
How Not To
Close A Contract

You Need to Blend What You Sell with What the Owner
Wants to Buy

By John R. Kubasek

A fter all marketing efforts have
been made to sell your construc-

tion services, how do you get someone
to say “yes” to you . . . instead of a
competitor? What “magic formula,”
what “special push” will send that
potential client over the brink to agree
to do business with you? In short,
what can you do to successfully close
a major construction contract?

“The question of subcontractors
closing a construction deal is a study
in paradoxes: Sometimes there is
literally nothing that can be done over
and above the normal marketing and
selling efforts that have already been
made. At other times, there are a host
of things that can be and should be
done if you want to culminate the deal.
It all depends upon the unique cir-

cumstances surrounding each in-
dividual construction project, why it is
being built and who is in charge of
making the decision.”

That’s how John R. Kubasek, Pres-
ident of John R. Kubasek & Asso-
ciates, Inc. (JRK, Inc.) answers the
question of whether or not there are
any proven, positive methods of win-
ning a construction contract.

Kubasek believes the marketing ex-
ecutive of a sub can be taught how to
close to the degree that the marketing
person’s sensitivities can be heightened
and refined so that they are more in
tune with what should or should not
be done in each individual selling
situation,

While Kubasek said he does not like
to explain how to close a construction
project in negative terms, he stated that
it would be almost impossible to
delineate in print (with one notable
exception) all the positive approaches
that must be understood and complet-
ed to close a construction deal. In fact,
Kubasek said perhaps the most impor-
tant and helpful way to learn the most
critical “positives” very quickly is to
comprehend the seven negative (and
one positive) points listed below.
1) Start Closing From the First

Meeting . . .
This is the one positive point the

consultant makes. If a marketing per-
son perceives closing a contract as an
entity unto itself . . . some kind of
“special effort” phase . . . he or she is
frequently doomed to failure, said
Kubasek. They will be reasonably suc-

cessful in some instances with this
attitude, but over the long run, their
close ratio will be much lower than it
should/could be.

Closing is really NOT a “magical,”
removed part of negotiations. Kubasek
said the most effective marketing peo-
ple begin to close the deal during the
first meeting. Until this perspective is
learned and developed, the marketing
person will never understand ‘the art’
of closing . . . which is really an in-
cremental progression of approvals.
2) Let Your President Play Golf
. . . On Any Day But a Final

Meeting Day!
The President not attending the final

(closing) meeting with a potential client
is the first of seven negative points
to be discussed and, according to
Kubasek, is one of the most recurring
reasons for losing a major project.

Any amount of excuses can be given
for the President’s absence at the final
negotiation session. These pretexts
range from the President ‘not liking’
the marketing function to the fact that
this important meeting falls on his
‘golf day.’ Nevertheless, he is President
of the company, and his presence at a
key potential client meeting signals the
importance your company attributes to
this new work.

As Kubasek says, “Price being
equal, more projects have been lost
because Presidents of companies have
not shown up at critical meetings than
for any other single reason.”
3) Be Rigid in Your Proposal . . .

“Short of a pure hard bid situation,
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“Price being equal, more projects have been lost because Presidents of
companies have not shown up at critical meetings than for any other

single reason.”

I know of no better way to lose a con-
struction contact midway through the
selling process than to submit a rigid
‘take it or leave it’ proposal that leaves
no room for modification or negotia-
tion,” Kubasek commented.

Presenting an unbending contract
submission is a perfect way to dupli-
cate a ride on the S.S. Titanic! The art

of closing a contract is to blend what
your firm wants to sell with what the
potential client wants to buy, and to
use both good personal relations and
an intelligent professional understand-
ing of the client’s needs as a catalyst
for that blending.

Always remember that the client’s
circumstances and needs may well have

changed in the two weeks since the last
meeting. If the submission isn’t flexi-
ble enough to accommodate these
changes, then the contract will never
be signed by the owner.
4) Be a Wooden Indian!

