
  Do not expect fourth quarter sales from 
a fourth quarter marketing campaign. 
Marketing has to start far earlier than that. 
 
There certainly is more government procurement spending 
occurring in the last quarter of the fiscal year. Studies say roughly 
40 percent of federal spending is done in the all-important fourth 
quarter of the fiscal year that ends on Sept. 30. One National 
Bureau of Economic Research study even found that spending in 
the last week of the fiscal year is 4.9 times higher than the rest-of-
the-year weekly average. The challenge for marketers, however, is 
most of that money is already spoken for. 

Soraya Correa of DHS says agencies start planning how they 
will use their unspent, end-of-year money as early as they 
know what their budgets look like, which is in spring or perhaps 
earlier, depending on when Congress passes the appropriations. 
By then, she says, “we already started planning most of our 
acquisitions and have identified how we’re going to spend that 
money, so it’s a little bit of fiction to think that there’s a lot of 
money out there to do end-of-year buying.”

Most federal procurement organizations tell their program offices 
to get their requisitions turned in before June 30th, Correa says. “So 
that’s how we know that most of the funding has been identified for 
expenditure and we know where we’re going to spend it.”

Former DISA CIO Henry Sienkiewicz agrees, adding that “if you, 
as a marketing salesperson, haven’t identified your targets in the 
first or second quarter of the calendar year, you are going to be 
horribly disappointed. Horribly disappointed because at the end 
of the day, at the beginning of June, if your sponsors haven’t said 
this is what I need you to figure out for me to spend this money 
on, as we’ve done the [budget] sweeps, you will probably not see 
a penny of that money.”

  Fourth quarter marketing engagements 
with customers can work — but usually 
only for next year’s needs.
 
Sean Kelley says it’s very rare for him to make a new 
procurement request in the fourth quarter. “Unless there’s 
something emergent, or urgent that comes up, I’m not 
approaching the contractor officer. I mean, at this point in 
the game, we’re actually just trying to make sure what we’ve 
already submitted is going to get done because usually the 
list is so long, our contracting officers are having to prioritize 
what’s going to really get done and then what we hope to get 
done. And so when someone comes to see me, I’m looking at 
next year, I’m not looking at this year in the fourth quarter.”

He adds: “At June 30th, I’m not taking anything new. … Now 
I’m not saying any of that’s official, I’m saying from what my 
planning is, I start planning for next year in the fourth quarter 
and stop planning at the end of the third.” 

Correa says that she agrees that marketing and sales 
engagements in the fourth quarter, in general, have limited 
utility for the current fiscal year. “I don’t want to discourage 
companies from marketing in the last quarter of the fiscal 
year. I don’t want to discourage anyone from marketing at 
any time. You’ve got a product to sell, you think it’s going to 
solve a mission, you certainly should market. But what you 
need to understand if you’re marketing in the last quarter of 
the fiscal year is we’re probably not going to be interested in 
doing anything unless it’s really going to solve an immediate 
problem. We’re going to be looking at it for next year.”

“I don’t want to pretend that nothing happens in the last quarter, 
because we certainly are still taking meetings with a lot of 
companies that who are coming in to market us,” she adds. “But 
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most of our planning work is done in that October 1 through 
about the February 28th timeframe for our big procurements. 
If we haven’t started working on new contract awards by then, 
we’re not going to get them awarded by 30 September.”

  Given everything said above, there is  
still a possibility — however remote —  
to win fourth quarter business at the  
last minute.
 
In those final waning weeks of the fiscal year, some agencies 
do, in fact, find themselves with “fallout” money that is not 
necessarily earmarked for a pre-destined purpose. It has to go 
somewhere — why not to your team? 

If a particular product lines up well with an agency ‘s needs, 
marketing and sales teams can work with that client agency to 
use an IDIQ [indefinite-delivery, indefinite-quantity] contract 
or basic ordering agreement to dedicate a small amount of 
fallout dollars for a new project start. “Start those programs 
in a pilot or seed venture format with those fallout dollars, 
expecting that the continuing resolution happens, but you can 
then spend against that obligated dollars from the previous 
FY,” he says. “I’m trying to help the marketing guys go through 
a very thin window, but there are ways to do it.”

  Marketing is most effective when done at 
the beginning of the fiscal year — or even 
the fourth quarter of the previous year — 
when the internal agency spadework for 
procurements is being done.  
 
Agencies typically operate on continuing resolutions (CR) 
well into the fiscal year, and that pushes new starts and big 
procurements until late in the fiscal year. While operating 
under a CR, agencies are confined in what they can spend 
that money on — mostly it goes toward ongoing or recurring 
activities. Procurement spending for new projects typically is 
put on hold until Congress passes the appropriation. 

