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CEO FORUM
“What’s in it for me?”

At APMP, we want to ensure that you don’t ask this question without 
one or more ready, compelling answers. In today’s rapidly changing 
world, we are carefully choosing the Association’s goals. One goal is 
developing a common terminology. We really do all speak the same 
language; we just use different terms. So we are working on a glossary 
of general proposal terms. Other goals include:

Looking at the Government – continuing what we have started
• Supplementing the Government Liaisons Board Members with 

advisors from federal procurement policy organizations
• Continuing government participation in annual conferences
• Starting a regular column in the Perspective on procurement 

policy and trends
• Continuing to participate in Government acquisition reform 

teams.

Looking at the Commercial World – increasing our focus
• Increasing Commercial Board representation to three members
• Starting a regular column in the Perspective to highlight com-

mercial issues/concerns
• Continuing to increase the annual conference content to include 

more commercial presentations
• Identifying strategic commercial companies and procurement 

associations to develop a customer perspective
• Continuing to support the Commercial Interest Forum
• Developing metrics and benchmarks that are specific to com-

mercial enterprises
• Involving membership through surveys
• Encouraging research and sharing new proposal and procure-

ment methods
• Highlighting industry role models in APMP publications and 

recognizing these role models at the annual conference.
Looking at International Growth – Our newest initiative! We have 
started a new chapter in the United Kingdom, added new members 
from 14 countries, and increased the international focus in conference 
presentations and publications.
Of course, we are also continuing to improve the things that are al-
ready working...the Perspective, the Proposal Management journal, and 
the APMP web site.

So don’t be left behind! 
APMP has an exciting 
future...be part of it! 

 –Kirste Ross
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WELCOME TO NEW TALENTS
With this edition, we welcome three new staff 
members to the journal team: Joanna Hannigan, 
John Elder, and Colleen Jolly.  Colleen and the 
24 Hour Company are a new and creative resource 
for journal book and cover design—as we clearly 
see in this edition.

THANKS and best wishes are extended to the new 
staff’s talented predecessors:  Doron Krinetz (cover 
design), Amy Bennington (Books), Jennifer Parks 
(Books), Greg Wilson (Products-Commerce), and 
Heide Randall (composition support).

Green

Sokolow

Freeman

Rider

Elder

Jolly

Correction: In Trends and Views, Fall-Winter 2002 (pg 11), the defense 
industry B&P funding increase should have been shown as $600 mil-
lion. We apologize to the authors for this inadvertent mistake.

Hannigan

Mitchell
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CHANGES OF ADDRESS AND 
CORRESPONDENCE:
 Members of APMP should send notification of change 
of address via e-mail to b.n.fields@worldnet.att.net or by mail 
to: APMP; 300 Smelter Ave. NE #1; PMB 383; Great Falls, 
Montana 59404.
 Any change in correspondence relating to non-member 
subscriptions should be sent to the same address. Subscrip-
tion for APMP members is included in the annual member-
ship dues. For non-members, a subscription is $40 per year. 
Individual issues may be purchased for $20 each from the 
APMP office while supplies last.
 Proposal Management is published bi-annually by the 
APMP. All rights reserved, but reproduction rights are grant-
ed upon written request. Copyright©2003 by the Association 
of Proposal Management Professionals. The APMP Profes-
sional Journal is printed in the USA. Claims for missing cop-
ies must be made within three months of publication date. 
Missing copies will be supplied as reserve stock permits.

ADVERTISING RATES AND 
GUIDELINES:
Rates effective through December 31, 2003.
Rates per Issue:
Premium Placement Locations*
Back Cover: $1800.00 (4 Color)
Inside Front Cover: $1500.00 (4 Color)
Inside Back Cover: $1500.00 (4 Color)
All Other Placement Locations*
Full Page: $1400.00 (4 Color)
Full Page: $1200.00 (B&W)
Half Page: $800.00 (B&W)
*15% discount for all contracts of three or more consecutive 
issues of the APMP Journal with payment in advance. Rates 
are subject to change after December 31, 2003.

Schedule:
• Ad commitment (50% minimum, deposit required)—

due mid-March (for Spring), or mid-September (for 
Fall), approximately.

• Photo-ready copy—Due early April (for Spring), or 
early October (for Fall), approximately.

• Final payment due to APMP—late April (for Spring), 
or late October (for Fall), approximately.

To Secure Advertising Space:
 Please contact David Winton at (949) 493-9398 or e-
mail—apmpinfo@aol.com.
Advertising Format and Guidelines:
 Submit all artwork electronically as CMYK or Grayscale 
200-300dpi .tiff, .pdf, .eps, .ai, or .psd files on CD-ROM 
including all necessary fonts. Full bleeds for both color and 
B&W are acceptable. For technical assistance please con-
tact Colleen Jolly at 24 Hour Company, (703) 533-7209, 
colleen@24hrco.com.
 Please visit the APMP Home Page at www.apmp.org for 
additional information about the APMP Proposal Manage-
ment, including archive editions.
MEMBERSHIP:
 APMP’s mission is to advance the arts, sciences, and 
technology of business development acquisition and to pro-
mote the professionalism of those engaged in those pursuits 
through the sharing of non-proprietary proposal methods, 
approaches, and processes. APMP conducts meetings and 
events, both on a national/international scale and at the local 
level through individual chapters.
 Our annual membership fee is $95. APMP’s Federal 
Tax I.D. Number is 87-0469987. You may obtain a member-
ship form in Adobe Acrobat/PDF format from the APMP 
wesbite, www.apmp.org. Send your completed member-
ship form to: APMP Attn: Membership Applications, P.O. 
Box 668, Dana Point, CA 92629-0668. (949) 493-9398, 
(949) 240-4844 facsimile.

