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Getting to know people, selling
yourself and your firm by mak-

ing many personal contacts is known
as networking. Networking develops
relationships by giving leads, giving
help and knowing that some of the
people you help will, in turn, help you
get business in the future. It’s develop-
ing relationships with design firms,

engineers, general contractors, owners,
bankers, or any other influential per-
son with construction information.
Networking is not a direct marketing
tool to general contractors, but it may
provide you with many valuable con-
tacts and leads.

Try to find out about leads to con-
struction activity by using information
from one client or source to help you
get another client or source. Ask your
present clients if they know other com-
panies that are going to be consider-

ing jobs similar to theirs? A client
might answer, “I talked with a guy the
other day who was planning to do
some work, and I didn’t even think
about you. I appreciate your bringing
it up. I’ll call him for you.”

When you network, you don’t build
relationships just with organizations
but with individuals also. People who
buy construction services move
around. They move from job to job,
company to company, location to
location. And they build an alumni
organization for you. If you keep up
with the individuals you meet as well
as the firms you serve, then you have
two contacts. Let’s talk for a few
minutes about the different ways you
can go about networking relationships
that might help you sell subcontractor
services move successfully.

You may want to start your net-
working with the Chamber of Com-
merce. Not necessarily with the officer
or the executive director. The person
with the kind of information you’re in-
terested in is in charge of business
development. The business develop-
ment manager at the Chamber of
Commerce frequently sees people who
could be potential business contacts for
you. He knows about a lot of oppor-
tunities, and he knows a lot of people.
He also may need help doing his job.
Help him out whenever you can, and
ask him for leads in return.

Realtors. You need to establish a
relationship with realtors that can be
mutually beneficial. You may be able
to provide assistance that will lead to
a profitable deal. It’s to the realtor’s
advantage to recommend a contractor
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“People who buy construction services move around. They move from
job to job, company to company, location to location. And they build an

alumni organization for you.”

that can help the client. They will
always be interested in getting you in-
volved in a deal that will net big com-
missions. Make sure realtors know that
you will pay fees for jobs which you
get with their help, whether or not their
real estate deal is successful.

Utility companies offer another net-
working possibility. Similar, to state

Consultants are another networking
possibility. When major firms decide
they want to relocate or branch, they
turn to major site location consultants
for help in accomplishing the move.
Those consultants need to have a file
on you; they need to know sources of
quality contracting services in different
parts of the country.

agencies; they have professional
business recruiters who try to bring
major facilities into the area.

Subcontractors should establish rela-
tionships with other subcontractors.

Design firms—that’s another way
you might find out about oppor-
tunities. Learn what is happening with
the engineering firm or the architec-
tural firm and provide them with leads
which can finally result in getting you
a job. You can read Business Com-
merce Daily to get information about
government projects that might help
you know what is going on now with
architects. That activity will come your
way in two or three years if you begin
now to establish relationships.

The name of the game is finding op-
portunities for other specialty contrac-
tors in other trades with your good
customers. A subcontractor-to-subcon-
tractor relationship is up front, every
direct, not just “I hope you will help
me sometime,” but “I need leads; you
needs leads; I’ll help you if you help
me.” The same reciprocal relationships
can and do work for general contrac-
tors and subcontractors. Subs that
bring leads to generals should get
jobs—and usually do.

Suppliers are another major source
of profitable networking, not just local
suppliers but national suppliers who
get leads about major construction op-
portunities. A state engineer or a
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representative of a major Fortune 500
firm might call another Fortune 500
firm to discuss the feasibility of doing
a certain job. Major corporate head-
quarters often have good leads which
they pass along to local supplier
representatives.

Stockbrokers and the banking com-
munity are good networking relations.
They know where money is and see a
lot of money movement.

A city/county planning authority is
another place to build relationships
that might help you get jobs in the
future. They are trying to look
ahead—not just three months but five
and ten years so that they can set up
resources and utility development to
make future expansion opportunities
possible. Exhibit 3 lists the various
sources of leads to customer activity
that subcontractors may find useful.

Once you have begun to put all
these relationships in place, creating
and discovering opportunities for
yourself, you must also market your
services to people who’ll be making
decisions. Who is going to be influen-
tial in the decision-making process for
buying your services?

