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Sharpening your proposals

Rocket science?

Or common sense?
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UKAPMP - getting connected

“Stand up if…”
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Top ten tactics for improving your proposal capabil ities
Areas we’ll explore in this session

Score Impact
In each area, we’ll review:

• Common challenges
• Best practices

…inviting you to assess:
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1)   CHASE GOOD DEALS, TO WIN GOOD BUSINESS!

“A pot of gold at the end of 
every rainbow.”

“Should we… shouldn’t we?”

“We’ve got to bid.”

“We were never going to win!”

“Did we really say that in 
the proposal?”

“I don’t have time to 
review this properly.”
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1)   Qualification and approvals

• A clear, robust qualification process
• Simple, memorable, relevant criteria
• Clear, objective decisions
• “Active qualification” – drives 

improvement actions
• Appropriate approvals, appropriately 

timed
• “Are we doing enough to win”, as well as 

internal risks
• Relevant, trained participants

NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If your idea of a good 
night’s sleep…

…is two hours…

…on top of a desk…

You Might Be a 
Proposal Professional!

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 10
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2) GET IN POLE POSITION TO WIN!

“An RFP’s just showed up out 
of the blue.”

“We’d better see who’s available.”

“Too little time, too much to do.”

“Drop everything!”

“What do you mean, you’ve 
got a day job?”

“The shutters have 
come down.”
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2)   Pre-proposal planning

• Proposal team engages once there’s “a realistic twinkle in the 
salesperson’s eye”

• A structured, pro-active pre-proposal planning process
• “The customer expects us to win”
• “We’ve done our homework”
• “We’re ready and eager to get going”

NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you have ever received 
flowers, chocolates and an 
effusive thank you note…

…from the workers at a 
Paper Mill…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 9

You Might Be a Proposal Professional!



11
Jon Williams
“The Proposal Top Ten”

3)   BECOME STORYTELLERS!

“Me, me, me, me, me…”

“I’m not sure who 
we’re up against.” “Right, let’s write!”

“What did we say in the 
last one?”

“It was complete and compliant. 
Why didn’t we win?”

“It’s all about price.”

“Stick in some stuff from 
the customer’s website.”
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3)   Strategy and content design

• Evangelise the importance of strategy 
and content design

• Creative, facilitated win strategy 
workshops exploring the “three Cs”

• A compelling story – “Why us, why not 
them?” with three or four clear themes

• Creative, facilitated storyboarding 
sessions to design content before you 
write

• “Three star answers” throughout
NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you’ve ever maxed 
out a credit card…

…buying pizza…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 8

You Might Be a 
Proposal Professional!
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4)   DON’T RE-INVENT WHEELS!

“Well, we’ve bought 
the software…”

“My laptop is my library.”

“Content ownership?!!!”

“Writing poor proposals faster.”

“We set up a library, but it’s out of date now.”

“I can never find the 
answers I need.”

“The lowest priority of an 
already over-stretched 
proposal team.”
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4)   Pre-written content

• Robust, up-to-date, first-class content 
• At the touch of a button – using a 

professional content management tool
• Clearly thought-through target content, 

with measures in place
• A robust process for content 

maintenance, with full buy-in and clear 
roles

• Self-help for smaller opportunities
• Tool deployment as a ‘compelling event’ 

to drive content development - dull, 
dying databases re-invigorated

• Clear, properly-resourced management 
of the content Knowledge Base

NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you’ve ever purchased a 
present for a special 
occasion…

…at an office supply store…

…for your partner or child…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 7

You Might Be a 
Proposal Professional!
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5)   CONSIDER THE DESIGN JOURNEY.

“This is so dense - is anyone 
still reading?”

“Stick them in that 
box in the corner of 
the mail room.”

“A picture filled 
with a thousand 
words.”

“Just burn the files onto the CD.”

“Proposal design? No. 
We’re in marketing.”

“Job requirements: 
degree in 
photocopier 
engineering.”
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5)   Design and production

• “Our proposal looks like a winner at 
every stage of the customer’s evaluation 
journey”

• High-quality design templates
• A “draw me a picture” culture for content 

experts
• Support from design professionals 

where appropriate
• Professional multimedia copies
• Outsourced printing (they should do it 

better, quicker, cheaper)
NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you read the back of cereal 
boxes…

…and edit the text…

…to improve the strategic 
message…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 6

You Might Be a 
Proposal Professional!



20
Jon Williams
“The Proposal Top Ten”

6)   USE YOUR EXPERTS WISELY.

“Bright ideas, causing last-minute panic”

“I’ve got all of these 
suggestions from different 
people. Where do I start?”

“There’s a typo on page 27.”

“Come join 
our Red 
Team.”

