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Welcome 
Welcome to A Practical Guide to Federal 
Government Contract Debriefings. This guide 
has been designed to work effectively on your 
desktop computer and on your mobile device. 
For directions on how to download this guide to 
your mobile device, please see page 3.

Debriefings are an integral part of the government 
contracting process and an important tool in 
every government contractor’s toolkit. Debriefings 
serve multiple purposes and can (and should 
always) be used as a marketing opportunity for 
your business. They offer great opportunities for 
you to show your customer how well-organized, 
professional and competent you are. At the same 
time, Debriefings can provide assurances that the 
Government’s selection decision was proper. They 
also can be fishing expeditions for protest grounds 
if you are a losing bidder and the contract is 
business-critical. You need to identify what is 
strategically important to your business, but you 
should also understand that a Debriefing triggers 
key deadlines for bid protests, which makes a 
Debriefing a critical legal tool. 

With Debriefings, preparation is the key to 
success, however you define success. We hope 
this Practical Guide helps you get the most out  
of your Debriefings.
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Download This Guide

IPHONE/IPAD - USING SAFARI

1. Add Shortcut to Home Screen
 > Click      at bottom of screen 
 > Select       “add to home screen” 
 > Rename “favorites” to “WM Practical Guide”
 > Click “add” in top right corner

IPHONE/IPAD - PDF

2. Download PDF to iBooks
 > Click PDF file in email or on website 
 > Click      in bottom left corner of screen
 > Click       “import with iBooks”

ANDROID - ADD SHORTCUT TO HOME SCREEN  

 > Visit williamsmullen.com/PracticalGuide
 > Click      in the top right corner of screen
 > Select                     at bottom of menu 
 > Rename to “WM Practical Guide” 
 > Click add

http://www.williamsmullen.com/news/practical-guide-federal-government-contract-debriefings
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 Our Team 
The Williams Mullen Government Contracts Team delivers the 
critical services a company needs to enter, grow and defend its 
interests in the heavily regulated government contracting market. 
Led by a nucleus of government contracts-focused attorneys who 
have years of first-hand experience working for the Justice and 
Defense Departments and defense and civilian contractors, the 
Government Contracts Team translates deep knowledge of how 
the federal government operates into actionable advice for clients.

Should you have questions, please contact any member of the 
Williams Mullen Government Contracts Team below.
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Debriefings a critical legal tool. Debriefings
 
The Ten Commandments

1. Always request a Debriefing. This rule applies to 
everyone – disappointed bidders and awardees. 

2. Immediately after receiving notice of your exclusion 
from the competition or notice of award, submit a 
written (email) request for a Debriefing. (It must be 
received by the Agency within three days.)

3. Accept the first Debriefing date offered.  
Do not delay! 

4. Be aware of what the Agency must disclose. 

5. Be aware of what the Agency cannot disclose.

6. Prepare written questions for the Debriefing. Submit 
to the Agency in advance. 

7. Review the evaluation criteria in the RFP. Conduct a 
“mock Debriefing.”

8. Designate specific team members to be “speakers” 
and to be “note takers.” 

9. Listen to the Agency’s presentation. Caucus with 
your team. Ask your questions. 

10. Always be professional. Do not argue  
with the Agency or try to convince  
the Agency to change its mind.

Bonus Tip: 
Leave your outside 

counsel at home. (Unless 
you are the Awardee and 

expect a protest).
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The Basics
 
Debriefing – What Is It?

A Debriefing under FAR Part 15 is an opportunity for an offeror 
to understand better the basis for an Agency’s selection decision. 
Through the Debriefing process, you will have a chance to hear 
from the Agency about:  

> The overall evaluation process 

> How your proposal was evaluated in relation to  
 the evaluation criteria 

> What was successful in your proposal 

> Areas in your proposal that need improvement

> Reasonable responses to relevant questions about   
 whether source selection procedures were followed 

  
A Debriefing gives you an opportunity to discuss all those things 
with your customer and gives you a chance to hear the customer’s 
view of your proposal. That data can help you submit a better 
proposal next time and can make you a stronger competitor as 
you refine your proposal preparation processes going forward. 

A Debriefing can be conducted in-person, by telephone or video-
conference or in writing. It is the Contracting Officer’s decision, 
but if you have a preference, you should express it.

A “required” Debriefing also gives you valuable rights that may 
extend the deadline for filing a protest and for obtaining an 
automatic stay of performance. 
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The Basics
 
Debriefing – When Is It Required?