Professionalism must not be
misinterpreted as emotional detach-
ment. In construction marketing it is
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quite the contrary; enthusiasm counts
very high. If a marketing person is
aloof, sells strictly by formula and does
not establish strong personal relation-
ships with potential clients, he or she
is an antithesis of what a successful
marketing person is all about.

“Unless you make a conscious ef-
fort to get to know the potential client
as a person — and in the process allow.
him to get to know you on the same
level—you will never close the deal,”
Kubasek stated. “Companies do not
do business with companies . . . people
do business with people they like.”
5) Succumbing to Reality . . .

How does a sub win that first $10
million project? Kubasek has seen
many firms make an excellent market-
ing effort to get the initial meeting on
such a project; prepare an excellent
proposal; compete fiercely against
firms three times their size; manage to
get themselves shortlisted from a field
of 20 competitors down to themselves
and another company—then lose the
marketing momentum at the last
moment, because they were over-
whelmed with their own success of
getting shortlisted!

“They lost the ‘brass ring,’ because
they couldn’t keep their dream alive
psychologically, and, instead, suc-
cumbed to all the impossible cir-
cumstances of reality,” Kubasek said.
“The people who build and then
achieve their dreams are those who do
not succumb to the impossibilities of
reality. It is amazing how many
‘impossibilities’ are simply new and
different management problems that
really do have a solution if you work
at them.”

6) Take Your Client for Granted . . .
Many times in the construction

business, successful marketing efforts
are developed on a highly personalized
basis. Friendships are formed and
good relationships are established that
result in major contractor awards—
and then the account is lost forever!

Why do even high quality end-
product, conscientious contractors
have trouble keeping clients on a long
term basis? Because potential clients
(once they become clients) are taken
for granted. Overpersonalization oc-
curs. Prices tend to inch up year after
year for each project. Meetings are
missed. Paper work goes uncompleted.
Interpersonal relationships are not
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sustained. In general, the client is taken
for granted.

More often than not, the sub loses
sight of the fact there will always be
someone behind him ready to take his
place when he falls from favor with his
“long term” client.

A similar situation can develop dur-
ing negotiations with a new, first time
client. In this-case, however, the con-
tractor feels the project is already his,
because the job is ‘in his pocket’ (i.e.,
he has a contact/friend in the poten-
tial client’s office).
7) Rule Out Joint Ventures . . .

Many times a sub will access a
potential new contract and realize that
the project is far beyond their real
capabilities.

Nevertheless, they will seriously
consider pursuing the project along
suicidal marketing lines, rather than
realistically considering an intelligent
and well-organized joint venture

arrangement.
Kubasek noted he has also seen

many firms spend enormous market-
ing dollars fighting to get projects that
they would never achieve, because they
refused to recognize it was simply a
situation in which a joint venture made
the most logical sense, politically,
economically, geographically, etc.
8) Lose Interest When the Project

Becomes Phased . . .
“If there is a single psychological

moment I could literally put my finger
on that is the most dangerous moment
in the marketing effort, it would be
when a marketing person learns that
the four building complex he or she
has been pursuing will not be given out
as a total contract, but rather only the
first one or two buildings will be
awarded and the total project devel-
oped in phases,” Kubasek declared.

Should the marketing person show
disappointment at receiving only a por-

tion of the project, he or she stands an
excellent chance of losing the entire
project . . . including the part of the
project that could have been theirs.

Too often, the consultant observed,
marketing people will say: ‘If I can’t
have the whole pie, I don’t want a
piece of it.’ This attitude may be a
sound management decision in the
long run. However, withhold emotions
and disillusionment until back in the
friendly confines of the company’s
offices. In other words, don’t let the
potential client know you are disap-
pointed.

If, after evaluating all these factors,
you still decide that you really don’t
want just a part of the project, make
your position clear,” Kubasek ex-
plained, “but don’t blow the oppor-
tunity to gain $5 million dollars worth
of construction, because you couldn’t
get a guarantee for the remaining $15
million that will eventually be spent.”
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