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The Most Valuable Training We’ve Ever Received For Government Acquisitions

WOW – we should have done this . . . ten years ago! A better term would be “Total 

Solution!” We learned more in two days with RSM Federal than years with other well-

respected and well-known experts. RSM Federal’s approach and strategies are a true 

paradigm-shift. Not only did we receive the most valuable training we’ve ever received, we 

were given access to hundreds of business templates, resources, and strategies which allow 

us to successfully execute what we’ve learned.  

We won a $600,000 with DOL; $1 Million with NAVSUP, and an IDIQ with the State of 

Maryland! Joshua and his team at RSM Federal are the real deal! 

Competitively Respond to Sources Sought
How To Successfully Influence the Acquisition
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Joshua P. Frank MIS, MBA

RSM Federal, Managing Partner

New Strategic Partner of the NVSBC

25 years in federal market

Former military intelligence officer

Small Business Advocate

 Chairman, Board of Directors, Veterans Business Resource Center (VBRC)

 Emerging Leaders Program, SBA

 Judge for Arch Grants (Entrepreneurial Competition)

Expertise

 Education, training, and business coach

 Specialize in techniques & strategies to accelerate contract wins
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Free Resources

NVSBC Members
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Session Expectations

- Basic to advanced concepts, techniques, and strategies

- Download presentation and templates after session

- 50 minute session  |  10 minutes Q&A

- Materials in this session are from Federal Access Program

Agenda 

- The Basics and the Acquisition Process

- What They Ask For 

- Ghosting and Influencing Acquisition

- Q&A

Let’s Get Started
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1) Differentiate your company

2) Marginalize / Bar Entry to competition

3) Influence the acquisition

Most companies simply respond to the

questions in the sources sought

(Don’t do this!)

Your Objectives
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A Refresh On The Basics
Acquisition vs Pre-Acquisition
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Meeting with Prospects (5%)

RFI and Sources Sought (5%)

Teaming / Partners (10%)

RFP Released (80%)

Where do most businesses focus?

Where should you focus?

Positioning with Prospects (80%)

RFI and Sources Sought (5%)

Teaming / Partnering (10%)

RFP Released (5%)

Meeting with Prospects (5%)

RFI and Sources Sought (5%)

Teaming / Partners (10%)

RFP Released (80%)

Where do most businesses focus?

Acquisition Phase

Pre-Acquisition Phase

Typical Small Business Focus
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Acquisition Phase
FedBizOpps, eBuy, DIBBS, et al.

Know They Need Your Solutions
But not a priority to acquire

Don’t Recognize 
They Have Problems

You have to show them. . .

Preparing For Acquisition
May be in FedBizOpps as RFI or 
Sources Sought

Figure 113 – FedBizOpps is Acquisition Phase
Source: © RSM Federal, March 2012

45%

45%

9%

1%

FBO – Single Government Point of Entry (GPE) for >$25,000

FedBizOpps Only 10% of Opportunities
Most opportunities already in acquisition phase (90%)

Sources Sought and RFIs Have Increased to 10% of all FBO Opportunities
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Acquisition Process
When You Can Influence
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SOW Statement of Work

RFI Request for Information

RFQ Request for Quote

IFB Invitation for Bid

RFP Request for Proposal 

Government Acquisition Cycle

Procurement

Yes

IFB / eBuy

RFQ

Building Concept Procurement

Yes

RFP

Identify Process,

Features, Benefits

Basic Vision

SOW Defined No

No

Government Critical Path

3 – 6 Months X = 

RFI

Sources
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Pre-Acquisition Acquisition

Ask Questions

Answers not shared

with other vendors

Ask Questions

Answers WILL BE shared

with other vendors

RFQ

RFP

Reminder
Don’t ask questions to solidify your strategy during acquisition phase

RFI

Sources

Sought

Other Pre-Acq

Meetings / Calls
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Prospecting Methods

VIABLE WEAKSTRONG

Source: © RSM Federal, 2008-2018

Bid-Matching Services
(Contract Management Tools)

Government Directory

RFQ  |  RFP  |  IFB

Government Job Openings

Marketing  |  Advertising

Social Media

Government Acquisition 

Systems

FedBizOpps

eBuy DLA DIBBS NECO

FedBid DOD EMALLASFI

FOIA

Government

Customer

Agency Forecasts
(Internet / Websites)

PTAC / SBDC / VBOC

Professional Associations

FPDS / USASpending.gov

Trade Shows

OSBP / OSDBU
(Impact Acquisition?)

