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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the challenges facing sales and marketing professionals in choos-

ing the kinds of opportunities they should bid for and put forwards a model to help

increase their chances of a successful bid.

1. Introduction

All of us need to sell. Selling is how we do busi-

ness with others, whether we’re selling ourselves

to get a job or selling what the business we work

for can do for a customer. We might not like the

idea that we’re selling but it’s an unavoidable part

of what we do and so it makes sense to try and be

better at it.

To get better at selling, however, we need to

understand the process we follow now and what

we need to do differently to improve it. There are

always so many options, so many choices that it’s

hard to know where to start. Imagine standing

there looking at a tree full of fruit.

Where do you start picking — do you shake the

tree and try and catch the fruit as they fall or do

you get a ladder, climb up and feel for the ones

that are ripe and pluck just those, leaving the rest

for someone else?

The tenets of modern marketing are seduc-

tively simple. Look at everything as a numbers

game and if you contact enough people and push

them hard enough a few will buy from you. That

is, in my view, far too hard an existence to want to

carry out for too long. This paper set out a differ-

ent approach that is both more appealing and

more sustainable for the long term.

2. A conceptual model for a sales process

Figure 1 shows an 8-step conceptual model

that will help you decide the kind of business it

makes sense for you to go after.

Figure 1: Conceptual model

The argument in this paper is that you should

focus on the right kind of business and doing that

well requires taking a structured approach as

described in the steps below.
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Step 1: Examine your successful case studies

Unless you are at the very start of your career

you will have done previous work and success-

fully delivered packages of work. These are your

case studies and it’s crucial that you start there.

That is because no customer wants to be your

guinea pig. No one wants pay money so you can

try and learn how to do your business. What they

want from you is certainty. They want evidence

that you know what you are doing and will

deliver. They want reassurance that you are confi-

dent, competent and capable and all that comes

from examples of the work you have already

done.

It can seem hard to think of case studies you

can use. A simple formula can help.

• Select cases where you have delivered financial

results to your client.

• Describe the situation they were in before you

got involved.

• Describe the problems they faced.

• Examine the implications, especially the finan-

cial losses.

• Describe your solution

If you have examples of clients for whom you

have delivered results and can back this up with

case studies you’re in a strong position. After all,

the easiest clients to talk to are ones that are simi-

lar to the ones you have already worked with.

You know their business and know you can help.

Step 2: Develop case studies for free if you

don’t have anything

If you’re in a position where you don’t hav e

any examples of work you can show then you

need a portfolio. That’s a question of working for

free or for very cheap on the kinds of jobs that

will help you showcase your skills. The sections

later in this paper will help you select which

opportunities are better than others, but you need

to do some work first before you can come back

and take another look at the first few steps in this

model.

Step 3: Articulate what is unique about you

One of the things you will probably find is

that you’ve done many things as your career has

developed. Typically, the things you’ve done ear-

lier will either be routine or technical. People

tend to hire junior roles because they need a help-

ing hand with administration or have a need for

people with expertise that can help on specific

projects — ranging from programming to legal

research.

As you get older you may find that you do

less doing and more managing. That transition

may mean that the value you bring stops being

about deliverables that you personally work on

and more about your ability to plan and manage a

programme of work.

The question you must answer, howev er, is

what is unique about you. It’s easier to start there

rather than with an organisation because it’s so

easy to come up with quick responses that are

meaningless. For example, you could say that

what’s unique about you are your people and how

helpful they are. How many org anisations, how-

ev er, go out of their way to hire unhelpful people?

It’s more helpful to look for things you do that are

hard for others to do. If you have a capability that

is hard to copy you have an advantage.

To take a personal example I have spent most

of my career programming and using spread-

sheets to improve business processes. That activ-

ity, howev er specialist, is not unique. Lots of peo-

ple can create spreadsheets and some will do it

better than me and others will do it less well.

What you see on my website, however, is a com-

bination of hand-drawn management models, blog

posts and papers like the one you are reading right

now — longer form discussions of an area of

interest. This content is harder for someone to

copy than a spreadsheet. It is protected by both

intellectual property restrictions and the technical

challenges of producing the material. It makes

more sense for me personally, in this instance, to

focus on management consultancy based around

drawing and writing skills than programming

skills, although those can be still very useful in

the delivery of projects.