Invitation 
to Writers

Now you can share your expertise and experience in a worldwide 
forum of business development acquisition and proposal manage-
ment colleagues and peers. Gain visibility. Demonstrate your suc-
cesses. State your opinions or air your complaints. Send us a letter, 
submit an article, or propose your topic of interest. Submit a short 
(50-word) proposal for your article summarizing its principal thesis, 
issues, basis, and scope. You do not need to be an APMP member to 
contribute.

Typical Schedule
Concept Approval
Summary & Outline Due
Article First Draft Due
Article Final Draft Due
Peer Review & Updates
Print and Distribute

 Contribute to our next issue. Let us hear from you today. We 
are open to many and varied topics of interest to professionals in our 
field. FOR MORE INFORMATION or to plan your contribution, 
call or e-mail us.
R. Dennis Green
Managing Editor
(301) 469-2777
e-mail: rdengreen@aol.com

 If you consider submitting an article, 
begin by reading the Editorial Statement 
and Guidelines for Authors at the back 
of this issue. There you will find our 
general guidance on manuscript 
preparation, scope of content, 
style, and methodology for submis-
sion and review.

If your product or service advances the arts, sciences, 
and technology of business development or proposal 
management, our readers want to hear about it.

If what you are selling promotes professionalism in 
a dynamic profession, our readers are interested. If 
your organization is looking for talent, you will find 
it among our talented readers.

If you seek the means to help someone shape their 
future, consider this journal—a proven venue that 
offers both “best value” and best price.

Reserve your ad space today 
for our next issue.

Contact:
David Winton at (949) 493-9398 

e-mail: apmpinfo@aol.com

Spring/Summer Issue
Late October
Mid November
Late December
Late January
By Late March
May-June

Fall/Winter Issue
Late April
Mid May
Late June
Late July
By Late September
Mid November

Jayme Sokolow
Assistant Managing Editor
(301) 933-3989
e-mail: jsoko12481@aol.com

Journal7_11_12pm 7/12/03, 6:41 PM5



6 APMP Spring/Summer 2003   ProposalManagement 7

Three Fall Symposia – 
Around the World
 Opportunities abound to network with peers at these up-
coming Fall symposia.  For more information on these activities 
as well as other association programs, please contact the “Local 
Area Chapters” pages at our web site, www.apmp.org.

In Atlanta, Georgia – September 26, 2003
 The Georgia-Chattahoochee and Carolina Chapters are 
co-sponsoring the Southern Proposal Accents Conference at 
the Crowne Plaza, Powers Ferry, in Atlanta, Georgia.  The theme 
for this conference is “Proposals - Back to the Future.”  It will 
offer attendees an opportunity to learn the latest in proposal 
technologies, trends and processes. Additional information 
is available through Keith Propst, SPAC Co-chair at keith_
propst@bellsouth.net.

In Chandler, Arizona – 
September 26, 2003
 The Valley of the Sun Chapter is hosting a fall symposium 
at the Sheraton Wild Horse Pass.  The symposium will explore 
the synergy between work and personal life.  It will help at-
tendees develop strategies for transferring real-life skills to the 
proposal world, and vice versa.  Please contact Don Stewart for 
additional information at don.stewart@honeywell.com

In Warwickshire, England – 
October 9, 2003
 The 2nd annual UK APMP Conference will be held at the 
Marriott Forest of Arden Hotel and Country Club in Warwick-
shire. Titled “Bid Management, Launching the Profession,” it 
will launch a career path and certification program for 

Proposal Professionals.  This program, developed in collabora-
tion with Shipley Associates, will be presented here for the first 
time anywhere in the world.   A call for papers was still open 
at the time of journal publication.  For additional information, 
please contact Jon Williams at ceo@ukapmp.org.

BD-CMM Update:  Public 
Release Planned Later 
this Year
 The construction of the Business Development Capability 
Maturity Model (BD-CMM) is virtually complete. Shipley Asso-
ciates, the model’s principal developer, distributed a monograph 
of the entire model to participants at the APMP Annual Confer-
ence in New Orleans. The model is expected to be released into 
the public domain in the fourth quarter of 2003. This complies 
with the guidelines for CMMs  (i.e., that they should be owned 
by industry and reside in the public domain). The APMP Board 
and BD-CMM Steering Committee are examining the role 
APMP should play once the public model is released.

