Top 10 Reasons Your Proposal Was Not Selected in California


Top 10 Reasons Your Proposal Was Not Selected in California

Pierre Landry, Southern California Edison Company

Introduction

In early 2006, after long lamenting the dearth of high-quality proposals for energy efficiency (EE) program evaluation studies, I decided that one solution might be to provide some general feedback to bidders, in an effort to improve the products of their efforts and to make my life easier.  An informal session at the next ACEEE Summer Study seemed like the right venue in which to provide some friendly advice.  This paper represents the formalization of my presentation, incorporating some of the feedback from that session’s attendees.  

This seems to currently be a hot topic.  In the April 2006 issue of EnergyBiz, Meg Matt interviewed half a dozen of her colleagues in the Association of Energy Services Professionals for an article entitled, “Winning Proposals.”  I understand there is a panel on a similar topic proposed for the 2007 National Energy Services Conference.  And when I ran the idea by Energy Division staff members at the California Public Utilities Commission, they were eager to participate in anything that might help firms to provide good bids in the upcoming evaluation research and program solicitations.  Tim Drew of the ED staff was the other “California dude” at the informal session (we did it with costumes and music — if you weren’t there, you missed the fun), and I appreciate his willingness to provide the regulatory perspective and to receive the feedback from the attendees.  However, he was not responsible for the developing the list of “reasons” or for their rankings.  That’s all on my head.
Methods

My observations are based on 22 years in demand-side management at an investor-owned electric utility, and 11 years directly supervising EE program evaluations.  I have been involved in program evaluation even longer than that (in the ‘70’s, my evaluation work was for juvenile gang diversion programs).  But rather than just draw from my own experiences over the years to develop a top-ten list of reasons, I conducted a small international survey of “Fellow Users of EE Consultant Services” using several convenience samples of colleagues in different areas (program management, program evaluation, regulatory oversight).  My request was simple: “please take just a minute and send me your suggestion(s) for additions to the list.  Think about any of the proposals that you've struggled with in the past.  What (anonymous!) feedback would you give the writers of those proposals?”  I have included some of their verbatim replies in this paper.  I performed a qualitative content analysis of the survey responses (translation: I looked for common themes and issues in the e-mails I got back).  There was quite a range, and distilling the list down to just ten reasons was a challenge.

The analysis employed an ultra-modified Delphi technique (Noell, 1990).  The rankings reflect my personal experiences, weighted by what I learned from the survey.  I spent days futzing with the rankings, performing pairwise comparisons of items to determine on their relative contribution to the rejection of a proposal in California.  
Results

I received e-mail replies from 18 respondents, with a total of 68 suggested reasons.  Several other colleagues buttonholed me and wanted to add their favorites to the list; in most cases, this just represented an additional vote for a reason already on the list.

The list of the “top 10 reasons your proposal was not selected in California” is not presented here in rank-order, but in an order that makes a better story.  Readers should consider the ranks as only one indicator of how important these reasons might be in the minds of clients when those clients are reviewing several competing proposals.
So, before I start enumerating all the things that bidders do wrong, let’s start by getting some other reasons onto the table.
Reason #4:  The client didn’t provide a clear scope of work.

Yes, we blow it, too.  Your potential clients don’t always write a clear scope of work on which to bid.  That’s what bidders’ conferences and Q&As are supposed to be for.  But in the ACEEE Informal Session, one brave soul disclosed that contractors don’t want to ask questions.  Since all questions and answers are shared with all bidders, asking a question tells your competitors that there is a question to be asked in that area.  My reply was that bidders could ask questions before the RFP goes out.  Watch the proceedings, know what’s coming down the pike, and chat with the person who will be issuing the RFP before it hits the street.

But even then, you may guess wrong.  And, yes, sometimes it’s even more unfair.  Here’s one contractor’s response to my survey: “Bids are often vaguely written, and I think it is because they don't know what they want, and they are relying on the proposal process to find out WHAT they want.  This has happened to me more than once--and indeed one time, I was told I was a sole source only to discover, by mistake, that they took my proposal and sent it out as an RFP — an error on the assistant’s part when I was included in the fax list.”  My advice: Potential bidders should ask questions.  

And while we’re talking about the things that the client does wrong, let’s get another one onto the table.
Reason #10:  The client didn’t give you enough time to develop a good proposal.

Sometimes we get behind schedule.  Sometimes the regulatory public-input process leads to schedule slippage, which means the time for developing proposals necessarily becomes short.  Hint: Follow the proceedings that you’re interested in, and try to be set up to respond when the gun you know will eventually go off, finally goes off.

