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Ten ways to make a team

John de Forte

Having a well-balanced and unified team is critical to achieving success in tenders and new business presentations. Yet even where the presenters are used to working together, presentation teams often fail to come across as a cohesive unit. 

Some years ago, the General Counsel of a FTSE 100 company went on a tour of the country to review the regional law firms used by the group. After arriving at one of these firms, he was shown into a boardroom where the client partner was waiting to receive him. The partner mentioned that they would shortly be joined by a colleague from one of the firm’s other offices.

A few minutes later the colleague came in, stretched out his hand and introduced himself:  not, however, to the General Counsel, but to the client partner! Not surprisingly, the General Counsel wasn’t very impressed by this and mentally crossed the firm off his list.

Putting in front of a client two partners who evidently hadn’t met before is admittedly an extreme example of failing to present a closely-knit team. But this incident does illustrate that firms are apt to overlook the question of team dynamics when preparing for new business presentations and pitches.  

One of the most consistent messages to emerge from proposal debriefs, almost regardless of circumstances or professional sector, is that the ability to come across as a team is highly influential in determining the outcome of tenders and can be the decisive factor. Failing to do so will invariably jeopardise a firm’s chances of winning the appointment.

What do we mean by ‘coming across as a team’? A multiplicity of factors may help to create an impression in this respect. There are however three areas in particular which, if not handled satisfactorily, will tend to make decision-makers apprehensive. 

First, they will want to be given a concrete idea of how each person present is going to contribute to the engagement. Surprisingly often this is not fully addressed. A common concern is whether a senior partner will be genuinely committed to and involved in the assignment, or will turn out to be more of a figurehead. Lack of clarity over such a matter can put enough doubt in decision makers’ minds to deter appointment.  

Second, over-dominance by one individual can fatally undermine the presentation. Usually it is a senior person who is too prominent, at the expense of a junior one – often the individual with whom the client will have the most regular day-to-day contact. The decision-makers will be very reluctant to appoint a firm if they haven’t gained a sense of the personality and style of each of the presenters.

Third, decision-makers will certainly notice if presenters fail to support each other. This will seldom be a case of one speaker flatly contradicting another. It is more likely to take the form, for example, of team members not appearing to be fully engaged when a colleague is speaking; or not appearing to know what ground their colleagues are covering; or feeling obliged to ‘rescue’ another team member if they felt the response to a question was inadequate. It is in fact quite easy to undermine a colleague without meaning to. In the somewhat artificial atmosphere of a presentation, decision makers will sensitive to these nuances and will set store by them.

What practical steps can presentation teams take, then, to ensure they come across as a well balanced and integrated unit? Much of the responsibility for creating a sense of team cohesion lies with the lead partner or team leader, and indeed one of his or her main goals should be to orchestrate the presentation to achieve precisely that. In most circumstances, the following simple rules will help: 

1. Ensure the lead partner formally introduces the other members of the team

The lead partner will usually make the introductions as a matter of course but so often the opportunity to create a sense of cohesion is missed.  He or she should say more than just who the other members of the team are. It’s important to get across why each presenter has been chosen for the assignment, what their roles will be and the topics they are going to cover in the presentation. This will help to signpost the structure of the presentation as well as creating an impression of collegiality.   

2. Create a strong platform for the other speakers 

It is more convincing if the lead partner highlights the credentials and experience of the other presenters, and its relevance to the matter at hand, than if they are left to blow their own trumpets. The seniority of the lead partner means that his or her endorsement will carry authority. This narrative also provides a subliminal confirmation that the lead partner has a detailed grasp of their professional achievements and ability to add value. 

3. Ensure roles are clearly defined

Job titles are not enough. Decision makers often want to know how much time the key members of the team will devote to the assignment and how that time will be spent; how the individuals’ expertise will fit together and how their level of seniority and experience will be matched to the tasks that will be undertaken.    

4. Get the lead partner to orchestrate the transitions between speakers

One simple illustration of the need to prepare carefully for presentations is that, without the benefit of a rehearsal, the hand-overs between speakers almost always sound clumsy and tentative. Speakers should have a strong cadence with which to finish their part of the presentation, but then need do no more than look at the lead partner who will ask the next speaker to begin. This highlights another factor which is important in creating the impression of a tightly-knit team, namely...

5. Use eye contact

Everybody understands that eye contact is essential in engaging an audience, especially in the relatively intimate environment of the presentation where people will usually be gathered around a boardroom table. What is often overlooked, however, is that it is equally important between members of the team. Decision makers will want to feel that the speakers are aware of, and listening to, what each other are saying. Active engagement between team members is essential if that is to come across. 

6. Build in cross-references between presenters

Another way to demonstrate that team members are in tune with each other is for presenters to refer to other parts of the presentation and to what their colleagues have said or are going to say. Team members need to show they are thinking about each other’s roles and the team’s overall message, not just their contribution to it. 

7. Ensure that everyone present has an active role

Nothing is more likely to make decision makers uncomfortable than if one of the presentation team does not contribute. In their minds, no role on the presentation often equates with no role on the assignment. This is true both for the formal part of the presentation and the Q&A (see below).     

8. Aim for individual presentations to be of roughly the same length

From debriefs carried out with decision-makers, it is apparent that over-dominance by one individual (often the lead partner) creates a negative impression and that presentation teams should aim to achieve a roughly equal balance between contributions. 

9. Refer back to team members in the summing up

In summing up, the lead partner should take the opportunity to underline the unity of the presentation and of the team by referring back to some of the points made by the other speakers.     

10. Co-ordinate responses to questions

Many decision makers have said that they are more influenced by how the Q&A is handled than the presentation itself, and this should be reflected in how teams spend their preparation time. The lead partner should orchestrate and co-ordinate the responses – deciding as a far as possible who will deal with each question, and inviting other members of the team to provide supplementary comments where appropriate. By actively chairing the Q&A in this way, the lead partner can help to ensure that all members of the team have a chance to make their mark.

These strictures may not apply in every situation but it worth using them as a checklist to ensure that nothing obvious is being overlooked. Getting across the idea that the team is a genuine unit – and therefore capable of acting as a cohesive force on behalf of the client - may be one of the less tangible factors influencing the outcome of tenders. But there is no doubt it continues to be one of the most important.

( John de Forte August 2006
This article was first published in Professional Marketing Magazine
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