Professional Network

Meeting With Incumbent

Federal Access
(Techniques & Strategies)

Engaging Pre-Acquisition
(Sources Sought, RFIs, Calls)

Teaming / Partners
(Proactive Teaming Strategy)

Government Meeting
(Program Mgr / Contract Officer)

Bid-Matching Services
(Contract Management Tools)

Government Directory

RFQ  |  RFP  |  IFB

Government Job Openings

Marketing  |  Advertising

Social Media

Government Acquisition 

Systems

FedBizOpps

eBuy DLA DIBBS NECO

FedBid DOD EMALLASFI

FOIA

Agency Forecasts
(Internet / Websites)

PTAC / SBDC / VBOC

Professional Associations

FPDS / USASpending.gov

Trade Shows

OSBP / OSDBU
(Impact Acquisition?)

Professional Network

Meeting With Incumbent

Successful Businesses

Combine Multiple

Prospecting

Methods

Teaming / Partners
(Proactive Teaming Strategy)

Government Meeting
(Program Mgr / Contract Officer)

Engaging Pre-Acquisition
(Sources Sought, RFIs, Calls)

Federal Access

(Techniques & Strategies)
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Government Performs Market Research To Obtain:

Technical capability from vendor with relevant experience

Corporate background with similar experience

Applicable industry certifications

Investments in quality / process
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Government Pre-Acquisition Tools

Request For Information (RFI)
- Used to gain information or to learn about market capabilities

- Not an invitation to bid

Sources Sought (SS)
- FAR Part 10 Market Research

- Assess market’s ability to support government’s requirements

- Determine acquisition strategy

- Determine if Small Business Set-Aside is Appropriate

- Determine if acquisition will fall under FAR Part 13 (Simplified Acquisition)

Pre-Solicitation  /  Draft RFP
- Pre-Acquisition Tools

- Know what they want and how they want it. . . but still looking for feedback

- Review and treat like a SS in terms of providing recommendations and ghosting
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Sources Sought

Very important that you take advantage of these!

Used by government to facilitate acquisition strategy
- Should they release as full and open, small business, Veteran-owned, etc?

- Will RFP be released under NAICS code 541112 or 541119?

Excellent opportunity to position before the RFP is released
- What requirements would you like to see in the RFP? (Even if they don’t ask)

- What competition weaknesses would you like to ghost into the RFP?

The Contracting Officer is not obligated nor authorized to share 
your response(s) with other companies. 

Released for new opportunities or refining existing opportunity
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1) How You Normally Think of Competitive Intelligence
- Collecting information from the prospect / government to differentiate

2) Learn to “Ghost” Requirements
- Be strategically sneaky without being obvious about it
- Inject requirements into the acquisition

Business Intelligence Goes Both Ways!
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General Comments

Sources Sought

- Best time to shape and ghost requirements

- Initiate Teaming Agreements (TA) (Your competition will wait for the RFP)

Industry Comments on Draft RFP

- Another opportunity to shape and ghost requirements

- CO may be looking for feedback to decide on acquisition strategy

Pre-Proposal Conference / Industry Day

- You talk to the customer, perform site survey, hear questions from competition

- Obtain Information that will NOT be in the RFP (competitive advantage)

- You will better understand the status of the Incumbent (indirectly)

- If one is scheduled – you or a teammate should attend

- If you plan to Prime – you must attend

Post RFP Q&As

- Questions to clarify RFP intent and language

- Remember that government will share your questions with all bidders
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Would you buy a car without a test drive?

So why would you bid on an RFP and

purposely skip responding

to the sources sought?

It’s either a partially qualified opportunity or it’s not.

Make the time to respond to SS / RFIs.

You can influence the acquisition and be more competitive.
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I’m too busy.

Other companies will respond.

I’ll deal with this when the RFP drops.

Contracting Officer’s Decision Process

“I’m going to release full and open, on GSA Schedule, 

under NAICS 238210. . . because my market research 

indicated there are no interested or capable small 

businesses interested in this acquisition. 

