The idea of marketing

1 Introduction
In many professions, the idea of marketing has traditionally not only been foreign but downright distasteful. After all, what so-called professional would even need to go out hustling for business? While this view may still hold true in some people's minds, it is definitely rapidly receding before the forces of today's economic reality. Over the last decade, competitive advantage has become very difficult to achieve and maintain in all the economic sectors including the construction industry. (Ganah, 2008) As more and more professions become overcrowded, competition for customers is ever increasing and it can be asked exactly how professionals should go about drawing favourable attention to themselves.

By first recognizing the special problems they face in marketing their services. (Bloom, 1984) Among the obstacles identified by Bloom are client uncertainty about obtaining professional services, the difficulties in distinguishing between firms and lastly the immeasurable benefits of advertising. Luckily for most professional consultancy firms involved in the building industry, most if not all contracts awarded have to undergo a tender process making it much easier for newcomers to the market to compete with the well established firms. This doesn't necessarily mean that everything is rosy in this industry, tenders may be a lucrative source of income for small business, but can be a minefield to negotiate, particularly since legislation changes regularly and requirements differ between organisations and government sectors. Getting the process right not only saves time and effort but has the potential to set up lucrative income streams. (Business Day, 2007) A sound marketing strategy is also needed to differentiate your firm from the next.

In the next section, different marketing techniques to make you stand out from your competitors will be discussed before delving deeper into the South African tender process.
2 Literature Review

2.1 Creative Marketing Techniques
For decades, professional consultancy firms were reluctant marketers. They thrived in a cosy world where networks of personal relationships and word-of-mouth brought them enough new clients to grow a profitable business. Those days aren't gone, but they are fading fast. (McLaughlin, 2005) Professional marketing has only recently been recognised as an important factor for business success in the construction industry. (Walker, 2007) To compete for and win the most profitable work, professional service providers must rethink familiar marketing practices and focus their marketing strategies on the issues that really matter to clients. This shift in the marketing mindset should start by challenging three common myths. (McLaughlin, 2005)

Myth 1: Great work speaks for itself

Some believe that delivering outstanding results in the present is the foundation of a successful marketing strategy. While it is true that flawless delivery is essential for long-term success, you can't assume in today's business environment that word of your great performance will travel through your client's organization, and beyond that to others, without a sustained effort on your part. To get the word out, you need client-level communication plans for your current clients, and you need to integrate the details of the success which you have helped clients achieve into your overall marketing plan. (McLaughlin, 2005)

Myth 2: It's safe to follow the leader

Of course there is value in learning from the success of others. Many firms face similar marketing challenges, so using the ideas of those who share your plight may seem like a good way to accelerate the development of your marketing strategy. Unfortunately, relying on the marketing programs of others blurs the subtle differences between professional service firms, leading to client perception that very different firms have the same characteristics. You don't have to stop using those market differentiators completely but lead your marketing with something more client-focused, such as your detailed understanding of the client's problem followed by how you helped others in a similar situation. (McLaughlin, 2005)

Myth 3: A Website is just a promotional tool

The vast majority of prospective clients head straight to your website before they call you. Often, that website visit is the prospective client's first step in a business relationship with you. With a virtual handshake, your site has the power to create a positive first impression that can mean the difference between getting a follow-up call from the client or losing that opportunity. Your website should be a critical part of your strategy to initiate and sustain relationships with clients, instead of just a promotional tool. Nothing substitutes for the power of personal interaction with clients, but your website can and should re-enforce your commitment to clients. Professional consultancy firms differ from one another in many ways, including size, scope of services, culture, client management philosophies and people and yet, to clients, their websites make them look like clones of one another.

Your website should help you to gain a clients' trust. Your site's content should be built around specific client problems and issues, and not around qualifications or generic mission statements. Give clients what they're looking for; a way to see that your firm understands exactly what they need. (McLaughlin, 2005)

Let's be fair, selling intangibles is hard work and putting together a successful website that tries to sell these intangibles is even harder. Yes, websites for professional consultancy firms have a limited purpose, but even if they exist mostly to soften the sale, shouldn't professional service sites do that well? (Stern, 2006) A good website may or may not land you that big contract but a bad one will definitely loose you an opportunity. At best it will make it harder to cash in, and in today's day and age, who needs things to be harder than it already is?

