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Proposal Development Process

4.0
Proposal Development
The basic concepts involved in proposal preparation are:
Plan Before Writing.  The effort taken to determine proposal strategy, themes, and technical approach is far more important than rushing to develop technical verbiage.  Analyze the RFP and plan as a team.

80/20 Rule.  Define what is important to win.  Do not spend 80% of the preparation resources on the 20% of the proposal that is least important.

Manage the Proposal as a Project.  The proposal manager should plan, staff, execute, and control.  Cost, schedule, and technical performance objectives should de defined and achieved.

Teamwork.  A team effort is important.  Ensure adequate communication – team members cannot work in a vacuum.  A dedicated team is often more effective than a greater level of part time effort.

Know the Competition.  Who are they; what are their strengths and weaknesses; and how does RGII win in that environment?

Know the Customer.  Understand the problems and the rationale for the procurement.  What does the customer expect from the winning proposal?

Use Graphics.  A diagram is worth a thousand words.

Help the Evaluator.  Make the proposal clear, concise, and easy to evaluate.  The evaluator’s grade sheet will follow the RFP sequence.  Your proposal should as well.

Proposal Thickness.  Rarely is the proposal thickness an evaluation criteria.  Needed details can often be placed in appendices or separate volumes.  Graphics can be used to reduce bulk.

Proposal Scheduling.  The RFP arrival does not mark the start of the preparation process.  Most competitors have already started and will plan on spending the last two weeks making an already good proposal even better.  Do not wait until the last minute.

Establish a Routine.  Although each proposal is different, the overall proposal process should be standardized to the greatest extent possible.  Allow participation by more employees, reduce training requirements, and improve cost effectiveness as a result.

Build on Past Efforts.  Don’t reinvent. Past materials may be directly applicable.  However, these materials must be tailored to the specific proposal.

Avoid Pitfalls.  Avoid common pitfalls associated with losing proposal efforts such as:

· Doesn’t state benefits to the user.

· Doesn’t state advantages over the competition.

· Lacks innovative approach.

· Not responsive to the RFP or correlates poorly with the RFP.

· Begins with detail and ends with detail; i.e. the proposal has no theme, executive-level summary, or overview.

· Vagueness of intent; superficial and noncommittal treatment; lacking in clarity and in-depth analysis; foggy prose.

· Unsupported statements and conclusions.

· Factual inaccuracies, distortion, gaping holes.

· Gold-plating; i.e. proposes features beyond minimum requirements.

· Slip-shod appearance.

· Poor grammar and sentence structure, bad spelling and general confusion.

· Too wordy; Mountainous prose with mouse-size meaning.

· Not logical.

· Missing or buried conclusions.

· Poor selection of project manager and/or key personnel.

· Fails to display the true resources of the company.  Improperly assumes the customer has prior knowledge.

4.1
Pre-RFP
Intelligence Gathering. Systematic data gathering by the Capture Manager should occur before the RFP arrives. Pre-solicitation activities include:
· Draft solicitation or RFI response.
· RFP timing and content.
· Incumbent strengths and weaknesses.
· FOI previous contract and deliverables.
· Expected bidders.
· Customer characteristics.
· Solicit/contact incumbent employees.

· Presentation to decision-makers and key technical people to ensure customer buyers know our capabilities and interest.

· Meet with customer technical people to identify subject technology and provide information they would want to include in the solicitation.

· Find out customer desires, needs, hot buttons, problem areas, politics, decision makers, partnering ideas.

· Determine make up of customer evaluation team as to personalities and preferences.

· Obtain information on other contractors doing business there.

With all the intelligence in, do the following:

· Perform competitive analysis.

· Determine if subcontractors are required.

· Look for evidence of “wired” procurements.

· Conduct Bid-No-Bid Decision meetings.

Preliminary Bid-No-Bid Decision. Do not waste effort tracking and planning an opportunity that will not be bid. Major issues to be resolved are:

· Do we have the assets to do the job.

· Can we turn a profit.

· Do we have a reasonable probability of a win.

· Can we write a winning proposal.

· Availability of funds for marketing and B&P.

· Potential for follow-on work.

· Compatibility with corporate business plan.

Resource Requirements Analysis. Verify that adequate resources are available for initial data gathering, proposal preparation, and doing the proposed work. Include:
· Personnel, facilities, computers, etc.

· Geographic locations.

· Current and expected capabilities.

· Make sure the right people are available, and can be dedicated if possible.

· Designate the Proposal Manager

· Designate the Solution Manager

· Prepare a preliminary proposal schedule.

Strategy development. Define what it takes for RGII to win.

