
B U S I N E S S

THE PERFECT PROPOSAL
Want the secret to wooing clients? It's not in your portfolio.

According to this veteran designer and business writer, it's

in your proposal. Here are his tips for crafting a good one.

In the old days, Yd lug my book around and do a dog-
and-pony show with my work meticulously mounted
to 16-inch-by-20-inch black boards. That's how they
taught me to do it in art school. What they didn't teach
me was how to whip up a proper proposal.

I can't remember the last time I showed my port-
folio to a prospect. It's sitting in the corner gathering
dust. What wins me work these days are my proposals.
As a matter of fact, if I get to the point of presenting a
proposal, nine times out of 10, 111 land the gig.
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Detailing your process
demonstrates to the client
what goes into a project

It helps get around the idea
that graphic design is something

anybody with a computer
and some software

can create with ease.
Why? First, a lot of prospects come to me by way

of referrals from my clients. Second, I'm pretty careful
about t ak ing on new c l i en t s that I know to be great
matches with my business. Third, and most important,
a properly crafted proposal is a potent tool to position
me--and any designer--as an expert. It helps separate
us from our pesky competitors by demonstrating our
problem-solving, consultive approach to the prospect's
communication challenge.

For a lot of designers, writing a proposal is wrought
with angst. Where to start? What to include? Don't
sweat i t . I ' l l walk you through the process so vou can
drait powerful proposals that close the deal.

ASK THE RIQHT QUESTIONS
To begin, you ' l l need to know what k ind of informa-
tion to gather f rom the c l i en t and from vour own

j

research. That means h a v i n g a questionnaire to help
p u l l together info about your prospect's competitive
arena, the audience background and the project's
scope and goals. You can find several questionnaires
to jump-s tar t your i n q u i r y in the Resources section at
CrcativeLatitucle.com. Some of the questions you'll
want to ask are:

• What's the primary message your prospect wants to
convey to its audience?

• Who's the target audience?
• How does the company different ia te itself Irom

competitors?
• What are three adjectives t h a t describe how the

prospect, and/or i ts product or service, should be
perceived by the audience?

• What's the pr imary act ion your prospect wants
the audience to take? For example, call for more
information, learn something or make a purchase
or donation.

• Will additional services, such as wri t ing, photogra-
phy and i l lus t ra t ion, need to be procured?

• What's the budget for the project?

Send for free information with reader service card. Circle 035
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hat last question is important. It your prospect
sn't know, or worse, doesn't have a budget, it

juld raise a big, red flag. It often means the c l i -
ent hasn't thought things through, and thai can spell
trouble down the road. Perhaps your conlact has never

3rked with a designer. If so, you may want to decline
le project and let some other poor soul "train" him.

Not sharing the budget can also mean the prospect
ees design as a product and not a service. It that's

the case, it may mean he's shopping for a design firm
based on price and not quality. A savvy prospect will

something l ike , "We have X dollars for th is project.
What can we get for that?"

DO THE RESEARCH
\tter meeting with your prospect and picking her
brain, you'll want to roll up your sleeves and get the
scoop on what your prospect's competi t ion is up to and

so get a take on the audience.
Fire up your browser and check out competitor

sites. Review any material that your prospect has
provided or that you've found on your own. Where are
the holes? What's good? What's bad? Where can you
position your potential client lor maximum impact? 11
applicable, call your prospect's vendors and suppliers.
Ask for their perceptions about your potential client
and some of their competitors. What do they like?
What don't they like?

From this, you'l l start to get a picture ol the com-
petitive environment. Document your findings. It there
are things the competition's doing better, don't hesitate
to tel l it like it is. Your client needs to know, and you ' l l

have the facts to back it up.
Next, look at the audience. Who are you talking to

and what pushes their buttons? To f ind out, you can ask
Friends, family members and business associates who
match the audience profile for their input and opin-
ions. Cruise the web lor forums and discussion groups
where your audience may be hanging out. Ask your
prospect for demographic inlo and search onl ine for
relevant facts about th is target group, inc luding their
purchasing habits, activities and interests, and product
preferences. Then, based on your findings, distill the
audience down to a single, albeit fictitious, character.
1 his "person' is the one you'll need to persuade.

START WRITING
Equipped with this market intelligence, it's t ime to put
pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard). Typically, propos-
als are divided into the following 13 sections; I ' l l give
you the scoop on each:

Executive Summary The Executive Summary is a one-
to two-page overview of the entire proposal. It's also
the last part of the document that you'l l write. During
the presentation, clients w i l l usually look at ei ther the
summary or the budget first. It's your job to control
that meeting and to strategically guide the prospects
in the room as they review the proposal.

