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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      At the start of 2012, I was heading up the Northern England office of an international agency with nearly 15 years in the game. We had hundreds of case studies in a wide variety of business sectors and a well-oiled new business machine that helped us qualify and respond to the opportunities that held the best possible chance of conversion.

      

      Through those case studies and that process, my team were closing pretty much every deal we went for - with a company-wide target of 60% conversion, we were skirting between 80 and 100% at any given time. We were on fire.

      

      By the end of 2012, I’d set up my own agency (with just one staffer - me - but that doesn’t matter) and things were somewhat different: I closed my first two deals and came in second place on the next two, but then didn’t win another piece of work from a written proposal in nearly 12 months, and that was with close to thirty submitted. I’d lost access to a huge list of case studies that are so important when it comes to convincing clients you’ve never worked with that you can do what they need, and I didn’t really have a clear idea of what my agency was, or what we were good at. At the same time, I was also helping another agency with their new business development - providing technical and strategic support to their growing digital team - and we were scoring some great results there: they were well established and had the team, the office and the portfolio to make selling easy.

      

      And so the question that begged to be answered was, how do you bring in the work, when doing so seems to rely so much on you already having a portfolio of work to demonstrate your capabilities? It was a question I wasn’t facing alone: when I first set up my company, I was working from a rented desk in the city centre studio of a small design agency. They were predominately working independently as freelancers, but were looking to build up their agency as a going concern and, like me (and everyone else in our situation) were trying to figure out how to bring the work in.

      

      I fell back on what I knew best - open tenders and word of mouth, whilst they attended various talks and events from bigger agencies all about ‘The Art of New Biz’, but were ultimately disappointed by the lack of any meaningful knowledge being shared by the speakers, all of whom were veteran digital marketeers from large, well established agencies and therefore working in a world far removed from our own. We both struggled to find work, and the challenge eventually beat them - they went their separate ways in 2014; but the challenge remains: I recently spoke to several people, from small and large teams, and they were still wondering the same thing - how do you go about finding the jobs? And more importantly, how do you go about finding the good ones?

      

      With that in mind, this book seemed like kind of a good idea. You see, whilst I’m still some way from my first million, my little agency is doing OK for itself: the large pile of discarded proposals have taught me something about the way we qualify and respond to work; and the comments from the clients who do engage with us has really helped in revealing our strengths and weaknesses. 2013 - our first year - paid the bills but didn’t make anyone rich; the recently finished 2014 season saw us grow our turnover dramatically (as near as damn it tripling it, in fact), and just three weeks into 2015, we’ve already secured 5 decent contracts.

      

      In short, I’ve been able to make this new business thing work. I don’t for a minute think I’ve got it sussed - we still lose, and often - but the work is coming in, our conversion rates are climbing all the time, and the work we’re bringing home is diverse enough to be interesting yet complimentary enough that we’re not constantly having to re-invent ourselves and re-skill just to pay the bills. Importantly, we’re taking on work that has the potential to be profitable - a major KPI for new business that is often overlooked.

      

      Given there were so many people in the same position as me when I started, where new business development is something of an unknown, I thought it beneficial to share how I’ve made it work thus far. The aim isn’t to be preachy, or boastful; and I certainly won’t be giving you guaranteed conversion success…but you might find something useful in here. If nothing else, it shouldn’t take you too long to read :)

      

      As with most of what I write, I come from a digital agency background and am speaking with that in mind. That said, I believe the principles I discuss are largely the same and very transferrable to many, most, possibly all industries.
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            THE REALITIES OF NEW BUSINESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s deal with the big one first - anyone can do new business. You don’t have to be a slick salesman; you don’t have to be resplendent with small talk and flattery; you don’t even have to be able to lie. It’s actually better if you don’t do any of those things, as honesty and capability will win out every time. The right team or individual to put a proposal together (and pitch it) are those who have a great understanding of what it is the client actually wants, and how you can deliver it better than the competition. Of course, you need to make sure that your proposal is well written, but the real power in your sale comes from knowledge, and that rarely resides in a traditional sales team.

      

      Another point to get out of the door quickly is that new business is not easy, or guaranteed. Just because you’re responding to an existing client, and you have the most case studies for their requirement in the country, doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re going to win. If you rush a proposal, you’ll likely fail. If you think its simply a case of putting your name in the hat so the client can swoon at your feet, you’re in for a nasty surprise. Don’t expect an existing client to choose you just because you already know them, and don’t listen to anyone who says they can guarantee you a sale. Nothing - absolutely nothing - in new business is guaranteed. Ever. If it seems like it’s all too easy, then you’re either incredibly lucky, or you’re about to lose.

      

      Unfortunately, you will, as a new team, lose a lot, regardless of the effort you put in. Some clients simply don’t look past the prior experience, regardless of present suitability, and will choose a more established team over you. Be prepared to spend all of your time finding and responding to proposals, virtually all of which you’ll lose on, at least some of which you’ll already know yourself you don’t have a chance of winning. There’s more further into the book about losing and why you should embrace it: for now, just know that you will likely stare failure in the face a lot in the beginning.

      

      Something that is often forgotten, or at least neglected when you do bring home a job or two, is that new business is a monster that, if left unattended, will quickly hurt you. You should never take a break from new business development: a typical lead-time from award to your first invoice being paid can be two or three months, and it can easily take several weeks of not longer between a proposal being submitted and a response being given back to you, successful or otherwise. Because you can never be sure what you might win and lose, you need to be constantly chasing work down; you can always decline it later, although it’s better to scale up to deliver it, as repeat custom is a great source of work and you’ll never get it if you piss a client by rejecting a project you won. The reality is, it can be months between opportunities that offer a great fit, and you can’t afford to sit around waiting for them to appear when it’s convenient for you to respond to them.
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            DECIDE WHO YOU ARE

          

        

      

    

    
      The most important thing you’ll ever do for your new business activity is pick a focus for your business. You might declare yourself to be a technical development partner, or a research-focused strategy team. You can be pretty much anything you want to be, with the only real exception being ‘a good all rounder’. People recruit those into their teams, they don’t engage them on an ad-hoc basis for project work.

      

      Established agencies can do everything, yet you’ll find that they still concentrate on a specific sector or project type. Some will specialise in a particular content management system; others will focus on a certain kind of project. The most obvious objective from this is to build up a reputation and a stack of experience that’s relevant to the types of work you put yourself forward for, but it’s also important to have something to shout about that distinguishes you from the competition.