 The BD-CMM provides proposal management profession-
als with a road map for process improvement in their organiza-
tions. The model’s scope encompasses the full business develop-
ment life cycle, including advance marketing, sales, proposal 
development, and sales account management.

Association Spotlight
Highlights on news and educational initiatives throughout the association at large.

  ProposalManagement 7
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The need for expanded and renewed focus on solution 
development competencies within the ranks of proposal 
management professionals has arisen in large part from 

the migration toward performance-based contracting within 
the federal government marketplace, which is discussed below.

 Solution development refers to the critical activity of 
building and articulating fact-based storylines or story arcs that 
convey a federal contractor’s specific approaches to providing 
meaningful, measurable, achievable, and risk-aware outcomes 

Beyond Compliance
Toward Solution and Storyline 
Development as Valuable 
Proposal Management 
Core Competencies

By Robert S. Frey

Traditionally, proposal managers—both full-time staff members within 
a federal contractor organization and freelance and agency-based con-
sultants—bring solid experience and a knowledge base focused on com-
pliance, process, and documentation. Today and in the future, however, 
compliance- and process-driven proposal management approaches alone 
will not produce winning proposals or stellar oral presentations on a sustainable 
basis. Instead, proposal managers must combine these important baseline approaches with solution 
development and facilitation; idea generation and genuine creativity; and proactive, engaged leader-
ship. By doing so, these managers become more valuable to their organization, and more sought-after 
knowledge workers in the marketplace at large. 

for its federal government customer. Robust solution sets must 
encompass technical requirements, program management, 
staffing, phase-in, and past performance. The storylines must 
link together major elements including “Understanding the 
Customer Environment,” “Approach,” and “Measurable Out-
comes” in a manner that ensures the continuity of major sales 
messages, or themes.

 Solution sets and their associated storylines are fact-based, 
quantitatively validated articulations of the framework and 
spirit in which a federal contractor provides services and/or 
products to the federal government. These services and products 
must be to the direct benefit of the customer given the contractor’s 
understanding of the government environment, requirements, 
and mission. The customer will most likely include the specific 
government agency, its users, customers, and stakeholders.

 In today’s extraordinarily competitive and solution-driven 
federal marketplace, the delta, or difference, between winning 
and coming in second borders on the microscopic. Proposal 
managers can provide very tangible value to their organizations 

Trends and Views

In todayʼs extraordinarily 
competitive and solution-driven 
federal marketplace, the delta, 
or difference, between winning 
and coming in second borders on 
the microscopic.
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(as measured by an enhanced proposal win rate) by fortifying 
their skill sets to span all of the key elements presented in Ex-
hibit 1. These important proposal management competencies 
include detailed compliance  with the solicitation document 
and process flow coordination (#1 in Exhibit 1); documentation 
and production, editing, and quality control (#2 in Exhibit 1); 
and configuration control. In addition, and most importantly, 
proposal managers must develop and hone their skills in solu-
tion development and leadership (#3 and #4 in Exhibit 1) to 
attain proposal management success. 

The Changing 
Federal 
Procurement 
Landscape
 Let’s take a closer look at performance-based contracting. 
Migration toward performance-based contracting is a key and 
growing element in the federal marketplace. The Request for 
Solution (RFS) is becoming as common, if not more prevalent, 
than the traditional Request for Proposal (RFP). And even many 
RFPs have performance-based components, including quantita-
tive metrics, performance standards and thresholds, options to 
propose most efficient organization (MEO) staffing options, 
and performance-based work statements (PBWSs). 

 Now, the focus is on innovative, risk-aware solutions. Pro-
posal documents and oral presentations must be presented in 
clear concise words and illustrations that build on industry best 
practices and disciplined approaches, including the Software 
Engineering Institute (SEI) Capability Maturity Model Integra-
tion (CMMI) structured software engineering methodologies, 
ISO 9001:2000 and 9002:2000 standards, and Institute of Elec-
trical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) guidelines. Importantly, 
performance-based service contracting is a major component in 
President Bush’s Management Agenda, which emphasizes mar-
ket-based, results-oriented, citizen-centered government. 

 Performance-based contracting is a procurement strategy 
defined in FAR Subpart 37.6 and in the Office of Federal Pro-
curement Policy in its Policy Letter 91-2 (dated April 9, 1991). 
That strategy structures all aspects of an acquisition around the 
purpose and results of the work to be performed, as opposed to 
either the manner in which the contractor or offeror must per-
form the work or the processes that must be used. The WHAT 
is emphasized over-and-above the HOW. In general, if the level 
of effort, staffing levels, skill mix of staff, or educational levels 
of staff are specified in the RFP, then the contract is not perfor-
mance-based. 

 The key elements of a performance-based work statement 
for services are: (1) a statement of the required services in terms 
of output and support for the agency’s mission; (2) a measur-
able performance standard for the output; and (3) an accept-
able quality level or allowable error rate. The government may 
employ a variety of measurement methods, including a project 
surveillance plan or an award fee evaluation plan. The primary 
elements of a performance work statement for hardware or 
end-item deliverables are: (1) a specification of what the end 
product must do in terms of performance, along with any criti-
cal constraints such as weight or footprint, and (2) measures of 
quality that are related directly to the end products’ capacity to 
perform its intended use. According to the September 30, 2002, 
issue of Federal Computer Week, the Bush Administration is 
now considering issuing further directives for federal agencies’ 

use of performance-based contracting. The intended goal? More 
vigorous competition.

