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APEX’s Mission

Assist San Diego, Orange, and Imperial County businesses in learning how to do 

business with federal, state, and local government agencies at NO COST.



APEX’s Services Training Webinars: 2900 participants/year

1-on-1 Counseling +800 businesses/year

Help with Market Research



Find your APEX Center 

http://www.aptac-us.org/contracting-assistance/ 

http://www.aptac-us.org/contracting-assistance/


APEX’s Funding

from local sponsors
like ours across the nation hosted 

by other colleges, local/state 
government, and nonprofits

of funding from 
Department of Defense

50%50% 90+ Centers



Local Sponsors 

This APEX Accelerator is funded in part through a cooperative agreement with the Department of Defense.



Who is APEX Helping?

FY 2023 APEX  Annual Report



Webinar Overview
▪ The Preliminaries

o Learning the “rules of the road”

▪ Preparation
o Getting ready to write a proposal

▪ Execution
o Organizing a responsive proposal

▪ Follow-up
o Building a relationship, win or lose



Purpose
▪ Identify contract opportunities that are realistic for you

▪ Understand how the government describes what it needs

▪ Prepare responsive and effective proposals

▪ Improve your chances at winning government contracts 



LESSON 1:  THE PRELIMINARIES
Learning the  “Rules of the Road”



1. Preliminaries

▪ Bids are submitted in response to IFBs.

○ Awards are made based on price and price-related factors

▪ Proposals are submitted in response to RFPs.

○ Awards are made based on price and non-price factors.  Capabilities is 

most frequently considered

https://www.sba.gov/document/support--table-size-standards

Difference between Bids and Proposals:

While there are similarities among bids and proposals, We’re going to focus on 

proposals submitted in response to RFPs.

https://www.sba.gov/document/support--table-size-standards


1. Preliminaries
What influences proposal selections

Clear Requirement                     
+ Low Risk =                                    

Cost Is Dominant 

Requirement Is Not 
Exact + High Risk = 
Factors Other Than 
Cost Are Dominant

• Government’s Requirement 
Is Clearly Defined

• Risk of Unsuccessful 
Performance Is Minimal

Cost or Price Plays a 
Dominant Role in 
Selection of Contractor

• Government’s Requirement Is 
Less Well-Defined

• Development Work Is Required
• Performance Risk is Higher

Technical Factors or Past 
Performance 
Play a Dominant Role in Selection 

of Contractor



▪ Universally practiced in government – at federal, state and local levels – are 

the concepts of responsiveness and responsibility

▪ A public contract is not awarded unless these two requirements are satisfied

So, what do these terms mean?

Responsiveness and Responsibility:

1. Preliminaries



Responsiveness refers to your offer – your submittal in response to the 
invitation. 

o Following instructions

Responsibility refers to you – your qualifications and ability to perform

o A judgement is made about your wherewithal

1. Preliminaries



▪ In a bid, responsiveness is unforgiving

○ If you make a mistake, leave something out, or don’t follow the instructions, your 

bid probably will be rejected.

▪ In a proposal, responsiveness* is still important

○ A proposal can be revised to become acceptable if the Government decides to 

enter into negotiations with you.

*Sometimes the government uses the term “acceptable” rather than “responsive” to describe a proposal 

that complies with the RFP

1. Preliminaries



1. Preliminaries
Examples of Responsiveness:

▪ Offer submitted on time to correct location

▪ Pricing information is complete

▪ References submitted in accordance with solicitation instructions

▪ Offer takes no exceptions to specifications

▪ Offer is signed in blue ink

▪ Page limitation is obeyed



1. Preliminaries
A little more about Responsibility
The Government must make an affirmative determination that you can perform

▪ Have adequate financial resources

▪ Comply with the delivery requirements

▪ Have prior satisfactory performance

▪ A good record of integrity and business ethics

▪ Adequate management and technical skills

▪ Adequate facilities/equipment



1. Preliminaries
Four words the Government uses …

▪ Solicitation – An advertised invitation to submit a bid, a quote, or a 
proposal to fulfill a requirement of the government.  Sometimes referred 
to as an IFB, RFQ, or RFP.  Once issued, communication with vendors 
cease