In addition to general contractors,
subcontractors can market to owners,
or to specificers—architects and
engineers. As a matter of fact, subcon-
tractors almost have exclusive rights in
selling to the specifier because subcon-
tractors handle all the technically
specific work. You can gain advan-
tages with each of these groups that
will help you in the bidding process,
that will help you build relationships,
and that will help you find out about
new jobs early enough to make your-
self part of the team. If you can con-
vince an architect to develop plans and
write specs around some special tech-
nical expertise, quality control or pro-
prietary equipment that you and only
you have, you create a definite built-
in advantage even if the job is let for
public bid. Why don’t you call ar-
chitects or engineers and invite them
to a bag lunch in their offices. Pack
a good lunch for yourself and the
design team and, over lunch, sell them
on your expertise and technical train-
ing. Show them how they can incor-
porate value engineering. Present con-
ceptual budgets and estimates on the
savings produced by your suggested
value engineering. Study Exhibit 4 for

tips on marketing to specifiers.
You can get to know these design

people by participating with organiza-
tions such as the Construction Pro-
ducts Manufacturers Council, the
American Institute of Architects, and
the National Society of Professional
Engineers.

As you comb all of the development
opportunities for your firm, you must

begin to concentrate on the selling pro-
cess. Exhibit 5 lists the ten steps in the
selling process. First, you need to do
your homework very thoroughly. You
want to impress the clients with your
knowledge of their companies. And,
you always need to make sure you are
talking to the right person, the decision
maker with the money, the authority,
and the need.
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One important point in selling is to
assign one lead person in your
organization, not two, three, or five,
but one person to have sole respon-
sibility for any particular customer.
One of the most awkward things you
could do is to have two people call on
the same person, leaving the impres-
sion that you are not even coordinated
enough to know who made the con-
tact. Have one person responsible, one
person coordinating all of your com-
pany’s activities trying to sell that other
firm.

When you are selling subcontractor
services, you need to be thoroughly
familiar with the track record of your
client. What kind of reputation does
that particular customer have in terms
of speed? What about f inancial
strength? What’s their payment
history? There are ways to find out the
answers to these questions. Talk to
other contractors. Talk to people who
have business relationships with that
firm. Don’t trust the credit reports—
talk to people. Find out what the firm

10 Steps in the Selling Process

1. Do your homework.
2. Identify the right person to

contact.
3. Assign one person in your

organization to coordinate all
activity.

4. Pay a call or telephone to in-
troduce yourself.

5. Check the customer’s track
record.

6. Qualify information.
7. Flow chart decision-making

process in customer
organization.

8. Build a strategy using all
your information.

9. Seduce the buyer.
10. Close the sale.

has actually done in the past.
If you’re trying to sell your services

for a specific job, you’ll need to

qualify information to determine
whether or not the job is one you
want. You should review the location,
design, and potential techniques re-
quired. Check the fundamentals of the
customer’s business, the economics of
their business, their people, their
projects, how they manage their pay-
ments. Look at their present facilities.
All these items are good indicators of
whether or not the job would be pro-
fitable for you. What kind of people
make up the buying firm? What have
they spent in the past? What kind of
offices do they have? What kind of
quality do you think might appeal to
them? What style do they have? What
kind of design relationships do they
possess? Will they show you some of
their previous projects and how they
are put together? What previous con-
tractors have they worked with? What
did they like about those previous
contractors?

You will want to talk, not just to the
decision maker, but to the engineer
that was involved in the last project to
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find out where his support is going to
be. You need to f low chart the
decision-making process in the custo-
mer firm. In fact, you need to sit down
with the principal decision maker and
say, “Let me see if I understand this.
The company engineer will be involved
up to this point, and then afterwards
the local plant engineer is going to be
making decisions.” He will tell you
what his decision-making process is if
you ask him.

How do you get a big job if you’ve
never done a big job? For a specific
example, how do you get a brewery if
you’ve never built a brewery before?
What if the general contractor says,
“You’ve never built a brewery? We
just don’t do business with anyone
who’s never built a brewery.”

One thing you can do is to do your
homework on the brewery business.
Discuss the brewery business with them
using appropriate technical jargon.
Know what the new technology is
versus the old technology. Make them
feel comfortable with you about the
manufacturing process. You can hire
new experience, new managers who
have built breweries. When you add
key people to the organization, con-
sider what marketing benefits they
bring to your firm because of past job
experience with other firms. Their ex-
perience then becomes part of your
marketing story.