Now let’s look at some reasons over which you do have at least a little control.
Reason #9:  You don’t know the rules of the game or the players in California.
The rules of the game are found, among other places
, in: 

· the Energy Efficiency Rulemaking Proceeding (R.06-04-010),

· the Energy Efficiency Policy Manual,
· the California Energy Efficiency Evaluation Protocols,
· state contracting rules,
· previous evaluation studies
, or
· the client's procurement process.

And you should know something about all the players and their roles: the IOU and non-IOU program administrators, the IOU measurement and evaluation teams, the Project Advisory Committees, the Program Advisory Groups, the Energy Division staff, the Joint Staff, the Master Evaluation Contractor Team, administrative law judges, CPUC Commissioners, legislators, and interveners.
An in-state team member helps, of course, but I think there is a business opportunity in all this.  I’m surprised that someone hasn’t set up shop as a trade association for EE consultants, to watch the proceedings and the market.  Maybe it would just take a column in California Energy Markets (you do subscribe, don’t you?).  Maybe CALMAC should incorporate as a non-profit organization, hire a full-time executive director, and provide advice and comment on the EE EM&V proceedings.

Reason #11:  You don’t know California.

(“Reason #11”?  Yes.  What part of “scope creep” don’t you understand?)
If you don’t know California, you’ll make mistakes in your proposals.  This state is huge.  (Can you say “hard-to-reach”?)  There are about 35 million people in 159,000 square miles.  It is ranked third among the states in total area, and San Bernardino County alone contains more land than nine states.  California is about 800 miles long (that’s the distance from Chicago to Philadelphia) and 250 miles wide.  So, for example, routing engineers to site visits becomes a significant logistical challenge.
You should get someone inside the state to make sure you know about:

· terms like “the Inland Empire,” which is not another name for the Central Valley;

· the CEC climate zones (and that most residential customers don’t need air conditioning in Manhattan Beach; most customers can’t live without it in Fresno);
· the history of DSM efforts in the state (e.g.: we used to promote thermal energy storage, but those who were recently touting it as a “new” technology should be aware of California’s previous bad experiences); and
· the service territories other than the IOUs:
· LADWP (Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, to you out-of-staters) is a huge non-player — a big municipal utility that is not regulated by the CPUC;
· SoCalGas is this weird duck that overlaps several other service territories; and
· the irrigation districts and municipal utility districts besides LADWP are complications that need to be understood.
So let’s look at Reason #1.  But first, Ronald Reagan’s favorite joke.
 
Worried that their son was too optimistic, the parents of a little boy took him to a psychiatrist.  Trying to dampen the boy’s spirits, the psychiatrist showed him into a room piled high with nothing but horse manure.  Yet instead of displaying distaste, the little boy clambered to the top of the pile, dropped to all fours, and began digging.
“What do you think you’re doing?” the psychiatrist asked.
“With all this manure,” the little boy replied, beaming, “there must be a pony in here somewhere.”

Reason #1:  We couldn’t find the pony.

When I sent out the first round of requests for input, this reason came back almost immediately.  Thereafter, many commentators wrote some version of this complaint.  Here are some examples (my two cents are in parentheses):
· “You didn’t address the requirements of the RFP.”

· “You forgot that the RFP tells you what we want you to cover.”
· “You’re feeding us our own words.”
· “Regurgitating the RFP language isn’t sufficient.”  (Put yourself in the reader’s seat and try to determine what s/he wants to see in the proposal.)
· “Something about your proposal smelled fishy.”  (We couldn’t quite put our finger on why it smelled fishy, and we may or may not have taken the time to figure it out.)
· “Too much about you.  In the limited space allowed, your proposal was approximately 70% vendor qualifications and past experience of staff.”
· “Your deliverables are not clear.”

· “There is no clear process for ensuring that the research you do will yield tangible benefits.”
· “There are no quality controls on your processes.”  (How will you and I know whether what you’ve done is worthwhile?)
· A kind comment: “Good ideas were not clearly articulated.”
The missing-pony problem seems to be, by far, the top reason that proposals are not selected in California.  Reason #6 is related to the pony problem, so it’s presented next.

Reason #6:  You cant rite real good.