“What we try to do is work with our program offices because 
we know we’re not going to have enough time to do a lot of 
these larger procurements at the end of the year,” Correa says. 
“We start planning those activities, usually in October, and 
sometimes we’ll put out our RFIs [requests for information], 
our RFPs [requests for proposals], etcetera. Because the only 
thing we can’t do [while under a CR] is make an award — but 
we can certainly plan the procurement. It’s possible even to 
get proposals in if that’s what we need to do, to be ready for 
the end-of-the-year spending.” 

“We start those transactions much earlier in the year,” Correa 
continues. “So I encourage folks to do that marketing early 
in the year, because, at the end of the fiscal year, most of us 
are not reading the marketing emails. I mean, I can honestly 
tell you if they’re not in the junk mail box, they probably end 
up there anyway because I’m not looking for new companies. 
What we tend to do is try to talk to companies as early as 
possible in the year.”

Sienkiewicz says marketing and sales teams should think 
of June 1 as a deadline for making their case to their target 
audience of program decision-makers. “If you haven’t locked 
that in on the programmatic side on the 1st of June as the 
outside sales marketing team, the chance of [a federal 
organization] executing on your plan is close to zero.”

  Fourth quarter marketing campaigns 
around unfunded requirements (UFRs) 
don’t work generally.  
 
First, what is a UFR? Unfunded requirements are those things 
that either a federal agency did not receive a budget for or 
did not have enough budget to accomplish, Correa says, 
adding that agency staffs typically prioritize those UFRs at the 
beginning of the fiscal year. “As an example, I may want to go 
through a technology refresh of my laptops, or I may want to 
do an organizational assessment study, something like that,” 
she says. “I would put that on my unfunded requirements list 
in the hopes that at the end of the year, after I’ve done my 
really good, smart negotiating, I might have some leftover 
money that I can spend on that. That’s an example of an 
unfunded requirement.”
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UFRs may also derive from new needs that emerge later in the 
year. Examples might include solutions to address an emerging 
type of cyber threat or emergency demands from the program 
community. “So there are needs to address something that is 
brand new, and that’s what UFRs are generally designed to do,” 
Sienkiewicz says. At most agencies, the UFRs list can be many 
pages long — far outpacing whatever funds might be available. 
“You may be lucky if you get 10 percent of that list fulfilled.”

And even though most agencies have some money left over at 
the end of the year for UFRs, those spending priority decisions 
are usually made many months earlier. “What I would tell 
marketing organizations is it’s not a campaign,” Correa says. 
“Generally speaking, we kind of know where we’re going to go 
with that money in that last quarter of the fiscal year. In other 
words, I’m not planning it in the last quarter, I’ve already 
thought about it in the first three quarters of the year and I’ve 
probably identified what vehicles might be available to use.”

Kelley adds that agencies typically go through a long, involved 
process to decide how any left-over money will be spent that 
makes a fourth quarter UFR campaign moot. “There’s a huge 
competition if there are any funds left, so it takes time to get 
that in, understand what you want, really build a business 
case that’ll justify it and get it to the top of the list so it does 
get funded,” he says. “I always have a couple available in case 
that money becomes available, but otherwise it becomes the 
planning I do for next year.” 

It is important to understand that UFRs are, by their nature, 
one-offs — they don’t recur from year to year. “One of those 
fallacies here,” Sienkiewicz says, “is that [because] you’ve spent 
money with me in the past with a UFR, I can come back to you 
this year and try to dip my bucket into that UFR well again. 
A UFR is really designed to say we have something that we 
just didn’t realize was coming along. This is the way that we, 
as an organization, are going to programmatically address 
this emerging requirement. I’ve seen too many companies fall 
afoul of the fact that [because] I’ve used it before, my sponsor 
wants to use it again. Well, your sponsor should’ve budgeted 
in the normal process and you wouldn’t have this issue. You 
put it into the baseline and you don’t have that problem.”

Finally, Kelley adds this: “If [going after UFR spending] is a 
strategy, you’re in trouble. If that’s your strategy in getting 
business, again, go back to what we’ve talked about this whole 
show: Market, show your product, show your expertise, get 
us interested.” 

  When engaging government prospects, 
be sure your company’s solutions are 
“acquisition-ready.”  
 
There’s no sense marketing something that a customer 
cannot quickly purchase on readily available contract 
vehicles. That sounds basic, but, amazingly, many vendors 
don’t think about this.

Sean Kelly says this happens all the time when vendors come 
to meet with him. “They’ll come in and the first question I ask 
you — if you get me excited about your product or service or 
what you’re going to do — and I say, ‘How are you going to get 
to me?’ ‘Well, I don’t know. How do you want me to get to you?’ 
… Believe it, I’ve had that nine out of ten visits. That’s usually 
what’s said today.”

Sienkiewicz says that would happen to him a lot at DISA as 
well. “It’s the most frustrating thing imaginable. You get the 
potential customer excited about the product, and then, all 
of a sudden, you realize they have not set up: These are the 
contracts, these are the partners, and, by the way, here’s my 
GSA schedule so that, if there is fallout dollars, [you can 
easily buy the solution].”

