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IEMA ‘How to’
Submit a winning bid



“There’s always room for a story that 

can transport people to another place”

J.K. Rowling
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… ?



How to submit a 
winning bid

Bids are about storytelling

#1 Start with the recipient of the bid in mind – the reader

#2 Build a plan around the rules of the game – the storyboard

#3 Write clear, concise and compelling text – the narrative

#4 Include effective graphics and layouts – the visuals

#5 Use reviews to add value and improve – the best
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#1 

Start with the 
recipient of 
the bid in 
mind

30 June 2021© Arcadis 2021 5

The reader

Bids are written for the 

customer – our offer must 

explain how it overcomes 

their problem and gives 

them what they need

Customer 

needs

Your

offering
Customer 

needs

Competitor 

offering

Your

offering
Customer 

needs



“One can never have enough socks. 

Another Christmas has come and gone

and I didn’t get a single pair. People will 

insist on giving me books”

Albus Dumbledore

Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone

The reader

Bids are written for the 
customer – our offer must 
explain how it overcomes 
their problem and gives 
them what they need



1. Start with the recipient of the bid in mind

1.1 Identify the decision makers 1.2 Use SWOT analysis to build win themes
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Where possible start capture planning early and use ongoing actions to build your understanding improve your position

Strengths

Build on our 
strengths

Weaknesses

Address our 
weaknesses

Opportunities

Ghost competitors’ 
weaknesses

Threats

Neutralise competitors’ 
strengths

Why our team? Why the competition?

Economic buyer

Ultimate budget holder 
with authority to appoint

User buyer

Day-to-day interface who 
lives with our solution

Technical buyer(s) / 
procurement

Gatekeepers who 
evaluate and influence

Sponsor                     
(or anti-sponsor)

Influential senior who wants 
us (or a competitor) to win

Perception: what do they think of you today?

Profile: what are their drivers, pain points and gains?

Empathy: what do they ‘think’, ‘feel’, ‘say’ and ‘do’?

Actions: to build understanding / improve position

Bid strategy: internal team tactics to help us succeed

Win themes: external messages we will use throughout our bid  



#2 

Build a plan 
around the 
rules of the 
game

30 June 2021© Arcadis 2021 8

The storyboard

Bids are often prescriptive 

and require responses to 

specific questions (these 

may not be the topics we 

wanted to write about) 

Question
%

Winner’s 

score

Your 

score

Client feedback

T1. Understanding and methodology (5 sides)
Proposed approach describing key activities and deliverables

Methodology - inc contract management and managing subs

Demonstration on how value will be added

25.00 18.75 6.25 

25% of the available score / 68% off the winner’s
Only half of the available page limits used

Approach did not include activities and deliverables

Nothing about how the contract will be managed

Sentence cuts off on p4 so no justification of approach

T2. Quality of resource (5 sides + CVs)
Relevant experience of similar task for each team member

Key staff (synopsis, role, expertise, involvement by stage)

CVs (2 page per person) inc relevant experience / 

qualifications

Confirmation of availability for the duration

25.00 18.75 12.50 

50% of the available score / 33% off the winner’s
More evidence of relevant skills required

No evidence of relevant modelling experience

No explanation of transferrable / added value

Lead individual did not have the role required chartership

T3. Delivery and risks (2.5 sides + programme)
Detailed programme to deliver services

Full project plan with clear milestones

Full resource schedule (person days by role)

Any risks associated with delivery and management rationale

10.00 7.50 5.00 

50% of the available score / 33% off the winner’s
Incomplete programme – only showed early stages

Little detail of detailed activities below overarching stages

Some evidence of risks and mitigation but not much detail

No detail how client resources would collaborate / interface

T4. Innovation and problem solving (2.5 sides)
Demonstrate the innovations and problem solving you will bring

Must be directly relevant to this project

10.00 7.50 5.00 
50% of the available score / 33% off the winner’s
Some evidence of innovation and problem solving

But not clear how this would add value to the commission

70.00 52.50 28.75
41% of the available score / 45% off the winner's

Insufficient to reach (40 out of 70) threshold



“Dark times lie ahead. There will be a 

time when we must choose between 

what is easy and what is right”

Albus Dumbledore
Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire

The storyboard

Bids are often prescriptive 
and require responses to 
specific questions (these 
may not be the topics we 
wanted to write about) 



2. Build a plan around the rules of the game
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2.1 Fully understand the bid requirements 2.2 Take time to plan your answer before writing

• Logistics - when, where, what, how …?