▪ Pre-solicitation – Summary of a forthcoming solicitation, not yet ready for 
a formal response.  Usually issued at least 15 days before the Solicitation.  
During the pre-solicitation period, vendors normally are at liberty to pose 
questions and offer suggestions and information



1. Preliminaries
▪ Combined Synopsis/Solicitation – A streamlined solicitation for 

commercial items valued at less than the simplified acquisition threshold 
(generally $250,000)

▪ Sources Sought – A published synopsis to determine interest in a given 
acquisition. It requests interested parties to submit their capabilities to 
determine their ability to perform. Often used to determine whether a set-
aside can be justified



1. Preliminaries Summary
“Rules of the Road” set the stage for proposal preparation

▪ The difference between a bid and a proposal

▪ Contract awards based on proposals

▪ Made on basis of price 

▪ Other factors that may be more important than price

▪ The importance of following instructions in an RFP 
(responsiveness/acceptability)

▪ The importance of being able to meet the responsibility standards set forth 
in an RFP

▪ The meaning of various words



LESSON 2:  PREPARATION
Getting ready to write a proposal



2. Preparation
Talking points:

▪ Identifying the government’s needs

▪ Envisioning how you can be a solution

▪ Offering ideas for RFP development

▪ Anticipating what will be called for

▪ Participating in pre-proposal conferences

▪ Identifying resources needed

▪ Forming a team, if necessary



Identify the government’s needs

▪ Market research - identify the buyer

▪ Identify the actual end user

▪ Look for opportunities to meet and develop a relationship with the end 
user

▪ Attempt to identify customer’s needs before an RFP is formally advertised

▪ Find out if there is an incumbent and who it is

▪ Listen and interpret

▪ Position yourself as a solutions provider

2. Preparation



Envision how you can be a solution

▪ What problems need to be solved?

▪ Position yourself as the problem-solver

▪ What problems are likely to exist?

▪ What fears does the end user have? 

▪ Appropriate reassurances into your proposal

2. Preparation



Offer ideas for RFP development

Respond to “sources sought” 

▪ Stress experience

▪ Capabilities

▪ Quality

▪ Small business status

2. Preparation



Offer ideas for RFP development

Provide information 

▪ a draft scope of work 

▪ background on product/services

▪ specifications

▪ cost estimates

▪ white papers

2. Preparation



Offer ideas for RFP development

▪ Identify who may be on an evaluation  committee and what 
their “key points” are

▪ Identify anyone who knows the end users to provide 
additional insights

2. Preparation



Anticipate what will be called for …

▪ Work performed of similar size and scope

▪ References

▪ Evidence of financial capacity

▪ Resumes of principals

▪ Qualifications of team members

▪ Vendor registrations

▪ Certifications and pre-approvals

2. Preparation



Participate in pre-proposal conferences

▪ Prepare yourself, your questions, and your materials

▪ Don’t just attend, participate

▪ Remember: Everyone there is either a potential 
partner, a competitor, or a decision-maker

▪ Your goal: Meet and impress everyone

2. Preparation



Identify resources needed:

▪ Designate a lead

▪ Put together a schedule

▪ Identify documents, specifications and standards needed

▪ Form a Blue Team and a Red Team

2. Preparation



The Blue and Red review teams

▪ The Blue Team review ensures the basic outline of 
the proposal is correct and complete, and that a 
writer is assigned to each section

▪ The Red Team review should reflect the 
perspective of the customer’s evaluators/selection 
committee.

○ Even if you don’t have the resources to form 

○ Review Teams, know that review is essential!

