how to do business with the government

Unlocking Government Contracts: A Comprehensive Guide on How to Do Business
with the Government

how to do business with the government can seem like an intricate maze, but
it's a highly rewarding path for businesses of all sizes. This comprehensive
guide will demystify the process, providing actionable steps and essential
insights for navigating federal, state, and local procurement opportunities.
We'll delve into understanding government needs, registering your business,
finding solicitations, crafting winning proposals, and ultimately securing
valuable contracts. By mastering these steps, your business can unlock
significant growth potential and contribute to public service.
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Understanding Government Procurement

Doing business with the government involves understanding a unique set of
rules, regulations, and expectations. Unlike private sector transactions,
government contracting is governed by specific laws designed to ensure
fairness, transparency, and accountability. Federal agencies, state
governments, and local municipalities all procure goods and services to
fulfill their missions, ranging from infrastructure projects and defense
equipment to IT services and office supplies. The sheer volume and diversity
of these opportunities present a substantial market for businesses willing to
invest the time and effort to understand its workings.

Government contracting operates on principles of competition, where agencies
seek the best value for taxpayer money. This often translates into formal
bidding processes, detailed specifications, and strict evaluation criteria.
Becoming a government contractor requires more than just having a good
product or service; it demands an understanding of the procurement lifecycle,
from identifying needs to fulfilling contract obligations. Agencies often
categorize their needs into specific commodity codes, making it crucial for
businesses to identify the relevant codes for their offerings.

Identifying Government Needs

The first crucial step in successfully doing business with the government is
understanding what agencies actually need. Government agencies publish their
procurement forecasts, outlining planned purchases for the upcoming fiscal
year. These forecasts are invaluable for businesses to identify potential
opportunities and align their offerings with agency requirements. Researching
agency websites, reviewing past contracts, and attending industry days are



effective methods for gaining insight into specific agency needs and
priorities.

Each agency has a mission, and their procurements are designed to support
that mission. For instance, the Department of Defense procures a vast array
of goods and services related to national security, while the Department of
Health and Human Services focuses on healthcare and public health
initiatives. Understanding the specific mission of an agency you wish to do
business with will help you tailor your approach and highlight how your
business can contribute to their objectives. This targeted approach
significantly increases your chances of success.

Government Contracting Classifications and Set-Asides

The government actively promotes opportunities for small businesses,
including those owned by women, minorities, veterans, and individuals with
disabilities. These programs, often referred to as set-asides, reserve a
portion of government contracts for eligible small businesses. Understanding
these classifications and eligibility requirements is vital for small
businesses looking to compete and win government contracts. Common set-aside
programs include Small Business Administration (SBA) programs, like the 8 (a)
Business Development program, and those for Historically Underutilized
Business Zones (HUBZones).

Agencies also utilize different contract types, such as fixed-price
contracts, cost-reimbursement contracts, and time-and-materials contracts.
Each type has its own risk profile and payment structure. Familiarizing
yourself with these contract types will enable you to assess opportunities
and choose those that best align with your business capabilities and
financial capacity. The government aims to achieve the best wvalue, which can
mean awarding contracts based on price, technical merit, or a combination of
factors.

Registering Your Business

Before you can bid on government contracts, your business must be properly
registered within the appropriate government systems. This registration
process ensures that your business is officially recognized as a potential
contractor and allows agencies to identify and vet prospective vendors.
Failing to complete these registrations accurately can be a significant
barrier to entry. The primary registration for federal contracting is through
the System for Award Management (SAM).

System for Award Management (SAM) Registration

The System for Award Management (SAM) is the official government-wide
database for vendors wanting to do business with the U.S. federal government.
Registration in SAM is mandatory for all entities seeking to receive federal
contracts, grants, or other forms of financial assistance. The registration
process requires detailed information about your business, including its



legal structure, ownership, financial status, and past performance. It’s
essential to maintain accurate and up-to-date information in your SAM
profile.

During the SAM registration, you will be required to provide your unique
entity identifier (UEI), which replaces the Data Universal Numbering System
(DUNS) number. You will also need to select the appropriate North American
Industry Classification System (NAICS) codes that best describe your
business’s primary activities. This is critical, as agencies use these codes
to identify businesses for specific solicitations. Ensure your SAM profile
clearly articulates your capabilities and the types of products or services
you offer.

Obtaining a Unique Entity Identifier (UEI)

The Unique Entity Identifier (UEI) is a l12-character alphanumeric identifier
assigned by SAM.gov. It is now the primary means of identifying entities in
federal awards. If your business is new to federal contracting, you will
obtain your UEI as part of the SAM registration process. If your business
previously had a DUNS number, the transition to the UEI was automated. It is
crucial to ensure your UEI is correctly associated with your business in all
federal procurement systems.

State and Local Government Registrations

Beyond federal contracting, many state and local governments maintain their
own vendor registration portals. These systems allow agencies at the state,
county, and city levels to manage their vendor lists and solicit bids. The
process for registering with these entities will vary depending on the
specific jurisdiction. Many states and larger municipalities have centralized
procurement websites where businesses can register and access solicitations.
Researching the procurement offices of the specific state or local
governments you are interested in doing business with is a necessary step.

