[image: image1.png]- Proposal
& Training





Winning ways for proposals and pitches (II): turning principles into practice

John de Forte and Francis Quinlan

Tender opportunities often seem to arrive at the most inconvenient moments.  

You are already at full stretch on some demanding client matters, possibly involving days away from the office, when a tender lands on your desk. Perhaps you saw the opportunity coming and have had time to discuss it with colleagues, but when it arrives – probably with a tight deadline for submission – there can be a tendency to hit the panic button. How can you organise and present a proposal effectively, even under stressful conditions, and how can you maximise your chances of success?  

In our previous article (The European Lawyer, April 2003) we said that the most successful proposers tended to be the best at taking the buyer’s perspective into account. Good practice in tendering, therefore, is largely about understanding the factors which are most likely to influence the decision-makers, and behaving in a way that reflects their importance.

These critical success factors include being able to demonstrate: empathy with the decision makers, and an understanding of their commercial priorities; problem-solving skills; a balanced, cohesive team; the ability to provide value for money; and commitment to working with that particular client. We gave some real examples of client comments, showing how they react when they notice these attributes, or when they find they are missing.  

In this article we look more closely at the key actions which tend to make the difference between success and failure in proposal situations. 
React quickly as soon as you know about the tender 

That may sound obvious, but in practice it is still quite common for partners - having perused the invitation to tender material when it first arrives - to note the date at which the proposal document has to be submitted and then to forget about it until the deadline forces them to give it their attention.

That may be too late, because the tender process is more front-end loaded that it appears. For a start, there are a number of decisions which need to be taken at or near the outset. Such as whether or not to tender in the first place – many firms dissipate their efforts by chasing marginal opportunities rather than concentrating on the ones for which they are best suited and where they have a serious prospect of winning. There is the question of who should lead the team (not necessarily the recipient of the invitation), and who the team members should be. The marketing or other support departments need to be informed about the opportunity in order for example to start researching the target and scheduling the production of the document.

Experience shows that teams tend to do best when they draw on the collective skills and experience of the firm as a whole, and on the services and support it is able to offer. This also helps to lighten the burden on the proposal team. But to marshal these resources effectively, they need to be brought into the process as quickly as possible. 

Meet the target 

There may be no formal provision within the target’s tender process for you to meet representatives of the organisation before submitting the document. Nevertheless, it is important to try to set up a meeting. The tender invitation, however comprehensive, is unlikely to provide a real insight into the issues which lie behind the tender or the factors most likely to determine the outcome. You are only likely to get this sort of intelligence through personal contact with the target. Quite simply, proposal teams which get to meet the decision-makers before submitting their document are much more likely to succeed than those which don’t.  In the case of targets with complex operations, more than one meeting may be desirable, perhaps to visit different people in the organisation.
You may need to persuade the target contact that a meeting is necessary, so think through the sort of questions you will need to ask. These may be quite wide ranging (see panel), but avoid asking for information which you could have acquired from other sources. If the target is not willing to meet the contenders at this stage, an alternative (though less satisfactory) option is to do your fact-finding over the phone. 

The principal purpose of the meeting is to find out more about the organisation and its requirements, so you should spend the majority of it listening rather than talking. First impressions are important – your performance at this meeting could well have an effect on the final outcome. Prepare thoroughly and do your homework on the organisation.

Possible questions for the target

Organisation’s objectives and strategy

How legal services support these

Current business/political issues

Precise nature and scope of the assignment

How the service is currently provided, and by whom

Budget available/current spend 

Motivations behind the tender

Strengths and weaknesses of current advisers

Criteria for selecting successful firm

Whether further information is available

Identity of decision-makers and involvement in the process

Why we have been included on shortlist

Other firms asked to participate

Mindful of the importance that an impression of team cohesion tends to have on decision makers, ensure the role of each member of the team is clearly defined at the meeting and that all contribute to the discussion. The lead partner should co-ordinate contributions from team members, without appearing to be too dominant.  Don’t forget that buyers   often want to meet the people who will be doing the work on their behalf, and if this 
means people below partner level, include those who can have a role in impressing the target.

Brainstorm with the team what you have learned from the meeting and from your research before starting on the document. Decide what the prospective client’s priorities are, and what they are looking for from their professional advisers. Consider the business or other benefits your involvement will bring the organisation; are there any areas where we can demonstrate our problem-solving abilities, our aptitude for achieving good commercial results? Define what is likely to differentiate the firm from the other contenders.