2. Preparation



Form a team to perform the work

▪ Make sure you can meet all the requirements on schedule or assemble a 
team who can

▪ Score yourself against the solicitation evaluation criteria (Red Team’s job)

▪ If there’s an incumbent, find out how satisfied the government is

2. Preparation



▪ Conduct market research just like the government does

▪ Identify potential buyers before the government issues a solicitation

▪ If there’s an incumbent, find out how satisfied the government is

▪ Participate in the pre-proposal conference

▪ Identify resources, including partners 

2. Preparation Summary



LESSON 3:  EXECUTION
Organizing a responsive proposal



3. Execution
▪ Reading the RFP document

▪ Digesting the scope of work (SOW)

▪ Determining your potential.  Risk vs. Reward

▪ Understanding the terms and conditions

▪ Mastering the evaluation (selection) criteria

▪ Assigning responsibilities and updating the schedule

▪ Follow ALL instructions, complete the proposal, and then 
submit



Read the RFP document

▪ Read and re-read it!

▪ Read, Yellow, Orange method

▪ Assume nothing

▪ Understand everything

▪ If given the opportunity, submit questions

▪ Order any specs and standards immediately

Bonus:  Be aware of the type of solicitation and type of pricing

3. Execution



Different forms  of solicitation documents:

▪ Sources Sought (market survey)

▪ Pre-solicitation

▪ Combined Synopsis/Solicitation

▪ Solicitation 

▪ Request for Proposal (RFP)

▪ Invitation to Bid (IFB)

▪ Request for Quote (RFQ)

Solicitation Types



Special Process for A & E Services

▪ Architectural/Engineering are solicited differently

▪ Multi-stage process:

▪ Submit proposals

▪ Gov’t makes “short list” of qualified firms/teams

▪ Firms/teams interviewed and ranked

▪ Price is negotiated with firm/team ranked #1  



Pricing Types
Fixed price

▪ Most common; government prefers

Cost

▪ Used only when cost can’t be fixed

▪ Examples: Cost Reimbursement, Incentive Fee, Time & Material

The solicitation document will tell you which form of pricing is expected



Risk in Relation to Contract Types



Digest the Statement of Work (SOW)

▪ Make sure you can perform all the work

▪ If not, call in others who can assist

▪ Begin to articulate why you should be awarded the contract …

▪ Plan to incorporate this thinking into your proposal

▪ Be prepared to rate yourself objectively against any evaluation criteria

3. Execution



Determine your potential

▪ Is the opportunity consistent with your business plan?

▪ Do you have adequate capacity,  equipment and personnel?

▪ Do you have (or can you acquire) sufficient experience?

▪ Can you beat the competition?

▪ Is the risk manageable?

▪ Can you make money?

▪ Make a “Go / No-Go” decision

3. Execution



Handout



D. Understand the terms and conditions

▪ Often called the “boilerplate”

▪ Don’t discount their importance

▪ No shortcuts – read the Terms & Conditions    

(T’s & C’s) at least once

▪ Research anything you’re not sure of

▪ The government expects you to understand all of the T’s & C’s

Handout



Master the evaluation (selection) criteria:

▪ Understand these are the grounds on which you will be selected – or not

▪ If you were the buyer, consider what qualities in a vendor you would look 
for

▪ Hang the selection criteria above your workspace, refer to the criteria –
often – and figure out how you can incorporate them into your proposal

3. Execution



Assign responsibilities and update schedule

▪ Make sure everyone knows their role, who’s in charge, and deadlines

▪ Update proposal development schedule daily

▪ Establish back-up plans

▪ Don’t forget to allow time for delivery

▪ Use a Gantt chart (see example on next slide)

3. Execution





10 Proposal Writing Tips
▪ Refer to this guide!

10 Insights about How Proposal Reviewers Operate
▪ Follow these insights!

3. Execution



Recap:

▪ Read the RFP thoroughly

▪ Understand the SOW

▪ Objectively assessing your potential to win

▪ Master the selection criteria

▪ Schedule your proposal prep process

▪ Follow all instructions

▪ Writing tips and insights

3. Execution



LESSON 4:  FOLLOW UP
Building a relationship, win or lose



We’re going to cover:

▪ Finding out the selection schedule 

▪ Inquiring about progress

▪ Answering any questions which arise

▪ Responding to any requests for clarification, elaboration, or 
supplemental info