Bidders would be stunned at how often proposal reviewers say these very words: “Y’know, the quality of this proposal reflects what the final report will look like.”
Bidders should get an honest and objective analysis of their writing abilities, and most should then get a technical editor to fix up their documents so they are easily readable — complete, simple declarative sentences using the active voice; well-structured paragraphs with topic sentences; well-structured documents that help the reader follow the development of the proposal; and other “niceties.”  And when “Table 14” is nowhere in the document, and we see word-processor insertions like “Error! Reference source not found,” it makes us wonder what else isn’t there — like attention to detail.

Many respondents echoed this comment.  For example: “The proposal looked like it was done at 2 AM on the due date.  It may have the name of the wrong IOU, or project, so it is really unclear what was being proposed.”  Reviewers understand that proposals for similar efforts are revised and submitted elsewhere, but simple errors like these are the result of sloppy work and are taken as indicators of the work you’ll do for us.
The missing-pony problem was Reason #1.  Here’s Reason #2.
Reason #2:  We didn’t like your team.

They may be very nice individuals, and maybe very competent in their chosen professions.  But there was something about the team we didn’t like.  Here are some verbatim replies from people in the field who were asked to contribute to a list of the top ten reasons (again, my two cents are in parentheses).
· “You didn’t assemble a complete team.”  
· “Some of the staff members that you propose to use are not trained/ educated/experienced in the areas to which you propose to assign them.”

· “The qualifications and experience you claim is not supported.”
· “Senior staff of the company shows no EE experience…previous employment was in the adult entertainment industry.”
· “That’s an awful lot of ‘literature review.’”  (You appear to be proposing to develop an idea.  We would expect that you know how to do this stuff.  We expect to see completed ideas assembled into actionable project plans.)
· “On one proposal, the ‘Administrative Assistant’ was listed as doing the process analysis.”
· “We’ve never heard of you.”  (Oft-asked question: “Should we team with someone to get into the California market?”  Answer: “It’s not a bad idea.”)
Another reason for not liking the team could be that there was no clear single project leader.  Clients almost always want one point of contact who is going to be accountable for the performance of the team.  On the other hand, there may have been a single leader, but we didn’t think he could do the job.  He may be a good economist/engineer/sociologist/whatever, but we don’t think he’d be a good project manager, especially when he has little or no project management experience or training, and very especially when it’s a large project.
Maybe your team leader looks good on paper, but he didn’t make a good presentation in the “best & finals.”  Hint: Get some objective feedback on the presentation skills of anyone who will be talking to the clients.  No one is born with the ability to do presentations.  Some develop a natural talent.  Most require some form of instruction, guidance, and practice.  The process can be formal or informal, but there does need to be some honest feedback somewhere along the line.  Bidders should consider using professional help to assess the skills and to accelerate the training of their client-facing personnel.
A side note: good firms will look down the road and plan now for 2009-2011 staffing needs.  Internships and “fresh-out” [of college] recruitment practices are two ways to get young, educated-but-inexperienced staff into the firm and get them a few years of experience on relevant work before the next wave of contracts is released.  
Reason #3:  We’ve worked with (some of) your team before.

You knew this would be on the list somewhere.  It is fairly close to the top, and it should be.  But personally, I’ve mellowed in my old age; I am not as draconian and unforgiving as I was in the past.  I’ve been the client when some otherwise-good researchers have blown it big time — deliverables overdue a year, large cost overruns, key staff walking out at critical times, invoicing for out-of-scope work, horrible reports that I’ve had to massively rewrite.  But I’ve actually worked with some of those firms after a fiasco.  Á la Reagan again: “If you want to accomplish anything important, ...you have to forgive people an awful lot.”
  Still, other clients are often less forgiving than I am, and a bad reputation can haunt a contractor for years.  

Here are some comments from a colleague who expounded on this topic: 

