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Verbal and Non-Verbal Cues for the Kickoff – Handout
Non-Verbal Cues
1. Starting on time. Be in the room with everything ready before your start time. Here are some very practical time target considerations to help you prepare for your Kick-Off and ensure that you are on time: 
· Do not schedule the meeting to start very early. 9 or 9:30 AM usually is the ideal time unless you have people participating remotely from the West Coast, and you are in a different time zone to the East. In that case, 8 AM Pacific Time is optimal, with the meeting starting at a later time the further East you go. The only time it is practical to start earlier is if you have people participating remotely in the Far East. 

· Plan 2-3 hours to print your hand-out materials, and do not wait until the last minute. Print the entire set of materials the day before. If you have very little time from the RFP issuance to the Kick-Off meeting, you may have to print your hand-outs in the morning. Pre-print as much as you can in advance. The less you have to print that morning, the better. If you have to be at work at 5:30 or 6 AM on the Kick-Off day, so be it. To speed up printing, print your PowerPoint as a handout, with two slides per page.

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Have a web meeting with video connection set up ready an hour in advance, and active 15 minutes in advance. 

· Arrange for the food to arrive half an hour earlier than the early arrival time for your participants; e.g., if your meeting starts at 9 AM, your early arrivals may show up at 8:30 AM, so have the food arrive at 8 AM. Your food can sit out safely for up to four hours, so do not worry about it going bad.

· Ask everyone in your invitation to RSVP to your meeting and to arrive 30 minutes early to eat and socialize, but let them know that you will be starting strictly on time.

· If you expect more participants than your room or table will allow, bring in extra chairs in advance in order to prevent late arrivals looking for chairs and disrupting your meeting.

· Dial in remote participants 30 minutes before you start, and put them on mute until you are ready to start the meeting. 

· Have the projector set up and connected to the laptop, projecting the title page of your presentation on screen 15 minutes before your earliest expected arrivals, e.g. if the meeting is at 9 AM, then you need to get the projector going at around 8:15 AM.

· If possible, arrange with the front desk and for a colleague of yours to escort your teammates to the conference room so that you do not have to run around doing it yourself. 

· Have your business card ready to meet and greet the participants, rather than fumbling or digging for it or running to your desk to fetch it. Remember to collect business cards from every new person you meet, since your sign-in contact list may disappear with someone who picks it up by mistake, or since you may have a hard time reading someone’s handwriting. With the business cards, you will have a way to restore the contact list.

2. Being and appearing prepared. In order to convey to the team that you are the kind of proposal manager that is highly organized and prepared, and therefore holds the whole team to a higher standard, you will need to make the best use of the non-verbal signals conveyed through the hand-outs, your PowerPoint presentation, and the overall setup. While starting on time will contribute to this factor, here are some other things you can do to convey your high level of preparedness:
· You need to know how many people will attend through people’s RSVPs, and you should print two or three more handout sets in case someone you didn’t expect arrives.
· You can have many handouts, because there are many great ideas as to what to provide your proposal team, but at the very least, you have to have the following information to get the ball rolling:
· Your Kick-Off PowerPoint with your proposal plan and assignments
· First draft of the Contact List
· Annotated Outline with Proposal Directive built in
· Pre-Built Writing Assignment Package or Storyboard for each writer
· All of your proposal handouts should be neatly stacked in front of each seat prior to the arrival of the very first participants. 
· As an extra touch, if you have an admin or proposal coordinator’s assistance, you can provide several printed and tabbed RFP copies for people who did not bother to print their own. I use alphabet tabs for RFP sections A through M, and blank tabs with label maker for the attachments to make them look very neat.
· A simple but an impressive touch is to provide pens at each seat for note taking.
· You will need to make sure that your PowerPoint presentation starts with an agenda, and that you stick to that agenda. Here are some steps to create a realistic agenda that you can follow: 
· Allow ample time for the team building exercise upfront. Depending on how many people are attending, allot about 1.5 minutes per person. For example, for 20 people, allocate about half an hour for team building activities. 
· Ballpark the time for each section by allowing a minimum of 2 minutes for each slide. 
· Add extra minutes to allow time for questions, if you can afford to. In other words, allot the absolute bare minimum of 20 minutes for 10 slides, and then add some extra “padding” of 5 or 10 minutes. 
· Figure in a 10-minute break every 1.5 hours or so, or after each logical end of the section that comes around that time.  The Figure below shows a sample agenda for a kick-off presentation.