Make sure the document is tailored to the target

Potential clients expect to see tender documents which are tailored to their organisation and to the task in hand. You should therefore put forward your proposals in the context of the client’s specific circumstances, and demonstrate the linkage between your approach and its objectives. Ensure that you place material near the front of the document on how to generate business benefits for the organisation and add value in other ways.

Include an opening statement (or a bound-in covering letter) which, in three or four short paragraphs, answers the question: ‘Why us?’  The answer may be different for every tender, but is likely to encompass: the strengths and experience of the team who will be assigned to the engagement; the benefits which will follow from our approach; and our commitment to helping the company to meet its objectives. 

Highlight the issues or potential obstacles you expect to encounter during the assignment, and how you will overcome them. Without attempting to give definitive advice, try to illustrate your ability to solve problems and support the organisation’s aims and objectives. 

Generally, clients will pay more attention to the experience and skills of the individuals who will be assigned to their affairs than the firm’s overall credentials. Make sure, therefore, that details on key members of the proposed team are set out prominently in the document. Explain clearly the role that each team member will play on the assignment – don’t just give job titles. Biographies should be kept short (five to eight lines) and should focus on the individual’s experience in carrying out similar assignments.

In drafting the fee section, think about how you can demonstrate a commitment to delivering value for money and cost effectiveness, and ensure where possible that your proposed basis for charging reflects the target company’s preferences. 

Avoid making unsubstantiated claims on the firm’s behalf. Illustrate the points you make with evidence and examples. 

Assign one person to draft the document. Ensure that the drafting process is tightly co-ordinated and controlled, and the document is independently reviewed before being sent to the client.

Always rehearse the presentation

Ensure that you know your material inside out, and have thought about how to get your points across succinctly. Always rehearse - not only to polish your individual presentation, but also to ensure that the linkages between speakers are smooth and, once again, the team comes across as a cohesive unit. If possible, assess the venue in advance  - in what sort of room will the presentation be held, are there facilities for visual aids if required and can these be set up in advance?

The lead partner should introduce the other members of the team, referring to key aspects of their experience, their role on the assignment, and the topics they will cover in the presentation.

Build on what you have said in the document by introducing fresh angles or exploring one or two issues in greater detail. As a rule, speakers should highlight what they see as the key issues relevant to the assignment, and how they would overcome obstacles to deliver the best solutions. Plan for the team to speak for no more than 25 minutes - your listeners’ attention span and ability to absorb information is limited.

The decision-makers will be assessing what you will be like to work with. Try, therefore, to create an air of informality without being too casual - as if you were attending a straightforward business meeting. Use visual aids sparingly if at all, and don’t use a script. Maintain eye contact with the decision-makers and with fellow members of your team. 

At the end of the presentation, the lead partner should sum up by enumerating the three or four key reasons why the firm should be appointed.

The Q & A session which follows the presentation - in the opinion of many decision makers - is the single most important part of the tender process and the one most likely to influence their judgement on which firm should be chosen. Try to anticipate and formulate answers to the questions you are likely to be asked, and rehearse these as a group. Keep answers short and to the point. The lead partner should consciously  ‘chair’ the Q&A session, bringing in other members of the team as appropriate.

If there was no requirement for a document to be sent in advance of the presentation, prepare some written material to leave behind at the end of the meeting, summarising your main points.

Follow-up 


Stay in touch with the prospective client after the presentation, and be alert to other new business opportunities which may have arisen from the proposal process.  Keep your team on its toes: there may be follow-up points to respond to, and it may be valuable to show that you are eager and ready if the prospect is finding it hard to choose between contenders.
Arrange for a debrief to be carried out with the organisation, regardless or whether you won or lost. Debriefs should be conducted by someone who was not part of the proposed service team, and where possible face-to-face. This might be a senior partner or head of business development. A written record of the debrief should be sent to the marketing department, so that the firm can help to build up an overall picture of how tender teams are performing and where the firm could improve. 
A firm we know measures the time and cost of responding to each proposal opportunity and (win or lose) maintains a record of it on its books, until it makes a return on that investment.  The idea is to show that each proposal opportunity needs appropriate investment, and that the firm is committed to doing business sooner or later with every target organisation it is worth proposing to.  Part of that investment is a sound, well-organised process for ensuring the firm can make the most of the opportunities when they come its way.
A version of these articles was first published in The European Lawyer
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