Current Situation This section is a recap ol the pros-
pect's existing business picture and why they've called
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Review the project goals
with your client to unearth
and resolve any misunderstandings.

Its better to address them now.
you in. Demonstrate that you've thoroughly researched

j the market, and be frank about strengths and weak-
nesses. For example, a proposal that we recently
created for a web-design project included these not-
so-positive assessments:

Although C l i e n t XYZ has a site in place, it's un f in -
ished, resulting in a poor visitor experience and erosion
of the brand. The key issues are:*

• Most links are not functional.
• Overall design is outdated.
• Top navigation takes up too much screen real estate,

resulting in most content falling "below the fold."
• The focus is on the company, rather than fu l f i l l i ng

the needs of the audience.
• There is no search-engine optimization in place,

which results in poor search-engine rankings.
Project Qoals Follow up the current situation analysis
by showing how you' l l solve the problem: the project
goals. What the heck are you trying to accomplish?

This should be a no-brainer; you simply restate what
you learned during your initial interviews with the cli-
ent. Carefully review the project goals with your client
to unearth and resolve any misunderstandings. I t s
better to address them now than to discover that you're
total ly off-base when you're 30 hours in to the project.

Competition Here's where you'11 regurgitate the nitty-
gritty you learned doing your competitive research.
Document what the client is doing poorly and note
areas where they shine.

Audience This section is where you outl ine who the
project will communicate to, what's important to them
and what motivates them. You ' l l want to start or fin-
ish with a profile of a typical audience member--that
fictional person you created who represents the entire
audience.

Creative & Marketing Strategies This is where you 11
trumpet your capabil i t ies--without doing any layouts
or other creative work. The idea here is to explain, in
detail, what you plan to do- -how you're going to meet
the project goals and make the audience drool while
scaring the heck out of the competition. Plus, you'll do
it all while keeping within the budget and schedule.
Boy, are you good or what?

Process This is where vou explain a l l the things vou
have to do to make your c l ief t t the bee's knees in their
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industry. Review every strategic, creative and produc-
tion task you'll tackle from start to finish. Detailing
your process demonstrates to the client what goes into
a project. It helps get around the idea that graphic
design is something anybody w i t h a computer and
some software can create with ease. It also helps to
justify those fees you're about to quote.

Fees & Reimbursements This is the budget. The bottom
line. List every task and assign a d o l l a r f igure. If you
need help, visit the Resources section at CreativeLati-
tude.com and download the estimating spreadsheet.

Be sure to give yourself some breathing room.
Always, always, always under-promise and over-deliver.
If you do this, you'll be the knight in shining armor. As
a rule, add 20% to the budget to cover yourself; proj-
ects always take longer than you expect.

Billing, Schedule and Copyrights This is the section
where you'll lay out the production schedule, along
with how and when you get paid. You'll also want to
cover copyright issues. What rights wi l l you transfer to
the client and what will you retain? This section should
also include a provision that says you can use the work
for self-promotion and show it in your portfolio.

Conclusion This is the first cousin to the Executive
Summary. It should be a recap of what you're going to
do and why your client is utterly br i l l iant for choosing
you over your competition.

In many ways, your proposal should fol low the rule
ol t h u m b for speaking engagements: Tell them what
you're going to tell them (the Executive Summary), tell
them (the body of the proposal) and finally, tell them
what you told them (the Conclusion), Doing so helps
ensure that the information is clear and memorable.

Company Overview, Clients & Awards This final section is
where you'll talk about your firm's background, clients
you work for, awards you've won, etc. l o u t a l l your
experience and show the client that you're right for the
job. You may want to include some client testimonials
to back up your egocentric ramblings.

F ina l ly ; don't skimp on the presentation. Be sure
to create a great cover and table of contents, print the
pages on quality paper and package it all together with
an attractive binding. Provide copies tor each person
at the meeting.

And there you have i t . Piece ot cake, no? Follow
this prescription and you'll be whipping out profes-
sional proposals that w i l l meet or beat your competi-
t ion every time. Beyond this, a killer proposal helps to
position you as a professional with both the creative
and business ski l l s to get the job done. Your potential
client will be bowled over--and you'll be smi l in ' . HOW

Neil Tortorella is a graphic designer, marketing con-
sultant and writer with more than 30 years of experi-
ence. vvAvw.tortore//adesign.com/marfeeting_mind
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