· Structure your meeting so that you maximize the chances of retaining your senior management for the most important portions of the presentation such as your proposal plan, schedule, logistics, and proposal resources discussions. You can schedule training portions in the afternoon. I leave the proposal tool training last, because often many people know how to use those tools, and do not have to stay for the whole duration if they have conflicting meetings. You can and should insist that everyone attends the entire meeting, but I have found that in reality, I am better off maximizing my chances of reaching everyone important by delivering information in the order of people’s likely participation in the Kick-Off segments.
· Your presentation will need to be proofread to get rid of spelling errors, and should be uniform in fonts. Pick no more than three sizes of fonts you will use throughout. Use one font consistently for the slide title, one for the first level bullet, and one for the indented bullet. Otherwise, your presentation will be perceived as sloppy, no matter how good its content, and you will instantly lose credibility instead of gaining it.Kick-Off Meeting Agenda
8:30-9:00 – Breakfast and Meet and Greet
9:00-9:30 – Introductions and Team Building
9:30-10:45 – Opportunity Description, Competitive Analysis, RFP Analysis, Technical Approach, Win Themes, Proposal Process, Schedule, and Logistics
10:45-10:55 – Break
10:55-12:00 – Proposal Team Roles and Expectations, Outline, Storyboards, and Assignments
12:00-12:45 – Lunch
12:45-14:00 –Just-In-Time Training: Storyboarding and Writing Training, and Graphics Development
13:30-13:40 – Break
13:40-15:00 – Proposal Tools Training


· Your presentation needs to be complete to make a solid impression. It needs to contain all the slides necessary to build the team, set the correct expectations, set the tone, communicate the proposal plan, issue assignments, educate and train your team, and get the ball rolling. If you miss any of these key aspects of the Kick-Off, you risk opening yourself up for dealing with the difficult aspects of the proposal personalities I discussed, rather than making a huge step towards making everyone work towards one goal – completing the proposal.Figure. This agenda has realistic time targets and allows for busy management to leave after the 9:30-10:45 or 10:55-12:00 segments. 


