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8(a) Certification
Quick Start Guide
Everything you need to determine eligibility and begin the
SBA 8(a) Business Development program application.

2026 EDITION · UPDATED FOR THE SBA'S NEW SOCIAL DISADVANTAGE RULE

★ What's New in 2026 The rule change and other updates at a
glance

I What the 8(a) Program Actually Is Benefits, limits, and the nine-year clock

II Who Qualifies: The Six Tests Including the new individual social
disadvantage test

III Documents to Gather Before You Start Pre-stage everything, including your
evidence file

IV The Application, Step by Step MySBA Certifications, in the right order

V Your First 90 Days as an 8(a) Turning certification into contract awards
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★  W H AT ' S  N E W  I N  2 0 2 6

The 8(a) Rules Changed. Here's What Matters.
This edition replaces our earlier guide. The biggest change is how individually owned firms prove
social disadvantage. Several dollar thresholds and procedures have also been updated since the
last version.

T H E  H E A D L I N E  C H A N G E

The SBA has removed the "rebuttable presumption" of social disadvantage for individually owned
8(a) applicants. Membership in a designated group no longer counts as automatic proof. Each
individually owned applicant must now make an individual case backed by evidence.

Final rule published August 11, 2026 · Effective September 10, 2026 · Applies to individually owned
applications pending on or filed after that date.

If you are… What the rule means for you

Entity-owned (tribally owned,
Alaska Native Corporation, Native
Hawaiian Organization, or
Community Development
Corporation)

No change. Your eligibility path is the same as before.

A current 8(a) participant
(individually owned)

You don't start over. The SBA does not require current participants to re-
establish social disadvantage at annual review. Keep meeting your other
annual review requirements.

An individually owned applicant
(new or pending)

You must prove social disadvantage individually under the new two-part
test. See Section II, Test 1, and start your evidence file now.

Pursuing SDVOSB, HUBZone, or
WOSB/EDWOSB

Those programs are not part of this rule.

Other updates in this edition
Sole-source thresholds increased to $5.5 million ($8.5 million for manufacturing NAICS codes) under
FAR 19.805-1, after the October 1, 2025 inflation adjustment. The prior figures were $4.5M and $7M.

Size is measured over longer periods: a five-year average of annual receipts for receipts-based size
standards, and a 24-month average of employees for employee-based standards.

Apply through MySBA Certifications at certifications.sba.gov, which has replaced the older
certify.SBA.gov workflow.

CONTINUE TO SECTION I →

• 

• 

• 
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I  ·  P R O G R A M

What the 8(a) Program Actually Is
The 8(a) Business Development program is the SBA's most consequential tool for small
disadvantaged businesses entering the federal market. It is a nine-year program, not a permanent
certification, designed to graduate firms into competitive readiness. Knowing what it gives you,
and what it doesn't, is the first step in deciding whether to pursue it.

What participation gives you
Sole-source contract authority. Federal agencies can award contracts up to $5.5M ($8.5M for
manufacturing) directly to an 8(a) firm without competition. In some cases, awards above those amounts
are possible. This is the program's single largest commercial benefit.

Set-aside competition pools. Many opportunities are restricted to 8(a) participants, which makes the
competitive field much smaller than full-and-open or general small business set-asides.

Business development support. Each participant is assigned an SBA Business Opportunity Specialist
(BOS), gets free management and technical assistance through the 7(j) program, and can join the SBA
Mentor-Protégé Program with an established firm.

Surplus property and EDWOSB cross-recognition. 8(a) participation also brings eligibility for federal
surplus property programs and, for women-owned firms, streamlined EDWOSB recognition.

What it does not give you
It does not guarantee contracts. Agencies are permitted to award to 8(a) firms, not required to. Winning
still takes capability statements that match agency needs, active business development, and competitive
proposals. Firms that get certified and wait for the phone to ring usually graduate with little to show for it.

T H E  N I N E -Y E A R  C LO C K

Participation is a four-year developmental stage followed by a five-year transition stage. The clock
starts the day you are certified, and you can't pause it. Plan to be most aggressive in years two
through six, when your capability is growing and graduation is not yet shaping how customers see
you.

CONTINUE TO SECTION II →
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I I  ·  E L I G I B I L I T Y

Who Qualifies: The Six Tests
SBA eligibility rests on six tests, and failing any one disqualifies the application. Walk through each
test honestly before you invest time in document collection. A clear failure here means you should
either restructure first or pursue a different set-aside category.

1. Social disadvantage UPDATED 2026

Entity-owned firms (tribes, ANCs, NHOs, and CDCs) are not affected by the 2026 rule. Individually
owned applicants can no longer rely on a group presumption. Under the new rule, the disadvantaged
individual must show both of the following:

# Element In plain language

1 During the individual's lifetime, a governmental or private
entity discriminated or was biased against the individual's
racial, ethnic, or cultural group.