 This innovative federal performance-based contract 
strategy leverages the ingenuity of industry while providing 
the government with access to the best commercially available 
products, services, processes, knowledge, and technologies. 
From the government’s perspective, use of performance-based 
contracting strategies reduces acquisition cycle time and costs, 
since contractors are not compelled to perform to detailed de-
sign-type specifications that can inhibit creativity and efficien-
cies. Most importantly, performance-based contracts help to 
ensure contractor accountability for mission-focused results.

 Fundamentally, all federal contractors, including small 
businesses, must be able to prepare proposals and oral presenta-
tions that demonstrate innovative performance approaches for 
managing risk proactively while ensuring superior quality. In 
return for performance excellence, contractors earn positive 
monetary incentives for meeting technical, schedule, and cost 
standards and thresholds.

Effective Solution 
Development
 So how can proposal managers become integrally involved 
in solution and storyline development? Proposal managers can 
provide significant benefit to their organizations by proactively 
leveraging the resources depicted in Exhibit 2 to conceptualize, 

Exhibit 1. Solution development, creativity, and leadership are 
critical competencies for proposal management professionals now 
and in the future.

All federal contractors must 
be able to prepare proposals 

that demonstrate innovative 
performance approaches for 
managing risk while ensuring 

superior quality.

Trends and Views: Beyond Compliance
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A dedicated Program Manager imparts her vision onto the team.

develop, and produce results-focused storyboards, solution sets, 
storylines, proposal narrative, and graphics concepts in concert 
with other capture and proposal staff. Building on the Exhibit 2 
resources, proposal managers must educate themselves about (1) 
the ultimate customer and its vision and mission; (2) the specific 
customer line organization and its vision, mission, and strategic 
plan, including how these link with the overarching mission of 
the parent agency; (3) relevant technical, programmatic, staffing, 
and contractual issues and “hot buttons;” and (4) policy direc-
tives that govern the customer’s activities, buying decisions, and 
deliverables to its own users and stakeholders. 

 In the course of that 
self-learning process, 
graphics concepts, back-
ground information on 
government leaders and 
other useful information 
emerge. For example, in 
researching information 
technology standards that 
are applicable to a given 
customer, one might locate 
a compelling graphic con-
cept that is already known 
to that customer because it 
is an integral part of their 
web site. That graphic may 
be used as is, or modified, 
to convey a key concept 
in a federal contractor’s 
proposal narrative or oral 
presentation. Or, a listing 
of critical-path activities 
that a proposal manager 
locates through the fed-

eral customer’s technical library can be built into a table in the 
proposal that demonstrates understanding of that customer’s 
operational environment.

 Web-based research on recent awards by a given cus-
tomer to competitors can also shed considerable light onto that 
customer’s buying habits and preferred technical solutions. 
Speeches and biosketches or curriculum vitae of key federal 
leaders, and published papers of those individuals can prove 
to be invaluable in proposing meaningful, on-target solutions 
to those same customer leaders. Given the level of executive re-
view and approval, customer news releases are excellent sources 
of knowledge. Specific words and phraseology that are used 
can be incorporated into the proposal or oral presentation. 
Customer telephone directories as well as Web sites can help 
proposal managers understand how the customer’s organiza-
tion is structured, and provide insight into key graphic or word 
concepts that the customer frequently uses. Documented trip 
reports based on executive call plan execution can be rich reser-
voirs of direct insight into a customer’s hopes, fears, biases, and 
critical issues and success factors. Federal government publica-
tions, such as Air Force Base papers, can shed light on the latest 
points of interest to the customer community. Specific exam-
ples include the Space & Missile Times published on behalf of 
the 30th Space Wing at Vandenberg Air Force Base in California, 
the Space Observer at the 21st Space Wing at Peterson AFB in 
Colorado, the Astro News at the Space & Missile Center at Los 
Angeles AFB, and the Army Times. Another important resource 
for proposal managers is customer briefings to industry.

 In the process of researching, thinking, and learning about 
the customer, the program, and the mission, the proposal man-
ager should focus on how the knowledge and information being 
collected contributes to overall understanding of the customer, 
the strategy of his or her federal contracting company, the ap-
proach and solution that follows from that strategy, and the 
tangible and intangible benefits or “value proposition” that 
particular solution set brings to the customer, its program, and 
its overall mission (see Exhibit 3). The storylines for the proposal 
and the oral presentation that emerge from the critical thinking 
and synthesis of ideas are leveraged to populate such diagrams as 
the one shown in Exhibit 3.

