November 2006 Marketer’s Tool Box
Question: “How can marketing help improve my firm’s proposals? I worry that I will end up spending all my time preparing proposals if I am not careful!”
Answer: This question touches on an important topic which can have a real impact on the firm’s business development activities.  

The answer is not simple, though, because it is the process of the gathering information needed for the proposal rather than the actual written document that is the critical element. When the firm obtains a qualified lead, whether in response to a direct mail campaign, a referral from a center of influence or the friend of an existing client, marketing should become immediately involved. As the partner gathers information from the prospect and schedules a meeting, you should begin to do some data mining. The first thing to do is to record where the lead came from so that at the year’s end you will have an accurate picture of who generated your referrals. This will help you make better decisions regarding the most efficient investment of time and resources for future business development. 

Next, you should create a record in your database for the prospect with some key pieces of information, including the full name and title of the contact, the company, its address, fax, e-mail, website and, if possible, th name of the prospect’s banker and attorney. These details will be useful later when you want to add the company to your direct mail and e-mail lists. It is also important that you record the industry sector. This will be critical for conducting market research and will be good to know as you segment your list in order to send more effective, targeted messages to business owners.   
Before the first meeting with the prospect takes place, you should visit their web site and print out the details about their service or products, mission, and management team as well as any press clippings or other news about the company.   In addition, you can use tools like First Research or One Source to gather timely industry information. The more you understand the prospect’s world, the more effective you can be during the early stage of building a relationship. 
I suggest you go through all the data and assemble it for the partners who have been selected to meet with the prospect. While they may already be industry experts, current and relevant background material is always value-added.  Write a memo outlining the most salient points and use the information to draft an agenda based on what you have learned, including questions to ask during the meeting.  Having a brief agenda helps keep the dialogue focused and also shows that your firm is well- prepared for the meeting. This begins to instill a sense of confidence in your firm, its commitment and its capabilities even before you have the opportunity to discuss the specifics of the engagement.
Time and again I have heard business owners say that when selecting an accounting firm they were influenced by the professional approach and level of preparedness and confidence exhibited by the CPAs making the pitch. This is the time to make an excellent and lasting first impression.
Once the first visit is over, the partners should spend some time debriefing you for two important reasons. The first is to give you enough feedback so that you can send a quick thank you, either by e-mail or a written letter. This type of communication can have a powerful impact on the prospect if it is sent immediately after the meeting. The second reason is to provide you with details regarding the scope of the engagement and the specific issues and concerns that were raised by the prospect during the meeting. For example, a CEO may be making a change to ensure more proactive advice, a more timely turnaround or because a more collaborative approach is required. 

The information should then be incorporated into the written proposal. While few CPA firms win engagements solely on the basis of well-done proposals, a poorly prepared and sloppily organized proposal can definitely cause your firm to lose opportunities. The proposal process as well as the proposal document should reflect the quality of your firm. 
Here are a few ideas on content and format that you can implement during this phase of the proposal process:

1. Content

Because time is of the essence, many business owners prefer a brief overview or cover letter that offers a one page synopsis of the proposal. Be sure to include this and touch on all key points thoroughly but concisely.  In the body of the proposal, focus on the prospect’s business and its needs. Try to refrain from the usual “About Us” or “Our History” until later in the document when you want to reinforce your own credentials. Make the proposal as personal as possible, referencing relevant trends in the prospect’s industry as well as its unique issues, concerns and needs. Offer solutions that address their challenges and quote testimonials from other clients who have faced similar situations. 
Although you need to showcase the breadth of your firm’s services, try to limit the proposal to a discussion of the services that the prospect needs. You may introduce other ancillary offerings, but not much time should be spent on these as you may distract from the necessary services by supplying a laundry list that is not applicable to the situation. Remember that you are not trying to sell the firm’s services but rather you are identifying concerns and seeking solutions to help the prospect. 
2. Format
In terms of ease of use, the proposal design should include a table of contents and the information should flow in a cohesive manner, and each section. should be clearly labeled. Tabs may be used to help define the various sections and make the proposal more convenient to use. The use of color is always a plus, as creates a distinctive look. The use of the prospect’s logo helps to customize the final product. 
Marketing’s Involvement in the Post-Proposal Process. Marketing also has an important role after the proposal has been delivered. Whether accepted or rejected, the prospect will remain in your database for future mailings. Perhaps you will call to find out why your firm was not selected, or perhaps you will drop a note to the company president saying that you are disappointed at not being chosen but hope that you can work together in the future. Whatever “next steps” you take, the message should be clear: don’t just walk away from a lost prospect. 

Finally, marketing should be responsible fro revisiting all lost proposals annually, either by phone or by mail, just to check in and see if any new opportunities have developed during the year. There may be a new situation for which your firm is well suited. Companies change, industry trends evolve, and there is always the possibility that the company is dissatisfied with the choice they made. Keeping in touch throughout the year, and making a call at the end of twelve months, can be an inexpensive but valuable marketing strategy.
You can see why your question was not easy to answer. It is not your administrative role in writing the details of a proposal that provides value.  Rather it is marketing’s integration into the entire process that gives your firm the greatest advantage in the business community. 
