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RFPs, RFVORs, RFQs, RFOs—whatever you  
call them, we certainly sympathize that they’re 
arduous to create. If it’s any consolation, they  
can also be arduous to respond to.

Having been on both the sending and receiving 
ends, we know that, while the purpose of an  
RFP seems simple—to invite the best vendors  
to compete for your business—the execution  
(and interpretation) is anything but. Somehow, 
they often end up confusing; bogged down in 
vague requirements, dense legalities and minute 
technicalities, they can stump even the most 
detail-oriented respondent. 
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Creative-agency RFPs are different
As it stands, RFP templates are typically 
developed in purchasing departments, 
whose goals tend toward finding the best 
vendor for commodity-based products 
and services. 

Creative services, however, are extremely 
hard to commodify. Without specific 
metrics and quantifiable ROIs, judging the 
quality of agency work often becomes a 
subjective process. Complicating matters, 
there will probably be people on your 
team who have limited or no experience 
with the creative industry. They may not 
understand the range of work that is 
possible; they may not speak the 
language to express what they want. 

Even among your potential vendors  
there will be differing understandings  
of what the industry jargon means. 
Without explicit direction, bidders can 
only guess at the services that you will 
need. For example: 

	 • 	Would a “competitive audit” mean 
compiling a list of key messages from 
competitors’ websites, or would it involve 
visiting your competitors’ retail spaces, 
experiencing their service and sampling 
their products? 

	 • 	Would “market research” involve 
conducting a one-hour focus group of  
10 customers, or would it involve an 
ethnographic study of the year-round 
purchasing behaviour of 40 shoppers 
 in large department stores? 

	 •	Would “rebranding” mean creating a new 
logo in three weeks, or would it involve  
a 12-month exploration of your customer 
environments, key messages, sales-staff 
behaviours...and then (and only then) 
creating a logo? 

Why you should care
You’re the client. If the respondent wants 
your business, they should be prepared to 
work for it, right? 

That’s true, but having a well-considered, 
well-written RFP can actually benefit you 
in a number of ways (beyond your being 
seen as a kinder, gentler client). 

First, it can help to educate and focus 
your team, so everyone stays within the 
parameters of the project. 

Second, it makes it easier to compare 
apples to apples when the responses come 
in, which encourages a smoother and more 
objective decision-making process.

Finally, it will become a great starting 
point for developing your critical path, 
helping you to manage the budgets, 
deadlines and deliverables.

All of which, we hope, will save you time 
and headaches—and get you the best 
possible creative work.

Creative services are extremely hard to 
commodify. Without specific metrics and 
quantifiable ROIs, judging the quality of agency 
work often becomes a subjective process. 
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Ten steps to an effective RFP

Here’s what we recommend:

	 1.	Include a “summary of information,” 
and make it the first page.
This is a page that summarizes key details 
of the RFP. We suggest putting it first, 
rather than in the middle of the 
document (where it is typically buried). 
Include details such as:

	 •	 the number of copies you require,  
and the format required

	 •	deadlines for questions and delivery
	 •	a list of forms that should be signed  

and included
	 •	contact name(s)
	 •	mailing address.

(Yes, this is mostly of benefit to vendors. 
Consider it a user-friendly touch.) 

	 2.	Describe the project and  
your expectations.
Think seriously about what you’re  
looking for. And be specific. Are you 
looking for a quick-turnaround ad series 
or a long-term relationship (or a quick-
turnaround ad series with an eye to 
forging a long-term relationship)?  
Do you want vendors to adhere strictly  
to the requirements, or are you open to  
(or actively seeking) recommendations  
for a different approach?

Focus your deliverables clearly.  
If possible, get someone outside of your 
team to review the deliverables, and  
ask them to describe what you’re looking 
for. If this interpretation presents any 
disconnect or vagueness, be certain that 
you will receive inconsistent responses—
leading to a more complicated decision-
making process. 

Spell out the details as much as  
possible. Instead of requesting “a brand 
revitalization,” for example, ask for  
“a refreshed logo and identity system  
to guide the consistent application  
of our existing identity elements, which 
include: a photography palette, corporate 
colours and typefaces.” 

