for the most part, provide nothing more than suggestions on how to deal with red tape. Federal agencies also hold conferences and training events for small businesses.  Unfortunately, end user contact information is not provided as part of these events.  The government’s offerings are carefully designed to provide help on the surface without providing access to end users. Why, you ask?  The truth is that end users would prefer to remain anonymous because they have all the vendors they need and do not want to be deluged with calls from new vendors.

A long-range solution to this problem may be in the making. Congress is currently considering legislation which would require the creation and posting of a public contract awards database. The proposed database would provide a summary of what was purchased and who the end users and official buyers were for awarded contracts. The creation of the proposed database would be the single biggest step the federal government has ever taken to truly opening the federal market.   However, the implementation of such a database could take several years, if not more.  

In the interim, a small business is forced to conduct research by (i) searching the Internet, (ii) perusing agency telephone directories and agency organizational charts, or (iii) making contact with contracting officers to ask them who the federal buyers are in their respective agencies.. 

Procedures for Finding End Users 

Contact data for end users - - the person making the purchasing decisions for complex products and solutions - - is not readily available to the public.  Once located, matters are further complicated by the fact that there can be more than one federal official responsible for making purchasing decisions for a large buy. Contracting officers and their colleagues, known as contracting specialists, can be identified by the products or services they have purchased in the past. These “official buyers” or “purchasing agents” represent the end user in contract negotiations. The contracting officer is the official point of contact between vendors and the government.   Contracting officers know who the end users are but may be reluctant to tell you. A typical conversation with a contracting officer might go like this: 
Vendor: "I see from my research that you awarded a $500,000 contract on May 11, 2015 to Acme Reseller, Inc. The product purchased under that contract was Cisco routers. Who was the end user in your office?” 

Contracting officer: "I don’t really know and I would have to dig out the contract to find out." 
Vendor:  "I would appreciate it if you would do that and call me back." 
Contracting officer: "I’ll try but I can’t promise you anything due to our office’s overwhelming workload." 

Vendor: "But I thought that the contracting officer is the single point of contact for vendors and that your job is to promote competition." 
Contracting officer: "You are correct on both counts but that doesn’t mean that I can answer end user questions for the thousands of vendors out there." 

Based on the tenor of the discussions above, it is unlikely that the contracting officer will actually get back to the vendor with the information requested.  The issue of whether the contracting officer is legally required to give out an end user's name is gray. The public has the legal right to request a copy of the contract itself under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA).  However, expect to wait from one to twelve months for a response. By the time you get a copy of the contract, the end user will have ordered another large batch of Cisco routers. Although FOIA mandates that federal officials respond to FOIA requests within twenty business days, this rule is routinely ignored. The bottom line is the feds have all the cards so you have to find a way to play their game. Trying to force them to give you contact data is counterproductive. 
Public Bid Data as a Sales Tool 
A public bid is posted at the government’s web site, beta.SAM.gov using a solicitation document. To varying degrees, the solicitation document contains a summary (or “synopsis” in government terms) of the scope of work for the project. The complete scope of work is only found in the actual contract itself (the document that you have to wait months for if you request it under the FOIA). Contract awards are posted in beta.SAM.gov with the date of the contract award, the dollar amount of the contract, and the name and address of the company receiving the contract. 
For new players, public bid data and the subsequent “awarded to” data provide the best information available for developing a buyer call list. 
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