You don’t have past performance under NAICS 238210

You don’t have a GSA Schedule and even if you have a GSA 

Schedule - now you have to compete with large business
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What They Ask For
How You Approach A Sources Sought
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Most companies simply answer the questions

Companies that want to influence acquisition:

- Comments regarding government’s contemplated acquisition strategy

- Comments about currently selected NAICS codes

- Comments on acquisition strategy for small or large business

Baseline

- Very little guidance or a massive data request (normally one or the other)

- No more than five to ten pages and 5Mb

- Mark “business sensitive” to ensure government does not share your data

- Responses will not be returned and government doesn’t confirm receipt

- Potential offerer’s responsibility to monitor for release of solicitation

- Read the fine print! May say that RFP will only go to companies that respond to SS

Overview
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What The Government Likes To Ask For

May be asked for a brief or extensive narrative summary

Organization’s potential capacity to perform these contract services?

Corporate Info

Tailored capability statement

Anticipated teaming arrangements

– Provide breakdown expected delineation of work

– Are you going to need to extensively subcontract

How long have you provided these products / services

Similar services (commercial / federal) last three years

– Comparable size, complexity, scope

Proposed acquisition strategy including

– NAICS Code, large or small, open or contract vehicle

Please identify a raw order of magnitude (ROM) and / or estimated unit 

price for the required item or service.
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Understanding How They Use Your Response

You don’t have to answer every question

You either confirm their acquisition strategy or you change it

It’s a sources sought. . . That’s it!

- You don’t win anything

- Government can’t hold you to anything

- If they ask for ROM, your pricing can be wrong. . . You won’t be held to it!

Rough Order of Magnitude (ROM) – Cautionary Tale

- If they plan to use estimated ROM to validate small business set-aside, they 

may say “No small businesses can provide this at a competitive value so we’ll 

release full and open. . .”
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Think of a Sources Sought as a Negotiation

They want everything you have

What if it’s not in your best interest to answer a question?

- Then don’t

- Don’t explain. Just don’t answer the question.

A sources sought is a market research tool.

You want to inject yourself into their decision cycle

I missed the response date!

- You may find a sources sought from a week ago and wish you had responded

- It’s not a proposal that falls under the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR)

- There is no regulation that says they can’t review your response after the date

- You can still respond! (No guarantee they’ll read it – but they often do)
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They Ask For You To List Your Past Performance

You’re going to list it anyway, even if they don’t ask

- Confirms without a shadow of a doubt that you can perform

- Helps ensure they don’t eliminate an acquisition strategy you recommend

“They want what?” POCs? Phone numbers? Contract Numbers?

- Teaming Partner Responding – Do you provide this information for a SS?

- Yes, provide if responding directly to the Government
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Ghosting
Never respond to a sources sought without it.
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What is Ghosting?

Process of influencing requirements in the RFP which are 

your strengths and your competition’s weaknesses

The Value of Ghosting

- Positioning your capabilities and differentiators to marginalize your competition

- Performed in order to bar-entry or decrease perceived effectiveness of your 

competition

- Process of taking your competition’s weaknesses, tailoring your competencies to 

compensate, and positioning your strengths to build competitive advantage.

- Recommending information / value to the prospect that you hope will get 

included in a future RFP in order to provide you with competitive advantage 

during source selection



31
2018 Annual VET Symposium
JUNE 11 - 14, 2018 | WILLIAMSBURG, VA

31
www.RSMFederal.com

© RSM Federal, 2018. All Rights Reserved.

So What Can You Ghost?

Acquisition Size – Large or Small Business

Socio-Economic Status – SB, WOSB, 8a, ANC, VOSB, SDVOSB, HUBZone . . .

Acquisition Codes – NAICS (Influences small business thresholds)

Acquisition Vehicle – Open Market or a Contract Vehicle (e.g. GSA Schedule)

Your Strengths & Differentiators

Weaknesses of Your Competition

ANYTHING that differentiates you, your people, your solutions
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Ghosting Examples

Capability / Value Ghost

TS Facility Clearance

We would recommend that the government change the facility clearance to 

top secret. While this project is based on supporting a secret network, the 

potential touch-points with the agency’s TS networks will more than likely be 

required from a data integration perspective. This would also ensure that the 

government is not required to expend internal resources or be forced to 

acquire additional contractor resources when this situation occurs.
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Ghosting Examples

Capability / Value Ghost

TS Facility Clearance

We would recommend that the government change the facility clearance to 

top secret. While this project is based on supporting a secret network, the 

potential touch-points with the agency’s TS networks will more than likely be 

required from a data integration perspective. This would also ensure that the 

government is not required to expend internal resources or be forced to 

acquire additional contractor resources when this situation occurs.