This is especially so at the end of the year. “If [an agency 
program office is] coming at me in the last quarter of the year 
especially because you have an unfunded requirement, or even 
an emergency buy, I’m going to lean towards existing contract 
vehicles,” DHS’ Correa says. “I’m going to look to things like 
the government-wide contracts, our strategically sourced 
contracts, or the GSA schedules, or other vehicles that make 
it easy for me to get it done quickly. I still want to get you the 
right product or service, so if I have to write a [new] contract I 
certainly will, but I’m first going to go where I can promote the 
most effective and efficient buy to get you through that buy at 
the end of the year.”
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  Get to know the end-of-year procurement 
priorities of an agency before you 
target them with marketing pitches and 
campaigns.  
 
Every agency has a different set of procurement priorities, 
depending on their mission needs. If your company’s products 
and solutions provide a capability that does not match an 
agency’s priority needs, your marketing and sales efforts will 
be a waste of resources.

So how do you find out what an agency’s priority needs 
are? There are more ways than ever, Correa says: agency 
websites, industry days, small business outreach events, and 
more. “I think it’s easier to do business with the government 
than ever before, because there’s a lot more information 
out there,” she says. “The best example that I can give you is 
we stood up the industry liaison function. We have industry 
liaisons, not only at headquarters in my office, but across 
the components at DHS, and the goal of those individuals is 
to point you in the right direction. We also have great small 
business specialists, that’s why we have a really good small 
business program, who will guide companies, who will help 
understand how to do business with DHS. And I think it’s 
becoming easier and easier.”

In other words, just as vendors are marketing themselves to 
government, government is likewise marketing their needs 
to industry. “It’s very similar to industry,” Correa says. “We go 
out and market industry, we go out and talk to industry, and 
tell them the kinds of things we’re buying, the problems that 
we’re trying to solve, and strategically where we’re trying to 
take the agency. One of those events is called the Strategic 
Industry Conversation. I host that with a lot of the senior 
officials in our agency, where we talk about the program sets 
that we’re trying to solve; where the agency is trying to go with 
the mission that they’re trying to perform. The other thing 
that we do is industry days targeted around mission areas. 
So each of the components, such as the Customs and Border 
Protection; Immigration and Customs Enforcement; and TSA 
will actually host industry days so that industry can come 
in and hear the specific missions that they perform and the 
commodities, the products, the services, and the support that 
they’re looking for. Again, this is before we’re even putting out 
any solicitations. And the idea behind this is to give people 
insight into what are the things we’re looking for, but also for 
us to learn about what technologies might be out there, what 
are the innovations that are going on.”

  End-of-year procurements are not just  
for the large, well-established vendors.  
 
At DHS, the small business program offices host events 
monthly to bring small businesses in to meet with program 
officials and small business specialists to learn how to do 
business with the department. In the case of DHS, this has 
really paid off: In 2016, more than 2,000 companies got their 
first contract with DHS. “We’re very big on making sure that 
we’re opening the door to traditional and non-traditional 
companies; companies who do business with the government, 
and companies who don’t,” Correa says. “So out of 16,000 
companies that we do business with, 10,000 of which were 
small businesses, 2,000 were newcomers.”

Sean Kelley says he urges small businesses that are new to an 
agency to consider partnering with another company that has 
experience working with that agency. “That will help you learn 
the landscape, learn the customer, and then when you are 
more versed in this agency, then you can start trying to prime 
a contract,” Kelley says.

  As budgets tighten, it becomes more 
important to participate in agency-
sponsored engagements.  
 
“Participate in things like requests for information and 
industry days and those kinds of events to get known 
as early as possible,” Correa says. “A lot of the agencies 
now are really tightly planning their budgets because the 
budgets are shrinking. Somebody said the other day the 
new high is a flat budget. If your budget didn’t shrink, you’re 
probably doing well.”

Correa said government agencies are trying to do a better job 
of getting information out to industry as early as possible. 
Participating more often in those agency engagement 
activities and marketing as early as possible helps. “Because 
here’s the real deal,” she says. “Even if we identify money, we 
probably have a list of unfunded requirements, things that 
were not funded that we really need to do that we’ve already 
identified and targeted. If we get any leftover money, that’s 
where we’re going to go.”

This Market Chat! episode is archived at:  
https://federalnewsradio.com/market-chat/2017/08/episode-
6-end-of-year-buying-marketing-hype-fact-or-fiction/

*  Kelley stepped down from his federal position and role as 
president of GITEC shortly after this broadcast.

www.GovernmentMarketingUniversity.com

https://federalnewsradio.com/market-chat/2017/08/episode-6-end-of-year-buying-marketing-hype-fact-or-fiction/
https://federalnewsradio.com/market-chat/2017/08/episode-6-end-of-year-buying-marketing-hype-fact-or-fiction/
http://www.GovernmentMarketingUniversity.com
https://www.facebook.com/Government-Marketing-University-1512870755703935/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/government-marketing-university
https://twitter.com/GetMarkedU