      

      When you’re starting out, you need to work especially hard on your USPs (unique selling points). You won’t have the case studies to back your knowledge up, nor the 10 years of audited accounts to demonstrate that you’re not going to go bust in the middle of a project. All you have is the way you approach a project, or the fact that your attitude or process is better aligned to a client’s needs than that of your competition. With that in mind, it needs to be sufficiently different from your competition to make you stand out.

      

      When I first set up on my own, I made my mind up very quickly that I’d be presenting myself as an agency - even when it was just me, a rented desk and a stack of freshly printed business cards. The alternative would have been to chase down contract opportunities, but I’ve personally always been someone who likes to properly own a project from start to finish, so getting involved as a part player in another company’s projects didn’t really appeal. What I didn’t do was decide what my new agency’s focus would be; instead, I tried very hard to be the agency that could do it all (which is true), but without any real case studies to back it up. Unsurprisingly, success was infrequent. Even on the proposals that I was able to demonstrate ability and experience, I often wasn’t able to write the proposal that focused on the client’s specific expectations; and this was simply because, going for every type of work, I never gave myself the chance to build up a decent proposition or persona: I never figured out how to tell my story.

      

      Once you make a decision on what you’re going to present as your USP(s), you can spend time getting it absolutely bang on: you can blog about it; do research on it; and as you win projects, build up a great portfolio about it. There’s nothing more powerful than a proposal that demonstrates you actually know what you’re talking about, especially when you can back it up with real world examples, delivered by you.

      

      The best part is, you don’t have to be too limiting in the types of work you go for: much experience is very transferable, and there are plenty of opportunities out there that are more interested in the size and quality of your portfolio than the specifics of your proposition; but having one gives you something to shout about - to PR and network with - and over time, you’ll build up a deep understanding of how it can be applied to every proposal you write to deliver real, personalised and relevant value to the client. Even if some of the projects you go for don’t strictly speaking fit your proposition, at least it has still given you a voice in amongst the crowd: a flag in the sand that helps you stand out as something other than just another small team, vying for work.

      

      If you don’t focus on something in particular, then you’re simply throwing your name into a hat that’s already full of ‘full service’ agencies and teams, and a lot of them are bigger, older and packing a far bigger portfolio than you…what chance do you have?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            WHERE THE OPPORTUNITIES ARE

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s opportunities aplenty from all manner of sources: you just need to figure out where they are and which ones are right for you. Some people bring in their business from tireless networking and business socialising; others (myself included) are something of a social leper and find greater success in picking up public tenders and advertised opportunities.

      

      I’ve detailed out some of the main avenues of opportunity below, and regardless of your ability to talk to people or fill out forms, you should be doing at least some of each of the below if you want to make sure you’re starting to bring in a regular supply potential work.

      

      Networking

      Networking - going out and meeting people - is probably the easiest thing to do, because it’s cheap and plentiful. You can go to organised business networking events, usually after hours but increasingly sector-specific lunches and breakfasts, and meet up with both suppliers and potential customers in the areas you’re interested in. I know some new business-orientated people who can end any old night out in any bar with a potential lead, but you shouldn’t expect that to be too fruitful.

      

      My personal networking preference was simply to meet up with people on a one-to-one basis for a coffee. You’ll find freelancers, complimentary suppliers and even competitors are more than willing to meet you for a drink, especially if you’re buying, and whilst it’s unlikely you’ll get much if any work from them initially, you can often find the phone ringing further down the line when a need arises that meets your abilities. My first professional engagement after going it alone was in exactly this manner, conducting some research and testing for someone who was technically my competitor (in the loosest sense of the word) but had a need for my particular skills for a small project.

      

      What you have to remember about most networking events is that either everyone else is there for the same reason you are - to try and find leads - or they’re there to build their professional contacts. The inevitable result is that you get a handful of clients being pushed around a room full of potential suppliers, or you walk away clutching nothing more than a fistful of your competitors’ contact details. There’s worth to these events, but they never worked for me, and you should be wary of going to too many if you don’t start seeing results fairly quickly.

      

      Word of mouth

      Very much linked to the building of a professional network, word of mouth is simply someone - be it a peer or client - telling someone else about you, ideally in response to a question like “do you know someone who can help me do this new project?”. Such recommendations are very valuable indeed, as they act pretty much as a professional endorsement and put you in a very good position with the client.

      

      It’s not as hard as you think to get those referrals, either; sure, you’re not going to be put forward for Coke’s next marketing campaign, but even as a new start, you can find yourself being suggested for all manner of work once people get to know you a little bit. Social plays a huge part in this, with twitter in particular giving you fantastic opportunities to find likeminded people and start connecting with them. Work it hard, and don’t be a pushy dick, and you’ll soon find that not only are you stumbling on tweets from people looking for people to work with, but you’re also being referred to people by others who know that you’re well into a particular skill or job.

      

      It can be a little time consuming to build up this network of people, and you’ll drink a lot of coffee…but it’s definitely worth it. Just don’t forget to do the same for others, too - one who only ever takes will find themselves not being offered after a while.

      

      Repeat custom

      Of course, when you deliver a project, you’re going to make sure you do a good job; but it’s all too easy to neglect a customer once they’ve stopped paying you, especially if it’s one of your early clients, where the demands were high and the value small. This is a bad thing, but then you know that already - customer service is vital to any business, an none more so than a new start. But what you need to realise beyond just keeping customers happy for references and such is that, in reality, most clients need a bloody good reason to abandon you for someone else.

      

      Fair enough, some are more than happy for a multi-supplier relationship - they have defined ways to procure their contracts which means they know they’re going to get what they want, and a large enough team to manage many third parties; but even then, if they know within the business that you do a good job, it will still influence their thinking when it comes time to judge your next proposal. If nothing else, simply being an existing supplier will tend to get you on the preferred supplier list, giving you first (or exclusive) access to their upcoming opportunities.

      

      More often than not, you’ll engage with a single team who prefer a single supplier. This is true right through the smallest clients to the biggest, and they simply don’t want to move away. Even when it’s been a bit of a rough ride, as long as the problems were sorted and the mistakes identified and resolved, they’ll be happy to stay with you simply to avoid the headache of on-boarding a new supplier.