Certification
We would recommend that the government incorporate CMMI level 2 or 3 to 

ensure maturity of vendors and their ability to operate on complex projects.
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Ghosting Examples

Capability / Value Ghost

TS Facility Clearance

We would recommend that the government change the facility clearance to 

top secret. While this project is based on supporting a secret network, the 

potential touch-points with the agency’s TS networks will more than likely be 

required from a data integration perspective. This would also ensure that the 

government is not required to expend internal resources or be forced to 

acquire additional contractor resources when this situation occurs.

Certification
We would recommend that the government incorporate CMMI level 2 or 3 to 

ensure maturity of vendors and their ability to operate on complex projects.

Security Systems
For a major university campus

We would recommend that you release the acquisition as a small business 

set-aside. In the federal space, there are several hundred small businesses 

that can successfully meet and accomplish the scope of this project. However, 

as this acquisition is to revamp security for three different buildings, supporting 

more than 5,000 government employees, we recommend that the government 

consider asking for a past performance that involves the complexity required 

by this acquisition. Absent asking for a past performance that supports at least 

two interconnected buildings with integrated intrusion detection systems (IDS), 

the government is likely to incur additional costs within the following 24 

months. 
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Ghosting Examples

Capability / Value Ghost

Strong QA Process
• Extensive graphics with 

proven metrics

• Competitor had this issue

• Most companies have a 

bland QA section

We would recommend that the government add / strengthen the section on 

quality assurance and control. In our industry, the most common mistake 

made in the development of these products is a failure to check for cracks on 

the chassis, which are not visible to the naked eye and a failure to carefully 

communicate with the packers and shippers at the distribution point. This 

issue happened two months ago at another agency and it increased time and 

resources. Recommend that the RFP require that vendors explain how their 

QA/QC process mitigates this issue.
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Ghosting Examples

Capability / Value Ghost

Strong QA Process
• Extensive graphics with 

proven metrics

• Competitor had this issue

• Most companies have a 

bland QA section

We would recommend that the government add / strengthen the section on 

quality assurance and control. In our industry, the most common mistake 

made in the development of these products is a failure to check for cracks on 

the chassis, which are not visible to the naked eye and a failure to carefully 

communicate with the packers and shippers at the distribution point. This 

issue happened two months ago at another agency and it increased time and 

resources. Recommend that the RFP require that vendors explain how their 

QA/QC process mitigates this issue.

GSA Schedule
• You have one

We would recommend that you maintain this acquisition through GSA 

Schedule - or - We would recommend you modify the acquisition to release 

via GSA Schedule 00Corp. With more than 500 vendors, with proven track 

records, releasing via schedule will simplify acquisition and guarantee 

government negotiated rates.
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Ghosting Examples

Capability / Value Ghost

Strong QA Process
• Extensive graphics with 

proven metrics

• Competitor had this issue

• Most companies have a 

bland QA section

We would recommend that the government add / strengthen the section on 

quality assurance and control. In our industry, the most common mistake 

made in the development of these products is a failure to check for cracks on 

the chassis, which are not visible to the naked eye and a failure to carefully 

communicate with the packers and shippers at the distribution point. This 

issue happened two months ago at another agency and it increased time and 

resources. Recommend that the RFP require that vendors explain how their 

QA/QC process mitigates this issue.

GSA Schedule
• You have one

We would recommend that you maintain this acquisition through GSA 

Schedule - or - We would recommend you modify the acquisition to release 

via GSA Schedule 00Corp. With more than 500 vendors, with proven track 

records, releasing via schedule will simplify acquisition and guarantee 

government negotiated rates.

