
 

          
How to Read a Federal RFP Like a Contracting Officer 

 
Federal RFPs can feel dense and circular. The good news: contracting officers organize 
them to help you succeed—if you know where to look and how to translate instructions 
into a winning response. In this guide, we’ll break down sections A–M in plain English, 
show you how to extract what actually drives scoring, and give you a lightweight 
compliance matrix so your team stays aligned from day one. 
 
 
How a federal RFP is organized (A–M, in plain English) 
 

●​ Think of the RFP as three big ideas: what the buyer needs and how they’ll judge 
you; the rules for how to respond; the contract you’ll live with if you win. 

●​ Section A: Summary/cover sheet — identifiers, contact points, response basics. 
●​ Section B: Supplies or services and prices — the CLINs/SLINs you’ll price and 

deliver. 
●​ Section C: Statement of Work/Performance Work Statement — what you must do 

or deliver. 
●​ Section D: Packaging and marking — logistics; skim unless relevant to your 

solution. 
●​ Section E: Inspection and acceptance — how performance is verified and 

accepted. 
●​ Section F: Deliveries or performance — schedules, milestones, place/period of 

performance. 
●​ Section G: Contract administration — invoicing, reporting, key admin details. 
●​ Section H: Special contract requirements — unique obligations, security, staffing, 

IP. 
●​ Section I: Contract clauses — FAR/DFARS clauses you must accept; legal 

obligations. 
●​ Section J: Attachments, exhibits, templates — where a lot of the real detail hides. 
●​ Section K: Reps and certs — your eligibility attestations. 
●​ Section L: Instructions to offerors — how to structure, format, and submit. 
●​ Section M: Evaluation factors for award — how they will score and select. 
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Sections L vs. M — the heart of compliance and scoring 
 

●​ Mirror L exactly — outline, headings, and tabs should match one-for-one. 
●​ Let M shape your story — emphasize understanding, risk mitigation, and 

outcomes they value. 
●​ Weight your space by importance as stated in M. 

 

Build a rapid compliance matrix in 20 minutes 
 

●​ Columns: Requirement ID/citation; Section (C/L/M); Exact text; Owner; Due date; 
Status; Source page/section; Variance/Notes. 

●​ Start from L, map key shalls from C and constraints from H, align to M, assign 
owners and dates. 

 

Extract hidden priorities the way evaluators do 
 

●​ Track Q&A and amendments; update your matrix. 
●​ Check historical awards and spending; note recurring pains. 
●​ Scan repeated terms across C, L, and M (e.g., risk mitigation, transition). 
●​ Read Section J attachments for staffing quals, data formats, interfaces, SLAs. 

 

Turn requirements into win themes that score 
 

●​ Frame: Priority (from M/C) + Differentiator + Mission benefit. 
●​ Place win themes at section openings, in callouts, and in the executive summary. 

 

Past performance that reads like scoring notes 
 

●​ Structure: Context → Challenge → Actions → Results → Customer validation. 
●​ Emphasize relevance, recency, similarity, and quantified outcomes. 

 

 
Price strategy aligned to the method (LPTA vs. best‑value) 
 

●​ LPTA: meet every requirement, prove low risk, avoid gold plating. 
●​ Best‑value: lead with outcomes and discriminators; justify premium with lifecycle 

value or risk reduction. 
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Make it easy to evaluate your proposal 
 

●​ Mirror L headings and numbering in TOC and tabs. 
●​ Use signposting and cross‑references to attachments and the matrix. 
●​ Short paragraphs, informative H2/H3s, lists, and evidence tables. 

 
Common pitfalls (and quick fixes) 
 

●​ Missing Section J details → add a "J attachments check" line before color team. 
●​ SMEs free‑forming content → provide shells mirroring L with prompts tied to M. 
●​ Generic win themes → attach metrics or mini‑cases to every claim. 
●​ Last‑minute compliance scramble → daily stand‑ups around the matrix. 
●​ Over‑investing in low‑weight factors → reallocate pages per M. 

 

Action checklist you can run this week 
 

●​ Build your compliance matrix; assign owners and dates. 
●​ Draft your outline mirroring L; weight sections by M. 
●​ Identify 3–5 win themes with proof points. 
●​ Draft one past performance using CCAR. 
●​ Decide price posture (LPTA vs best‑value). 
●​ Schedule Pink/Red reviews with the matrix as the agenda. 

 
 

●​ Download the Compliance Matrix (.xlsx) and start this week’s pursuit. 
●​ Book a brief GovCon readiness review to pressure‑test your outline against L and 

M. 
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