      

      What you do need to make sure is that you actually know about their new opportunities. I’ve worked at agencies before who were surprised not to have been invited to pick up a current client’s other marketing work, only to be told that they didn’t realise we did that kind of work in the first place: they saw us as digital design and build, and we’ve never introduced them to our other capabilities. As well as keeping your clients happy, make sure you keep them informed!

      

      Tenders

      All public sector opportunities over a certain value - across Europe - have to be listed publicly and, unless they are part of a framework agreement of pre-approved suppliers, generally be open for public bidding. Even those closed frameworks are typically put together through a public bidding process.

      

      The types of work available cover pretty much every sector, from the supply of farm machinery through to the design and build of websites. The list is huge, amounting to thousands of potential opportunities open at any given time. Within that list, you’ll undoubtedly find at least a few a week that you could potentially be suitable for.

      

      Access to the list itself is a bit of a bitch, partly due to its size, but there’s plenty of companies who take the list, break it down into something more searchable, and sell access to that cleansed and parsed database for reasonable fees. They all do pretty much the same thing - give you searchable access to the European list of jobs - so it’s very much about finding one that works for you. I personally use b2bquote.co.uk but there are plenty of others, and I use that particular one because it’s fuss-free (many others will try to up-sell other services and support, which I personally find annoying).

      

      The problem you’ll sometimes find is that there are so many potential opportunities that you can’t possibly go for them all. This is where qualification comes in (see the next chapter).

      

      Other than public tendering, you’ll also find companies often list their opportunities on their own site and don’t really do much about advertising it: they simply tell the suppliers they know about and push it through their existing social media and news channels. It took me a while to realise that I was missing some absolute gems on my doorstep simply because I’d not followed the twitter accounts of the companies and agencies located in my area. Get on it, and you’ll have more opportunities that you can shake stick at: just remember that everyone else in the country also has access to them.

      

      But don’t let that put you off: whilst I’ve seen one open tender receive over 120 responses, I’ve also seen others cancelled because they didn’t even get the required three minimum responses. Make sure you qualify carefully and you might just do well.

      

      Cold calling

      The most hated of all business development techniques, you simply pick up the phone to companies and try to sell them something. I’ve personally never taken this approach, and I don’t know many who do…but it’s not always a bad thing to do: if you have a clear offering that could bring actual value to someone, then you might actually find it a beneficial approach to take.

      

      At the very least, you should do a bit of research into the people you’ll be calling. Find out what they’re doing themselves, dig a little on their current website or product and see where you can add value, and then speak to them on a personal level about it; basically, give them a reason to consider what you’re saying by giving them something that’s relevant to them.

      

      Client-initiated outreach

      Believe it or not, a well crafted website can still generate you worthwhile leads. Some clients do still hit their favourite search engine and search for someone who can do what they need: I get a few calls a month regarding Shopify development, thanks to the small amount of support there is in my area from other agencies and the fact that I feature it on our website.

      

      Don’t get too greedy with this, however - a lot of clients who initiate contact in this manner will ultimately need convincing that you can do the job, and that’s typically through the strength of your portfolio….which you don’t have. At the same time, given the relatively low amounts of effort involved in getting your website up to scratch and working on some light SEO activity, it’s worth doing to see what you might get through.

      

      Personally, I tend to focus my website on more focused optimisation - ‘WordPress Agency Manchester’ or even more specific and local. Sure, you’ll get less results because of it, but you’re more likely to pick up local, valid leads, and you’re less likely to be competing with the bigger agencies.

      

      I’d recommend…

      

      Even though the success rate can be low, public tenders are a good thing to do. Sure, they take a lot of time, but you’ll be exposed to a massively varied world of requirements and they tend to give you good, impartial feedback about how you scored. Occasionally, you’ll also see a gem of a job that is 100% up your street, and public sector work tends to pay their bills on time.

      

      Update your website, shouting about your proposition and focusing on one or two services or products in the locality in which you’re operating. Keep it small and focused, and you should see some results.

      

      Networking and cold calling have always been fairly fruitless for me, but if you pick the right events and have the gift of the gab, you will do a lot better. Always remember that you want them to remember you and what you do, rather than sign on the dotted line there and then, so that when a need does come up, you naturally enter their heads and they give you a call. If nothing else, building up a good network of likeminded contacts will mean that you have people to share ideas and opportunities with in the future, and trust me - they do reach out to you.
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            QUALIFYING YOUR OPPORTUNITIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Qualifying opportunities is probably the hardest part of new business development: be too optimistic with your qualification, and you’ll spend a lot of time responding to briefs you never really had a chance of winning; be too pessimistic, and you’ll never go for anything that isn’t a dead cert (and nothing is a dead cert).

      

      A typical proposal or pitch will require significant investment of your time and resource. As such, there’s plenty of factors when it comes to deciding whether to go for something or not. When you consider that you’ll almost always be up against other agencies, many of whom have been going much longer than you and have the proposition and portfolio to match, it’s vital to your success that you do your qualifications properly - you simply don’t have the time to respond to everything!

      

      Relevance

      This is the first thing you should consider, because it’s the one that can help you scrap an opportunity almost immediately: do you actually have any relevant knowledge or experience for this job? Whilst it can sometimes be annoying when you know a client is overlooking your potential purely because  you don’t have a stack of similar experience to call upon, it’s also understandable: budgets and timelines are typically tight, and it makes sense that they’ll pick someone who gives them the confidence in their ability to deliver; what better way to give that assurance than with relevant case studies?

      

      It’s not just about having a portfolio of similar work, however: outside of a few key areas, a project’s requirements are much more about the challenges that it faces - engagement, conversion, content organisation etc - meaning that even if you don’t have experience of projects in the exact sector, you might still have perfectly applicable knowledge from elsewhere; and if you can use that knowledge to their advantage, such as by taking a different approach to their competitors to deliver a USP for their project - then you actually stand in good stead.

      

      All you need to make sure is that you have relevance somewhere: without any, you are at best just another general skills agency, and when you have little or no prior experience (as you will when starting up), you’ve basically got nothing to let the client choose you amongst the competition. Such opportunities, tempting as they might be, need to be parked unless you really don’t have anything else to do with your time.

