Winning Tenders: A Guide for SMEs

Winning tenders
for those seeking to win work
from the public sector

Are you maximising your potential to provide
products and services to the Public Sector?
Your ability to communicate effectively via the bid process is the
gateway to more business. By addressing any shortfalls in your bid
processes, you will benefit from having a more structured approach to
all your sales effort. This guide will show you how.
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The Government agenda is to
broaden the supplier base
Many organisations struggle to succeed in the
public sector. Some believe they are too small
to win a bid and are discouraged by the work
required to complete pre-qualification and proposal
documentation — not to mention overwhelmed by
the language and methods demanded. No wonder
they are reluctant to invest the time and effort
required to write, submit and follow up bids.
Yet, government is proactively taking measures
to help. It is removing barriers for smaller
companies by simplifying access to adverts (via
Contracts Finder) and bypassing the need for
extensive and repetitive pre-qualification.
As Government consolidates spending across
departments in an effort to leverage economies
of scale, it aims to spend over 30% with SMEs
directly, or as sub-contractors to Tier 1 suppliers.
That means that, with a better approach, SMEs
can expect a greater degree of success, as there is
genuine intent from the UK government.

Contracts Finder
Contracts Finder lets you search for
information about contracts worth over
£10,000 with the government and its
agencies.
You can use Contracts Finder to:
• search for contract opportunities in
different sectors
• find out what’s coming up in the future
• look up details of previous tenders and
contracts

Understanding the Buyer
Public sector procurement is conducted by
specialists. Their job is to attain best value for
the taxpayer, while reducing the risk of legally
ineffective procurements. In doing this, they are
constrained by the Public Contracts Regulations,
part of UK law, which requires that they
consider only rational, rather than emotional
factors. Tenders are therefore awarded
following thorough analysis of written evidence,
rather than on the basis of face-to-face sales
interaction, or personal business relationships.
Procurement specialists are required to
publish opportunities publicly on portals such as
OJEU (or Contracts Finder) and Find a Tender,
with the aim of maximising the number of
bidders and securing better value options.
As well as the extensive rules and guidance
under which they operate, public sector buyers
will refer to a large body of knowledge. Much
of this has been developed recently by the
Government Commercial Organisation (GCO)
and Government Commercial Function (GCF)
with the aim of guiding those with commercial
responsibilities.

You can create an account to get email
updates and save your searches. You can
still search and apply for contracts without
an account.
Source: gov.uk

However, there’s a complication. The
interpretation of these rules and the ability
to apply best practice isn’t consistent across
government. This is unfortunate, as it means that
the structure and clarity of tender documents,
especially when dealing with the requirements
of any solution, can vary considerably. Relevant
information may also be scattered across
several resources, which applicants will need to
consult in parallel.
In a typical procurement, a buyer may have
to read tens of submissions. Their task is to
objectively assess and score each one against
established criteria and find proposals that
both demonstrate value and mitigate the risk
of making a bad choice. They are therefore
looking for differentiating evidence of credibility
and experience.
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Success Factors
We have formulated the following advice based
on our experience as professional buyers.

Choose the right bids
There is an overwhelming range of opportunities
on offer, many of which could be relevant.
Be clear about the type of work for which you
can successfully compete. To succeed in the
public space, you must demonstrate specific and
relevant capability, and a track record. Choose
areas where you have provable experience.
That said, buyers are prepared to take relevant
and proven expertise in one area as evidence
of ability in another. Indeed, some buyers will
actively seek suppliers from other sectors to
stimulate innovative new thinking and solutions.

Apply to join frameworks
Procurement frameworks allow buyers to place
orders without the need to run a full tendering
exercise. They aggregate the needs of many
buyers to achieve economies of scale.
You can apply to join a Dynamic Purchasing
System (DPS) framework at any time, although
normal frameworks are established for a
maximum four-year period. You must therefore
wait for new frameworks to be published if you
want to be included.
Once on a framework, buyers can conduct
further competitions between framework
members knowing that all have been assessed,
and passed as being able and credible potential
suppliers with pre-agreed terms and conditions.
Some frameworks allow direct award.
However, these are rare, as government policy
dictates that all contracts worth more than
£10,000 must be competed for in some way.

Tendering opportunities
The UK government publishes tendering
opportunities online at the following sites:
Find a Tender
www.gov.uk/find-tender
Contracts Finder
www.gov.uk/contracts-finder

• what you do, the services and products you
provide, and why you are better than your
rivals.
It is therefore essential to recognise who you are
likely to be bidding against and consider their
strengths and weaknesses.
Companies that can demonstrate real
commitment from executives in the bidding
process are more likely to be successful. Strong
leaders should take note of what they need to
prove to win, and how best to compete — and
treat the bidding process as a chance to test and
refine their business strategy.

Prepare to explain why you should win

Understand the question

Success is founded on a clearly articulated
business strategy and business model that
explains:

When answering a public-sector bid, it is vital
to understand what the buyer is looking for.
This isn’t always straightforward as, due to the
procurement rules, requirements aren’t always
conveniently grouped in one part of the tender
documentation. Successful bidders start the
process by analysing all the documents and then
cross-referencing specific requirements with the
questions that the buyers have given.

