The GovCon Small
Business Growth Model

A framework for federal contractors scaling beyond
startup — seven stages, twenty benchmarks, one map
for what comes next.

By Jenny W. Clark — GovConCFO, Solvability




WHY THIS MODEL EXISTS

What Got You Here Won't Get You There

There's no shortage of help for GovCon companies just getting started — SAM.gov registration, Apex
Accelerator support, networking events, and a capabilities statement template. But once you're past
startup, the resources thin out fast, and what got you here won't get you to the next stage. Most small
businesses also outgrow some of the people who helped them start — not everyone has the capacity or
interest to keep up with the company's growth.

The GovCon Small Business Growth Model gives you a map: seven stages, from Startup to Large Prime,
showing what has to change — in systems, people, and strategy — at each level, and what it takes to
move up without falling back.
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This model applies generally to federal contractors providing professional and IT services who are US-
based, US-owned, and privately held by their founders and key leadership.

It draws on standard business-growth thinking — adding services to current customers, then new
customers, then new markets — applied specifically to how growth actually works in the federal market:
through industry expertise, mentors and peers, and resources built for small business federal
contractors.
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THE FRAMEWORK

How Companies Move Through the Stages

Growth happens two ways: adding capabilities with an existing customer, or adding new customers.
Doing both at once is the most expensive and riskiest path — like jumping from a single network
architecture project straight to a prime Al contract with a new agency.

Traction -» Growth: Add capabilities with the same customer. Land recurring revenue and longer
contracts. Start pursuing IDIQs and a GSA Schedule.

Growth - Acceleration: Build in professional management and scalable systems. Pursue bigger,
more complex work through the contract vehicles already in place.

Acceleration is a decision point: stay within small business size standards as a Performance-stage
company, or push into Mid-Tier.

Performance companies can go deep in a single niche or diversify across customers and services —
either way, they stay within small business limits.

Crossing into Mid-Tier without enough cash and business development discipline is a common,
dangerous mistake. One large contract can push a company past the size standard before they're
ready to compete at that level — many end up shrinking back down.

Large Prime is really only reached through acquisition — a low-probability outcome that depends on
a strong, multi-year backlog of prime (not set-aside) contracts.

STAGE DEFINITIONS

Headcount & Revenue by Stage

Stage Headcount Revenue
2 - Traction 10-50 employees $1M-$5M
3 - Growth 50-100 employees $5M-$10M
4 - Acceleration 100+ employees Up to $50M

5 - Performance Varies widely — revenue is the defining measure at this stage $50M-$150M



SEEING IT IN ACTION
Inside the Model: Morgan & Riley at Solvability
Systems Corporation

Meet Morgan and Riley, founders of a fictional company, Solvability Systems Corporation. Morgan
handles business development; Riley, a fellow veteran, runs operations. After 18 months of networking,
SAM.gov registration, and APEX support, they land their first subcontract — Startup complete.

Their prime asks for "more people like them," and soon Morgan comes off contract to run the business
full time. That's Traction. When a struggling subcontractor opens a spot on a three-year contract, they
take the leap into Growth — but only after untangling onboarding, billing, and a line of credit that never
seems to close.

A second capability with the same customer pushes them into Growth for real. Acceleration means
chasing new customers: more conferences, more teaming agreements, more proposals — exciting to
Riley, exhausting to Morgan.

Their path isn't a straight line. Companies can bounce between Traction and Growth with the
market's ups and downs, or invest deliberately in infrastructure and connect with the broader
GovCon community to keep climbing. The Growth Model exists to make that choice a conscious
one.



THE BENCHMARK

20 Questions That Show Where You Really Stand

Headcount and revenue are a starting point. These twenty benchmarks assess the infrastructure and
maturity that actually determine whether a company can move up a stage — or is at risk of falling back.

COMPLIANCE & COST

* DCAA Compliance — Could your accounting system pass a Pre-Award Survey (SF1408)? Can you
calculate indirect rates straight from your income statement?

* DCAA Audit Readiness — Can you produce labor, overhead, and G&A reporting broken out by
contract?

* Indirect Rate Management — Do your bid rates actually cover your real costs, and how often do
you update them?

* Pricing — How do you set fee and profit, and are your salary targets realistic for the labor categories
you're bidding?

GROWTH & BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT

* Bid & Proposal Costs — Do you have a B&P budget tied to your pipeline, and a real PWIN process?

