Fighting the Recession by Helping Companies Find New Markets: Government Contracting 

By Pamela Schallhorn, Illinois Small Business Development Center at Rock Valley College 

In the spring of 2009, Rockford, Illinois (population 157,000), had an unemployment rate above 10 percent, the highest in the state. News reports continued to stress the deepening of the “great recession,” and many of our clients at the Small Business Development Center – especially those tied to the automotive sector – were seeing record drops in sales. 

In thinking about ways to help clients, it became clear that helping them find new markets for their products – or at least opening their minds to the possibilities of finding new markets – would be a valuable service to offer.  

For many clients, especially those in manufacturing, two avenues to new markets include bidding government contracts (since the U.S. government still requires that products be made in the U.S.) and exporting their products or services. Because I have little expertise in either area, I was fortunate to have a representative from the U.S. Department of Commerce‟s Commercial Services division and a Procurement and Technical Assistance Center in the building, but it still was a very slow educational process. 

 Multiple connections in a day 

With the City of Rockford, the SBDC and a small committee began planning an event to teach businesses how to sell to local government agencies, a day-long seminar called Let’s Do Business…Opening Doors to Government Contracts. 

Of 14 local government bodies contacted, 11 sent their purchasing agents to give talks on how to bid to their respective agencies. The agencies included three cities, a county, an airport, a mass transit district, a water reclamation district, a housing authority, a college, a school district and the state department of transportation. Total purchasing dollars represented by these agencies was just over $410 million.  

For most of the attendees, the process of digging out the forms and procedures for bidding these jobs would have entailed searching through each individual agency‟s website, downloading forms, reading pages of instructions and making cold calls to agency representatives. Instead, at the event, companies were given forms and instructions in both hard copy (the agencies were willing to bring their own copies for all participants) and electronic form; the names and contact numbers of the purchasing agents present; and were able to network with the agents during breaks. Purchasing agents also had the opportunity to set up information booths. 

The event was standing-room only, with 63 participants; we expect at least 90-100 this year and are moving to a larger venue. Evaluations of the event were very positive, and we know that at least one of the participants was able to procure a very significant contract with the Rockford Park District. The event is easily replicated, as well as cost-effective: The net cost to our center, after charging $20 per participant, was about $800 (we also provided lunch). 

Opening minds, changing thinking 

Clients not only learned about the process of bidding local government contracts, but the event also opened their minds to the possibility of finding new markets for their products. So many businesses in the region were waiting for contracts from automotive giants that either were no longer in business or had streamlined production due to the recession. In addition, we now know that many of the contracts given to local job shops before the recession are now being outsourced to China. 

Understanding that they must find new markets or close shop is really the focus of this work. Opening Doors to Government Contracts is just one small step, but we hope that through the event we have encouraged local businesses to continue actively seeking out new markets. 

Pamela Schallhorn is the Director of the Illinois Small Business Development Center at Rock Valley College in Rockford, Illinois.   