• why your organisation exists, other than to
make money (your fundamental purpose);
• how you achieve your purpose and what
unique capabilities you have that help you
to achieve your purpose; and,
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Answer the question
Having understood the question, the next
challenge is to answer it. This may sound like
a rather obvious point, but it’s surprising how
many tenders fail at this stage. Inexperienced
bidders either misunderstand the language of
the question, copy and paste material they have
written before, or focus on points with which
they are more comfortable. They often miss the
guidance notes and evaluation criteria, which are
provided in all tenders to help guide bidders.
Consequently, they fail to score the points
they would have done, had they understood the
question as the buyer intended.

Use the template
Using templates and structured responses
facilitates objective scoring. Comparing a dozen
responses provided in an unstructured format
would be time consuming and unwieldy. If you
do not use the prescribed template, public sector
buyers will therefore find it difficult to score your
submission easily or objectively.
In many cases, you will be limited to a set
number of words, pages or even characters, so

The Augmentas Offer
Failed Bid Review
If you have recently bid for an important
project and failed to qualify, we’ll look at your
submission and provide feedback, free of charge.

Bid Strategy Workshop
If you’ve yet to engage with the public sector,
but want to start, we’ll help you determine an
effective strategy. This is a two-hour workshop
that we discount completely if there is scope
for us to take this further with you.

it’s important to use them to maximum effect.
This means using the full available word count;
no more and no less.

Use the right language
Buyers are put off by unsubstantiated positive
generalisations, like “we’re leaders in” or “we’re
excellent at”. Successful bidders stick to facts
and provide evidence that proves credibility.
Buyers are unlikely to be technical experts in
the area in which you are bidding, so it’s useful
to avoid excessive use of jargon and acronyms —
especially if they are not well understood outside
your organisation.
The complete tender submission should ‘flow’,
and read is if written in ‘one voice’. The message
must be easily digestible. Spelling and grammar
are also very important, as they are indicative
of the quality of your organisation. Poor levels
of commitment here will reflect poorly on your
organisation, although it can’t be marked down
for this in the ultimate assessment.
Finally, remember that pictures paint a
thousand words — and use diagrams to explain
your approach where this is permitted.

Winning Tenders: A Guide for SMEs

Write case studies and seek testimonials

Establish a process

Buyers seek to mitigate risk by establishing
evidence of good past performance. Case
studies and testimonials should therefore be
considered essential components of all bids, as
they lend credibility and demonstrate your ability
both to deliver and to establish constructive
relationships with your customers.
Within the case study, you should explain the
context of the project you choose to cite, what
you did to support it and what you achieved.
Testimonials provide a further degree of
confidence that your work was successful.

Successful bidding is a team effort:

Demonstrate Social Value
The goal of public sector procurement is to
deliver social value, which is not the same as
delivering profit for shareholders.
It’s becoming ever more important to highlight
your commitment to delivering social value, and
opportunities now require you to demonstrate
how you have delivered it in the past — as well
as explaining how you intend to deliver it going
forward.
Specific approaches can allow for the provision
of pro bono support for charities, providing
discounted services or giving additional time to
those who directly provide social value.

Establish a Bid Library
Different buyers often seek similar evidence
to one another. Common requirements include
ISO certification, company accounts, details of
key personnel, environmental and HR policy
statements, lists of reference customers,
case studies and testimonials. This is not an
exhaustive list.
Keeping such documents in a tender library, in
a variety of formats, and making sure they are
up to date, will significantly simplify and speed
up the tender-writing process, allowing you to
bid for a wider range of contracts.
Successful bidders will further save time
by saving relevant paragraphs and diagrams
from previous bids as exemplars, which can be
referred to during the bid-writing process or
included in future bids. However, it is important
not to rely excessively on prescribed answers, as
this can be a route to badly answered questions.

• Procurement professionals identify requirements
and guide authors on the story board;
• The team defines the solution and create a
time and materials estimate;
• Subject matter experts provide technical
responses;
• Commercial personnel establish pricing based on
T&M estimates and propose commercial terms;
• Bid writers re-write responses using common
language and manage logical flow.
• Reviewers look for obvious errors to ensure the
document quality meets company standards;
• Bid managers coordinate the overall effort.
This won’t happen without an established set of
processes, and everybody having received some
training so they know what is required of them.

Achieve the deadline
Procurement rules are designed to eliminate the
possibility of commercial advantage and provide
transparency and fairness.
“Instructions to Tenderers” is a critical
document as it explains the tender’s dos
and don’ts, evaluation criteria, clarification
process and timescales. Buyers operate to tight
deadlines within extensive governance regimes,
so bidding instructions will include strict
deadlines. These include deadlines for questions,
for answers and ultimately the bid submission
itself. Late bids will be disqualified, and the
investment made will be lost.

Understanding the
likelihood of success
Your chances of success are governed by:
• The value of your proposition;
• The quality of your bidding.
The relative maturity of these two factors
determines your most effective strategy and
a starting point is to assess your maturity at
augmentastendering.com/bidding-tool/
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About Augmentas Group
At the heart of our capability is the provision of procurement services to the Public Sector. We
provide procurement expertise to many central government departments, including the Houses
of Parliament; Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office; Department of Health; DEFRA;
Department for Education; Office for National Statistics; Home Office, and Ministry of Justice.