· Image (standing with the customer)

· Competition (strengths, weaknesses, expected approaches)

· Theme (we understand and we will succeed)

· Assets (people, facilities, experience, technology)
· Teaming (fill technical voids, strengthen bid, neutralize competition)

· How to enhance our image with the customer (difficult to win if we are not known).
· How to neutralize the competition.

· Identify people (resumes) and experience base (project descriptions).

· Develop preliminary themes – why RGII?

· Gather critical data from the client (it will be impossible once the RFP is out)
· Can the RFP content be influenced?

· Develop preliminary technical solution

· Does time dictate that we start the proposal before RFP release.

House Keeping. Proposal Coordinator sets up a standard folder hierarchy for the opportunity in the “Proposals In Processing” folder on the BD drive. Capture Manager keeps the BDMS database up to date as intelligence gathering proceeds.
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4.2
RFP Released
Proposal Team Planning. The proposal should be planned, not just written. A quality proposal requires that adequate support be provided to the proposal team.
· Select proposal team members and verify availability.
· Allocate War Room facilities in the BD suite.
· Ensure that the War Room has sufficient supplies and communications.

· Provide supplies and reference material.
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Review the RFP. Proposal Coordinator prints the RFP and produces tabbed binders for the VP Business Development, VP of the Operating Division, Capture Manager, and the Proposal Manager. Take two or three days to understand the RFP and:

· Identify any surprises.

· Develop proposal outline (Proposal Manager/Coordinator).

· Begin compliance matrix (Proposal Manager/Coordinator).

· Order referenced documents (Proposal Coordinator).

· Develop proposal schedule and milestone chart (Proposal Manager).

· Bid-No-Bid meeting
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Make Author Assignments. 

· Develop list of required help.

· Determine support required of subcontractors based on teaming agreements.

· Consult with Division VPs for recommendations.

· Consider previous proposal experience.

· Consider length of time for response.

Schedule Kick-Off Meeting.

· Notify all required attendees of date, time, and location.

· Prepare agenda and distribute to attendees.

· Provide directions and map to subcontractors.

· Provide speakers with time budget.

· Identify key people and volume managers.
4.3
Themes Meeting

There are many good reasons for using themes in proposals, and the main ones are. 

· It helps the entire proposal writing team illustrate their response to the issues.  

· It helps the customer remember our qualifications.  

· It helps the customer remember how we are going to respond to the issues.  

· A good theme forms a connection between us and the client.  

· It helps the writers by providing them with a common thread.  

· It puts our proposal in the forefront.  

· It "sticks" and won't let go.   

· It works!
Themes are headlines that state our case and drive home a critical point to the reader. The text and associated graphic should prove the point. A theme:
· Is one to three sentences long

· Is a key item, heart of the problem, and important to the customer

· Is believable and easy to defend

· Is measurable (if possible)

· Distinguishes us from our competitors

At the Themes meeting:
· Get key management, technical, and proposal team members together.
· Do a memory dump on team strengths and discriminators.
· List our strengths and weaknesses.
· List competitor strengths and weaknesses.
· Develop Ghosts for competition.
· List customer hot buttons.
· List outstanding achievements and awards.
· List customer problems and our solution to them.
· Develop the themes using number of times an activity or capability has been performed.
4.4
Story Boards

A simple proposal outline is a useful listing of topics to be covered, but is totally lacking in expressing the flavor of the proposal. Storyboards should be provided to present more fully the winning strategy that has been selected. This techniques is of great importance in large proposal efforts, as well as for multi-office proposals where proposal team meetings are not possible. The storyboard is a form, filled out by the proposal management team, and often bound in a comprehensive document as well as posted on the War Room wall. Advantages of the storyboard are:
· It combines a number of writing aids for each section

· What is the theme?

· What are the objectives?

· Who is responsible?

· What are the points to be included in the write-up?

· What graphics are to be used?

· It encourages the use of graphics

· Highlights major points to be included in the text

· Defines assignments for section preparation

· Assists writers in visualizing their writing assignments
· Improves focus

4.5
Executive Summary

The executive summary should always be written first. The advantages of writing the Executive Summary first are that it provides authors with precise input for incorporating win themes into the proposal, and enables authors to prove out the claims made in the Executive Summary. It is a tone setter, and will probably be read first by the decision-makers. The Executive Summary:
· Must introduce the roles and credentials of team partners, and why.

· Must summarize and give highlights of the proposal.

· Must give the strengths of the proposal and address all evaluation criteria.

· Should discuss all the win themes.

· Must discuss what the benefits are to the customer.

· Should use a few professionally done charts or graphics.

· Should be professionally written and formatted.

· Should be written to provide guidance and one-voice capability.

· Should discuss truly unique features and/or approaches.

· Should present major Ghosts.