 Let’s examine a sample storyline: Our corporation will 
work in close partnership with the Department of the Army to 
enable greater knowledge sharing among Army communities 
in support of the overall Army Transformation. Collaborative 
web-based knowledge portals, e-learning technologies, systems 
integration, intelligent data mining, intelligent agents and expert 
systems technologies will be assessed and deployed with an en-
terprise-wide focus targeted to maximize the Army’s investments 
in its people and knowledge assets. Such knowledge sharing will 
facilitate improved, fact-based decision dominance by com-
manders and business stewards in the battlespace, organizations, Exhibit 2. Sources to leverage for developing 

innovative, knowledge-based proposal solu-
tions. 

COMPLIANCE + VALIDATED 
STORYLINE + COMPREHENSIBLE 
PRESENTATION translates into a 
very high probability of winning.

Trends and Views: Beyond Compliance
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and Army’s mission processes. This decision dominance will 
contribute directly to the effectiveness and day-to-day safety, 
security, and quality of life of America’s warfighters worldwide. 

 This sample storyline conveys the tools, technologies, and 
approaches that the federal contracting firm will employ in de-
livering significant benefits to the Army mission of transforma-
tion and to the warfighters around the globe. Such a storyline 
would be used at an overarching level (1.0 or 1.1) in a Manage-
ment or Technical Approach, with much greater qualitative and 
quantitative detail provided in the subsections that follow. In a 
recent government debriefing on a major winning proposal, my 
company learned that COMPLIANCE + VALIDATED STORY-
LINE + COMPREHENSIBLE PRESENTATION translates into 
a very high probability of winning.

Complementary Roles and 
Responsibilities
 Capture managers and technical leads are integrally in-
volved in solution set and storyline development, but it would 
behoove proposal managers to become deeply immersed in 
this process as well. There is important dovetailing of capture 
manager and proposal manager functions. Proposal managers 
and capture managers are most effective together when (1) they 
communicate many times a day; (2) brainstorm solution sets 
and storylines together; (3) use each other as sounding boards 
for key ideas and concepts; and (4) share what they know about 
the customer, program, key staff, and applicable technologies 
openly and in an atmosphere of mutual trust. 

 From February to October 2002, I was the Proposal Man-
ager on a half-billion dollar proposal for the U.S. Air Force 
Space Command. Every morning, the Capture Manager and I 
met to plan the actions and follow-up issues for the day, identify 

problem areas in the proposal process, share ideas about piv-
otal, solution-conveying graphics, and ensure that the major 
storylines were being articulated throughout all seven proposal 
volumes.

Developing a Compelling Storyline
 Contemporary proposal development is about articulating 
and illustrating a fact-based, validated storyline that provides 
tangible value for the federal government customer and its 
users, customers, and stakeholders. That proposal storyline 
must be told convincingly, while simultaneously being in full 
compliance with Sections L and M of the RFS from an infra-
structure and requirements standpoint. Current and future 
proposal management professionals must prepare themselves 
to be an integral part of the proposal solution set and storyline 
development process. Compliance is necessary, but certainly 
not sufficient. To win proposals now and in the coming years, 
innovative, cost-effective, risk-aware solution sets and storylines 
are needed that span the people, processes, technologies, and 
knowledge assets that federal contracting firms can provide.

Robert S. Frey serves as Vice President for Knowledge Manage-
ment and Proposal Development with RS Information Systems, 
Inc.® (www.rsis.com), an Inc.500 minority-owned information 
technology and engineering firm headquartered in McLean, 
Virginia. Mr. Frey is author of Successful Proposal Strategies for 
Small Businesses: Using Knowledge Management to Win Gov-
ernment, Private-Sector, and International Contracts (Boston: 
Artech House, Inc., 2002, 1999, 1997), which explains how to plan 
and write proposals for government, private-sector, and interna-
tional contracts. He can be contacted at rfrey@rsis.com.

Exhibit 3. Example of a customer-focused, benefits-based solution pathway.

Trends and Views: Beyond Compliance

Journal7_11_12pm 7/12/03, 6:42 PM11



12 APMP Spring/Summer 2003   ProposalManagement 13

Evolutionary Acquisition 
Management—More 

Than Reform

Few APMP initiatives have been as 
rewarding as those related to govern-
ment relations and acquisition reform.  

Among the most constructive relations have 
been those jointly sponsored with the Air 
Force and David Franke.  With his encour-
agement, APMP representatives participate 
in Air Force-sponsored industry summits, 
brief their counterparts on a range of re-
form topics, and field questions about the 
potential impact of proposed reforms.  
Franke and his staff have also participated 
in APMP’s annual conferences, making 
presentations and sitting on panels.

David	A.	Franke	–
Champion for Air Force 
Acquisition Excellence

Profile

By R. Dennis Green 
Interview by John Meehan

The first thing you notice about David Franke in a social setting is his earnest and, at times, quiet and 
fatherly demeanor.  But turn the topic to acquisition management and Franke, now Director of the Ac-
quisition Center of Excellence (ACE), Headquarters, Air Force Materiel Command (AFMC), Wright-

Patterson Air Force Base (WPAFB), will engage you in a provoca-
tive discussion about what acquisition excellence is, can be, and 

should be today.  His deeply-rooted passion for this topic stems 
from his 30-year career with the Air Force, a career that 

has included senior acquisition management positions on 
military aircraft programs for the F-16 fighter and the 
B-1B long-range bomber.  As ACE’s Director, he currently 
supports more than 340 separate program, product, and 
service acquisitions, ranging from initial development 
of acquisition strategies to system retirement.  Under 

his leadership, ACE’s average annual procurements of 
$65 billion are managed by a total staff of 134 acquisition 
managers, specialists, and engineers (the ‘ACEs’).