Finding Government Contract Opportunities

Once your business is registered and you understand the landscape, the next
critical step is to actively seek out government contract opportunities. This
requires a proactive and strategic approach, utilizing various platforms and
resources to identify solicitations that align with your business
capabilities.

Federal Procurement Data System (FPDS) and SAM.gov

SAM.gov is the primary platform for finding federal contract opportunities.
It hosts contract opportunities, notices of contract awards, and other
procurement-related information. You can search for solicitations by keyword,
agency, NAICS code, and contract vehicle. Regularly checking SAM.gov for new



opportunities is essential. The Federal Procurement Data System (FPDS) can
also be a valuable tool for researching past contract awards, helping you
understand which agencies are buying what, from whom, and at what price.

Beyond simply browsing, you can set up saved searches and email alerts on
SAM.gov to be notified when new solicitations matching your criteria are
posted. This automates a significant part of the opportunity discovery
process, ensuring you don’t miss out on potentially lucrative contracts.
Analyzing past awards in FPDS can provide insights into contract values,
durations, and key awardees, helping you gauge the competitive landscape.

State and Local Government Procurement Websites

Similar to the federal level, state and local governments often publish their
procurement opportunities on dedicated websites. These can include the
websites of state purchasing departments, county procurement offices, and
city finance departments. Searching for terms like "[State Name]
procurement," "[County Name] purchasing," or "[City Name] contracts"™ will
usually lead you to the relevant portals. These websites often have features
for vendor registration and notification of new solicitations, mirroring the
functionality of SAM.gov.

Agency-Specific Forecasts and Industry Days

Many government agencies publish their procurement forecasts, which are
forward-looking documents detailing anticipated purchases. These forecasts
are excellent for long-term planning and identifying potential needs well in
advance of formal solicitations. Additionally, agencies often host "industry
days" or "pre-bid conferences." These events provide businesses with direct
access to agency representatives, allowing them to ask questions about
upcoming procurements, understand agency priorities, and network with
potential clients.

Preparing a Winning Proposal

Finding opportunities is only half the battle; crafting a compelling proposal
that clearly demonstrates your ability to meet the government's requirements
is paramount. Government proposals are often lengthy and complex, requiring
meticulous attention to detail and a deep understanding of the solicitation's
instructions.

Understanding the Solicitation (RFP/RFQ)

Every contract opportunity begins with a solicitation document, typically a
Request for Proposal (RFP) or Request for Quotation (RFQ). These documents
are your blueprint for success. They detail the government's needs, the scope
of work, evaluation criteria, submission requirements, and deadlines.
Thoroughly reading and understanding every section of the solicitation is



non-negotiable. Pay close attention to the evaluation factors; these will
tell you what the government values most in a proposal.

Relying solely on your interpretation can be risky. If the solicitation
allows for questions, submit them. Clarification questions demonstrate your
diligence and can help you avoid misinterpretations that could lead to a non-
compliant or uncompetitive proposal. Government contracting officers are
generally open to providing clarifications to ensure a fair and competitive
process.

Developing a Strong Technical Approach

Your technical proposal is where you articulate how you will perform the
required work. It needs to be clear, concise, and directly address the
government's stated needs and objectives. Demonstrate a deep understanding of
the problem the government is trying to solve and present a well-defined,
logical, and feasible solution. Use past performance examples and case
studies to illustrate your capabilities and successful track record.

The government wants to see that you have thought through all aspects of the
project and have a solid plan for execution. This includes outlining your
methodology, staffing, project management approach, quality assurance plan,
and any risks you foresee and how you will mitigate them. Use graphics and
visuals where appropriate to enhance understanding, but ensure they are
relevant and directly support your narrative.

Crafting a Competitive Pricing Strategy

Your pricing proposal must be accurate, realistic, and competitive. While
price is often an important factor, it is rarely the only one. The government
typically seeks the best value, which is a balance of technical merit and
cost. Ensure your pricing aligns with your technical approach and accurately
reflects the resources required to successfully complete the project.
Undercutting prices without a corresponding reduction in scope or quality can
signal a lack of understanding or lead to an unsustainable contract.

Be sure to follow all instructions regarding the format and submission of
pricing information. Any deviation can lead to a proposal being deemed non-—
compliant. Carefully consider all direct and indirect costs, profit margins,
and any potential contingencies. Your pricing should demonstrate that you
understand the costs involved and can deliver the required services or
products within the government's budget constraints, while still ensuring
profitability for your business.

Navigating the Award Process

Once proposals are submitted, they undergo a rigorous evaluation process.
Understanding this process can help you manage your expectations and prepare
for the outcomes.



Proposal Evaluation Criteria

Government agencies evaluate proposals based on the criteria outlined in the
solicitation. These criteria typically fall into several categories, which
may include technical approach, past performance, management capability,
personnel qualifications, and price. The solicitation will often assign a
relative weighting to each factor, indicating its importance in the overall
evaluation. Your proposal should be structured to directly address each of
these factors, demonstrating strengths in each area.