It is clear that the marketing of professional services is evolving, with many new ways to attract and retain clients. Some marketing strategies have lost their magic, while others are emerging as winners. Social networking websites such as Facebook and LinkedIn is showing a dramatic increase in professional marketers considering a presence on these sites as beneficial to their company profile. In a recent study it was also clearly seen that attitudes towards accessing Facebook and LinkedIn in office hours have undergone a massive change since 2007.

LinkedIn is now seen as:
· Beneficial by 64%

· Harmless by 22%

· A problem by only 6%

· 7% had no opinion.
Facebook, by contrast is seen as:
· Beneficial by 24%

· Harmless by 22%

· A problem by 38%

· 16% had no opinion.
Eighteen months ago, no one saw these sites as beneficial. (Chaplin, 2009) On the other hand, another popular social site Twitter is turning out to be a fad that has peaked according to numerous research studies. (Bodine, 2009) Luckily in South Africa we are always slightly behind the curve as far as new technology trends are concerned and only time will tell if using one of these approaches will be considered as the new killer marketing strategy to use.

One marketing truth won't change however: Clients will continue to buy from trustworthy and competent people who can demonstrate, beyond a reasonable doubt, that they can produce the results they promise. If this can be demonstrated to the market then clients will line up to work with you. (McLaughlin, 2005)
2.2 The South African Procurement Process
The main purpose of this paper is to analyse the South African procurement (tendering) process. In general, this procurement policy describes the method or rules by which public sector institutions procure goods and services from the private sector. Essentially, it means setting up a fair system of adjudication between the many competing bids received from consultants, suppliers, service providers and contractors. As tax is essential for all governments, every country's procurement policy insists that all individuals or companies submitting bids must be fully up-to-date with their tax payments. There is thus usually a requirement for tax clearance certificates to be submitted with each bid.

The language of procurement in South Africa differs radically from that employed by the World Bank, and the SA government does not use the term International Competitive Bidding. The combination of the vast amount of information available on the government websites and the difficulty of finding an authoritative person to clarify its policy, makes the SA government's procurement policy the hardest one to understand in Southern Africa. (Tenderscan, 2008)

The black economic empowerment (BEE) procurement policy governing the procurement of goods and services by the South African state today is the result of policies and legislation introduced over the past 15 years. With regards to tendering, the most important law passed is the Preferential Procurement Policy Framework Act (5 of 2000) and the accompanying Preferential Procurement Regulations, 2001. This law (the PPPFA) introduced a system of evaluating tenders in terms of a package of adjudication criteria with a maximum total of 100 points. Each bid is evaluated according to how much it scores in terms of each criterion, and the highest scoring bid in terms of all the criteria combined wins the appointment. The preference point system introduced by the PPPFA is based on the definition of a "Historically Disadvantaged Individual" (HDI): any SA citizen who had no franchise in national elections prior to 1994, who is female, or who has a disability. (SouthAfrica.info, 2008) What makes the system fairly complicated is the fact that not all kinds of disadvantage receive the same number of points, and at present there is a proposal to remove HDI points from white females.

The second law of importance is the Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act, 53 of 2003. According to this law, the Minister of Trade and Industry is to issue codes of good practice on BEE, and must issue a strategy and a plan for the financing of broad-based black economic empowerment. The Minister must also publish transformation charters for a particular sector of the economy once the major stakeholders of that sector have been consulted. With the publication of a number of codes of good practice by the Department of Trade and Industry in December 2006, a measure of certainty has been achieved with regard to how tenders are to be adjudicated in those sectors. (SouthAfrica.info, 2008) However, this certainty must be tempered with the additional complexity that the codes have added, with the introduction of the new 100 point scorecard system with seven areas of BEE opportunity: equity ownership (20 points), management control (10 points), employment equity (15 points), skills development (15 points), preferential procurement (20 points), enterprise development (15 points), and socio-economic development (5 points). A number of transformation charters have also been published, providing further certainty in some sectors. (SouthAfrica.info, 2008)

The Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities Act, 12 of 2004 is the third piece of legislation of importance for the South African procurement process. There is no reason why a service provider should be preferred over his competitors because of the size of his gifts. This is precisely what the Act seeks to avoid. (Wakefield, 2005) According to this law, both the person who offers a bribe and the official who accepts the bribe are guilty of the offence of corruption. The bribing of foreign public officials is also a crime under this law, as is the offering of inducements for the awarding of a tender. The maximum sentence that can be imposed by a High Court for the offence of corruption is life imprisonment or a fine. Once a person is found guilty of such an offence, his or her details are to be entered in the Register for Tender Defaulters (which is established by the Minister of Finance within the National Treasury). This registry is open to the public, municipalities and government departments in order to prevent those listed in the register from tendering in the future. Although disputes over the awarding of tenders often end up in court because one bidder appeals against the award, this is not the only way that corruption is exposed. An alternative method of uncovering corruption in the awarding of tenders is by reporting the matter to the National Director of Public Prosecutions (of the National Prosecuting Authority of SA), who then appoints a special investigator to look into the matter.

Apart from the laws governing tendering, the government has published guidelines to assist members of the public service to run the tender process in a fair way. According to these guidelines, the five pillars of procurement are: value for money, open and effective competition, ethics and fair dealing, accountability and reporting, and equity. It is only with the fifth pillar (equity) that the issue of BEE preferential procurement points come into play. (Tenderscan, 2008)

In South Africa, most tender advertisements are published in the media on Fridays. The State Tender Board publishes its weekly tender bulletin (online and hard copy) on Fridays, as are most of the provincial tender bulletins. Simultaneously, many of the tenders are published in the local, provincial or national newspapers on Fridays. (Tenderscan, 2008) Since 2004 the new term introduced by the National Treasury to refer to the procurement or tendering system is 'supply chain management'. Although an adjudication panel is set up for each tender in the provinces, the Provincial Treasury's departmental bid committee must approve the awarding of the tender before it is finally awarded in public. With regards to openness and transparency in the acceptance of tenders, the following general practice is observed: On the closing date of the tender, the tenders are opened in public, and the names of the bidders are read out. Only in the construction industry are the prices read out.

Most municipalities and government departments have drawn up registers of consultants and suppliers who have been pre-qualified to undertake work for the authority concerned. In some cases the authority concerned may refuse to accept a bid on the grounds that the bidder is not registered on its supplier database. In order to ensure that their tenders are accepted, it is a good idea for consultants to register on such databases before submitting their tenders. Although municipalities and provincial departments may restrict suppliers in terms of the work they are prepared to award them, such restrictions must be forwarded to the National Treasury, so that they can be recorded on the National Treasury's database. (Tenderscan, 2008)
3 Research Methodology
A survey was conducted via email in the form of an interactive questionnaire in PDF format to establish how successful professional consultancy firms go about securing new contracts and securing ongoing business. Whereas a personal interview method would have facilitated greater flexibility and in-depth questioning, internet based questionnaires offer several advantages that include lower costs, increased speed and improved data quality. The disadvantages of this method include problems with sampling bias and a higher level of technical expertise required (Reaney, 2001) but these negatives were deemed to be acceptable.

Questionnaires were emailed to both practices and individuals, using the directory of registered practices of the Association of South African Quantity Surveyors (ASAQS) with the total survey size amounting to 621 emails being sent out. Due to inaccuracies in the database 59 emails returned as unreachable resulting in the total sampling size being reduced to 562 firms or individuals. 102 replies were received, of which 87 were suitable for analysis. This constituted a response rate of 18% which was considered acceptable for a survey of this nature.

