“AND THE WINNER IS  . . . ”

(by Chas Morrison)

This phrase is usually followed by a twenty second “dramatic” pause on television but at business awards ceremonies there is usually just a few seconds as the presenter opens an envelope to reveal the name of the winner/s.
Having been involved in judging a variety of business awards in recent years, I have seen the good, the bad, and the unlikely to succeed, and I thought it would be a good idea to share some useful tips with those who may apply for awards in 2010.

Whilst there is usually only one winner per award, the margin between success and “also ran” is usually slim, and often an issue which can be addressed with a little care in the preparation and presentation stages.
It is remarkable how frequently we see applications which appear to be from good prospects, but where the application lets them down.

To make the judges’ task even more difficult in 2010, by making your organisation more likely to be in the final mix, please consider the following:

READ THE CRITERIA. Are you applying for the correct category? If there is, for example, a “new business”, a “small business” and a “business” category, should you apply for one, or two, or all three?
Decide which would suit your business, and would give you the best chance of success. 
Decide which is most likely to give you success which will benefit your organisation.
Having decided, re-read the criteria and ensure that you have acted within them. Do you qualify? For example, if “Small Business” is open to those with fifteen or less staff, don’t apply if you have sixteen or more; if the catchment area excludes your town, don’t waste time and effort applying.
ACT EARLY. Give yourself time to prepare the application, which needs at least one review, preferably two, before the final version is sent to the organisers of the awards. Too many are received on or just after the final day, and often look rushed.

If applying for more than one category, each application should be individualised to reflect the criteria required for that award. As an example, if you are applying for Exporter of the Year and for Innovator of the Year, the two applications may have some common ground but the main message has to be “I’m a top exporter because … ” or “I’m the top Innovator because . . . ”

LIST YOUR STRENGTHS. You may be a renowned specialist on the production of blue widgets, but is one of your strengths the production of applications for awards, or indeed the written word in general? If not, you should enlist help from someone who is more comfortable preparing documents.
As a start point, I recommend that you write down the organisation’s strengths as you see them, then ask a few customers and a couple of suppliers their view of your strengths.
These become the basis for your application.
USE APPROPRIATE LANGUAGE.

The judges are usually not experts in the field in which you work, so ensure that what you write is simple for a lay person to understand. Translate technical phrases into simple English and ensure that the judges will be able to understand the context and the benefits you offer your customers. If the judges are likely to say “So what?” after reading your words, the words need to be revised.
As an example, the statement “We now sell red widgets as well as blue widgets” is a “So what?”, but “We have introduced red widgets as an additional line following a survey in June of customers’ needs” will impress the judges on several levels.
RE-READ THE CRITERIA CAREFULLY.
If the criteria ask for evidence that you should be named “Exporter of the Year”, the clue is in the words “of the Year”. Quoting export successes from three years ago is only valid if they led to even greater export success this year.

if the criteria ask for financial information, give the requested details in a format which allows the judges to take an informed view about your organisation. This may be excerpts from audited accounts, or a simple table showing growth in turnover, profits, staff numbers, etc. Again, be specific – the difference between “gross profit” and “net profit” is often large, and will affect the judges’ thinking, so they need to understand the data; saying “profits rose by 24%” means nothing.
THINK LIKE A JUDGE.

Good communication is based on the recipient being able to understand the message. Sending a 56-page staff handbook may not be helpful. Whilst CD’s/DVD’s/etc are used regularly by applicants, the judges are often in a room without access to ICT equipment, so your effort is wasted. Asking judges to look at your business Facebook page or to read page 7 of the “Our services” pdf on your web site is not best practice – why not add an appropriate screen shot within the application document?
DOCUMENTATION.

If an application form is supplied, use it! If you are given freedom to prepare a document in any style, but with (say) seven headings to be covered, use those headings as sections in the final document, and address each aspect within the application.
If the application is to be made online, using downloaded forms, think about ease of reading in the judging panel. Use a sensible font size, legible colours, and appropriate page breaks.

A picture, it is said, can paint a thousand words. If you use a picture in your application, please ensure that the caption is clear and concise, “selling the benefits”. As an example, “Picture shows Adam Allan in his role of Father Christmas at the charity event we ran for 100 disadvantaged local children in December”
If including testimonials, ensure that they relate to the award(s) in question. For example, if applying for the Innovator of the Year category, ensure that the testimonial reflects your expertise in that field.

Once again, refer back at this stage to the criteria for the award(s) in question. Have you included all the required data? Have you concentrated on this year, if that is what is required? Have you “sold benefits”, rather than quoting bald facts?
HOSTING JUDGES’ VISITS.

Some awards organisers encourage the judges to visit the premises of each applicant, often unannounced.

Ensure that the reception they receive reflects the high standards claimed in your application – every visitor should be made to feel most welcome. 

AND FINALLY . . . 

Final checks:

· Ask someone to read the criteria, then to read your application, and to try to find three ways to improve the application’s chances of success

· Ensure that the application has impact, both in content and presentation terms

· Ensure that you have included all the necessary items, e.g. testimonials, pictures, contact details

· Finally check again how many copies the judges need, and in what format

· Submit the entry several days before the closing date to overcome any postal difficulties or delays

· Sit back and wait for the good news!

Chas Morrison is an Adviser Manager at Business Link, based in Fareham