1. A Debriefing is required for all procurements under  
FAR Part 15. 

2. A Debriefing also is required for task or delivery orders  
under FAR 16.505(b)(6) that exceed $5.5 million. 

 
But only if: 

… a written Debriefing request is received by the Agency within 
three calendar days after notification of exclusion  
from the competitive range, FAR 15.505, or notification  
of contract award, FAR 15.506.

Bonus Tip: 
“Required” 

Debriefings trigger 
different rules for 

timeliness of protests 
and for obtaining 

the automatic stay of 
performance. 

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 16_5.html#wp1095799
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095225
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
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The Basics
 
Debriefing – When Is It Not Required?

1. GSA Schedule Procurements under FAR Part 8*

2. Commercial Items Procurements under FAR Part 12 

3. Simplified Acquisitions under FAR Part 13* 

4. Sealed Bid Acquisitions under FAR Part 14 

A Debriefing also is not “required” if it was not timely  
requested (within three days of Notification of Contract Award).  
See FAR 15.506(a)(1). 

Note: The Agency still may grant a request for a Debriefing  
even though it was not timely requested. See FAR 15.506(a)(4)(i). 

* Where award is based on factors other than price alone, 
the Agency is required to provide – upon request – “a brief 
explanation of the basis for the award decision.” See FAR 8.405-
2(d) and 13.106-3(d).

Bonus Tip: 
If you submitted 

a proposal in a 
procurement under 

FAR Parts 8 or 13, 
you should submit a 

request for that brief 
explanation promptly!

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 8_4.html#wp1091211
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 8_4.html#wp1091211
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 13_1.html#wp1125503
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The Basics
 
Debriefing Or Brief Explanation?

A required Debriefing affords contractors valuable rights  
and affects the deadline for filing protests and obtaining  
an automatic stay of performance. A Brief Explanation  
does not have the same impact. See Gorod Shtor, B-411284,  
May 22, 2015.

Bonus Tip: 
Do not confuse a 

Debriefing with a Brief 
Explanation. It does 
not matter what the 
Agency calls it. If the 

procurement is not 
conducted under FAR 

Part 15 or Part 16.5 for 
task or delivery orders 

exceeding $5.5 million, 
it is not a Debriefing.

http://www.gao.gov/assets/680/670442.pdf
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The Basics
 
Award Notice/Notification To Unsuccessful Offerors

FAR 5.303

In general, the FAR requires the Contracting Officer to make 
information about contract awards available in time for a public 
announcement by 5:00 p.m. Washington, DC time. The FAR 
prohibits Agencies from releasing information on awards before 
that time. See FAR 5.303(a). 

The FAR also requires that the Contracting Officer include  
specific information in synopses of awards that are posted  
to the Government’s point of entry at www.fbo.gov. See  
FAR 5.302 and 5.207. 

FAR 15.503

Pre-award Notice of exclusion from the competitive range  
should be given promptly. See FAR 15.503(a).

Post-award Notice of contract award should be given within  
3 days after the date of contract award. See FAR 15.503(b). 

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 5_3.html#wp1083950
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 5_3.html#wp1083950
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 5_2.html#wp1108046
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095197
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095197
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Pre-award Debriefings

1. The Agency should provide notification to offerors that are 
eliminated from the competition. See FAR 15.503(a). The 
notice should state the basis for that determination. 

2. You may request a Pre-award Debriefing under FAR 15.505 
by submitting a written (email) request for a Debriefing that 
is received by the Agency within three calendar days after 
your receipt of the notice of exclusion from the competition. 
A Sample Pre-award Debriefing Request letter is in the 
Appendix.

Bonus Tip: 
Weekend email notice 

from the Agency “is 
deemed received on 

the next business day.” 
See Int’l Res. Group, 

B-286663, 2001 CPD ¶ 3.

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095197
http://www.gao.gov/products/475345#mt=e-report
http://www.gao.gov/products/475345#mt=e-report
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Pre-award Debriefings

When Should a Pre-award Debriefing Be Held? 

FAR 15.505(b)

1. The Contracting Officer shall make every effort to debrief the 
unsuccessful offeror as soon as practicable, but may refuse the 
request for a Debriefing if, for compelling reasons, it is not in 
the best interests of the government to conduct a Debriefing 
at that time. 

2. If the Contracting Officer delays the Pre-award Debriefing, 
it shall be provided no later than the time Post-award 
Debriefings are provided under FAR 15.506.

3. If the requested Pre-award Debriefing is held at the time  
of the Post-award Debriefings, the information required  
by FAR 15.506(d) must be provided. 