3. Presenting with confidence. What gives you confidence as a proposal manager is believing in your plan and believing that if you do everything right, and the team follows, you will produce a winning proposal. You have to believe in what you are doing and be proud of the work that you have done so far to pull together the proposal plan and all the materials. Usually that Kick-Off Meeting preparation is one of the—if not the—hardest periods over the course of the proposal. If you manage to integrate everything and pull all of these materials together, and if you manage to come prepared to this meeting, you have a lot to be proud of – because it certainly is not easy. What you want to do is to put yourself into a state of mind where you are excited and proud of your work. You need to make yourself feel PASSIONATE about winning. In order for everyone to believe you, including the biggest skeptics, you need to exude the undisputable faith in your work, in your team, and in the success of the proposal at hand. 
Another component of confidence is knowing your topic well. Do not read from the slides. Instead, as you flip through them, tell everyone WHY you are presenting the slide, and what’s most important that they need to focus on. During the first several kick-offs that I did this way, I did a dry run of my presentation in addition to having prepared the actual slide bullets myself. I treated the Kick-Off Meeting as a performance, rather than thinking that it was just another business meeting. I went over the whole presentation, sounded it out aloud, and made sure that I knew which 3-5 major points I wanted to emphasize on each slide. Now I don’t have to practice as much anymore, because I have a pretty good feel for what to do. 
I also do a bit of “hyping” myself up right before the meeting, to put myself in the right state of excitement and passion. This emotion is contagious, and it is always amazing to see how even the most reluctant participants adopt it.
4. Wearing the right clothing and having the right body language. Even if throughout the whole proposal you are going to be dressed in business casual clothes, you should always come dressed in a power suit to the Kick-Off. Clothes are meant to send symbolic messages. Since you want to set the tone of your being in charge and in control, you must dress the part, and look groomed and neat. 
Body language is a little trickier. You need to be aware of yourself from the moment you stand up until your presentation is complete, while at the same time being yourself and being relatively relaxed. Your proposal team will analyze your body language, even if they do not realize it at the conscious level. There are a few things to which you need to pay attention.
First and foremost, to channel authority, you need to deliver your presentation standing up. Do not stand up at the table. Place yourself at the focal point of the room right by the projected slides. Ideally you should stand within 8-10 feet of the audience, and naturally you should not let your arms reach in the path of the projector. Do not stand behind a podium, or it will be perceived as a barrier between you and your team. Treat this spot as your stage where you will deliver your assertive tone-setting proposal manager’s “performance.” 
Second, you will need to play to your stance and facial expressions. An important thing to remember is not cross your limbs or lean to one side, hunch, or lean forward or backward. Also, remember to smile a bit, rather than portraying the aggressive, rigid, and domineering proposal manager everyone instantly starts to resent. Remember, you are not there to exude authority through intimidation. The best way to tap into the creative powers of your audience is to show that you are tough as nails and prepared, but that you have a good sense of humor, and that you are always ready to help. Besides, some of the proposal types I listed above are impossible to intimidate in the first place. If you start playing the part of the Paris Island drill sergeant on them, they will be offended, will rebel outright, or most likely will set out to undermine you in a passive-aggressive manner.
To set the tone for excitement about the proposal, you will need to stand upright with your feet close together and your weight evenly distributed between them. It is important that you move around some as you speak to add a natural animation to your presentation, and exude that air of confidence professional speakers have. Do not move around too much, however, or people will find it annoying or distracting. It is very personal how you will choose to move, but you need to rehearse it a little in the beginning, as you are rehearsing your slides for the Kick-Off presentation. 
Third, your arms should move naturally when you are talking. However you choose to gesture, make sure that every so often you move your arms away from your body and open palms to your audience to connote openness and confidence. 
Verbal Cues
1. Speaking loudly. Out of all the different verbal cues, what I find most helpful for setting the right tone is focusing on the volume of your voice. Your speaking volume is key to how well your team will receive your message. If you speak too softly, you can lose everyone immediately. Of course, you could go to www.toastmasters.org, and learn a lot more about verbal cues for presentations such as inflection, pitch, and eliminating annoying speech habits, but just changing the volume alone will do the trick of connoting that you are in charge. 
In order to get the volume just right, you need to experiment a little. Prior to the presentation, go into that room with a colleague, stand where you would stand giving your Kick-Off presentation, and have your colleague sit in the back of the room. Say something as you would normally speak in front of an audience, and ask your colleague if they hear you fine. Whether they can hear you well or not, try saying the same thing again, but a tad louder. If your colleague now says that they can hear you better, try saying it louder again. Interestingly enough, you will feel as if you are shouting, whereas the person in the back is now a lot more comfortable hearing you, and can really focus on the message. Remember that volume of your voice, and practice a bit speaking in that volume (don’t forget to have a glass of water handy). This is the volume of voice you will need to use to deliver your presentation. I joke about it being my “command” voice; a louder voice tends to command attention and respect, and this is exactly what you need to set the right tone as a proposal manager.
2. Speaking with good pace and clarity. The bottom line is not to rush through your presentation. Take your time. If you are hurried and mumble the words, your audience will translate it into lack of confidence. If you planned 2 minutes per slide and built in some slack, you should have plenty of time to get through all the information. The most important thing you can do to change your pace is to pronounce all the words clearly, and pause and take a breath after each phrase. While you speak, do not exercise “shallow breathing,” as this will make you sound as if you are rushing through your presentation, which will make you lose authority rather than gain it.
3. Avoiding monotonous delivery. A monotonous lecturing voice and body language are a mistake that you want to avoid. They tend to put people to sleep. Instead, seek to convey a sense of enthusiasm that encourages your team to feel energized as well. Good PowerPoint presentation and well-rehearsed slides will give you the comfort level that will contribute to your conveying positive energy. 
Do not forget about the audience in the room and get carried away with your topic. Look at their faces. Are they still engaged or are they falling asleep? Look to modulate your presentation. Say something funny, and engage people by asking them questions that go beyond “Does this make sense?” For example, you could ask them to take a good look at the schedule and to see if it would work for each of them; or, you could ask them what they know about a specific part of the proposal process instead of telling them. The key is to make your team participate actively, rather than kicking back and watching you perform. This way, you are guaranteed to come across as being in charge.
4. Knowing the next steps and everyone’s responsibilities. This point goes along with knowing your topic extremely well, but I want to emphasize it because it is such an important part of what a proposal MANAGER actually is supposed to do. Since you are in the business of managing people, you need to know exactly what you expect everyone to do when the meeting is over, and for the rest of the week up until the next review. It is always helpful to have at your fingertips your assignments matrix with the outline sections and responsible people’s names, to be able to consult it if anyone asks you a question. You need to know your most important section leads and writers’ assignments and responsibilities by heart. 
The key here is preparation. Do take the time to think through the assignments and milestones for the whole week, starting with the afternoon of the Kick-Off Meeting. This goes beyond all the key proposal process steps, and requires that you figure out when the next brainstorming sessions are, what resources your leads and writers may need for their specific assignments, and whom they should contact first. Your knowledge will relay to the team that you are on top of your game, and they will think very hard before considering blowing off a deadline you set.
Besides using to your advantage all of the non-verbal and verbal cues, here are some other things that I have found to work well for setting the tone. I usually make a slide in my Kick-Off presentation to tell the team several very specific things, and I explain my management philosophy for each one when I present them:
· Taking the proposal work, but not ourselves, seriously. I find that an environment where people are invited to keep their sense of humor and infuse some fun into their work creates a much more bonded proposal team where people are a lot less likely to let their colleagues down. In fact, I have had several proposal teams enjoy themselves so much that they keep getting together to eat and drink long after the proposal is done. Well-integrated proposal teams are especially important when you have an orals requirement as well. Let’s face it: these are our lives, and as proposal managers, we tend to live them in high-stress, high-tension, nervous states with long exhausting hours where we often come to hate our jobs and hate dealing with difficult personalities. I find that good-natured, work-appropriate humor really helps to make our days less difficult and more enjoyable. This environment ends up making everyone more productive as well.