  ProposalManagement 13
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 Over the seven years APMP has worked with the Air Force, 
an acquisitions evolution has occurred: Air Force Acquisitions has 
evolved from the creation of a Centralized Request for Proposal 
Support Team (CRFPST), through the development of the Cen-
tralized Acquisition Support Team (CAST), to issuance of “Light-
ning Bolt” directives and the recent establishment of the ACE. 
APMP members have observed this evolution with interest. 

 What is the status of Air Force acquisition management?  
And is there still a role for industry to participate in Air Force 
reforms? 

 “We started with the Centralized RFP Support Team” said 
Franke, “looking at RFPs in a vacuum from the rest of the pro-
cess, but at least it was a start.  Then we moved to an Acquisition 
Support Team (AST) concept, empowered the AST to analyze 
our methods and processes, then used the analysis that AST per-
formed to help programs evolve their acquisition strategies.  But 
‘Acquisition Support Team,’ per se, is now a term of the past.” 

 “Our Acquisition Center of Excellence or ACE is the third 
generation of acquisition reform.” 

 Franke explained how the concept of Acquisition Centers 
of Excellence expands upon the earlier Air Force acquisition re-
form organizations.  “Now,” he said, “we’re looking at the full life 
cycle.  We’re looking at a concept that we call Agile Acquisition. 
And we’re asking important questions,” he said.  “Like:  How do 
we build better contractor relationships?  How do we effect early 
industry involvement? How do we increase communications/
collaboration? How do we take down the barriers and road-
blocks that may exist in the acquisition process?”

 Fortunately, Franke has some thoughtful, constructive 
answers.  The Air Force Acquisition Centers of Excellence, such 
as the one that he directs, have become the means for resolving 
such questions, for fostering innovation in the marketplace, 
and for refining acquisition processes through incremental and 
constructive change.  To date, Headquarters Air Force Material 
Command (AFMC) and all AFMC Product, Logistics, and Test 
Centers have established ACE organizations at bases across the 
country.  Additionally, Franke’s office continually reaches out to 
other acquisition organizations to investigate the feasibility of 
establishing ‘ACE-like’ organizations.

 The secret of the ACE centers’s successes to date may be 
found in the way they promote collaboration.  “We’re building 
partnerships and industry involvement through organizations 
like APMP,” said Franke. “It’s how we’re going to help each other 
understand how the other does business.  I think it’s critically 
important for people on the industry side to have a clear un-
derstanding about how things are changing in the Air Force.” 

And vice versa.  “We need to have a partnership that evolves that 
process.”

 What Franke clearly communicates is that acquisition ex-
cellence is not a static target. “We started out with the ‘Lightning 
Bolts’,” said Franke, referring to the management directives first 
issued in May 1995 with two subsequent ‘sets’ of Bolts issued, 
the most recent in November 2001. They prescribed:

• Focus on results, not the process
• “Spiral” acquisition, developing and acquiring program 

capability in increments
• Establishing “roadblock busters”
• An environment that breeds innovators
• Establishing a Program Executive Officer for service con-

tracts
• Establishing a “knowledge pipeline.”

 “The most recent set of lightning bolts,” he said, “have led 
us to creating the current Acquisition Center of Excellence. That 
concept in itself is evolving.  That, in turn, has led us to what we 
call Agile Acquisitio. It’s continuous improvement. It’s not status 
quo.”  And he adds:  “It’s not reform.”

Agile Acquisition
 The distinction Franke makes between Agile Acquisition 
and reform is notable. For him, the term ‘reform’ is becoming 
archaic.  “We’ve moved away from reforming anything,” said 
Franke.   “It has the wrong context.  We’re moving to acquisition 
excellence and continued improvement in everything we do. 
We’re in a different world today.”  

 “Agile acquisition and its tenets are where we’re going 
over the next five years.  In today’s world, with today’s asym-
metrical threats, today’s relationship with the warfighter, today’s 
scenarios are changing rapidly. The requirements mandates are 
changing much more rapidly than we’ve ever seen before. We 
can’t take the time that we have in the past to field our weapon 
systems. 

 Mr. Franke defines Agile Acquisition by these three tenets:

1. Collaborative requirements definition
2. Transition of technology
3. Seamless verification.

 What is collaborative requirements definition?  According 
to Franke, it is driven by the inherent benefits in speed and abil-
ity that efficient collaboration can bring to the acquisition pro-
cess.  “How,” asks Franke rhetorically, “do you bring industry, 
the warfighter, the acquirer, and the tester together as early as 

EVOLUTION OF ACQUISITION EXCELLENCE – ACE is the third generation of recent Air Force acquisition reforms.