You have the right to request that the Pre-award Debriefing be 
delayed. See FAR 15.506(d). DON’T DO IT! (Delayed Debriefings 
can negatively impact your rights. There are strict timelines 
for protests and obtaining the automatic stay. Those may be 
compromised by any delays you request.)

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095225
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Pre-award Debriefings

Content: What Is Required? 

FAR 15.505(e)

The Agency must disclose:

1. The evaluation of significant elements in the offeror’s proposal. 

2. A summary of the rationale for eliminating the offeror from 
the competition. 

3. Reasonable responses to relevant questions regarding the 
process for eliminating the offeror from the competition, 
including the Agency’s compliance with applicable regulations 
and source selection procedures in the solicitation. 

What happens if the Agency does not provide some of the 
required information? What rights do you have? There currently is 
no remedy under the law for an inadequate Debriefing. But if you 
know what information the Agency is required to provide, you can 
promptly notify the Agency of what the FAR requires and what 
you were expecting. That creates a record that you may be able to 
use to your advantage if you end up filing a protest. 

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095225
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Pre-award Debriefings

Content: What Is Prohibited? 

FAR 15.505(f)

The Agency shall not disclose: 

1. The number of offerors 

2. The identity of the offerors 

3. The content of other offerors’ proposals 

4. The ranking of other offerors’ proposals 

5. The evaluation of other offerors’ proposals 

6. Any information prohibited by FAR 15.506(e) 

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095225
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Post-award Debriefings

1. The Agency should provide notification to unsuccessful 
offerors whose proposal was in the competitive range within 
three days after the date of contract award. See FAR 15.503(b). 

2. The Post-award Notice shall include: 

a. The number of offerors solicited

b. The number of proposals received

c. The name and address of awardee(s)

d. The items, quantities and stated unit prices of  
 each award

e. In general terms, the reason the offeror’s proposal  
 was not accepted 

3. The offeror may request a Post-award Debriefing under  
FAR 15.506 by submitting a written (email) request for a 
Debriefing that is received by the agency within three calendar 
days after receipt of the Award Notice. A Sample Post-
award Debriefing Request letter is in the Appendix.

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095197
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Post-award Debriefings

When Should A Post-award Debriefing Be Held?

FAR 15.506(a)(2)

A Post-award Debriefing should be held within five days after the 
request “to the maximum extent practicable.” 

. . . but the FAR does not require that Debriefings occur within 
five days. And, you do not have any legal remedy (or forum) that 
can provide you with any practical relief if the Agency does not 
offer a Debriefing in that time frame. 

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Post-award Debriefings

Content: What Is Required?

FAR 15.506(d)

The Agency must disclose:

1. The evaluation of the significant weaknesses or deficiencies in 
the offeror’s proposal, if applicable. 

2. The overall evaluated cost or price (including unit prices) and 
technical rating, if applicable, of the successful offeror. 

3. The overall evaluated cost or price (including unit prices) and 
technical rating, if applicable, of the debriefed offeror. 

4. Past performance information regarding the debriefed offeror. 

5. The overall ranking of all offerors, if a ranking was developed 
by the Agency during the source selection. 

6. A summary of the rationale for award.

7. For acquisitions of commercial items, the make and model of 
the item to be delivered by the successful offeror. 

8. Reasonable responses to relevant questions about whether 
source selection procedures contained within the solicitation, 
applicable regulations and other applicable authorities were 
followed. 

Bonus Tip: 
If the Agency does not provide the 

required items, there is very little you can 
do about it. Under current law, there is no 

legal remedy for an inadequate Debriefing.

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing   > Post-award Debriefings

Content: What Is Prohibited? 

FAR 15.506(e)

The Agency shall not disclose: 

1. A point-by-point comparison of the debriefed offeror’s 
proposal with those of other offerors.

2. Any information exempt from release under the Freedom of 
Information Act (5 U.S.C. § 552), including: 

a. Trade secrets. 

b. Privileged or confidential manufacturing processes  
 and techniques.

c. Commercial and financial information that is privileged  
 or confidential, including cost breakdowns, profit, indirect  
 cost rates and similar information.

d. The names of individuals providing reference information  
 about an offeror’s past performance.

Bonus Tip:
Always designate all trade secrets and 

other confidential commercial or financial 
information contained in proposals 

submitted to the Government. You should 
mark every page of your proposal that 

contains such information. FAR 52.215-
1(e) contains useful guidance. You should 
mark the title page of your proposal and 
each successive page with the legend in 

FAR 52.215-1(e).

