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THE	PROBLEM

Why	Comparing	Bids	Is	Harder	Than	It
Should	Be
Three	vendors.	Three	bids.	Three	completely	different	formats.	Sound
familiar?

In	property	management,	the	bid	process	rarely	starts	with	a	level	playing	field.	One
vendor	sends	a	two-page	PDF.	Another	sends	an	Excel	sheet	with	line	items	that	don't
match	the	scope.	A	third	sends	an	email	with	a	number	at	the	bottom	and	not	much	else.
Your	job	is	to	compare	them—but	you're	not	comparing	the	same	things.

This	is	the	bid	leveling	problem.	It's	not	about	which	number	is	lowest.	It's	about
understanding	what's	actually	included	in	each	number,	what's	missing,	and	what
assumptions	each	vendor	made	when	they	put	their	price	together.

WHY	THIS	MATTERS

The	lowest	bid	is	not	always	the	cheapest	outcome.	A	vendor	who	omits	disposal
costs,	uses	unspecified	materials,	or	doesn't	include	warranty	coverage	may	look
like	the	best	deal	on	paper—until	the	change	orders	start	arriving.

The	Three	Hidden	Risks	in	Every	Bid	Comparison

�

FORMAT	RISK

Bids	arrive	in	different	formats.	You	spend	hours	just	getting	them	into	a	comparable	layout	before
analysis	even	begins.

�

SCOPE	RISK

Vendors	interpret	the	same	scope	differently.	One	includes	materials,	another	doesn't.	One	specifies	a
manufacturer,	another	says	"or	equivalent."

�

DECISION	RISK

Without	documentation,	there's	no	way	to	explain	why	you	chose	Vendor	A	over	Vendor	B.	The	decision
becomes	indefensible	under	scrutiny.



THE	FRAMEWORK

The	Four-Step	Bid	Leveling	Process
A	structured	approach	to	comparing	bids	on	equal	terms—regardless	of
how	they	arrive.

1 Collect:	Start	With	Structure
Before	you	can	compare	anything,	every	bid	needs	to	arrive	in	a	format	you	can
actually	work	with.	The	single	most	impactful	change	you	can	make	to	your	bid
process	is	standardizing	how	vendors	submit.	Give	them	a	clear	scope	of	work,	a
defined	format	for	their	response,	and	a	deadline.	When	bids	arrive	in	the	same
structure,	you	eliminate	the	hours	spent	reformatting	before	analysis	even	begins.

2 Compare:	Line	Items,	Not	Lump	Sums
A	meaningful	comparison	requires	seeing	every	bid	at	the	line-item	level.	Total	cost
alone	tells	you	almost	nothing.	Break	each	bid	into	its	components:	labor,	materials,
equipment,	disposal,	timeline,	warranty,	and	any	exclusions.	When	you	can	see
exactly	where	each	vendor's	number	comes	from,	the	real	differences	surface
immediately.

3 Level:	Find	What's	Missing
This	is	the	step	most	people	skip—and	where	the	most	expensive	mistakes	hide.
Leveling	means	going	line	by	line	and	asking:	Does	every	bid	include	this	item?	If	not,
is	it	because	the	vendor	excluded	it	intentionally,	or	because	they	missed	it?	Flag
every	discrepancy.	Send	clarification	requests.	Get	answers	in	writing.	A	scope	item
that's	missing	from	a	bid	today	becomes	a	change	order	tomorrow.

1

Collect
Standardize	how	bids	arrive	so	comparison	starts	from	equal	footing

2

Compare
Align	bids	side	by	side	using	the	same	structure	and	line	items

3

Level
Identify	gaps,	inconsistencies,	and	missing	scope	between	bids

4

Decide
Document	your	rationale	so	every	decision	has	a	paper	trail

↓

↓

↓



4 Decide:	Document	Everything
Your	recommendation	is	only	as	strong	as	the	documentation	behind	it.	When	you
present	to	ownership,	you	should	be	able	to	point	to	the	comparison,	the	leveling
notes,	and	the	rationale	for	your	choice.	This	isn't	about	creating	busywork—it's	about
making	sure	that	when	someone	asks	"why	this	vendor?",	the	answer	is	clear,	fair,
and	defensible.



THE	DETAILS

What	to	Look	for	When	Leveling	Bids
A	practical	reference	for	the	line	items	that	trip	up	even	experienced	PMs.

CATEGORY WHAT	TO	CHECK COMMON	GAP

Materials Specific	manufacturer	and	product	line
named?

"Or	equivalent"	with	no
specification

Labor Hours,	crew	size,	and	rate	broken	out? Lump	sum	with	no	labor	detail

Disposal Tear-off,	hauling,	and	dump	fees	included? Not	mentioned	—	assumed
excluded

Warranty Duration,	coverage	scope,	and
transferability	stated?

Duration	stated,	scope	unclear

Timeline Start	date,	duration,	and	milestones
defined?

"To	be	determined"	or	not
addressed

Exclusions What	is	explicitly	NOT	included? No	exclusion	list	—	hidden
assumptions

Permits Who	is	responsible	for	pulling	permits? Not	addressed	—	surprise	cost
later

Insurance Proof	of	coverage,	limits,	and	additional
insured?