Perhaps you have parallels in your
experience. Maybe you. haven’t built a
brewery, but you have done similar
work in a chemical process or a cold
storage facility. Maybe you can list fif-
teen parallels or comparable items to
show how knowledgeable you are in
areas that are going to be considered
in the decision-making process.

Next you have to seduce the buyer.
Some clients would like to have all
your proposals in writing while others
would prefer an oral presentation.
Make sure you are prepared to do it
all. Written proposals are very impor-
tant in construction. The legal securi-
ty of preparing good written proposals
eliminates the vulnerability of “I
thought you said.” Well written pro-
posals are simply more professional.

Let’s discuss some factors that you
might consider to make you and your
firm seem as professional and as
knowledgeable as possible. Exhibit 6
is a quick checklist for a professional
presentation. One important thing that
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you always need to do before making
a presentation is set an agenda. You
need to know how much material you
can cover in the time you have and
what your most important points are.
Impress the client with your organ-
ization.

Be sure all the information you in-
clude is relevant to the project and
the client’s situation. Company back-
ground might be very important in
such areas as job experience and
special construction techniques you’ve
used, but the fact that great-grand-
father worked on a project 62 years
ago may not have any application
whatsoever. Everything you include in
your presentation should be relevant.
Relevance also applies to experience.
Experience is marketable only if it is
applicable; otherwise it’s often counter-
productive. Don’t use experience that
only shows you’ve been around for a
while.

References. You need references that

are applicable to this particular job,
not references that have no relation-
ship at all to the kind of work being
considered.

Your people-the names of your
people, the backgrounds of your peo-
ple, the faces of your people, the ex-
perience of your people. You want to
give a picture of the character of your
organization, not just project work,
but the people that have had the
responsibility for producing that proj-
ect work.

Style is another factor that’s ex-
tremely important when you make a
presentation. You do not have to
match your client in style, structure or
formality, but you need to make sure
both you and the client are comfor-
table. Formal or informal? Let you
client dictate the style.

Be enthusiastic about the project
and about your capability. A subcon-
tractor who is bored with his kind of
job and his kind of company bores

others and has a small chance of get-
ting any job. Buyers will think you just
don’t care.

Be sincere. Most people that you are
dealing with are looking for an indica-
tion of honesty. They’ll ask about
things that you can’t do or wouldn’t
do or shouldn’t do on that kind of a
job and then listen to see if you lie.
They want you to say yes and then give
the proper qualifications of that yes.
“Yes, we can do that, but it will pro-
bably add about three weeks to the
length of the job.”

What about after the presentation?
Sure, you’re going to leave your writ-
ten proposal behind, but it may not
highlight the points that appeal to the
client. Go back and reinforce all those
good things the client said during your
presentation, making sure the client
remembers those good things after the
presentation.

Now think for a minute about clos-
ing the sale. It seems so obvious:

42   Construction Dimensions/April 1986



failure to ask for the order is one of
the biggest problems in selling. Ask the
client to buy your construction service.
“Do you think we have now presented
the quality job that you have in
mind?” If yes, “With your approval
we can be on the site next week. Can
we finish this contract today?” “If not
today, would Friday be better or Tues-
day morning? If that isn’t going to be
possible, can I call on you on Friday
and find out what day will be best for
us to agree on this contract?” You
have to keep trying to close the con-
tract, or someone else is going to get
the job. Create time pressure in deci-
sion making-not pushy or obnoxious,
but friendly, agreeable, and persistant.

Don’t be afraid to disclose fees or
costs. You don’t necessarily have to go
over your cost structure in detail. You
might say to the client, “You’re the
boss. What do you really want on this
job? All you have to do is make two
decisions and let us make the third
one. Tell us what quality or what
quantity or what price you want.
Choose any two and let us choose the
third. You need interior work for
25,000 square feet of office space?
And your budget is $200,000? OK, we
can show you what kind of specifica-
tions will be appropriate.” Or, maybe
they want 25,000 square feet and a
certain level of quality for the project.
You can tell them what your price will
be. Make sure that you’re not locked
into a price and quality and size. Let
the client help you determine two of
those three. When you are trying to
close a sale, you want your customers
to feel like they’re in control. The two
choices out of three method is a good
way to do just that.
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