It's crucial to understand that the "lowest price technically acceptable"
(LPTA) evaluation method focuses heavily on meeting minimum technical
requirements and then selecting the lowest-priced offer. In contrast, "best
value" procurements allow for a tradeoff between price and non-price factors,
meaning a slightly higher-priced proposal with superior technical merit or
past performance might be selected. Always refer back to the specific
evaluation factors listed in the solicitation.

Understanding Contract Award Notifications and
Protests

After evaluation, the agency will typically notify all offerors of the award
decision. For successful bidders, this notification includes details of the
contract award. For unsuccessful bidders, it usually provides a debriefing
opportunity to understand why their proposal was not selected. This
debriefing is invaluable for improving future proposals. If you believe an
award was made unfairly or improperly, you have the right to file a protest
with the appropriate government agency or the Government Accountability
Office (GRAO).

A protest is a formal challenge to a contract award. While it can be a
necessary step for rectifying genuine errors, it also entails time,
resources, and potential delays. It’s advisable to consult with legal counsel
experienced in government contract protests before filing. Even if you don't
protest, utilizing the debriefing process is a critical step in learning and
refining your approach for future bids.

Maximizing Your Success

Securing your first government contract is a significant achievement, but
sustained success requires ongoing effort and continuous improvement.
Building relationships and refining your processes are key to long-term
growth in this sector.

Building Government Relationships

Cultivating strong relationships with government agencies and contracting
officers is invaluable. Attending agency events, participating in industry
days, and maintaining open communication (within ethical boundaries) can help



you stay informed about upcoming needs and demonstrate your commitment. Being
a reliable and responsive contractor builds trust, which often leads to
repeat business and organic growth within your existing client agencies.

Focus on delivering exceptional performance on your current contracts.
Exceeding expectations, communicating proactively, and being a problem-solver
will enhance your reputation. Positive past performance is one of the most
critical factors in winning future contracts, as agencies often look
favorably upon vendors with a proven track record of success.

Continuous Improvement and Adaptation

The government contracting landscape is constantly evolving with changes in
regulations, technologies, and agency priorities. To maintain your
competitive edge, it's crucial to embrace continuous improvement. Regularly
review your internal processes, update your capabilities, and stay abreast of
industry trends. Invest in training for your team to ensure they possess the
skills and knowledge required to meet evolving government demands.

Be prepared to adapt your business strategies as needed. This might involve
exploring new service areas, developing strategic partnerships, or pursuing
different types of government contracts. The government market offers
significant potential, and by remaining agile and committed to excellence,
your business can thrive.

Q: What is the first step to doing business with the
U.S. federal government?

A: The very first step is to register your business in the System for Award
Management (SAM). This is a mandatory requirement for any entity seeking to
do business with the federal government.

Q: How can I find out what government agencies are
planning to buy?

A: Government agencies publish procurement forecasts, which outline their
anticipated purchases for the upcoming fiscal year. You can typically find
these on agency websites or through the Federal Procurement Data System
(FPDS) .

Q: Is it difficult for small businesses to get
government contracts?

A: While it can be competitive, the government actively promotes
opportunities for small businesses through set-aside programs. Registering as
a small business in SAM and understanding these programs can significantly
increase your chances of success.



Q: What is an RFP and why is it important?

A: RFP stands for Request for Proposal. It is a formal document issued by a
government agency that outlines a specific need and requests detailed
proposals from potential contractors on how they will meet that need. It is
crucial to read and understand the RFP thoroughly as it contains all the
requirements and evaluation criteria.

Q: How long does it take to get paid by the
government ?

A: Payment timelines can vary, but the Prompt Payment Act generally requires
federal agencies to pay contractors within 30 days of receiving a proper
invoice. Many agencies also offer electronic funds transfer (EFT) for faster
payments.

Q: What are NAICS codes and why are they important
for government contracting?

A: NAICS stands for North American Industry Classification System. These
codes are used to classify business establishments. When registering in SAM
and searching for opportunities, selecting the correct NAICS codes that
accurately describe your business's products or services is vital, as
agencies use them to identify potential vendors.

Q: Can I bid on government contracts if my business
is new and has no prior government experience?

A: Yes, it is possible. While prior government experience is beneficial,
agencies also look for innovative solutions and a clear demonstration of
capability. Focus on clearly articulating your company's strengths, technical
approach, and the value you can bring in your proposal.

Q: What is a debriefing, and why should I request one
if my proposal is rejected?

A: A debriefing is an opportunity for unsuccessful offerors to receive
feedback from the agency on why their proposal was not selected for award.
This feedback is invaluable for understanding your proposal's weaknesses and
improving your approach for future bids.

Q: Are there any costs associated with registering to
do business with the government?

A: Registration in SAM.gov is free. However, there may be costs associated
with obtaining certifications, developing proposals, or hiring consultants to
assist with the process.



Q: How important is past performance in government
contracting?

A: Past performance is often one of the most significant evaluation factors
in government contracting. Agencies want to see evidence that a contractor
has successfully performed similar work in the past. Strong past performance
can be a major differentiator in winning new contracts.
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