· “Some firms consistently low-ball the proposal, and then three months into the project, they need more money, which brings their proposal to the same or higher price as the second place bidder.”
· “Some firms do consistently bad work, both in terms of quality and timeliness, while others consistently do excellent work on time and on budget.”
· “Some firms require step-by-step micro managing, while others understand how to manage their firms effectively and only need to discuss major issues with the client and the PAC [Project Advisory Committee].”
· “Some consultants can't write; it takes them 200 pages to say what could be said in 50 pages.”
· “Some consultants are nice to work with; others are a pain in the keester.”
One of my consultants kept giving me reports in a format that I told him I didn’t like.  I finally called the company president.  He chuckled and said, “Pierre, don’t worry.  I’ll fix it.”  And he did.  The very next day I got the report in the format I wanted, and thereafter I got all the other reports in my preferred format.  Another very knowledgeable and capable consultant was not writing clear reports and could not give good oral reports.  I finally went to his VP for help, making a special trip in person while I was vacationing near their headquarters.  His response: “Hmmm, I’ll have to look into this.”  And it was three long months before any changes were made.  Given two very similar proposals in the future, which firm would I choose?  
Reason #5:  Your costs are too high.
Consulting firms think that price is the key determinant, and sometimes the client’s procurement rules do require the selection of the least-cost “technically-qualified” supplier.  But we are buying consultant services, not electrical cable, and the value of similar services offered by different firms is difficult to quantify and compare.  Nevertheless, high costs are an issue.  Here are some of the comments from survey respondents (my comments are in parentheses):
· “The cost of some proposals is way too high for the expected results.”
· “‘Gold-plated’?  Even gold plating isn't that expensive.”
· “Their hourly rates are the same size as their egos.”  (Do you really expect us to tell the ratepayers we paid you $300/hour to design a sample of our customers?)
· “Show me the money!”  (Personally, I’m usually looking for it in the “Data Collection” tasks.  I saw one million-dollar proposal with $100,000 for “Task 2: Revise the Research Plan.”  That seemed a bit high to me.)
· “Where’s the beef?”  (When all is said and done, what do I get for my money?)
· “That’s too much money if all you plan to do is borrow my watch, then tell me the time.”
· “Let me see if get this straight:  Of your $1 million budget, you will spend about $700,000 for what amounts to gathering your client’s input and documents, and the other $300,000 will be spent for shuffling papers, copying and rebinding.”
Reason #7:  We never got your proposal.

You never told us that you now can do this stuff, so we didn’t put you on the bidders list.  Make sure you update our records of your corporate qualifications with more than an e-mail saying that “John Doe has recently joined our team.”  Are you still in business?  Interested in working west of the Mississippi?  What’s your firm’s emphasis, now that you’ve been bought out?  Do you have a California office, or just an “Independent Contributor” living in the Bay Area?

We may never have gotten your proposal because you didn’t bid.  Yes, it takes marketing dollars to prepare proposals, so choose wisely, but bid.  You can’t win if you don’t bet.
One respondent wrote that he had heard, essentially: “The dog ate my proposal.”  The sad stories that I hear have thankfully been few, but I did have one local firm miss the deadline because their cut-rate delivery service couldn’t find the office to deliver the proposal package.  In order to select a proposal, I must first receive it.  Make it happen.
Reason #8:  Another bidder proposed more than the RFP requested.

I really wanted this reason to be ranked higher, but seven other reasons trumped it in the pairwise comparisons.  We’re usually looking for firms that can collaborate with us as team members and advisors.  We expect our consultants to know as much as we do, but often, our consultants know more than we do.  They have experience from working for years in California or elsewhere in the country — or the world, for that matter.  They may be subject-matter experts in areas we are not, like industrial processes or statistical techniques.  They may have valuable industry connections.
Any of these characteristics may allow you to suggest something beyond the scope of work for which we are asking you to submit a proposal.  You should bid on the RFP’s scope of work, of course, then propose any additional or alternative tasks with a separate price.  In the informal session at Asilomar, one attendee asked if the price for these alternatives was always required.  My reply: Help me out; if possible, a price should be provided — at least a ballpark figure — so I can decide if it is a feasible option.  But some cost-estimations require a lot of effort, and I personally wouldn’t expect a bidder to develop an expensive, detailed bid if the client may not be interested.
Successful players do not rest on their laurels.  If we’re evaluating the next program-year cycle of a program that you’ve evaluated in the past, you should build on the lessons learned, and add value from your insider’s view.  Not only do you know the data tracking systems and other budget-saving information; you’ve been “inside” and should be able to suggest interesting and valuable add-ons that were not in the RFP.

Summary
Table 1 presents the reasons discussed above.  For many readers, there will be few surprises in the list.  Perhaps the order.  Perhaps the acknowledgement that we clients share some of the responsibility for poor proposals.  Readers should consider the ranking as only one indicator of how important these reasons are in the minds of clients when they are reviewing competing proposals.  Remember, too, that the ranks will vary by client, and that the numbering represents ordinal rankings, not interval differences.
Table 1.  Top 10 Reasons Your Proposal Was Not Selected in California