GSA Schedule
• You don’t have one

We recommend that the acquisition be released open-market to provide an 

opportunity to obtain industry leadership from companies with extensive 

Fortune 500 and 1000 past performance. While there are several hundred 

companies on schedule that can support this requirement, the industry has 

made a major shift in the last 15 months and industry best practices have 

shifted. In that this acquisition is potentially a foundation for future add-ons, 

the government is likely to increase their spend on subsequent projects if 

these new baselines are not anticipated and planned for.
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Capability / Value Ghost

Full Ghosting

Bundling Strengths
• No GSA Schedule

• Want a different NAICS

• Strong QA Process

In addition to responding to this sources sought, we also wanted to provide 

feedback on what is happening in the industry today. The industry has made 

a major shift in the last 15 months and industry best practices have shifted. 

These changes were briefed at the National ABC Conference last July and 

ratified by the national governing body this past October. 

Specifically for this acquisition, with the currently outlined requirements, 

releasing under GSA Schedule will not necessarily guarantee that the 

agency is positioning for the follow-on acquisition as only a small subset of 

Schedule holders have incorporated these shifts in best practices. These 

shifts have, on average, have helped similar organizations save upwards of 

35% on follow-on acquisitions, decreased headcount by 8%, and increased 

productivity and ease of access by more than 20%. If you’d like to learn 

more about this, please feel free to reach out and we’ll provide additional 

information.

We also recommend the government switch acquisition from 541512 to 

541490 due to more potential bidders operating under this NAICS and will 

facilitate increased responses to the subsequent RFP.

Last, we also recommend that the government require that bidders outline 

and explain, in detail, how their QA / QC process will mitigate what has 

become endemic over the last 18 months – failures to capture potential issues 

during the design process. This issue caused DOE, the Army, and the FDA to 

lose time, money, and resources because vendors failed to incorporate strong 

QA processes and / or explain them during pre-acquisition and during bid 

response.
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Ghosting Shaping Requirements

Figure 32 – Shaping & Ghosting Requirements

John Breeze Sent: November 14, 20xx  10:15am

To: rjones@dhs.gov 

Subject:  Follow-Up

Dear Mr Jones,

I wanted to thank you again for discussing the future acquisition for the DHS Network Operations Center. You were very helpful in outlining each of the

anticipated task areas. Based on our meeting, we would like to confirm the four task area groups (TAGs) envisioned for the RFP:

Planned

Task Area Group 1: Enterprise Network Service Desk

Task Area Group 2: Desktop Remote Administration

Task Area Group 3: Software Support

Task Area Group 4: Network Connectivity

Based on our understanding of DHS’ requirements, we also recommend three additional capabilities:

Recommendation 1: Recommend that one or two of the past performances require that the prime have experience managing multiple sites under a

performance based contract. Having managed multiple sites will ensure less down-time and improve DHS’s current problems with communication.

Recommendation 2: From the standpoint of a dispersed network management team, providing best value to DHS can be measured and tracked via

Earned Value Management (EVM). The ability to capture these metrics will mitigate DHS’ current problems with scope creep and related expenditures.

Recommendation 3: You indicated a Secret Facility Clearance would be necessary to mange this contract. However, several of your networks outside

this effort are Top Secret. From our experience with DoD, being able to communicate with other network administrators would provide immense value

for current and future challenges and upgrades. In 2008, you experienced two outages as a result of this communication silo.

Sincerely,

John

Source: © Federal Access, December 2008

Pre-RFP Phase
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Add Section for Acquisition Options

Make it easy for the government to buy from you!

“When working with other Federal agencies, the following acquisition 
strategies have been used to simplify procurements:

1) 8a Sole Source

2) WOSB Sole Source

3) Blanket Purchase Agreements (BPA)

4) VOSB or SDVOSB Set-Aside

5) HUBZone Set-Aside

6) GSA Schedule (as 8a or WOSB Sole Source)

7) Purchase Card (credit card)

8) Simplified Acquisition
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Your Response
Combining all the pieces
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What Did We Learn

How and why government performs market research

How to approach a sources sought

You don’t have to answer every question

How to ghost and influence acquisition



47
2018 Annual VET Symposium
JUNE 11 - 14, 2018 | WILLIAMSBURG, VA

47
www.RSMFederal.com

© RSM Federal, 2018. All Rights Reserved.

Session Evaluations
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Thank You!

Managing Partner
RSM Federal

(703) 677-1700
jfrank@rsmfederal.com 

Download Slides
Visit

RSMFederal.com/NVSBC 

Joshua Frank

Government Sales Manual + Strategy Webinars & Resources
Visit

NVSBC Website

https://rsmfederal.com/NVSBC