· Long days and weekend work are avoidable if we make all the deadlines in accordance with the proposal plan. I tend to block out Saturdays and Sundays or make them drafting days when people can work out of their homes, especially if we have the luxury of 30 days or more until the proposal deadline. Short duration proposals usually make it a lot harder to maintain any normalcy of existence, but 30 or more days is just the right proposal duration to schedule some weekends or at least Sundays off. I also tend to keep my proposal work days to no more than 10 hours. Otherwise people become unproductive. What I follow this suggestion with is the reinforcement of “if we make all the deadlines, our working hours will be less crazy.” This generally tends to resonate with people.

· We WILL communicate well and copy proposal and capture managers on all messages. I tell the team that proposals live or die based on presence or absence of communication. This is especially true of virtual proposal teams where people cannot run into each other in a war room or a hallway and exchange information. I give people the rule about copying the proposal and capture managers on EVERY SINGLE piece of communication, no matter how mundane or routine. I need to know that the work is happening, and that people are talking to each other. I will set up rules and deal with managing the information overflow, so people do not need to worry about it. I would rather have more information than less information. I encourage people here to talk to each other by picking up the phone, and not to over-rely on email. I will especially emphasize that I expect excellent communication on this proposal. Saying it explicitly and with authority usually establishes it as an axiom upfront, and people are a lot more likely to oblige.

· Blowing off a deadline is punishable and asking for help is not. Always ask for help BEFORE it is too late. The last thing that I ask people is to do everything in their power to help avoid a situation in which I find out in the 11th hour that they have not done their work by the deadline. Usually not doing the work can stem from a few factors: other competing work priorities; procrastination; writer’s block; not knowing what to do; or underestimating the amount of effort the work requires and starting too late. All of these issues can be dealt with if I find out about them early. I can give pep-talks, give other help, get people in touch with experts who can help out even more, or find a replacement. Not having something by the deadline removes that option for me and puts me in an awkward situation. What one wise person once told me was that in the military, the sergeant does not punish only the soldier when that soldier transgresses, but instead punishes the whole platoon. I tell the proposal team exactly that: we will act as a team, and when one team member lets us down, I am going to call on the whole team to work longer hours and weekends to bail us out of the bad situation. This peer pressure tends to work quite well. I tell people it is not a threat, and rather than focusing on the negative consequences, I ask people to make the deadlines, or let me know when they cannot do so right away, to avoid any negative situations. Then I switch the focus back to being confident that we will all work together to win the proposal.

In proposal management, setting the tone for being taken seriously and respected is crucial to your team’s meeting the interim deadlines, minimizing stress, and releasing that extra collective genius that makes the difference between winning and losing. Applying these techniques has made my work as a proposal manager highly enjoyable, and has made my teams more cohesive. I am a firm believer that happier and more focused proposal managers and their teams win more business, and I hope that these techniques help you as well. 
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