* Business Development — Is your pipeline 4-5x your target revenue, with a defined process for
cutting weak opportunities?

* Marketing — Does your capabilities brochure — and website — actually speak to customer problems,
not just list services?

* Contract Vehicles — Do you have the GSA or IDIQ access you need, direct or through teaming?

OPERATIONS

¢ Billings — How fast do you invoice, and is manual or spreadsheet billing delaying cash and reporting
accuracy?

* Accounting System Integration — Are your systems actually talking to each other, or patched
together department by department?

* Onboarding — Can you move a candidate from offer to billable, badged, and on the timesheet
without missing a payroll cycle?

* Recruiting — Can you fill subcontract slots quickly, and are you strategic about which slots you take?

® Outsourcing — Payroll, HR, accounting: outsourced or in-house, and is it actually built for federal
contracting?

* Contract Administration — Do you have a real kickoff process, with clear ownership of dates,
funding, and labor categories?

* Program Management — Who reviews contract performance, funding, and backlog — and how
often?



RISK & CAPACITY
* Cybersecurity — Are you ready for CMMC audits and reviews?
* Security Clearances — Do you have, or need, a facility security clearance — and a plan to get one?

* Financial Capacity — Line of credit or factoring, consistent net income, and are your bid rates
tracking to actuals?

* Risk — Insurance, contractual coverage, Key Man and Buy-Sell agreements — covered or exposed?

* Advanced Certifications — Do you need CMMI, ISO, or a specific CMMC level to compete?



A NOTE ON 2026

The Ground Is Shifting Under GovCon Right Now

This model was built on how federal contracting has worked for decades. In 2026, four changes are
moving fast enough that they deserve their own section.

Fixed price is now the default. On April 30, 2026, an Executive Order made fixed-price contracting
the government's default and preferred method of procurement. Cost-reimbursement, time-and-
materials, and labor-hour contracts are now the exception — contracting officers must justify them in
writing, and above agency-specific dollar thresholds, get sign-off from the agency head. Agencies are
also reviewing their 10 largest non-fixed-price contracts for renegotiation toward fixed price. If your
pricing and cost systems aren't sharp, fixed price makes every estimating mistake your problem, not the
government's.

The FAR itself is being rewritten. The Revolutionary FAR Overhaul is rewriting the Federal
Acquisition Regulation into a shorter, more principle-based rulebook, with formal rulemaking now
underway and expected to continue into fiscal year 2027. Requirements are shifting agency by agency
faster than the guidance can keep up — some contracting officers have started saving personal copies of
FAR sections before they're taken down for revision, because the transition has been that disruptive.

Fewer experienced hands at the wheel. Reductions in senior civilian leadership across agencies —
part of the broader DOGE-driven downsizing, not a provision of either EO above — mean less institutional
knowledge and continuity on the government side of every procurement. Contracting officers and
program offices may have less experience, less precedent to lean on, and less bandwidth to walk
contractors through the fine print.

Al is reshaping both sides of the table. On the industry side, Al proposal-writing tools are letting
companies submit far more bids with the same staff — some report scaling IDIQ responses from two to
eight per month without adding headcount. Program offices are now buried in submissions, and several
agencies have begun using Al themselves just to triage and evaluate the volume of proposals coming in.
On the talent side, Al skills are pulling wages up fast for IT and other advanced technical labor categories
— the same Al making proposals cheaper to produce is making the people you need to deliver on them
more expensive to hire.

What this means for you: this is exactly the environment where the fundamentals in this model
matter most. Sharp cost and pricing systems (Benchmarks 1, 3, 7, and 18) aren't optional anymore
— they're what determines whether fixed-price work protects your margin or erodes it. Rising
technical wages make Pricing (Benchmark 7) and Recruiting (Benchmark 11) harder to get right,
and a flooded proposal pipeline makes Business Development (Benchmark 5) — knowing which
bids are actually worth pursuing — more valuable than ever. And with less consistency on the
government side, your own community of peers, mentors, and GovCon-specific resources matters
more than ever.




CLOSING THOUGHT

Persistence, Not Home Runs

The federal market is backwards — you don't sell to the government, you position yourself to meet their
requirements so they can contract with you. It's a relationship business with an 18-24 month sales cycle
at minimum. The risks you can't control — funding delays, shutdowns, reorganizations — can't be priced
away.

What you can control is persistence and fundamentals. Don't wait on the home run. Focus on the Money
Ball strategy: more hits, more runs, keep going.
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