▪ Abiding by rules regarding communication

▪ Preparing for an oral interview

▪ Asking for debriefing

4. Follow-up



Finding out the selection schedule

▪ Check the RFP

▪ If not in RFP, this is a good question to ask during Q&A period

▪ Otherwise, mail, or call and ask

▪ Check in periodically on progress

▪ Always offer to help

4. Follow-up



Periodically Inquire

▪ It’s wise to check-in periodically on proposal review progress

▪ Prepare yourself – think at least 3 to 4 moves ahead                                                         

▪ Your genuine concern – or lack of it – about the welfare of the 
government agency shows

▪ Offer any information which may be needed

4. Follow-up



Answer any Questions Which Arise

▪ Prompt government to think about questions 

▪ Inquire about any questions which may exist

▪ Use opportunity to show your expertise

▪ Demonstrate your positive qualities as a contractor 

▪ Be a business that government wants to hire

4. Follow-up



Respond to Any Requests

▪ Government’s evaluation process may produce

▪ “I wish we had asked about …”

▪ This may be your second bite at the apple

Ask:

▪ Has anyone been eliminated from competition yet?

▪ What else can you do to help, the problem solver? 

4. Follow-up



Abide By Communication Rules

▪ Early in solicitation process, two-way communication is common

▪ After Q&A period and when final solicitation is issued, 
communication with government officials will be prohibited

▪ Post-proposal submittal, communication may be limited

▪ Familiarize yourself with exact rules

4. Follow-up



Prepare for an Oral Interview
▪ Rehearse numerous times

▪ Prepare to address points asked

▪ Anticipate follow-ups

▪ Plan for what could go wrong

▪ Only one person in charge 

▪ Pay close attention to questions asked

▪ Designate recorder or note-take

▪ Team must know the proposal’s content 

** Remember: the government is trying to envision you as their contractor

4. Follow-up



Selected or Not, Ask for a Debriefing

▪ Ask for debrief from contracting officer – within 3 days (federal rule)

▪ Don’t be discouraged – no one wins every time

▪ Learn from the experience

▪ Incorporate what you learn into your next proposal

**Remember: The proposal you’ve created contains many elements that can 
be used again,  if kept up-to-date

4. Follow-up



Wrap Up
▪ Attention-to-detail is of paramount importance in submitting responsive 

proposals 

▪ Follow the instructions contained in each RFP – there’s no such thing as a 
proposal template!



Upcoming Webinars
Are You Ready for Government Contracting?

Thursday,  September 5

Creating a Capabilities Statement for Government Customers
Tuesday,  September 10

Government Contracting Certifications for Small Business
Wednesday,  September 18

Government Subcontracting – Strategies for Small Businesses
Tuesday,  September 24

Register at: https://sdcoc.ecenterdirect.com/events/

https://sdcoc.ecenterdirect.com/events/


Connect with APEX
Website: apexsocal.org

Social Media: @apexsocal



Sign Up for Counseling
▪ In San Diego, Orange, and Imperial Counties: 

https://sdcoc.ecenterdirect.com/signup

▪ If you are already a client, request an appointment at:
swcapexsocal@swccd.edu

▪ If located elsewhere, please locate a center:

https://www.aptac-us.org/find-a-ptac/?state=#

https://sdcoc.ecenterdirect.com/signup
mailto:swcapexsocal@swccd.edu
https://www.aptac-us.org/find-a-ptac/?state=


Please note other 
programs such as SBDC’s, 
WBC’s, etc. use similar 
intake application. The 
data is not shared within 
programs, each program 
requires intake.  

Must fill out Application

https://sdcoc.ecenterdirect.com/signup

Please note that other 
programs, such as SBDCs, 
WBCs, etc., use a similar 
intake application. The 
data is not shared within 
programs; each program 
requires an intake.  

https://sdcoc.ecenterdirect.com/signup


Any 
Questions? 



Thank you for attending!
Brett Housholder

Senior Procurement Advisor
bhousholder@swccd.edu
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