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/52_215.html#wp1144408
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/52_215.html#wp1144408
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/52_215.html#wp1144408
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What You Need to Know
 
Before Your Debriefing  > Preparing For Your Debriefing 

 
1. Review the notice of exclusion from the competition or  

the Notice of Award. 

2. Review the RFP – especially the evaluation criteria including  
all factors and all sub-factors. 

3. Review all applicable FAR provisions. A listing of the key  
FAR provisions is in the Appendix.

4. Review your proposal. 

5. Prepare reasonable questions. 

6. Prepare with your lawyers, but leave them at home. 
Remember the Ten Commandments!

7. Prepare a Debriefing Notebook. 

8. Conduct a “dress rehearsal.”
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What You Need to Know
 
During Your Debriefing > Model Debriefing Questions 

FAR 15.505(e)(3) and 15.506(d)(6)

The FAR requires the Agency to provide “reasonable responses 
to relevant questions.” You should take advantage of that 
requirement, but remember the Ten Commandments! Submit your 
questions to the Agency in advance of your Debriefing. 

You should: 

1. Always ask how you could have done better.

2. Ask about all evaluation criteria including all factors and all 
sub-factors. 

Sometimes, the Agency will answer some or all of your questions 
prior to the Debriefing. Sometimes, the Agency will answer some 
or all of your questions at the Debriefing. Sometimes, the Agency 
will not answer any of your questions. But, you will not know if 
you do not ask! 

Bonus Tip: 
Always check the Agency’s math!

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095225
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
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What You Need to Know
 
During Your Debriefing > Your Debriefing Notebook
 
You should bring a Debriefing Notebook to your Debriefing that 
includes the following:

1. Any requirements for special access to government facilities for 
in-person Debriefings

2. A roster of government personnel and your personnel in 
attendance

3. Notice of Exclusion/Notice of Award

4. RFP evaluation criteria (including all factors and sub-factors)

5. Text of key FAR provisions. A listing of the key FAR 
provisions is located in the Appendix.

6. Excerpts of your proposal

7. Reasonable and “relevant” questions (submitted in advance, 
plus any additional questions)

8. Blank pages (for note-taking)
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What You Need to Know
 
During Your Debriefing > More Debriefing  
Recommendations
 
> Be professional.

> Debriefings are not adversarial proceedings!

> Be courteous and friendly.

> Always ask how you could have done better!

> Stay for the entire Debriefing.

• Do not leave and do not hang up the phone before 
the Debriefing is completed. You could miss out on 
valuable details of the selection decision and you 
could lose valuable rights. 

• The GAO has dismissed protests that appeared to 
have merit and held that the protest was untimely 
where the protester walked out of a debriefing. The 
GAO reasoned that the protester would have learned 
about protest grounds at the Debriefing if he had 
stayed for the duration. See Franz Rubenbauer 
Raumausstatter, B-290317.3, et al., July 16 2002.

Bonus Tip: 
Inadequate Debriefings generally 

are not valid protest grounds. 
However, an inadequate Debriefing 

may lower the pleading threshold 
for valid protest grounds.

http://www.gao.gov/products/402880#mt=e-report
http://www.gao.gov/products/402880#mt=e-report
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What You Need to Know
 
After Your Debriefing > When Does The Debriefing End?
 
Sometimes, contractors send Post-Debriefing requests for 
clarification or additional information. And sometimes, the 
Agency will ask if you want to submit any such requests. What 
is the effect of this? Absent a “clear indication” by the Agency 
that the Debriefing is being extended to respond to additional 
questions, the Debriefing is presumed to have ended at the 
conclusion of the session. See New SI, LLC, B-295209, 2005 
CPD ¶ 71. 

http://www.gao.gov/decisions/bidpro/295209.pdf
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What You Need to Know
 
After Your Debriefing > When Does The Debriefing End?
 
Why It Matters

Asking Post-Debriefing questions does not extend bid protest 
deadlines! The law affords you valuable rights, including the 
right to protest and the right to get an automatic stay of the 
award. But, you can lose those rights if you do not exercise 
them in a timely manner. 

Do not risk it! If you submit requests for information after your 
Debriefing, ask the Agency if the Debriefing remains open. 
And if you do not get a clear indication that the Debriefing has 
been extended, then it has not been extended, and the clock 
is ticking on your protest and other rights!



APPENDIX
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Key FAR Provisions
Please click on the following links to access key  
FAR provisions.