Show documented discrimination or bias
against a group you belong to.

2 That discrimination or bias caused the individual material
harm, including harm to economic opportunity.

Show how it actually hurt you: in education,
employment, financing, or business.

Evidence the rule contemplates includes official policies and procedures, statements by officials, reports,
audits and findings, court decisions, administrative rulings, and materials published by government,
universities, and companies. The individual also self-certifies membership in the group at the time of the
discrimination and the material harm that resulted.

H OW  TO  P R E PA R E

Start an evidence file now: documents that show discrimination or bias against your group, and
records of your own harm (denied loans, lost bids, employment or admissions decisions, pay
disparities).

Write a clear personal narrative in your own voice that connects each piece of evidence to a
specific harm. Vague claims or general complaints about industry conditions won't carry an
application.

Get the package independently reviewed before you submit. This is now the most scrutinized
part of an individually owned application.

2. Economic disadvantage
The qualifying owner (51% or more) must fall below all three thresholds. They are tested again at each
annual review, and crossing one mid-program can trigger early graduation.

• 

• 

• 
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Threshold Limit

Personal net worth (excludes equity in primary residence, qualifying retirement
accounts, and ownership interest in the applicant firm)

$850,000 or less

Adjusted gross income (three-year average) $400,000 or less

Total assets (fair market value) $6.5 million or less

3. Ownership
The disadvantaged individual must own at least 51% of the firm, unconditionally and directly. Trusts,
holding companies, and stock-based control arrangements get close scrutiny. If ownership is shared with
non-disadvantaged parties or held through entities, expect to provide cap tables, operating agreements,
and stock ledgers.

4. Control
The disadvantaged owner must control both long-term decisions and day-to-day operations. They must
hold the highest officer position (usually CEO or President), and they normally receive the highest
compensation in the firm (or have a documented reason why not). They must also work at the firm full-
time during normal business hours. Outside employment is a frequent disqualifier.

5. Size UPDATED

The firm must be small under its primary NAICS code as of the application date. SBA uses a five-year
average of annual receipts for receipts-based standards and a 24-month average employee count for
employee-based standards. Check your status against the current size standards table before you apply.

6. Potential for success and good character
The firm must show two full years in business under its current ownership (waivers exist but are hard to
get) and revenue in its primary NAICS. It also needs the financial capacity, technical expertise, and
management to perform federal contracts. The disadvantaged owner must pass a character review
covering criminal history, federal debts, and prior debarments.

T WO -Y E A R  R U L E  WA I V E R

SBA can waive the two-years-in-business requirement when the disadvantaged owner has
substantial industry experience, the firm has the financial and operational capacity to perform, and
there is evidence of past performance in the field (often through the owner's prior employment).
Waivers are not granted casually, so bring strong supporting documentation.

CONTINUE TO SECTION III →
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I I I  ·  P R E - A P P L I C AT I O N

Documents to Gather Before You Start
The best predictor of a smooth 8(a) application is having every document ready before you log in.
Applicants who upload as they go often spend weeks going back and forth on corrections.
Applicants who pre-stage everything can submit in one sitting.

Personal documents (each owner with a 10%+ interest)

Business documents

Contract and revenue evidence

F I L E - N A M I N G  D I S C I P L I N E

Name every upload so the reviewer knows what it is without opening it:
"Smith_PersonalTaxReturn_2025.pdf," not "scan001.pdf." Reviewers process hundreds of
applications a year, and the easier you make their work, the faster you clear.

CONTINUE TO SECTION IV →

Personal tax returns for the past three years, with all schedules☐

Personal financial statement (SBA Form 413), current within 90 days☐

Resume showing professional and educational history☐

Government-issued photo identification☐

Social disadvantage narrative and evidence file. Now required for every individually owned
applicant.

☐

Disclosure of any outside employment or board positions☐

Business tax returns for the past three years, with all schedules☐

Year-to-date profit-and-loss statement and balance sheet☐

Business bank statements for the past three months☐

Articles of incorporation or organization, plus all amendments☐

Bylaws or operating agreement, plus all amendments☐

Stock ledger and cap table (corporations) or membership ledger (LLCs)☐

Meeting minutes for the past two years☐

Buy-sell, shareholder, voting, and any pledge agreements☐

Business licenses, professional licenses, and bonding documentation☐

Active SAM.gov registration with current Reps and Certs☐

Lease or deed for the primary business location☐

Customer list with revenue concentration analysis☐

Copies of significant contracts (federal, state, local, commercial)☐

Past performance documentation, including CPARS ratings if applicable☐

Capability statement (current version)☐
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I V  ·  A P P L I C AT I O N

The Application, Step by Step
You apply online through MySBA Certifications at certifications.sba.gov. Follow the order below
so you don't get halfway through and discover you missed a foundational step.

1 Confirm prerequisites. You need an active SAM.gov registration with a current UEI and current
Reps and Certs, an identified primary NAICS code, and a Login.gov account for the qualifying
owner.

