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Learn to Do Your Bidding 

Every project is a complex mix of variables. Obviously, the more projects you put under your belt, the better you will become at doing the math. As you build your library of reusable code, customized tools and media templates, for example, your ability to cost out the project will improve and, along with it, the stability and profitability of your business. 

Assess your assets. Before you enter the bidding phase of any project, take stock of your software tools and production resources. Know the value of the people and skills you have to offer, including such things as your experience level and your reliability record. When it comes to skills you don't have, know what it will cost you to contract for them and what you can reasonably charge back to the client. If you decide to learn or develop new skills during the course of a project--a form of on the job training common to this business--be careful that the client does not perceive that you are charging them for your own education. 

If a project requires certain specialized tools or media elements, such as a specific font or the rights to clip media, it is acceptable to charge them to the client, provided these expenses are clearly outlined in the bid. 

Give good meeting. Try to find out early whether the project is budgeted and approved, or whether the client is on a fishing expedition, looking to pick your brain for ideas. Though this may be difficult to determine at first, look for hard facts, such as a desired completion date or specific written goals. 

A specified time frame for the project often gives you your first bit of data, which you can use to make an informed bid. 

Listen. After you have chronicled your experience, demonstrated your work and asked for the general guidelines of the project, it's time to ask detailed questions. Then let the client do the talking. Resist the urge to pour out creative ideas that demonstrate your talent and savvy. But ask as many questions as it takes to make you comfortable that you understand the client's needs. 

Conduct a needs assessment. In a needs assessment, you and the client go over such vital details as who the audience is, what the project is designed to accomplish, when it will be needed, where and how it will be delivered and what the overriding motivation is behind the decision to use interactive multimedia. In addition, you may need to conduct your own technology audit--often charged to the client--to determine what the client already owns and what must be purchased or supplied. 

In the assessment you should determine the delivery/playback platform, as well as what creative materials already exist. Find out what you will have to convert, repurpose or edit from existing material. 

In your production asset catalog, find out which reusable elements already exist in electronic form and which will have to scanned, captured or retyped. Also consider what type and how much programming will be required to make the production do everything the client wants it to do. Determine if the finished work will need to run on multiple platforms or on playback machines with different configurations. 

Develop a design document. Carefully spell out for the client what items and attributes you have determined the client wants in the program in relation to the goals and requirements gleaned earlier. The main components should include a story board in which media elements are plotted, a script that adds text, narration and dialogue, and a flow chart that shows the navigation routes of the product. 

This stage of the bidding process borders on the actual production process. You must determine, based on your exposure to the client, how much actual production design work should go into the bid and what you should leave for the time when you are (hopefully) under contract. For some projects it is best to provide only the skeletal outlines of the project in a preliminary design document; this limits your time investment and vulnerability to intellectual pickpockets. 

Present the bid. A well-designed bid should detail what you plan to deliver and break out each element as line items with as much precision as possible. If a bid is too high but the estimate is detailed, the client may be able to trim to make the proposal work. Spelling out the deliverables also gives you support when the client changes the parameters. 

In your estimate, you should also include a schedule of deliverables and a payment schedule. In short term projects with new clients, payment is often in halves. In longer projects, payment is typically in thirds, with the first third due at the start of the project, the second third due prior to completion and after some major deliverables are presented, and the final third upon completion. Projects that are scheduled over a year may have more complex payment schedules. Existing clients are often billed at the end of the project. 

As you go through the production and delivery process, keep track of the "actual," compared to the "estimated." This will be of value in your next estimate, knowing where you have underbudgeted and where you have been too conservative. Old estimates can also become the template for new estimates. After a while, you'll develop a sense of accurately estimating, as well as foreseeing and avoiding, potential problems. 

Unfortunately, there are no set formulas to follow--only suggested guidelines and a touch of intuition. But with a little practice, meticulous attention to details and a modicum of luck, you will finish the bidding process with a signed contract and a net profit margin that won't make you look like a subsidiary of the United Way. MMP 
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