      

      Proposal requirements

      Especially when you’re new, but always a consideration - other than the project itself, what are the specific requirements for your response? You’ll typically find minimum requirements around insurance amounts and the need for several years audited accounts and sometimes, they’re mandatory at time of submission; if you don’t have them, it might be a waste of time you responding. One thing I always bin otherwise well matched opportunities on is turnover - many clients, especially for larger systems projects, will expect a demonstrable turnover of over 500,000 or more for the last 3 years. I haven’t got it, I know why they want it (financial stability assurance and confidence that you know how to deal with bigger contracts), so it gets canned.

      

      It’s also common to see requests for explicit sector experience. This can often be a good indicator that the client is looking to shop with agencies who know their sector well, so if you’re not rocking the right portfolio, you might want to walk away before you commit a lot of time to it. As much as your approach and solution might seem genuinely better, chances are a clothings retailer will shop with the agency who have 30 clothing ecommerce sites under their belts.

      

      Other requirements are those to which you have to make a judgement call based on your current workload: Do they require creative design for the proposal itself? Are they asking questions that essentially require you to put in a lot of work just to respond correctly? There’s nothing wrong with this, except when you’re already busy with other projects and proposals…sometimes you’ll have to walk away from opportunities that would otherwise be awesome to win, purely because the work required at proposal stage was too much for your current workload.

      

      One thing to be mindful of which is often overlooked - and can be costly when it happens - is how your response should be submitted to the client: if you’re happily working towards the deadline when you suddenly realise that it needs to be printed and posted, typically to arrive before 12pm on a particular day, then you’ve suddenly lost 2 days of writing time which, as is the way of the world, you’ll have been banking on to do final edits and QA. It’s rarely a reason to walk away from an opportunity on its own, but it can mean you spend a few hundred pounds on a same-day courier when you pick up on the fact late in the day. Look for the submission requirements at the beginning and make sure you’ve not missed any deadlines for questions, confirmations that you intend to respond, and how they want the proposal sending in the first place.

      

      What the tender tells you

      A surprising amount of the time, you’ll find that projects are put out to tender to be awarded purely on a procurement basis; that is, there’s series of questions to be answered, each of which are scored by a panel, and the respondee with the most points at the end, wins. Even when there’s much more room for interpretation than a pre-defined set of questions to answer, you’ll typically be given a scoring matrix or at the very least, a list of expectations for your response.

      

      These can all tell you what’s actually expected of you in your response, and where you should be focusing your attentions. If the technical area (in which you’re strong) scores 5% of the total, and relevant case studies (where you’re weak) scores 30%, then you’re going to have a tough time winning even if you get full marks for your technical ideas. Conversely, it can show you that although you do not have much experience, that’s actually a small part of the overall score, and you can get big points in the sections or questions that you have something great for.

      

      You can also get at least an inkling of what might be expected by the tone of voice and wording used in the tender or brief - if they’re being very specific about their requirements, then they pretty much already know what they want and you need to be able to demonstrate your ability to deliver it, even if you then go on to convince them of a different way of thinking. If they’re more informal, light on detail and talk more about objectives than specific deliverables, then it’s possible that they’re looking to you for ideas, and with the right response, you can secure the win simply with great ideas.

      

      Another thing you can tell from the tender is to what level they expect your response to be. Sometimes, they’ll give you explicit page or word limits, other times not; but if the tender is a two-sheeter that doesn’t even contain the company’s logo (and that happens a lot, believe me) then you shouldn’t be thinking of putting together a 200 page response for them - a cheeky 10 pager doesn’t take long to do if you’re true to what you’re saying. Similarly, if it’s a 90 page whopper with hundreds of questions, then you’re going to have to allocate a lot of time just to fill it in.

      

      What the client says

      It’s rare that you’ll not be given the chance to ask a question or two, even if it’s via email or an online portal. Use it, always, if only to ask a formality of them. You should always ask for things like budgets, their team and decision makers, their USPs and KPIs for measuring project success and what they’re doing within the business more generally both in support of this project and elsewhere.

      

      At the very least, it will demonstrate willingness and put your name in their minds; more importantly though, you can pull get answers to any queries you might have that could prove the difference between responding and walking away. You’ll be surprised about what some clients will tell you, and the worst they’ll do is tell you they can’t answer it, so don’t be afraid to ask such things as what they love and hate about their current systems; how their working relationship is with their existing supplier, and if they’re pitching for this work; how many responds or enquiries they’ve had to date; the budget, if not given in the proposal; and if they will accept email submissions when it’s not clear in the brief.

      

      A common question to ask is regarding creative - just because they’ve not explicitly requested it in their brief doesn’t mean they don’t want to see it, and whilst it’s not often the case, I’ve lost jobs before now purely because a competitor submitted creative and I didn’t. You can ask about the client’s views on submitted designs or documents and make a judgement call on if you need to spend the time doing them (or a representation there-of, such as wireframes or mood boards) or if it’s best to walk away now. Doing creative can take a lot of time, so if it’s essential to the response, you might want to can it if you’re not 100% confident on other aspects.

      

      Likelihood of winning

      How likely is it that you’ll actually win? It’s not particularly easy to predict this, as new business is far from a predictable game; but over time, you’ll learn to think not just about your suitability, but the types of competition that will also be going for the job and what they’ll be bringing to the table. You’ll learn how to pick up on the style in which the proposal is written and the process that will go into selecting a winner, and you’ll learn how you stack up against different judging processes and client procurement methods.

      

      You’ll also learn what type of work you’re naturally good at bringing in, and what you just can’t seem to close. All combined, you can start to build up a realistic idea of your actual chances of winning, and if that chance is a reach too far, then you should walk away from it. Instinct has a lot to do with your final choice, and you should always go with what your heart is telling you: if you think you have a chance, and you can fit it in, then go for it - at worse, it’s all writing practice and usually you’ll get some good feedback to help you on the next one. If you’re not feeling it, then just let it go.

      

      One exception to this is the ‘cheeky punt’ proposal - one where everything says it’s unlikely that you’ll win, but for one reason or another it’s still worth going for. Typically, this will be because it’s only a quick proposal to write, or you have an unlikely but compelling alternative idea or approach to the one that you think everyone else will be going in with. You should try to avoid spending too much time or resources on this type of approach - if nothing else, they’re rarely fruitful - but it’s entirely possible that your alternative idea is the breath of fresh air they’re looking for, making what seemed like a slim chance a winning proposal.