Establish team consensus on the project’s 
goals. What do you hope to achieve most: 
higher brand awareness or increased sales? 
Grudging compliance or complete buy-in? 

List the challenges. Do you have a  
hostile audience or a negative perception 
in the marketplace? Are your audiences  
in remote geographical areas? Does your 
industry have unusual regulations? 
Knowing these obstacles, a vendor can 
help you problem-solve, while suggesting 
the most appropriate methodologies.

Logically, the more you give, the more 
you get. If giving away too many details 
makes you nervous, you can always make 
vendors sign confidentiality agreements 
in advance. 
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Don’t be shy about including a budget or a budget 
range—even a hypothetical one. This allows  
you to see exactly what each bidder will give you 
for the money.

	 3.	List the deliverables—in painstaking 
detail, if possible.
Be sure to relate all of your design, 
technical and/or functional requirements. 
Include media, quantities, deadlines, etc., 
in as much detail as you know or can 
reasonably guess. 

	 4.	Disclose your budget.
Don’t be shy about including a budget or 
a budget range—even a hypothetical one. 
This allows you to see exactly what each 
bidder will give you for the money. 

	 5.	Provide some relevant facts/history 
about your organization.
Some background on your organization  
or company—and industry—can be 
helpful for context. It doesn’t need to  
be epic; a few lines about your company’s 
origins, an overview of your brand, and 
your vision for the company’s future  
can go a long way. 

	 6.	Map out a scoring system.
Consider a scoring system (e.g., awarding 
points out of 100) for the various RFP 
components. This will help in two ways.  
If a vendor is highly qualified in many 
areas, but weak in the most important 
area, they probably won’t bid, saving  
you time. More importantly, it will help  
to focus your team immensely: a clear 
ranking system removes some of the 
objectivity and reminds everyone of your 
agreed-upon priorities.

	 7.	Include any other relevant details  
about the process.
Consider, and offer, the kind of 
information that will minimize phone 
calls and emails: if and when proposals 
will be returned; what would disqualify  
a proposal; using non-competition 
language; surrounding legalities; etc.

	 8.	Leave time for questions.
Even when working from a clearly 
developed RFP, vendors will still have 
questions—questions that help them 
prepare a precise response. Be sure to 
leave as much time as possible between 
sending out the RFP and accepting 
queries. It isn’t until vendors actually 
begin writing a response that we notice 
gaps in the information. And this can be 
days from when we first receive the RFP.

	 9.	Try to stick to your schedule, or let 
vendors know of changes.
If your decision-making schedule changes, 
consider sending out an email to let 
respondents know; this will alleviate the 
flurry of queries about whether a decision 
has been made.

	10.	Don’t be afraid to ask for help.
If you don’t know what you need, or 
you’re unsure of the details, don’t be 
afraid to ask some of the vendors you’re 
considering. Call a couple of them. Tell 
them what you’re looking for. Ask if this is 
what you should be looking for. Ask about 
possible scenarios. Ask about budgets. 
Ask how long things will take. Ask them 
whatever it is you’re unclear about. 
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Remember, even if you’re the head of marketing at your organization, you may only 
produce a few marketing pieces each year. Or you may only produce materials of  
a certain type, and now find yourself venturing into uncharted territory. You certainly 
don’t rebrand your company, your products or your services on a regular basis. So there’s 
no shame in asking around, to see what insight and recommendations we can offer. 

After all, we do this stuff every day.

Questions? Comments? Objections? 
Email us at resources@upinc.ca.

	 Contact

	 Strategy. Design. Words. Three elements  
from which all successful brands are built  
and maintained. This is the philosophy,  
and the offering, of Up Inc’s integrated team  
of communications and design experts.  
Our work includes:

-	Brand strategy and development
-	Corporate, retail and consumer 

communications
-	Advertising
- Eco-friendly design and printing
-	Interactive design
-	Environmental graphics.

	 If you are interested in learning more about  
what Up Inc can do for you, please contact:

	 Catherine Sturm or Sue McCluskey
	 Telephone 	 416 703 9142
	 Toll free 	 1 877 252 6837
	 Email	 resources@upinc.ca

	 Up Inc
	 675 King Street West, Suite 301
	 Toronto, Ontario, Canada  M5V 1M9
	 www.upinc.ca