The instructions accompanying the questionnaire stressed the relatively small demand in time and effort that completing the questionnaire would make upon respondents. The instructions also indicated the purpose of the survey and importantly also guaranteed their anonymity in the published results. The cover letter requested that the completed questionnaires should be returned within 10 days of receipt of the email but due to messages being ignored after a couple of days of lying in an inbox, the importance of replying as soon as possible was also pertinently made clear.
4 Findings and Discussion
Unfortunately the ASAQS database didn't contain any information regarding the registered firms' Small Medium and Micro Enterprise (SMME) status and since the main aim of this paper was targeted towards this sector, the first 2 questions in the survey covered the firms' SMME status and annual turnover. This was not only done to determine if companies actually knew what a SMME is considered to be, but also helped the author to better understand the results. Out of the 87 respondents only 14 firms did not consider themselves to be a Small, Medium or Micro Enterprise. This result was largely expected, although percentage wise the figure of SMME's represented was on the low side of expectations.

Examining the yearly turnover figures, it was very interesting to note that although 16% of correspondents deemed themselves as large corporate firms, technically only 5% of them fell in this category. According to Black Economic Empowerment classification, all firms with a turnover of more than R35 million per annum is considered as a Large Corporation, firms with an annual turnover of less than R5 million is considered Small Enterprise and finally firms with a turnover of between R5 � R35 million would be considered to be Medium Enterprise. These results were much closer to the expected number of SMME's responding to the survey.

Even more interesting to note would be the fact that more than 24% of all correspondents didn't actually know what their firms BEE status is.

In these days of economic crisis it was enligtening to notice that less than 40% of the companies who responded felt that there was a huge decline in available contracts.

It was also quite interesting to note that the larger the firm, the less reliant they become on looking for contracts via the tender process. Instead it seems as if the longer established, larger turnover companies relies almost exclusively on spin-of contracts from existing ones as well contracts coming their way simply out of pure reputation.

A lot of firms also rely solely on the Government roster system for the generation of new contracts but overall it seems as if at least two-thirds of all professional consultancy firms need to look for tenders to keep generating an income. Out of the 57 respondents who make use of the tender process to generate new contracts, close to three quarter of them still rely on finding their information either via the Government Tender Bulletin system or through newspaper and magazines. Approximately half of them visit the websites of local municipalities or city councils while only about one fifth makes use of alternative methods of finding tender information. This "other" method would involve subscription tender service websites such as Sabinet (TenderWorld), Leads2Business, Tenderscan, OnlineTenders and SATender. Only 5 out of 13 respondents who make use of these services responded positively to the question "Do you think the service offered is good value for money?" i.e. given the fact that most of these subscription services cost between R500 and R1500 per month most of the correspondents felt that these services are too expensive.

Most professional consultancy firms are strugling to land contracts. With close to 80% of companies only being successful in getting the winning bid in less than 1 in 4 attempts . If this is an ongoing trend, it might be a good idea to sit down and try to figure out why? This is a very good question and might actually form the backbone of a further study into this matter.

Lastly, with so many unsuccessful attempts at landing a contract it is no wonder that most consultancy fims who rely on tenders find that Tender Document costs are spiralling out of control.. Many firms believe there is already such huge costs involved in putting your bid together that these documents should simply be available for download via the internet, free of charge. If you have to include traveling costs to fetch and deliver these documents at sometimes the most outlandish little towns, it starts to make a lot of sense to be able to simply download the documents via the internet.
5 Conclusion
This study revealed that there is a lack of understanding of marketing and marketing strategies within consultancy firms in the construction industry. In most instances marketing strategies were non-existent or purely outdated. The construction industry is different from other industries in that its product is unique and different from one project to another and clients, most of the time, are the same ones. Consequently, building a good relationship with existing clients is often as or if not more important than attracting new ones. One could argue that these new consultancy firms may benefit from becoming more customer focussed in order to acquire new clients by satisfying and retaining existing ones. Certainly by looking at the more established firms this does seem to be the case.

A lot of firms spend a lot of time, money and effort on unsuccessful tender bids. This subject could turn into a research study of its own but most firms would be advised to simply refer to some of the innovative marketing techniques mentioned in this article to maybe start turning things around. It was also clear that some firms have no understanding of South African Legislature regarding the procurement process and it would be advisable for them to maybe get clued up on certain laws and regulations rather than plod along, business as usual without any great success.
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