Profile: David A. Franke
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possible to sit down and absolutely agree on what the require-
ment is of the end item that we’re going to develop and deliver.  
How quickly can we do that?  And can we do it in increments 
using the tools and philosophies of evolutionary acquisition 
and spiral development as a process?”

 The second tenet looks at the transition of technology out 
of the laboratories and into real programs.  Franke, again, asks 
the operative questions.  “What are the mature technologies 
today that can meet the requirements of the warfighter?  How 
do we engage the laboratories where new technologies evolve?”  
And, “Is the technology mature enough to deliver a capability 
to the warfighter now?”  The relationship with the technology 
community has to be a strong partnership.

 Seamless Verification, the third tenet, addresses unneces-
sary redundancies or inefficiencies in a conventional test pro-
gram approach.  “How do we merge the two testing communi-
ties (developmental and operational) into a single seamless pro-
cess so that we don’t go through and do a bunch of individual 
developmental testing, bring a product together, have a product 
completed, and pass it over the fence to the operational testers 
only to say, ‘Now how do you think it works in the operational 
environment?’  We want to be able to share test points.  We want 
to be able to share and integrate test plans. We want to be able 
to share test methodology so that we remove the time from pro-
gram development that would normally and unnecessarily be 
devoted to separate independent verification process or tests.”

 Agile Acquisition is a bold, brash initiative. Its tenants are in 
keeping with the ‘lightning bolt’ syntax and directives from which 
they sprung.  But what actions might help encourage industry to 
more active participation with its government counterpart?  How 
does industry justify spending its limited bid and proposal (B&P) 
funds in the era of a decreasing DoD industry base?

 “I’m going to stay away from talking about how compa-
nies use their B&P funds,” Franke said tactfully, “because that’s 
not my area of expertise. But the reality of where we’re going 
in Acquisition Excellence should be equally beneficial to both 
government and industry.  Here’s why.” 

 “In order for companies to make a decision on how they 
use their (B&P) funds, what they’re going to bid on and what 
they’re not going to bid on, is largely dependent on their 

involvement on programs, what’s going on, what the require-
ments are, and maybe most importantly, their understanding of 
those requirements.”

 It follows that early collaboration is good for all the parties 
involved.  “Because,” he continues, “I want to bring industry in 
on the very earliest day when I sit down and start thinking about 
what my requirement is.  I want them to sit down with the war-
fighter.  And I want them to sit down with the technologist and 
the tester.  And I want them to sit down with the guys that are go-
ing to be the acquirers and do the actual program management.  
And get them together—all the way back to the initial steps of 
requirements development.  “I want industry involved so that it 
is more knowledgeable about the process. I want to have more 
sessions where industry comes in and talks to the program staffs. 
I want to break down that wall between government and industry 
that used to say, ‘I can’t talk to you. I’m starting to build a require-
ment.’ Because I do want to talk to you.  I want to know what your 
thoughts and answers are to my requirement. If I’m headed down 
a path to a requirement that you can’t possibly get to, I want us to 
be honest and discover that now. I don’t want to ask you to bid a 
program [with requirements] that you can’t get to.”

 “How you use your B&P is your business.  How I give you 
enough information for you to make conscious and accurate 
decisions through your involvement in early program develop-
ment is what’s important to me.”

Corporate Councils
 Collaboration between government and industry groups 
takes several forms.  In years past, the Air Force invited indus-
try and APMP participation in acquisition reform ‘Summits.’  
Corporate Councils are the newest manifestation.  As Franke 
explains, Corporate Councils are a tool to share the tenets of 
Agile Acquisition and to propagate lessons learned.  They bring 
together representatives from all the Material Command Center 
ACEs, include representation from the other Air Force Major 
Commands, as well as industry and other government agencies.  
The tenets are typically promoted and reviewed on a program-
by-program basis. The benefits to participants emerge from 
differences as well as similarities.

MULTIPLE LOCATIONS – Implementing Acquisition Centers of Excellence Across the Air Force.

Profile: David A. Franke
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 “We recognize that one size does not fit all,” said Franke.  
“Somebody that’s doing a collaborative requirements develop-
ment on an aircraft at Aeronautical Systems Center at Wright 
Patterson Air Force Base (AFB) probably would not be doing 
exactly the same thing that the center at Warner Robbins AFB 
would be doing on buying a modification program and how 
they develop a requirement. So once a quarter, the corporate 
leadership comes together from all the Acquisition Centers of 
Excellence and shares what they have successfully accomplished 
at each of their centers on their programs on the implementa-
tion of those three tenets as well as other process innovations.”

 Familiar operative questions drive the corporate council 
meetings, i.e., “Tell me about how you’re implementing collab-
orative requirements development.  Tell me how you’re imple-
menting seamless verification.  Tell me how you’re implement-
ing technology transition.   You may only be doing two of those 
on any given program,” said Franke.  “You may only be doing 
one on a program, depending on its life cycle. But now we’ve got 
nine centers worth of people taking everybody else’s ideas home 
with them, and trying to broadcast across all the programs Air 
Force wide, not just AFMC.”  Participants on recent councils 
have included the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, National 
Air and Space Administration, and the other services and agen-
cies.  Industry and professional organizations such as APMP 
also attend.