The point is that you should choose something

that is actually unique, not just words that sound

good. A useful checklist to go through is to ask

the following questions of anything you want to

claim as unique:

• Does it create value?

• Is it rare?

• Is it hard to copy?

• Can you deliver it?

If you can confidently answer “Yes!” to these

questions then you have something unique.
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Step 4: Question if your work is aligned with

your values and dreams

Many of us are in a situation where we

stepped into a role many years back only planning

to do it for a short time and then, 20 years later,

find ourselves still there. If you’re lucky the work

you’ve done is the work you have always wanted

to do and you still find it satisfying. If not, this is

the time to ask some hard questions about what

you want in the long term. I look at my career

over the next 40 years — I plan to read and think

and write for as long as I can. In that context,

spending five years getting out of a situation you

are unhappy in doesn’t seem like too bad a trade-

off if you get 35 years working on things you

want to do.

This is why it’s important to ask if the work

you have done and the unique skills you have are

really the ones you want to use for the rest of your

career. To take an extreme example from the

movies, if you’re a skilled assassin, trained by an

elite special forces unit, is that what you’re still

going to be doing when you turn 85?

You may not have a choice but if you do then

surely it makes sense to build for a future you

want to live in?

Step 5: Put yourself in situations where you

come across opportunities

We now start coming to the point where this

paper started — the coal face of sales and market-

ing activity. The purpose of marketing is to

enable conversations with potential customers or

clients and the way you do that is by putting your-

self in a position to seize opportunities. A few

companies may find that clients come to them but

the rest of us have to go and find them. There are

any number of ways to reach people but you need

to select ones that will work for your business.

That’s a big topic and maybe one for another

paper but for now if you’re spending all your time

working on your business and not enough time in

places where you get a chance to talk about your

business you need to start doing things differently.

Step 6: Consider only opportunities you really

want to get

Figure 2 shows a matrix that you need to use

to appreciate this point and the next few.

Figure 2: The Want/Win Matrix

There might be many opportunities you come

across and you need a way to filter them and

focus on just the ones you want. A good way to

do this is to ask yourself “On a scale of 1-10, do I

want this opportunity?” For example, if I had to

create a small spreadsheet that would be a 3 or 4

for me. If I was asked to help work through a

technology strategy that would be an 8 or 9.

A good rule to have is to disallow the use of 7.

You need to pick 6 or 8. This forces you to make

a definite choice between something that’s a nice

to have and something that you really want to

have. Only consider opportunities that you rate as

an 8 or above.

Step 7: Ask for time before you spend time

This is a step that I have become more attuned

to in recent times. Sometimes you’ll be asked to

bid for something that is business you really want.

It’s tempting to just take a day and fill out the

paperwork and send off your application. What

you should do, instead, is ask for time with the

other party to explore the situation further. If they

aren’t willing to give you any then you shouldn’t

apply. The chances are that the winner is already

decided and you’re just there to make it look fair.

If, on the other hand, you get an hour to go

through everything and another hour to go

through the detail of the most important thing that

came up in the first hour then you can make a bet-

ter decision on whether you can really add value

and if you should go ahead.

Step 8: Can you win it?

The final step is to recognise the opportunity

cost of bidding. Every hour you spend working

on a bid you have little chance of winning is time
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spent not working on delivering a better service to

an existing client or doing things that you want to

do, like spending time with your family. Bidding

is not costless — not for you anyway and so you

shouldn’t bid on anything you don’t hav e a good

chance of winning. As Neil Rackham advises

you’re better off bidding on 10 projects with a

70% chance of winning than 100 projects where

you have a 3% chance of winning This single tac-

tic is going to save you a huge amount of time and

let you focus your efforts where you can have the

biggest result.

3. Conclusion

This paper suggests that we should spend our

time pursuing opportunities that we really want

and that we have a good chance of winning. Too

many of us chase everything we see, partly out of

desperation and partly because we’re worried that

nothing better will come along. When you’re

rushing around, however, its hard to see what’s

going on. Taking the time to slow down, maybe

ev en stop, and look around more carefully could

be the most useful thing you can do. When you

do that you can take a hard look at where you’ve

been, take the time to make clear where you want

to go and then focus your time and effort on the

activities that will get you there.
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