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BIDDING: Before You Bid  |   By Deborah R. Huso & Ryan MacArthur  

HARD-TO-GET 
GOVERNMENT 
CONTRACTS

How to get
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W
illiam Goad pats the pockets on his faded jeans looking for 
his cellphone. He checks the time (it’s 5 a.m.) and nods. “I 
like getting on the base early,” he says. “That way, I can get to 

the job before anyone is even on the road.” Goad is off to Joint Base 
Langley-Eustis in Hampton, Virginia, to drop off supplies.

The 70-year-old master electrician at Abbott General Construction 
Inc. in Hampton, Virginia, slides behind the wheel of his white work 
van. The back is full of electrical wires, conduits and decades’ worth 
of bits and bobs from countless government contracting jobs. 

Over the course of his career, Goad estimates he’s been involved 
with dozens of government construction contracts. “There have been 
so many I’ve lost count,” he says.

Whether it’s estimating materials costs or installing electrical 
wiring and control equipment, he sums up his decades of experience 
with government contracts in one sentence: “They’re competitive and 
hard to get, but there’s good money in them.” 

 
GOVERNMENT CONSTRUCTION CONTRACTS

Every year, the federal government and state governments award 
billions in construction contracts. According to the Federal 
Procurement Data System (FPDS), in 2018, the 20 federal agencies 
that spent the most on construction awarded $27 billion in contracts. 
And the fiscal year (FY) 2019 appropriation bill provides over  
$10 billion for military construction projects alone, while also 
funding the United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) Civil 
Works program with an additional $7 billion to build new roads and 
restore existing highways.

It may seem daunting for a small contracting firm to approach the 
government for work, but plenty of opportunities exist. In fact, the 
U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) reports that the federal 
government met its goal of awarding at least 23% of federal contract 
dollars to small businesses for the last 5 years.

The federal government also aims to award 5% of contracts 
to women-owned small businesses; 5% to small, disadvantaged 
businesses; 5% to HUBZone small businesses; and 5% to service-
disabled, veteran-owned small businesses. In total, $120.8 billion 
dollars went to small businesses in 2018.

 
BEFORE THE BID

According to Nicole Ingram, founder and principal designer of 
Stacy Nicole Inc. in Cary, North Carolina, the keys to winning a 
government contract are understanding the bidding process, paying 
attention to the details, and having a strong strategy. Ingram knows 
all about government contracts. 

Prior to developing a successful construction business in Atlanta, 
Georgia, and before becoming one of the most sought-after interior 
designers in North Carolina, she first learned about government 
contracts by helping a friend. “Before I started my construction 

business, I was hired to do bidding for a friend’s janitorial company,” 
Ingram said. “It was a long process that took a lot of time. The first 
step is registering with all the websites.”

Any company interested in doing business with the federal 
government has to first register on the System for Award 
Management (SAM), the official website of the General Services 
Administration (GSA). At a minimum, you’ll need to provide your 
firm’s legal business name, physical address, and Dun & Bradstreet 
Universal Numbering System (D-U-N-S) number, along with your 
Tax Identification Number (TIN), taxpayer name and banking 
information. Business owners have to update their profile every year, 
or it becomes inactive. 

After registering, contractors can search for bids on the Federal 
Business Opportunities (FBO) website, fbo.gov. The site serves as  
a virtual classified section or community corkboard of sorts on which 
the government posts “help wanted” ads for any contract valued  
over $25,000.

 The registration and contract-hunting processes, though time-
consuming, are fairly straightforward. But developing a winning 
strategy to secure an award is a whole different game.

 
GETTING STARTED

In 2018, Clark Construction Group LLC won a government contract 
to build a new Air Force One hangar in Prince George County, 
Virginia. According to Bloomberg, the contract is potentially worth 
$315.5 million. It’s difficult for any contractor not to get dollar signs 
in their eyes when they see numbers like those, but Ingram says a 
solid strategy starts with first getting a foot in the door.

“Subcontracting is a great way to start if you want to get into 
government contracts,” said Ingram. “When I was primarily in 
construction, we worked with an architectural firm on a contract to 
pour concrete for them. That gave us the opportunity to get to know 
the people in charge of bidding and create those relationships.”

Like any business, government contracts are built on trust and a 
solid return on investment. According to Goad, the contract often 
goes to a firm with which the awarding agency has already worked. 

“Oftentimes, it’s about who you know or whether they’ve worked 
with you before,” said Goad. “It’s a lot cheaper to work with a 
company that already knows how things work.”

For business owners who do not have a professional network 
that allows them to directly contact a bidding officer or primary 
contractor, the government offers resources to connect small 
businesses with subcontracting opportunities. According to the 
SBA, some government contracts stipulate the prime contractor 
must subcontract with a small business. Websites like The SBA 
Subcontracting Network (SubNet) and Department of Defense’s 
subcontracting opportunity directory both display available contracts 
and the primary’s goals for the project.
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