      

      Budget and profit

      You don’t always get told the budget, but you can usually find out at least approximately what the client is looking to spend by ‘flinch testing’ them - simply calling up and giving them a few price ranges to see how they react. It’s important to know in your own head how much you think a project might be worth if only so you can weigh up the benefits of choosing that proposal over the pile of others; at the very least, it will help you decide how much time to spend on the proposal, and if it should become a ‘cheeky punt’ or not.

      

      Of course, profit is how much you might make on the job, and is an important consideration too - if you can do it all, have a good chance of winning…but you’ll need to bring in support to deliver most of it, you could end up doing a lot of work on the project only to line the pockets of your contractors, ending up with very little yourself. Sometimes it’s worth it just to keep everyone busy and add another case study to your list; but make sure you’re paying the bills along the way, and don’t think that you have to take on every last job just because it’s better to be doing something than nothing - you never know when A bankroller is going to come along, and you don’t want to be bogged down with too much unprofitable work to take anything else on.

      

      Your actual ability and fit

      Like anything else in your professional life, a proposal is basically an interpretation of your skills, knowledge and experience, represented in such a way as to appeal to a client’s specific wants and needs. It’s highly likely that you’ll reframe the same project hundreds of times depending on the opportunity you’re now  going for, sometimes bringing out the user experience work you did, other times referring to the same project as one that required extensive technical planning.

      

      It’s perfectly fine to do this, as long as it’s not an outright lie: elaborating is fine, but don’t say you did something you didn’t. This isn’t a morality thing, more one of realism: if you’re lying about your experience and ability, then it only takes one well-aimed question at pitch stage to reveal that you don’t actually know what you’re talking about, and from that point onwards it’s hard to win. From a practicality point of view, you’re also much less likely to be able to deliver the project on time or budget if you’re effectively learning on the job because you vastly overstated your capabilities; and what if you can’t find an affordable contractor you were so sure would be available to deliver the unknown parts for you?

      

      It will be tempting to go for jobs that don’t actually fit your ability just because the client is keen and the money is good. Learn when to take the risk, and be prepared to walk away.
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            WRITING A PROPOSAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I go into any detail on how to write a proposal, let me state the two golden rules to which you should (almost always) stick to:

      

      1. Say as much as you can in as few words a possible. Don’t waffle, don’t elaborate unless required. All you ever do with more words is give your reader the opportunity to get bored and start skim reading, or to find out too much detail about your ideas and come to think that maybe it’s not quite so suitable after all.

      

      2. Start from scratch. Every time. Never, ever copy and paste anything from another proposal, even if it’s a similar job and it won you a decent project. It leads to laziness and complacency and before you know it you’re sending out proposals with other client’s names in, referring to your suitability for a requirement that has nothing to do with this project.

      

      OK, with that out of the way, how do you write a good proposal? This isn’t a writing course, more a guide to what I’ve found to work for me over the years…and I don’t mean in terms of selling my exact skill set, but rather the stance I’ve taken with proposals to maximise my ability to close the deal or get into a pitch room.

      

      What I would say is that I personally view proposals as a factual story of how I can deliver a project with the right team to meet their needs. It doesn’t have to sound like a story, but it does have to flow - there’s no point introducing details about the CMS until they understand that they need the CMS, for example - context is everything, so your proposal needs to flow in the right order to get your message across and ensure that your reader doesn’t really have to flick back and forth through your document to marry things up or recap.

      

      Firstly, you re-qualify the job, paying particular attention to the requirements. Learn a little about the client, and try to imagine where this project fits into their business as a whole and anything else they’ve got rocking on. At the very least, you’ll be able to reference this knowledge in the proposal, much to the client’s delight, but it might just help you figure out a clear USP for your doc that the competition haven’t picked up on.

      

      The main thing to get clear in your head is what you’re actually going to be selling in this document. Like any kind of writing, if you understand what it is you’re trying to sell, and it’s something you know about and believe in, then words will just flow out from your fingers into the document. If you don’t really understand what it is you’re trying to convince them you’re the best at, then your proposal will take much longer to write and will invariably be a pile of nonsense with little to no chance of winning.

      

      I’ve often stopped myself, and others who are writing proposals for me, when I can see that it’s not immediately flowing. If the words are coming out slowly, then the person writing generally isn’t sure what it is they’re trying to say, and that’s almost always because they’ve started to write the proposal before they knew what they were writing. Do not start writing until you understand what it is you are selling.

      

      The next thing to do is to list out the key requirements for the proposal - what is the client explicitly asking you to address in your response? What are the keywords they’re using to describe their functionality? All you need is an easily reference-able list that you can keep an eye on to make sure you’re capturing everything, and your document will turn out much better than if you just try to stab at it with guesswork.

      

      Once you have a good idea of what you need to capture in your document, it’s time for a structure - a headline list of each section in your proposal that flows freely enough for you to tell your story for this response. You often start with a summary page, but occasionally you’ll jump straight into the ‘about us’ section. No two proposals are the same, which is why it’s so important to write every proposal from scratch, every time.

      

      To give you some guidance, here’s a typical structure for me:

      

      1. Exec summary - summarise their requirement, our suitability, our response to their key challenges

      

      2. About us - one-pager to get across our USPs and general love of their type of project

      

      3. Project challenges - three or four key challenges for their project which they’ll recognise, and how you need to deal with them. This page is vital.

      

      4. Delivering your requirements - a point by point breakdown of their requirements, and high-level solution to each

      

      5. Deliverables - What they’re going to get in this project. Process, QA, creative as well as the build itself etc

      

      6. Your team - mugshots, names, short bio’s. Give them the confidence that you’re not outsourcing this to China

      

      7. Timeline - A breakdown of key tasks, billing points, sign-off points etc. High level, but enough that demonstrates you know what’s involved in delivering this project

      

      8. Costs - simple but complete breakdown, showing what’s optional, what’s essential, and what’s recurring (hosting etc).

      

      9. After the project - a few words about warranty, support and maintenance etc. Basically, you don’t just take their money, deliver the site and run.

      

      10. Case studies - relevant, concise, include a logo. Try to pick ones they’ll recognise if possible.

      

      11. Contact - sounds obvious, but make it clear who they should contact with questions or the all important win notification!