• Style – open story, prescribed answers …?

• Restrictions – page / word limits, diagrams …?

• Evaluation – weightings, marking definitions …?

• Format – hard copy, upload, character boxes …?

• Language – client terminology, understanding …?

• Focus – big ticket items, interdependencies …?

What must we include or do to be compliant?

What else must we include or explain to maximise our score?

Can we work back from the submission date to create a programme?

1. Headings
Break the question 

down into chunks

2. Subheadings
Emphasise specific  

marking criteria

5. Features 

and evidence
Bullet point the 

story under each 

heading

4. Word and 

page limits
Assign targets 

to each 

heading

8. Owner 
Someone on 

point to draft 

the response

7. Win 

themes
Check common 

messages 

visible and 

relevant 

6. Tables and 

figures
Spot opportunities 

for graphics

3. Wrap 

arounds 
Allow space for 

introductions

and endings

ATFQ!



Thoughts on answer planning
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It’s the conversation that is important

Adopt a proportionate approach for your bid

Different minds work in different ways

It’s a plan – it doesn’t have to be beautiful

Don’t be put off by virtual working

Try Teams, MS Whiteboard, OneNote …



#3 

Write clear, 
concise and 
compelling 
text
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The narrative

We will confuse or lose 

the reader if they cannot 

understand or ‘get’ our 

story on their first pass 

“We want to create an environment and platform whereby [Client] officers and 
[Consultant] staff can work together to develop the successful outcome of a 
project. To attain this, there may be projects which will benefit from a [Consultant] 
staff member working on a particular project spending a day or two a week working 
from [Client] offices. This is so that there can be transparent and effective 
brainstorming and discussions. This is dependent on the nature of the project. 
There are times where discussions with local officers will be beneficial to the 
development of a solution. It has been our experience that it is so much more 
effective to have those during the course of a working day rather than at a meeting 
as there are times when you remember a particular issue and can then just turn 
around and tell the team member. It also assists with the brainstorming. It does 
help understand local issues and concerns. It also builds effective communication 
between technical staff. This has been known to facilitate knowledge transfer.”

170 words / 10 sentences

“We will create an environment in which [Client] and [Consultant] staff work 
together to deliver successful project outcomes.  Where appropriate, we will co-
locate in your offices to support collaboration and transparent communication.  In 
our experience this builds a common understanding of local issues, encourages 
timely discussion and enables knowledge transfer.”

49 words / 3 sentences



“Words are, in my not-so-humble 

opinion, our most inexhaustible 

source of magic”

Albus Dumbledore
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows

The narrative

We will confuse or lose 
the reader if they cannot 
understand or ‘get’ our 
story on their first pass 



3. Write clear, concise and compelling text

• Words: Would you say that out loud if you were face-to-face?          
A mix of long and short familiar words creates rhythm and pace

• Sentences: Can you read that out loud in one breath?         
Each sentence should be a unit of thought (20 to 25 words long)

• Paragraphs: Does each form a bite-sized chunk on a theme? 
Signpost the topic the paragraph contains in the opening line

• Readability: Does the response look dense or like hard work? 
Draw the reader in and make them want to turn the page
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3.1 Avoid the ‘so what’ moment 3.2 Cut the fluff, guff, geek and weasel words

\\\\\

ADVANTAGE – Why your approach

EVIDENCE – The proof / ‘trust us’ moment

OBJECTIVE – How it solves the problem

BENEFIT – The value it generates

FEATURE – What you do



Thoughts on words
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Balance long subject-matter vocabulary with 
short alternatives for familiar words

In-built phrases add little to our writing and can 
be replaced to help meet word limits

Adopting the active voice (‘who’ doing’ what’)

naturally leads to shorter sentences

Ascertain Find

Assist Help

Commence Start

Demonstrate Show

Henceforth ?!