2 Start the 8(a) application in MySBA Certifications. Sign in with Login.gov, choose the 8(a)
Business Development program, and confirm the business UEI. The system pulls in your SAM data,
so check that it matches before you continue.

3 Complete the questionnaire in order: business information, ownership, control, social
disadvantage, economic disadvantage, size, good character, and potential for success. Save often.

4 Upload supporting documentation. Upload exactly what each section asks for. Missing documents
trigger requests for more information that can add weeks.

5 Build the social disadvantage case (individually owned applicants). Under the 2026 rule, this is
the heart of your application. Address both elements of the new test, tie each piece of evidence to
a specific harm, and write in your own voice. Get it reviewed before you submit.

6 Certify and submit. Review every section against the six tests in Section II. Submitting certifies that
everything is true and accurate, and false statements carry serious penalties.

7 Respond to SBA requests promptly. Expect at least one round of follow-up questions. Answer
completely, and by the deadline in the request.

Stage Typical timeline What's happening

Application drafting 2–6 weeks Document gathering, evidence file, online entry

SBA screening Varies Completeness check; requests for missing items

Eligibility review and
decision

SBA has 90 days once the
application is complete

Eligibility analysis, then approval, denial, or a
request for more information

M O ST  C O M M O N  R E AS O N S  A P P L I CAT I O N S  FA I L

Weak or unsupported social disadvantage evidence (now the biggest risk for individually owned
firms), the owner not working full-time at the firm, incomplete financial disclosures (especially
missed assets), control held by a non-disadvantaged manager, and not meeting the two-year
requirement without a waiver request. A review before you submit can prevent each of these.

CONTINUE TO SECTION V →
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V  ·  P O S T- C E R T I F I C AT I O N

Your First 90 Days as an 8(a)
Certification is the starting line, not the finish. The nine-year clock is running, and the firms that
capture meaningful revenue act with urgency from week one.

Week 1: Update your public footprint
Add the 8(a) designation to SAM.gov, your capability statement, and your website, and update your
Dynamic Small Business Search (DSBS) profile. Contracting officers searching for 8(a) firms won't find
you otherwise.

Weeks 2–4: Meet your Business Opportunity Specialist
Your BOS is assigned by the SBA district office. Schedule an introductory meeting, review your business
plan, and agree on growth targets. Annual reviews, mentor-protégé approvals, and sole-source questions
all flow through this person.

Weeks 2–8: Target agency engagement
Identify three to five agencies that buy what you sell. Use USAspending.gov and SAM.gov to find recent
8(a) awards in your NAICS codes. Meet with each agency's small business specialists, bring an updated
capability statement, and ask about upcoming sole-source opportunities.

Weeks 4–12: Position for sole-source awards
Sole-source authority (up to $5.5M, or $8.5M for manufacturing) is the program's biggest advantage, and
those opportunities rarely appear on SAM.gov. They come from relationships. Find program offices with
documented small business goals, build trust through capability briefings, and be specific about what you
can deliver.

Ongoing: Annual review discipline
Each year you submit an annual review documenting continued eligibility (financial thresholds, ownership,
control), business activity, and progress toward the program's business-mix targets. Treat it as a non-
negotiable calendar event, because late submissions can lead to suspension.

Years 3–5: Mentor-Protégé consideration
The SBA Mentor-Protégé Program lets you team with an established firm, including through a joint venture
that can pursue set-asides, with protection from affiliation. Approval requires a written agreement, SBA
review, and a real mentoring relationship, not a paper one.

T H E  G R A D UAT I O N  C L I F F

Firms that build revenue only on 8(a) awards face a steep drop at graduation. The strongest
graduates have, by year six or seven, built competitive proposal capability and a customer base that
includes non-8(a) work. Plan for graduation from day one.
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H OW  G U I D E  G S C  CA N  H E L P

We help purpose-driven organizations (small businesses, nonprofits, tribal organizations, and
veteran-owned firms) assess 8(a) eligibility, build social disadvantage evidence files, prepare
applications, and turn certification into awards.

Book a free strategy session: guidegsc.com/contact · (970) 465-2193 · info@guidegsc.com
Read: "What the SBA's New 8(a) Rule Really Means for You" at guidegsc.com/blog
Free tools: Federal Proposal Toolkit at guidegsc.com/toolkit

Sources and notes. SBA 8(a) Business Development program page (sba.gov); 13 CFR Part 124; SBA final rule on social
disadvantage (published August 11, 2026; effective September 10, 2026); FAR 19.805-1 (8(a) competitive thresholds, as
adjusted October 1, 2025); SBA size standards calculation rules (13 CFR 121.104 and 121.106). This guide is general
information current as of October 2026. It is not legal advice. Eligibility depends on your specific facts, so confirm
requirements with the SBA or qualified counsel.
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