· Should address hot buttons.

4.6
Kick-Off Meeting

· Distribute contact list and list of attendees.
· Distribute proposal preparation schedule.

· Distribute author assignments.

· Distribute story boards, themes, and Executive Summary.
· Provide copies of solicitation, compliance matrix, and proposal outline.

Meeting Agenda.
· Introduction and sign-up sheet.

· Lunch arrangements (if necessary).

· Review agenda.

· Discuss customer mission and history.

· Overview of the opportunity.

· Discuss partnering and why.

· Review solicitation, compliance matrix, proposal outline and assignments.

· Discuss win strategy.

· Discuss competition.

· Discuss proposal schedule.
· Discuss proposal tracking and status meeting schedules.

· Any questions?

Writers Kit Handout. The writers kit handed out at the kickoff meeting should contain the following:
· Font type and size for figures, tables, and text.

· Heading format.

· Numbering format.

· Format for Figure and Table titles.
· List of terms.

· List of acronyms.

· Style book or sheets.

4.7
Pink Draft

The Pink Draft is the first actual draft of the proposal. Those writing this draft should have a thorough understanding of the proposal Theme, it's relation to the proposed work, and if possible, a list of metaphors that might be used to work the Theme into their writing. They will be working from the storyboards, but in addition, they should also be provided with the following items:  

· Theme and Issues notes  

· Guidelines for electronic files (i.e., which word processing software to use)  

· Protocols for formatting  

The protocols for formatting are simple. There should be NO formatting - no font changes, no tabs, no indents, no bullets. (A symbol like an asterisk, which can be easily found in a global search, can be used instead of bullets.) The focus is on the text, the words, and their effectiveness. And the addition of formatting only complicates the work of secretaries, word processing personnel, and production staff if they have to undo someone's clever use of fonts, type faces, or emphasis.  

As the sections of the Pink Draft are completed and come back in, the Proposal Manager should:   
· Check each writer's work-The primary goal here is to make sure that what was written matches the storyboards.

· Add sketches of proposed art work to draft-This should be done even if notes rather than actual sketches are included; the goal here is to provide reviewers with as much information as possible.

· Begin work on a Table of Contents-Wherever possible, action terms should be used rather than the traditional bland headings like Introduction, Description of Work, etc. (The headings provide an opportunity to tie in the proposal Theme.)

· Review Ideas for Cover Design-Meet with the artist(s) to try and nail down a design concept for the cover that effectively communicates the Theme.

4.8
Pink Team review

The Pink Team must include technical personnel who are familiar with the technology referenced in the proposal. Even if you cannot get other staff to review the proposal, a technical reviewer is a must. Their primary job is to make sure that you have taken the correct approach to the solution.  

If possible, Pink Team reviewers should be people who have had NO involvement with the proposal up to this point and yet are technically competent in the areas it deals with. They should have no preconceived biases, understand the client, and have a full understanding of the Theme and ISSUES.  

The draft copy the Pink Team receives should be as clean and complete as possible. As much artwork as possible should be included, even if it's still in its early stages. If tables or appendices with supporting data are planned, those should be included, too. And there should be "placeholders" for all missing material, so that it's clear to the reviewer that the authors know something is missing. Although the planned format may be shown for a few pages, it's OK if the Pink Team draft looks "rough."  

The Pink Team reviewers should read the proposal from beginning to end and compare it to the guidelines. In addition to checking out the technical accuracy and validity of the proposal, the reviewers should also make sure that the proposal responds to everything in the RFP and that the company's message is clear. The writing should be readable and grammatically correct, and the writing style should be appropriate for the assumed reader (agency personnel or client). Benefits should show through and be supported by things like experience, background, expertise, and qualifications.  

If there's artwork, the reviewers should check to make sure it's not simply gratuitous, that it illustrates the ideas and makes sense.   

The most important thing your reviewers need to keep in mind is that their mark-ups should provide guidance to the proposal team. Comments like "Wrong!" and "No" written in the margin are useless. If something is wrong, the reviewer should make it right or, at the very least, provide directions for the writers so they can find a solution.  

Finally, the Proposal Manager should be listening for complaints about the Theme. "It's too much! I couldn't stand reading it!" "Do you have to keep bringing up that Theme over and over?" If you don't get these complaints from the folks who have carefully deliberated over the document, you need to go back and add more theme to the proposal. Remember that very few of the reviewers will do more than read a few sections and then skim the rest of the proposal. You must get your message across in the environment of a quick review.  

After the review, the Proposal Manager collates the comments and checks them against the RFP checklist to be sure they don't conflict. He or she then distributes these comments back to the writers.  