5.207 Preparation and transmittal of synopses

5.302 Preparation and transmittal of synopses of awards

5.303 Announcement of contract awards

8.405-2 Ordering procedures for services requiring a  
statement of work

13.106-3 Award and documentation

15.503 Notifications to unsuccessful offerors

15.505 Pre-award Debriefing of offerors

15.506 Post-award Debriefing of offerors

16.505 Ordering

52.215-1 Instructions to offerors-competitive acquisition

https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 5_2.html#wp1108046
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 5_3.html#wp1083950
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 5_3.html#wp1083950
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 8_4.html#wp1091211
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 8_4.html#wp1091211
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 13_1.html#wp1125503
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095197
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095225
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 15_5.html#wp1095245
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/Subpart 16_5.html#wp1095799
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/html/52_215.html#wp1144408
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Sample Pre-award Letter
Sample Pre-award Debriefing Request Letter

[CONTRACTOR’S LETTERHEAD]

[Date]  
 
VIA EMAIL 
[Contracting Officer’s Name] 
[Title] 
[Agency’s Name] 
[Street Address] 
[City, State and ZIP Code] 

Re: Request For Pre-award Debriefing Under RFP/ 
Solicitation No. [RFP No.] 

Dear [Contracting Officer’s Name]: 

[Contractor] respectfully requests a Pre-award Debriefing 
pursuant to FAR 15.505. This request is timely submitted 
within three (3) days after the date on which [Contractor] 
received notification of exclusion from the competition under 
RFP No. [RFP No.]. 

Please confirm receipt, and contact me at [Contractor’s 
Telephone No. and Email Address] if you need any further 
information. 

Very truly yours,

[Name] 
[Contact info.]
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Sample Post-award Letter
Sample Post-award Debriefing Request Letter

[CONTRACTOR’S LETTERHEAD]

[Date] 

VIA EMAIL  
[Contracting Officer’s Name]  
[Title]  
[Agency’s Name]  
[Street Address]  
[City, State and ZIP Code] 

Re: Request For Post-award Debriefing Under RFP/ 
Solicitation No. [RFP No.] 

Dear [Contracting Officer’s Name]: 

[Contractor] respectfully requests a Post-award Debriefing 
pursuant to FAR 15.506. This request is timely submitted within 
three (3) days after the date on which [Contractor] received 
notification of contract award under RFP No. [RFP No.]. 

Please confirm receipt, and contact me at [Contractor’s 
Telephone No. and Email Address] if you need any further 
information. 

Very truly yours,

[Name] 
[Contact info.]
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Sample Debriefing Questions
Here are some sample questions that you should tailor to your 
facts and submit to the Agency in advance:

1. Please describe the evaluation process used for this 
procurement. 

2. Please identify the strengths, weaknesses, and deficiencies  
in our proposal for each evaluation factor and sub-factor. 

3. Did the agency identify any significant weaknesses in our 
proposal? 

4. Were we compliant with all technical requirements? 

5. If there were any solicitation requirements that we failed  
to address, what were they? 

6. We proposed___________as a technical enhancement  
or discriminator. Did the government consider this to be  
an enhancement/discriminator and, if not, why not? 

7. If discussions were conducted, were any significant 
weaknesses or deficiencies identified by the Government  
in our proposal not adequately addressed in our response  
to your Evaluation Notices/discussion questions?

8. In order of importance, what were the most critical evaluation 
criteria that distinguished our proposal? 

9. What were the most critical evaluation criteria that proved  
to be tie breakers in the evaluation of proposals? 

10. If a cost realism analysis was conducted, please describe the 
process used and how it was applied to our Cost Proposal. 

11. If the Agency prepared an independent cost estimate,  
please explain how it was used in the evaluation and the 
selection decision. 
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12. If the government made a cost/technical trade-off,  
please explain how it was conducted and what trade-offs 
were made. 

13. Did the government make a competitive range 
determination? 

14. Were any areas of our proposal considered overpriced? 

15. How did the government evaluate risk and were any risks 
identified in our proposal?

16. How did the risk evaluation impact the rating of our 
proposal? 

17. How was past performance evaluated? 

18. What was our past performance rating? 

19. How was our past performance rating applied to the source 
selection process? 

20. Please identify any information not contained in our proposal 
that was used by the evaluators in evaluating our proposal. 

21. What, if any, specific considerations precluded us from being 
selected as the awardee? 

22. Was there anything missing from our proposal? 

23. What can we do to improve our next proposal? 

Disclaimer 

A Practical Guide to Federal Government Contract Debriefings contains 
general, condensed summaries of actual legal matters, statutes and 
opinions for information purposes. It is not meant to be and should 
not be construed as legal advice. Individuals with particular needs on 
specific issues should retain the services of competent counsel.

Sample Debriefing Questions


