
Understanding Government Contractor
Requirements for GSA Contracts
Winning a federal contract can transform a small business, but the path to that first award is
rarely straightforward. I have watched capable firms stumble not because their work was
subpar, but because they underestimated the administrative and compliance side of selling to
the government. The reality is that the government contractor requirements for GSA schedules
and other procurement vehicles are layered, and each layer demands careful attention.

Early in my consulting career, I worked with a mid-sized IT services company that had built a
strong reputation in the private sector. They assumed their commercial credentials would carry
them through the GSA Schedule application process. They were wrong. The application was
returned three times before it was accepted. The issue was not their technical ability; it was
their failure to properly document their pricing basis and their lack of a formal compliance
program. That experience taught me that understanding the full scope of government
contractor requirements is not optional. It is the foundation of a sustainable federal
contracting practice.

Below I break down the key areas that every contractor needs to address, drawing on real
examples and the judgment calls that separate a smooth award from a frustrating one.

Registration and System Access
Before you can even bid on a federal opportunity, you must register in several government
databases. The most fundamental is the System for Award Management, or SAM.gov. Your
SAM registration must be renewed annually, and the information you provide must match
exactly what appears in your business documents. I have seen bids disqualified because a
company name was entered differently in SAM than on the bid cover sheet.

You will also need a Unique Entity ID, which has replaced the old DUNS number. The process
for obtaining one is straightforward, but it requires that your business be properly registered
with your state and have a valid Tax ID. Many first-time contractors forget that their SAM
registration must include a clear description of their capabilities using the NAICS and PSC
codes that match the contracts they intend to pursue. Choosing the wrong codes can result in
your company being invisible to contracting officers searching for vendors.

Understanding Labor Categories and Pricing
For GSA Schedule contracts, the most critical element is defining your labor categories. These
are the specific job titles, experience levels, and hourly rates that you will offer to the



government. The government contractor requirements demand that your proposed rates be fair
and reasonable, meaning they must be based on your actual commercial sales practices. You
cannot simply guess at a rate. You must show a clear relationship between what you charge
commercial customers and what you are offering the government.

I worked with a small engineering firm that had never sold to the government. They proposed a
single labor category called "Senior Engineer" with a flat rate of $200 per hour. The GSA
contracting officer asked for a breakdown of how that rate was derived. The firm had no
documentation. They had to go back and reconstruct their cost structure, including direct labor,
overhead, and profit margin. It took weeks. The lesson is that you need to build your pricing
model before you start the application, not in response to questions.

When defining labor categories, be specific. Instead of a vague title like "Consultant," use terms
that align with the GSA schedule you are applying under. For example, if you are on the
Professional Services Schedule (PSS), categories like "Senior Business Analyst" or
"Cybersecurity Specialist" are more useful. Each category should have a clear description of
the qualifications, years of experience, and typical duties. This clarity helps contracting officers
and agency end-users understand exactly what they are buying.

Past Performance and Experience
Another area where I see common gaps is past performance. The government wants to see
that you have successfully delivered similar work before. For a first-time contractor, this can
feel like a chicken-and-egg problem. But there are ways to address it. If you have done work for
state or local governments, or for large commercial clients, you can use that as past
performance. You need to provide references and, ideally, written feedback from those clients.

The government contractor requirements for past performance are not just about having a long
client list. They are about showing that you met deadlines, stayed within budget, and produced
quality work. One of my clients kept meticulous records of every project they had completed
over three years. When it came time to submit their GSA offer, they were able to provide
detailed performance reports for each reference. That level of preparation set them apart from
competitors who submitted only bare-bones contact information.

If you lack relevant past performance, consider teaming with an experienced contractor as a
subcontractor on a few federal projects. That experience can then be cited as part of your
corporate resume. It is a slower path, but it builds the credibility you need to eventually win
prime contracts.

Compliance Programs and Certifications
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Federal contractors must operate under a set of regulations that do not apply to most
commercial work. The most prominent is the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR), which
governs everything from contract formation to performance to closeout. Additionally, if you are
selling IT products or services, you may need to comply with the Trade Agreements Act (TAA),
which restricts the countries from which your products can originate. For contractors handling
sensitive data, compliance with the Cybersecurity Maturity Model Certification (CMMC) is
becoming mandatory.

I once advised a small software company that had developed a tool for project management.
They were excited about a potential GSA contract, but they had never heard of the TAA. Their
software included code written by a developer in a non-designated country. That single issue
forced them to either replace that component or limit their sales to certain agencies. They
chose to rewrite the module, which cost them six months of development time. If they had
studied the government contractor requirements early in their planning, they could have
avoided that delay.

Building a compliance program does not have to be overwhelming. Start by identifying which
regulations apply to your specific product or service. For most professional services, the FAR
clauses related to ethics, billing, and records retention are central. For hardware or software,
supply chain controls and cybersecurity standards take priority. Document your policies and
train your staff. The goal is to show that you have a system in place, not that you are perfect.

Financial Stability and Accounting Systems
The government will want to see that your business is financially stable. This usually means
providing audited financial statements or at least reviewed financials. For small businesses,
this can be a barrier because audits are expensive. However, many agencies accept alternative
evidence of financial capability, such as a letter of credit or a surety bond. The key is to be
transparent. If your financials show a recent loss, be prepared to explain it and show that your
cash flow is sufficient to perform the contract.

Your accounting system must also be capable of tracking costs by contract. The government
often requires time-and-materials contracts or cost-reimbursement contracts, both of which
require detailed cost accounting. If your accounting system can only track overall revenue and
expenses, you will struggle to meet the reporting requirements. I have seen contractors lose
money on their first federal job because they could not accurately allocate labor costs to the
contract, leading to underbilling. Investing in a proper job-costing system before you start
bidding is a wise move.

Continuous Management of Requirements



Winning a GSA Schedule contract is not the end of the road. Once you hold a contract, you
must maintain it. This includes submitting annual updates to your pricing, keeping your SAM
registration current, and responding to any modifications the GSA issues. You also need to
manage your labor categories actively. If you want to add a new category or change a rate, you
must go through a formal modification process. The government contractor requirements for
ongoing maintenance are often underestimated, and companies that neglect them can have
their contracts terminated for convenience or cause.

One client of mine had a GSA Schedule for five years without a single modification. They were
comfortable. Then the GSA issued a mandatory update to the contract terms. The client
missed the deadline. Their contract was put on hold for six months while they worked through
the backlog. That hold meant they could not accept any new orders. The lesson is that
compliance is a continuous commitment, not a one-time task.

Final Thoughts
I have seen many businesses succeed in the federal marketplace by treating government
contracting as a long-term discipline rather than a quick revenue stream. The companies that
thrive are those that study the rules, build the infrastructure, and stay diligent. The specific
government contractor requirements will vary by agency, contract type, and product category,
but the principles I have outlined here apply broadly. Start early, ask questions, and do not cut
corners. The federal government is a demanding customer, but it is also a reliable one. If you
meet its requirements, you can build a stable and profitable business that lasts for decades.