      

      To be clear, I don’t have many (if any) proposals that look like that, but the purpose is to demonstrate the approach to the story, rather than give you a hard and fast layout to a winning proposal. Other than the executive summary, the flow is fairly standard. Imagine the logical order in which a client will be asking these questions of your proposal: Who are you and what do you do? Do you really understand what it is we’re trying to achieve? How are you going to meet our requirements? What’s the detail around that (in terms of process and output)? Who will actually be doing the delivering? How long will all of that take? How much will it cost to get all of that in the timeframe we like? What happens once you’ve completed the project, are we on our own? Sounds good - can you demonstrate that you can actually do all of this? Cool - who do I need to call?

      

      Each section is supported by the one before it, and it flows into a nice, easy to ready document which you really should try to stick to.

      

      Of course, you’ll have many different formats and sections to add, depending on the particulars of a project. For example, when a client explicitly lists a set of requirements or questions, I typically find it best to list them out in the document in the exact same order, and respond to them point by point. The objective of doing is (and indeed in any proposal) is to minimise the amount that your reader has to think about what you’re telling them. If they have to constantly cross-reference your statements against other parts of your proposal - say to build up a complete picture of what you’re actually delivering - or they have to manually think about what element of their requirements you’re currently responding to, then you stand a far smaller chance of winning than if you’d explicitly dealt with their requirements in a way that they can simply tick off their list in the order they presented it to you.

      

      It rarely makes for a pretty proposal, but your clients can actually read it and be confident that you’re meeting their requirements.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At this point, let’s go back to the first two rules we opened with. Firstly, the art of knowing when to shut up.

      

      Your mission in any proposal is to make your reader spend as little time as possible being convinced that you’re the right person for the job. If you use too many words, they will likely get bored, and given that some opportunities will receive dozens of responses (a record I’ve seen is 127 responses to an opportunity - that’s a lot of reading!!), it’s likely that reviewers will only skim-read anyway….so make sure that what you say is to the point.

      

      Worse than being skim-read is the risk that you add too much detail to your response, turning what seemed at a high level to be the perfect solution into something that isn’t quite on the mark once bulked up with detail. It doesn’t matter that your solution is adaptable, you’ve now got your reader thinking that either you don’t really understand their requirements, or your product isn’t up to scratch. Of course, you don’t want to be too vague, but work to find the balance of just enough detail to get your point across, then stop typing.

      

      As a sub-point of this, and somewhat combined with your structure, is that stuff should be easy to find. Clients really do get a lot of responses sometimes, so don’t be offended if they do an initial pass of all received documents by reading just a few key pages of your document (usually: timeline, costs, executive summary and case studies) so they can spend more time reading in detail a selection of the more likely candidates. As much as the rest of the document is importance once you’ve made your way into the smaller pile, you’ll never get there if they couldn’t find what they’re looking for immediately.

      

      To that end: include an index, and make sure it’s updated before you print or send your proposal; make sure you have page numbers on every page; and make sure that you format your document with clear headers and plenty of space between each section, so things are easy to find and read.

      

      And now for the second point: always, ALWAYS start from scratch. It might sound like a cliche, but it’s true that no projects are ever really the same, and every client is certainly different. If you want to stand out, then you need to deliver a proposal that isn’t just your obvious template document for CMS builds (open source), rather something that you sat down and thought about specifically for this client and their needs. It’s ever so tempting to copy elements out of other documents - after all, the CMS you’re selling today is the same as it was last week, and the way you described your team a few months ago was cited by the client themselves as a definite plus point in your proposal - but it will always lead to sloppiness. If not in the first proposal you do it on, then further down the line, as you get more and more used to copying and pasting from other documents and before you know it, there’s barely an original word in there.

      

      The least that will happen is that your proposals become bland and generic - even an off the shelf product should be sold in such a way as to match the client’s unique requirements, and your case studies should be described in a way that closely matches the project’s challenges…and thus there is no such thing as re-usable copy.

      

      At worst, you’ll get so complacent that you’ll actually leave other client’s names in the text, and proclaim your suitability to completely different requirements or projects. It happens a lot, and it’s so easy to so, and doing so will instantly undermine everything you are saying. Writing from scratch is arduous, but it’s the only way to really deliver a proposal that is tailored to that client and their needs, and if you don’t have the time to do that, when how are you going to convince them that you have the time to do their project properly?
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        * * *

      

      So you have your structure, you know what you’re selling, and you’re prepped and ready to sat it concisely and specifically to your client’s needs. All you need to do now is remember to be honest. It’s incredibly tempting to over-elaborate your experience or skills in a document, especially when you think that the client isn’t going to get into the detail of your document, but I can state that every time I’ve lied in a response - and to be clear, we’re at worst talking about white lies that over exaggerate our involvement in a project - I’ve been pulled up about it. Just like you should never tell a porkie on your CV, clients don’t look very kindly on inviting you into pitch on something that turned out to be less than you made it out to be.

      

      You’ll already have qualified this response, so you know that it’s worth going for, so simply play to your strengths and don’t worry about your weaknesses. f you can, frame the areas that you’re not so hot on in a way that means they play less of a role in the project anyway, further strengthening the areas in which you excel.

      

      Ultimately, as part of telling your story, you get to frame the project - if you can make your clients buy into your version of what their challenges are, then the response you offer will make a lot more sense to them. This approach works well, plays completely to your strengths and means you don’t have to mislead anyone about the areas you’re not so strong. So how do you do that?

      

      The way it’s always worked for me is to include the ‘Project Challenges’ section. You’ll notice in our structure list before that I said this page is vital, and it’s for this exact reason - the project challenges you list here should be ones that the client will recognise, but might not have listed explicitly in their document. You’ll get them through your background research and through some intuitive guesswork, such as knowing that they have a second business starting up in 6 months time, so whilst they don’t ask for it, delivering a CMS now that can support future brand websites will be an immediate plus to them.

      

      What you do when you hit the mark with these challenges is that you basically get to frame the project how you want it - the client can see you’re on point regarding their needs, and you get the opportunity to list out the high level solutions to those needs at the same time. It builds up great trust and is very valuable when it comes to getting your approach and response across.