	1.
	We couldn’t find the pony.

	2.
	We didn’t like your team.

	3.
	We’ve worked with (some of) your team before.

	4.
	The client didn’t provide a clear scope of work.

	5.
	Your costs are too high.

	6.
	You cant rite real good.

	7.
	We never got your proposal.

	8.
	Another bidder proposed more than the RFP requested.

	9.
	You don’t know the rules of the game or the players in California.

	10.
	The client didn’t give you enough time to develop a good proposal.

	11.
	You don’t know California.


Results Specifically Concerning Program Proposals

My original intent was to discuss only the proposals for energy efficiency program evaluation studies; those are what I deal with most often.  But Tim Drew of the CPUC Energy Division (and eventually others) urged me to broaden the investigation to include energy efficiency program proposals that are submitted by third parties (i.e., not the IOUs and not the state government).  In the survey responses that addressed program proposals, there was a lot of overlap with the reasons given for the evaluation proposals — poor writing, sloppy documents, high costs, the missing-pony problem.  A bad proposal is a bad proposal, no matter what the subject.  There were also some comments specific to program proposals, however, and Table 2 lists five that are discussed below.  The order is based on my own review of program proposals (as a member of our internal review teams), swayed by the vociferousness of some of my respondents’ harangues.
Table 2.  Top 5 Reasons Your Program Proposal
Was Not Selected in California
	1.
Your program design is poor.

	2.
You didn’t read the RFP!

	3.
You made up the numbers.

	4.
You are proposing fantasy measures.

	5.
The idea isn’t new.


Reason #1:  Your program design is poor.

Some interesting ideas were not presented as workable (or even sensible) programs.  In addition, many proposals do not adequately anticipate the effort involved in administering a program: e.g., ramping-up, finding and recruiting customers, and complying with regulatory reporting requirements.  One respondent wrote that he saw a “good idea, but a horrible means of implementing it.”  Another wrote: “Installing metering/ monitoring equipment will NOT guarantee energy savings.”
Reason #2:  You didn’t read the RFP!
This reason was a close runner-up for the top reason that program proposals were not selected.  Of course, there are the usual problems of not following the RFP instructions for the format of the proposal; it’s tough for me to fill out my proposal review scorecard when I can’t find the information I expect is in there somewhere.  But there were a variety of comments about proposals simply not responding to the RFP we issued.  One proposal projected a ton of savings over 10 years, even though the instructions were for a maximum two-year program.  Some of the program ideas did not fit our energy efficiency program solicitation.  We received proposals for load shifting, load management, demand response, photovoltaic cogeneration, and several demonstration projects.  They might even be nice program proposals, but they were not proposing activities we were currently funding.
Reason #3:  You made up the numbers.

Our engineers, program managers, and other team members reviewed the assumptions for each of the program proposals (e.g., EUL, IMC, NTGR, OpHrs — and if these abbreviations are puzzling, you shouldn’t be submitting a proposal).  The sources of the assumed values were sometimes not stated, or the values were flat-out wrong.  Of course, these “optimistic” values always yield over-estimates of the expected energy savings.  One respondent wrote that, in what must have been a particularly confused program proposal, he found “three different savings values for a measure, and no detailed explanation of how or why.”  

Reason #4:  You are proposing fantasy measures.

Besides fantasy energy-savings assumptions, some of the measures themselves were pieces of fantasy.  Near-perpetual-motion machines were reportedly seen in a recent round of proposals, and one proposal had “no specific measures, but projected a ton of savings.”  An engineer wrote: “My favorite was from a couple of guys who were trying real, real hard to launch their after-retirement garage inventions and import businesses.  They had non-existent products but wanted us to give them the money and they’d have a sample for us in a month!  Could be the "Invisible Product Line."

Reason #5:  The idea isn’t new.

In California, third parties were asked to submit proposals for new ideas.  SCE solicited “Innovative Designs for Energy Efficiency Applications” — the IDEEA Program.  So it’s not surprising that a problem mentioned by numerous respondents was, as one put it, “except in packaging, the idea is not new.”  We also saw proposals for things the current program administrators are already doing, and proposals for marginal or outdated technology.  
Conclusions

Proposal writing is but one step in the long process by which we accomplish the important work we are doing in California.  Politics, regulation, strategic planning, and program design precede it.  Program administration or evaluation research follows it.  (And hopefully, more political discussion, revised regulations, updated strategic planning, and improved program design also follow.)  In the big picture, proposal writing is a small corner, but it is an area in which an organization with a program idea or a consulting firm that does evaluation research each has significant control over its own destiny.  This paper was written to encourage more firms to submit proposals in California, and for all firms to submit better proposals.  With the millions of dollars available in the coming years for program administration and program evaluation, it will be a problem to spend these funds wisely, efficiently, and fairly.  Good proposals are part of the solution.
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