“I need your comments by 
8 a.m. – but it’s only 275 
pages.”
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6)   Peer review

• Early review of your content storyboard
• Expert, objective peer review process
• Clear mechanisms to capture and 

prioritise feedback
• Review teams include relevant 

backgrounds: purchasing & proposals, 
not just sales & technical

• Participant-friendly language (if it’s a 
‘Peer review’, call it a ‘Peer review’!)

• Trained participants
NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you have ever taken out 
a restraining order…

…against an account manager…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 5

You Might Be a Proposal Professional!
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7)   SPECIALISE! (WHERE POSSIBLE & APPROPRIATE)

“Writing? Hey, anyone can do that.”

“I’ve never been tort to poofreed.”

Project management? A doddle. 
Strategy? No hassle.
Writing? Have you seen my Booker Prize? 
Design? Damien Hurst’s running scared. 
Document skills? Unbeatable. 
Modest? Of course.”

“When I grow up, I want to be a proposal profession al.”

“
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7)   Proposal roles

• Clear understanding from all proposal 
staff of the different skills and their own 
strengths / preferences

• Specialisation of roles within the 
proposal centre team, where viable

• Writers writing
• Document experts managing documents

NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you have ever been the 
target of a death threat…

…from a subject matter 
expert…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 4

You Might Be a Proposal Professional!
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8)   LEARN THE NECESSARY SKILLS!

“This is how we’ve always done it.”

“Stand up if you’ve ever had any training...”

“I’m scared of being 
found out.”

“A climate of mediocre expectations.”

“She’s a great 
engineer. Her writing 
will be fine.”

“Accreditation? 
Sorry, too busy 
writing proposals…”

“This is how we did it at 
my last place.”
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8)   Proposal training

• A clear skills baseline – who needs what
• All of those involved in proposal 

development have received appropriate 
training

• All proposal professionals studying for 
APMP qualifications (and not just for the 
Foundation exam)

• Training: an on-going process, not a 
one-off initiative

NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you have ever helped a child 
with a book report…

…and suggested they convene 
a ‘Red Team Review’…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 3

You Might Be a 
Proposal Professional!
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9)   LEARN HOW TO IMPROVE. AND IMPLEMENT CHANGE.

“They said we lost on price.”

“Sure, we do learning reviews. 
They’re in that folder…”

“The inquest will 
take place at...”

“What I think is..”

“We don’t need to benchmark. 
Trust me: everything’s fine.”



30
Jon Williams
“The Proposal Top Ten”

9)   Learning reviews and benchmarks

• A clear process and tool for capturing 
customer feedback, objectively

• High-quality, independently-facilitated 
learning reviews, win or lose

• A process for sharing learning widely 
(successes and pitfalls)

• Rigorous follow-up and review of actions 
arising from Learning Reviews

• A robust benchmarking score, identifying 
opportunities to embrace better practice

NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 2

If you ever filed an accident 
report…

…or collected long-term sick 
pay…

You Might Be a 
Proposal 

Professional!

…for a paper cut…
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10)   SEEK TO BECOME LEADERS.

“A back-office factory.”

“Why would I ask 
for their help with 
that ?”

“Proposals? A 
necessary evil.”

“We turn deals round 
when we get in front of 
the customer.”

“Late nights, cold pizza.”

“We win deals in spite of 
our proposals...”

“That’ll have to do.”
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10)   Strategic proposal capabilities

• Personal sponsorship at the most senior 
levels

• Clear service level agreement in place 
with the business

• The evolution understood: from ad-hoc, 
to tactical, to strategic proposal 
capabilities

• Clear business plan for the proposal 
centre, with improvement activities

• Cool feedback, captured and shared
• “We’re confident that our proposal is 

always the best on the table in front of 
the evaluators”

NotesScore

Impact

Your scorecard
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If you have ever responded to 
the question,…

…with a request for clarification 
of the evaluation criteria…

You just might be a proposal professional!

…or by filling out a compliance 
matrix…

“How was it for you?”…

Signs that you might be a proposal professional: 1
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Summary of your scores

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact

Score Impact
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Qualification 
& approvals

Pre-proposal 
planning

Strategy & 
content 
design

Pre-written 
content

Design & 
production

Peer review
Proposal 

roles
Proposal 
training

Learning 
reviews & 

benchmarks

Strategic 
proposal 

capabilities
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HELP!!! WHERE DO I START? I WANT TO GO HOME!

Incubate the ideas.

Prioritise.

Try something new.

Watch it work.

Learn.

Try something new.
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We love helping proposal people to do cool things!

Jon Williams

+44 (0)781 333 2294
jw@strategicproposals.com
www.strategicproposals.com

Keep in touch!

Read Jon & BJ’s proposal blog:

This slide pack contains material that is strictly © Strategic Proposals Limited 2007.