      

      Once your version of the requirements has taken hold, everything else becomes a lot easier - your strengths are obviously aligned to this version, and your weaknesses (and hopefully the USPs of your competition) don’t seem to matter so much. Obviously, you can’t just re-invent the client’s project to suit your abilities, and it’s not about creating a false version of what is actually required; rather, it’s a slight retelling of the story that’s close enough to the client’s preconceptions of their needs that they’ll accept it, thus making you seem as suitable as possible in the process.
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        * * *

      

      So who should be writing your proposals? You may think that they have to be carefully sculpted works of literary art, but the truth is, most clients don’t care. Obviously, this is somewhat dependent on the work you’re going for - a highly creative project should have a quality creative response, for example - but generally speaking, they care more about what you can do and what it will cost than how it actually looks and feels.

      

      This means it’s far better to get someone who is technical first and an English teacher second to write the technical sections - their knowledge of and suitability to the requirements will win out over less than perfect grammar. Anyone can run a spellchecker on a document, but it’s hard for anyone other than the developer to talk about development.

      

      All you really need is a document owner - someone who can co-ordinate contributions and make sure everyone is briefed on what’s expected of them, when it’s due and to what level of detail it needs to be. That co-ordinator can then piece it all together, keep the reviews and feedback flowing and you’ll end up with an honest, on-target response rather than a generic sales document.
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        * * *

      

      Lastly, there’s an all important thing to do when you’re writing a proposal: be willing to throw it away and start again, at any point. It doesn’t matter if you’re one page in or about to start your final review…if it’s not flowing as you write it, or you’re not feeling it after you’ve finished, then it’s not right and you need to take a different approach. It’s incredibly hard to do, especially once there’s hours of time involved, but you’ll often find that simple editing doesn’t really help and will take an age to bring it up to scratch, and if you’re pulling your face at it, then the client doesn’t stand a chance.

      

      I’ve learned to be brutal when it comes to this: I’ve personally spent a week on a large response only to throw it away and start again when I realised that it was never going to be right. Sure enough, I stepped back, re-worked my structure and took a different approach, and it was re-written in a day (it went on to win the work).

      

      Sometimes, it’s only as you get through the proposal that you figure out exactly what it is you’re selling, and how it all buttons together - no amount of planning and research and substitute actually having to sit down and write it out coherently. Other times, you’ll just have take the wrong tack - often supplemented by a healthy dose of copy and paste from a previous document - and it just never quite finds the mark it’s looking for. Throw it away and start again, and don’t feel bad about it - every effort is a learning curve, and every submission is a win or a chance for feedback and improvement on your newbiz process.
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            DOING A PITCH

          

        

      

    

    
      As every project is different, every response needs it’s own approach. Whilst a proposal might be just different enough to warrant starting it from scratch, it’s probably fair to say that you will never, ever do the same pitch twice - even public sector clients, back in the early 2000’s when they all shared the same requirements and, I think, even shopped in the same clothes shops, will require you take something different into the room, every time you go to meet them.

      

      With that in mind, it’s impossible to give you even a modicum of how to put together a winning pitch, certainly as a single chapter in a short book - there are literal volumes dedicated to pitching…go read some of them if you want a winning formula!

      

      That said, there are some common rules I’ve learned over the years which are kind of obvious, but are also often forgotten when it comes to getting ready for and running a pitch to a client.

      

      Know your audience

      Who are you actually pitching to, and why are they in the room? You might have sent your proposal to a procurement consultant, but their team for the pitch itself is full of marketeers. In such a situation, your highly technical presentation might need some in-situ watering down. You don’t need to know their life history, but finding out their names and job titles will generally mean you can casually stalk them on linkedin and see what they’re up to, and where they sit on the level of marketing, technical and operations side of things.

      

      Establish what they want from the pitch

      There’s no harm in asking a question or two for them to answer prior to the pitch. They can always choose not to respond, and it won’t impact your chances by asking in the first place. If they will allow it, ask them what they’re responsible for in the project and/or pitch, and make sure you cover it off in the pitch - you might find that the answers you get are somewhat different from what’s written in your pitch briefing.

      

      Know where you’re going

      I don’t care if you’re pitching in the city you grew up in or somewhere you’ve never been before - look it up before you set off, and ask the client the obvious stuff like parking, or what it’s like to get there from the train station etc. You’ll be surprise just how often they’ll reveal, when asked, that it’s a total nightmare finding their office, and you’ll save yourself being late and rushed in the process. Similarly, on the day, do a walk-around so you’re 100% sure where it is…if nothing else, knowing the immediate area gives you something to talk about in the light banter than happens prior to a pitch and during any unexpected breaks, so it’s well worth doing.

      

      Make sure you understand the client and the project

      This is so important because it’s likely that the people on your pitch team will not necessarily have been directly involved in the proposal. Don’t leave it until the taxi from the train station to their offices to do some background on the client and what it is you’re about to try to sell them: take the time to understand it a few days in advance, and brush up on it prior to going in with a proper pre-pitch session. The worst thing you can do in a pitch is not have an answer to a question you should know relating to their requirements.

      

      Take the right team

      Virtually without exception, your pitch will be better if you take the right people for the job, rather than the right people for a sale. That is, it doesn’t matter is someone speaks with a stutter or smells a little of biscuits if what comes out of their mouth answers the client’s questions and requirements exactly. They would rather meet a socially inept developer than a smooth talking, but ultimately clueless sales person.

      

      The best pitches I have ever done are where everyone is there for a specific reason, and everyone plays a big part in the pitch, covering off their individual areas of expertise. I rarely pitched with the same team twice, as each project is unique, so the need to address their requirements was also unique.

      

      Always remember - honesty and ability over bullshit.

      

      Add something new

      Clients love it when you make it obvious that you’re actually into their project, and if you can drop into conversation that you’ve actually been thinking about their requirements a little more - outside of any brief you’ve had - and have some new ideas (even if they slightly contradict your existing ones), then you’ll score big points. It’s not hard to do, but it shows great willing as it really gets across that you’re thinking of their needs, not just their money.

      

      Points, not paragraphs

      If someone is reading a detailed statement on the screen from your presentation, they’re not really listening to you, and they’re certainly not looking at you. You’ll also be highly tempted to just read out what’s on the screen yourself, effectively turning into a bit of a robot. You might as well have just sent them the presentation and asked them to pitch to themselves.