Initiate Start

Necessitate Require

Requirements Needs

Sufficient Enough

Terminate End

Utilise Use

… in the event that … if

… despite the fact that … Although

… due to the fact that … Since

… the process by which … How

… by virtue of the fact that … Because

… as a result of … Because

… owing to the fact that … Because

… does not include … Omits

… subsequent to … After

… prior to … Before

… in order to … To

The design of the bridge was carried out 

by James … (10 words)

James designed the bridge … (4 words)

There were exhibitions in key locations 

before construction in which stakeholders 

were consulted … (13 words)

Exhibitions consulted stakeholders in key 

locations before construction … (8 words)

A similar project was undertaken by 

Arcadis’ team using this approach …

(11 words)

Arcadis undertook a similar project using 

this approach … (8 words)



#4 

Include 
effective 
graphics and 
layouts
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The visuals

Evaluators read multiple 

bids in a single day, each 

containing lots of ideas - it 

helps if we make key 

information easy to find 



“I sometimes find, and I am sure you 

know the feeling, that I simply have too 

many thoughts and memories crammed 

into my mind”
Albus Dumbledore
Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire

The visuals

Evaluators read multiple bids 
in a single day, each 
containing lots of ideas - it 
helps if we make key 
information easy to find 



4. Include effective graphics and layouts
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4.1 Think visually from the outset
Answer plan First draft

Fully writtenProduction



4. Include effective graphics and layouts
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4.2 Help the reader to navigate on the first pass



#5 

Use reviews 
to add value 
and improve
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Become the best

Reviews create tensions 

(quite often over personal 

preference) – our team’s 

collective aim is to win



“Differences of habit and language are 

nothing at all if our aims are identical and 

our hearts are open”

Albus Dumbledore
Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire

Become the best

Reviews create tensions 
(quite often over personal 
preference) – our team’s 
collective aim is to win



5. Use reviews to add value and improve
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5.1 Select a mix of reviewers 5.2 Be clear about the purpose of each review

Horizontal 

Compliance 

Vertical 

Subject-matter 
deep-dive credibility

• Content plan: Early check of the structure and compliance with 
requirements and scoring criteria before we start to write

• First draft: Seeing that a complete story is emerging - an 
opportunity to realign or seek help (whilst there is time to adapt)

• Fully written: Standing in the client’s shoes to see that a clear 
and compelling offer is set out (also checking our commitments) 

• Final production: A core team page-turn consistency check on 
writing, presentation and layout before signing-off for submission

Align author / review expectations at each stage

Right comments at the right time - maturing answers

Early challenges minimises rewrites

Cross-cutting 
themes / knowledge

ATFQ, clarity and 
consistency 



How to submit a 
winning bid

#1 Start with the recipient of the bid in mind – the reader

Identify the decision makers

Use SWOT analysis to build win themes

#2 Build a plan around the rules of the game – the storyboard

Fully understand the bid requirements

Take time to plan your answer before writing

#3 Use clear, concise and compelling text – the narrative

Avoid the ‘so what’ moment

Cut the fluff, guff, geek and weasel words

#4 Include effective graphics and layouts – the visuals

Think visually from the outset

Help the reader to navigate on the first pass

#5 Use reviews to add value and improve – become the best

Select a mix of reviewers

Be clear about the purpose of each review
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“There’s always room for a story that 

can transport people to another place”
J.K. Rowling

“Happiness can be found in the darkest 

of times, if one only remembers to turn 

on the light”
Albus Dumbledore
Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban



Arcadis. Improving quality of life.

Contact
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Simon Hubbard 
BEng (Hons) CF APMP

Strategic Pursuits Director

simon.hubbard@arcadis.com

07555 133098

Simon Hubbard | LinkedIn

mailto:simon.hubbard@arcadis.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/simon-hubbard-43092829/