4.9
Red Team Draft

In an ideal world, this draft, based on the feedback from the Pink Team's review, should not have much left to be modified. But we don't live in an ideal world, and there are often details and problems that were not anticipated. If last minute intelligence generates new data or staff changes occur, some modifications may have to be made.  

As the writers produce this draft, the Proposal Manager is busy pulling together much of the important supporting material. This includes:   

· Producing the Executive Summary 
Begin by taking the ISSUES and the Benefit Statements from the storyboards and then flesh out the spaces between into a cohesive summary.  

· Creating the RFP matrix 
If a matrix is planned for the final proposal, it can be modified from your RFP summary worksheet and, except for page numbers, filled in now. 

· Checking the draft against the RFP checklist 
One more time, check just to be sure you have met all the requirements. 

· Checking the writer's submissions 
As the writing comes in, check it one more time for the changes requested and continued adherence to the RFP guidelines.  

· Pulling in resumes and project summaries 
These are generally not part of the writing team's function, and these will have been edited to suit this particular RFP. 

· Inserting all art work and printing a sample of the cover 
This ensures that the document produced for the Red Team reviewers is as close to the final version as possible.  

The proposal that's produced now should be as close to final as possible. There should be no missing pieces, no artwork left out, no remaining work to be done. In fact, the 2 or 3 days devoted to Red Team review can often give the writers and production group a "breather" before the last big push. 

4.10
Red Team Review

The members of the Red Team should emulate the membership of the selection panel. They should be at the same cognitive level. The Red Team members ideally have had no prior connection to the proposal. They should not have been consulted for content matters, and they definitely should not have contributed to the writing. They should also be willing to commit the necessary time and attention to the proposal. If possible, they should be given a weekend to do the reading so that distractions and interruptions can be kept to a minimum. And, if possible, the review should be held in an isolated location, away from where the proposal was prepared. Each team member should have a copy of the proposal guidelines in advance and for reference during the reading. The proposal guidelines include a synopsis of the RFP, outline of the ISSUES, and explanation of the Theme.  

The Red Team looks at the proposal through the client's eyes. They evaluate the proposal as if they are members of the client's review board, looking for weaknesses and strengths, checking to make sure it responds to the guidelines in every respect, and reading it from beginning to end. This should be the most comprehensive review the proposal gets, determining one last time the following: 

· The Theme is clear and evident; 

· The Benefit Statements appear in every part of the proposal; 

· There's no question as to why your organization should be chosen; 

· The drawings and art make sense and fit the text; 

· The proposal responds to the guidelines; and 

· The text is easy to read and understand. 

The Proposal Manager will collate all comments and arrange for any necessary assistance for re-writes. 

4.11
Final Proposal
A quality proposal requires time for paying attention to detail. Initiate tight control of the document and limit access to proposal documents.
· Incorporate reviewer comments
· It is too late for major changes

· Final smoothing is important

· Is the proposal readable, persuasive, and compliant?

· Does the subject matter organization follow that of the RFP?

· Have you removed all unessential, trivial, and repetitive material?

· Is it easy to read – short paragraphs, tabs, standard abbreviations etc?

· Are page and figure numbers consistent?

· Do the illustrations support the theme?

· Have you included a cross-reference index of SOW to proposal sections?

· Front-to-back edit for readability, spelling, style, consistency, etc.

4.12
Production and Delivery

· Plan ahead – anticipate the unexpected

· Transmittal letter in place?

· Check deliverable copies for poor reproduction, missing pages, etc.

· Verify packaging instructions, deliverable quantity, and address

· If classified, are all security requirements for shipment met?

· Confirm delivery mode, consider a back-up delivery method

· Perform Gold Review, and Proposal Managers signs proposal release.

4.13
Post-Proposal Activities
· Prepare for orals
· Be enthusiastic

· Maintain good eye contact

· Think in broad concepts, not specific words

· Integrate the proposal theme into the presentation

· Support all points with examples
· Start and finish on time
· Create an attention-getting title

· Create a customized presentation, avoid a canned show

· Always prepare an agenda

· Designate one person to record questions and answers

· Try not to keep slides on screen for more than 15 seconds

· Keep slides simple, concise, and uncluttered so that they can be read from the back of the room

· Finish with impact
· Prepare for Best and Final Offer (BAFO)

· Develop a scoring model and objectively rate the proposal prior to rewrite/submittal

· Answers to questions should be provided in-depth and in standalone format

· Gather additional pricing and competition intelligence

· Ensure that the customer can reach the technical or contractual POC in the event of problems or questions
· Get customer in-house if possible

· Be responsive to questions and requests for additional information
· Participate in audits or site surveys if required

· Win or lose, something can be learned to make the next proposal better. Request a customer debriefing and provide a written summary of lessons learned