Certificate	not	current	or	limits
too	low

THE	"OR	EQUIVALENT"	TRAP

When	a	vendor	says	they'll	use	a	specific	product	"or	equivalent,"	they're	giving
themselves	permission	to	substitute.	If	material	quality	matters	to	your	project,
require	the	specific	product	or	a	named	alternative	with	documented	specifications.
Vague	substitution	language	is	one	of	the	most	common	sources	of	post-award
disputes.

ACTION	STEP

Before	you	send	your	next	RFP,	create	a	one-page	scope	template	that	requires
vendors	to	break	their	bid	into	these	eight	categories.	When	every	vendor	responds
in	the	same	structure,	leveling	becomes	comparison	instead	of	reconstruction.

THE	PROCESS



How	to	Run	Clarifications	Without	Losing
Momentum
Finding	gaps	is	step	one.	Getting	answers—without	derailing	the	timeline—
is	step	two.

Once	you've	identified	discrepancies	between	bids,	you	need	to	get	clarification	from	the
vendors.	This	is	where	many	bid	processes	stall.	Vendors	don't	respond.	Questions	get
scattered	across	email	threads.	Answers	don't	get	reflected	back	into	the	comparison.
Here's	how	to	keep	it	moving:

The	Clarification	Request	Framework

A Batch	Your	Questions
Don't	send	five	separate	emails	over	two	weeks.	Collect	all	your	questions	for	each
vendor	and	send	them	in	a	single,	numbered	request.	This	shows	professionalism,
reduces	back-and-forth,	and	gives	the	vendor	a	clear	list	to	work	through.

B Be	Specific,	Not	Accusatory
Instead	of	"Your	bid	is	missing	disposal,"	try:	"We	noticed	disposal	costs	were	not
included	as	a	line	item.	Can	you	confirm	whether	disposal	is	included	in	your	total,	or
if	it	would	be	an	additional	cost?"	This	gets	you	the	answer	without	putting	the	vendor
on	the	defensive.

C Set	a	Response	Deadline
Give	vendors	a	clear	deadline	for	clarification	responses	(3–5	business	days	is
reasonable).	Let	them	know	that	unanswered	clarifications	will	be	noted	in	the
comparison	and	may	affect	their	standing.

D Update	the	Comparison
When	answers	come	back,	reflect	them	in	your	comparison	immediately.	A
clarification	that	doesn't	get	incorporated	into	the	side-by-side	view	is	a	clarification
that	was	wasted.	Your	comparison	should	always	reflect	the	most	current	information
from	every	vendor.

WHY	THIS	MATTERS	FOR	OWNERSHIP

When	you	present	your	recommendation	and	someone	asks	"did	you	verify	this	with
the	vendor?",	you	need	to	be	able	to	say	yes—and	show	the	documentation.
Clarification	requests	and	responses	create	the	paper	trail	that	makes	your	decision
defensible.	Without	them,	your	recommendation	is	just	your	opinion.



THE	PRESENTATION

Presenting	Your	Recommendation	So	It
Sticks
The	goal	isn't	just	to	pick	the	right	vendor.	It's	to	make	the	decision	so	well-
documented	that	no	one	second-guesses	it.

Your	recommendation	should	answer	three	questions	before	anyone	has	to	ask	them:

The	Three	Questions	Every	Recommendation	Must	Answer

1 "How	did	you	compare	them?"
Show	the	side-by-side	comparison	with	standardized	line	items.	This	demonstrates
you	didn't	just	pick	the	lowest	number—you	evaluated	each	bid	on	equal	terms.

2 "What	did	you	find?"
Walk	through	the	key	discrepancies:	what	was	missing,	what	was	clarified,	and	how
the	bids	changed	after	leveling.	This	is	where	your	diligence	becomes	visible.

3 "Why	this	vendor?"
State	your	rationale	clearly:	best	total	value	considering	scope	coverage,	material
quality,	warranty,	timeline,	and	price.	Lead	with	the	factors	that	matter	most	for	this
specific	project,	not	a	generic	ranking.

THE	OWNERSHIP	TEST

Before	you	present,	ask	yourself:	if	my	ownership	group	forwarded	this
recommendation	to	their	attorney,	their	lender,	or	their	board—would	it	hold	up?	If
the	answer	is	yes,	you've	done	your	job.	If	the	answer	is	"I'd	need	to	explain	a	few
things	verbally,"	there's	more	documentation	to	do.

Your	Bid	Leveling	Checklist

All	bids	received	in	a	standardized	format	or	restructured	to	match☐

Line-item	comparison	completed	across	all	vendors☐

Scope	gaps	identified	and	documented	for	each	bid☐

Clarification	requests	sent	to	every	vendor	with	open	questions☐

Vendor	responses	received	and	reflected	in	the	comparison☐

Material,	warranty,	and	timeline	differences	flagged☐

Exclusions	listed	for	each	vendor



Ready	to	Level	Bids	Without	the	Spreadsheet
Chaos?

See	How	BidBuddy	Works	→
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☐
Recommendation	documented	with	clear	rationale☐

Comparison,	clarifications,	and	rationale	packaged	for	ownership	review☐
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