      

      What’s on screen should act as a reminder for you to talk around, and be short and on point enough to re-enforce what you’re saying, rather than being the focal point of your pitch. Keep the screen nice and clean.

      

      Be reactive

      I’ve saved a lot of pitches that I might otherwise have lost before now simply by watching the people I’m pitching to. A smile, a nod and a quick note or tick on their pad, and you’re on point; if they start flicking through your doc, or their score sheet, or stop paying attention, or even worse - start frowning, the something isn’t right. Sometimes, they’ll come right out and question what you’re saying. The point here is that you need to be reactive to all of it. If people are losing interest, move things along to the next topic so they can get engaged again. If they’re scowling at you, then pick up on it and either figure out what they’re not liking, or address them directly about it (if it’s very obvious, and non-aggressively, of course!).

      

      Often, it will simply be that they’re either not quite understanding what you’re saying, or not seeing how it fits into their needs….so if you just keep plodding on regardless, the chances are they’ll never really get it and you’ll suffer for it. It you keep an eye on your audience, and react accordingly, you give yourself the best possible opportunities to leave a good impression. With that in mind, don’t be afraid to skip slides if you know they’re not really that interested, and go back on yourself if you need to.

      

      Take more than you need

      You’re not legally mandated to show every slide you took with you, but you’ll likely not have the time to update your presentation to add new ones in the middle of your pitch. There’s nothing wrong with loading the end of your presentation with all the case studies you have, all the process diagrams and anything else that might support a random question that wasn’t in the brief. You can simply skip over them if you don’t need them, so take it all.

      

      Always have questions

      There will almost always be some time set aside for Q&A, and this isn’t just for them to ask you things - they’ll also let you ask some back. THIS IS MANDATORY. Don’t think it’s optional, and don’t say ‘no, you actually answered all my queries in this session’. That simply means that you haven’t thought about the project beyond this point.

      

      Always, always have some questions to hand - a few stock ones about the direction of the business, what kind of marketing they’ll be planning for the launch etc will always keep you safe, but try to find the time to think of something really relevant to the project. Ideally, you’ll make them sit back and think hard about an answer, and as this is typically the end of the presentation, you’ll leave them with a great impression if you can give them something that they hadn’t really thought of…just make sure you’re not a dick about it :)
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            LOSING CAN BE USEFUL

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s no such thing as bad feedback, other than when you don’t get any at all. One thing I make a point of when I lose anything, at any stage of the process, is to ask why. You’ll find that most clients will tell you why you lost, indeed if they were using a scoring matrix then they’ll usually give you your exact scores, along with how else was in the process (so you can see just how close you came!).

      

      Whenever I ask for it, I make a point of asking for brutal honesty. It’s very easy for clients to say such things like ‘all the proposals were of such a high quality, in the end we felt one just pipped everyone else’ but when you delve a little deeper, it can often transpire that they hated your designs, or your approach, or you were too expensive, or they felt like you talked too much in the pitch (I’ve had that, it hurt a little…but it’s worth knowing!).

      

      The point is, the feedback you get from losing is invaluable in that it tells you where you might be aiming yourself at the wrong markets or clients. If you’re constantly losing on price, but you know you can’t realistically make money if you go in cheaper, then stop going for that kind of work (or change the way you do your business to get more competitive). If you’re scoring low on the response or approach section, take a read through how you’re detailing what you’ll deliver and how you said you’d do it to make sure you’re not being too detailed, not detailed enough, or basically not hitting the mark at all.

      

      Basically, you can quickly find out your strengths and weaknesses by finding out what clients loved and hated about what you submitted, and react accordingly to improve your new business focus in the future.

      

      Of course, feedback is only one feature of a useful loss - the other is the fact that you lost in the first place. It takes a good number of loses to build up the data, but you’ll start to see patterns emerge around what was successful and what failed for you, especially when you’re aiming at a few different markets and you have a few people writing your proposals for you.

      

      Some people are just better at writing certain types of proposals than others, and surprisingly it’s not always the techies who write the best development responses, or the sales people who hit the mark on the marketing props - it’s always down to the client and their expectations, and you get to figure out who is best matched by taking a careful look at what’s worked for you over time.

      

      This is why it’s so important to hammer out the responses in the early days, when you have the time - it’s not only practice in writing them in the first place, but you either win the work - which is great - or you get a great set of data and feedback to help you fine-tune your responses in the future. It’s always a little gutting to not win some work, but you should always take the best you can from it.
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            BUILDING YOUR REPUTATION

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve talked about this previously at high level, but it’s worth its own section. When you’re new, no one knows about you - there’s nothing about your company on the internet, and you’re not in any agency or client’s rolodex under ‘trusted suppliers’. You need to work on your reputation before people will reach out to you - at any level - and ask you to be involved in their next project.

      

      A large part of this is, of course, your portfolio - the work you’ve done, and the clients you’ve done it for. This will grow naturally and you take on more work, and there’s not much you can do to speed that up other than take on from pro-bono or loss-leader work to bolster the client list. There’s nothing wrong with doing that of course, but it’s not always financially tenable.

      

      The other thing you need to do is be proactive and loud about your chosen area of expertise. Blog about it. Get involved in online discussions about it. Follow like-minded people in the same sector as you. Importantly, never try to sell yourself - make it clear about what you do, but only offer help - and never follow it up with a ‘we could sort that out for you’ kind of message, which instantly turns your helpful suggestion into a hard sales message.

      

      I’m not going to tell you how to do your marketing, and this isn’t even the beginnings of a marketing strategy, but I do know from experience that I have people who get in touch with me now about work simply because they know I’m involved in the things they’re looking for. I’ve never sold to them, I’ve not necessarily spoken to them directly about offering help or services…but I’ve spent time in their world, maybe given them a helpful suggestion here or there, any when the time comes that they’ve needed some project support, they’ve come to me.

      

      Reputation is very useful, especially when you’re starting out, and it’s worth having a few beers and drinking a few coffees to make sure that people are aware of you.
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            UPSUM

          

        

      

    

    
      So there it is - the journey I’ve been on to start my own agency and turn it into something that warrants having my own office, staff and phone lines.

      

      If I had to sum up what I think the right approach is, it would be: honesty, realism and focus. Keep those things in mind in everything you do, and you’ll not go far wrong.

      

      I hope you’ve found it useful, and the best of luck with your business.
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