So you want to buy communications services?
What are some good practice guidelines?

Presumably you have developed a budget for what ever it is you want to do and funding has been approved.

Or are you merely testing the market to find out what a particular project or initiative is likely to cost, prior to seeking approvals? If this is the case, then you need to be up front with the organisations from which you are seeking information.

There are State Sector guidelines about what business should be put out for competitive pitch. A general yardstick is that projects likely to cost over $50,000 should be contestable. The Office of the Auditor General has considerable experience in this whole area and is happy to assist, if asked.

So why would you want to go to competitive pitch?

· To know you’ve got the best possible service at the lowest possible cost?

· To keep current preferred suppliers honest?

· To ensure transparency of process, if the project is challenged or scrutinised at some later time?

There are a variety of channels that you can use to go to the market. Each has its merits. I’m not going to explain these in any great detail; but they include:

· Shoulder-tapping agencies you know have experience in this area. If uncertain, your State Sector colleagues can generally recommend agencies you may wish to approach.

· Formally publishing a tender or request for proposal (RFP).
· Using the Government Electronic Tendering System (GETS).

The more time and care you devote to developing a project brief, the better quality responses you should receive from interested contractors. If you have an in-house legal team or contracts management group, you should involve them. Generally you should get what you ask for. Ambiguous or unclear briefs may not deliver what it is you seek.

Where possible, you should take time for one-on-one briefings.
You should tell your prospective contractors how much budget you have. That will give them an indication of how much they may be prepared to invest to win your business. You should also be mindful of the investment you may require bidders to make. For example expecting to see highly rendered artwork involves a cost. An agency may be prepared to invest $20,000 to win a $250,000 job but unlikely to do this to win $50,000 worth of business. Don’t forget that they have to make a profit out of your job to make it worth their while. You should also let them know whether this is a “genuine” pitch – how serious are you about moving away from an existing supplier? A reputation for being mean-spirited or disingenuous is neither good for your reputation nor for that of your employers.

However you are probably seeking some assurance that you won’t get royally screwed over by your chosen supplier. Agencies generally have a reputation for “cost creep”. Having a good contract will help mitigate this risk, as will holding them accountable for their performance against that contract. That’s why you need to invest time in developing a good brief and a good contract.
If you need assistance, asking your State Sector colleagues is a good place to start. Remember that many of the best communications professionals in New Zealand work in the State Sector! There is a lot of acquired knowledge and experience amongst your peers, and they are generally happy to share this, if asked!

But even with the best will in the world, good projects can still turn bad.

A reality is that we work in a political environment that can be subject to change from time to time. Governments do change and circumstances may see Cabinet or Ministerial decisions overturned or modified. Such changes may impact materially on your projects.

Senior management teams too can change their thinking on matters. It pays to keep them appraised of your progress as you develop your project brief for a number of reasons, the most important being “no surprises” – in both directions!

So in summary, you need:

· Good processes

· Project management disciplines

· Good communications.

While these cannot guarantee you a perfect result, they will deliver better outcomes than would otherwise be the case and should also ensure that your project can stand up to review.

Good management!
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