 “We’re trying to have a better communication flow of pro-
cess across everybody in the acquisition community.  So when 
we talk about Agile Acquisition, we recognize that somebody else 
may have a better idea. Others may have stumbled through some 
problems that we have not yet seen.  We all can learn from that.”

Dispelling a Perceived 
Threat to Competition
 The concept of Evolutionary Acquisition/Spiral Develop-
ment when enhanced program capability is tested and deployed 
in increments is one of the Lightning Bolt directives on which 
the Agile Acquisition approach is founded.  Some DoD contrac-
tors regard this direction with trepidation.  They worry that the 
program has potential, inherent conflicts, and that using this 
strategy can choke competition after the government progresses 
beyond the first increment or spiral.

 Rather than deflect such a challenging question, Franke 
was eager to address it.  “I want to dispel a belief that I think is 
out there,” he said, “that I personally believe is incorrect. And 
that is that spiral development or evolutionary acquisition will 
either increase or decrease the competitive base or posture that 
we had before we moved to this entity.  Because I do not believe 
that’s true.  I don’t think those two affect the competitive base 
at all. What you as a contractor competed on before, you’ll be 
able to compete on in the future. What you did not compete on 
before, you will not compete in the future. If a Program Man-
ager was doing a spiral on an acquisition program such as F-16s, 
F-22s or F-15s, he would not suddenly say, ‘I’m going to go out 
and see if somebody else wants to build F-16s.’” 

 “Once you develop that first increment and that first 
capability and you vet it down into a process, it’s no different 
than doing modifications to another program. The difference 
in evolutionary programs as far as development is that you in-
crementally deliver the capability to the warfighter. It’s not that 
you’re suddenly going to find some new way to recompete at 
that point. So I don’t see the competitive venue changing much, 
and I think that’s a fear that we need to move away from. There 
are too many people that think that’s the case.”

 Franke sees the roles of evolutionary acquisition and spiral 
development with passionate clarity.  He says, “Evolutionary 
acquisition is a philosophy of evolving your development pro-
cess as you go through a program. Spiral development is the 

We recognize that somebody else 
may have a better idea. Others 
may have stumbled through some 
problems that we have not yet 
seen. We all can learn from that.

ACE FOCUS AREAS – Tools and training aids such as these are developed and deployed to promote excellence and continuous process 
improvement throughout each ACE.

Profile: David A. Franke
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process by which you go through and do that. They are two 
distinct and different things. I’m going to do an evolutionary 
acquisition process by the fact that I am going to deliver things 
incrementally to the warfighter, rather than waiting till I have 
‘the big bang’ or everything he ever wanted in a nutshell with a 
nice ribbon tied around it.”

 “Spiral development will allow me to take increments of 
that capability that he wants, based on the available technology.  
With that,” he said, “I go back to:  build your collaborative re-
quirements and do your technology transition. I’m going to go 
look at what technologies will allow me to deliver a piece of the 
capability today. When I have meaningful capability, I will de-
liver that to the warfighter promptly, instead of waiting until the 
full program is done. I will use it. I will test it. I will get feedback. 
And I will feed that knowledge back into the spiral process, tak-
ing a look at the next technology available and down the road.  
So the product that took me ten years to develop before, and I 
only made one ultimate delivery, I may deliver in three or four 
pieces of real capability based on technology as it evolves.”

 About the argument that spirals effect the competitive 
base, Franke concludes, “I don’t think that’s a fair debate.”

Facing Cost Overrun 
Issues Head On
 Given Franke’s openness and candor, we followed up with 
a general question about program cost overruns such as the one 
recently reported by the Government Accounting Office (GAO) 
for the F/A-22 fighter jet program.  In such instances, to what 
extent do ACE officials remain involved or accountable?

 “The ACE would remain involved,” said Franke, “to the 
extent desired by the program office, but given our largely advi-
sory role, the ACE would not likely be considered accountable 
for the relative health of a given program.”  Who does?  “The 
program manager has the ultimate authority to make decisions 
affecting his or her program, and they can accept or reject our 
advice at their sole discretion.  In the case of a substantial over-
run, ACE personnel would likely participate with the program 
office in an integrated process team (IPT) to ascertain what 
caused the problem, document lessons learned, and disseminate 
them to other offices, centers, and activities to reduce the likeli-
hood of similar occurrences.”

 Franke pointed out that ACEs are not consultants, in the 
most common use of that term.  He said, “We do more than 
merely tell program teams what they should be doing.  We ac-
tually help make it happen.  ACE personnel consistently assist 
teams in all pre-award and many post-award activities as ‘hands 
on’ participants in the process.”

Rewriting Guidance
 Predictably, changes as broad and sweeping as those being 
shepherded by Franke and his Air Force colleagues must be ac-
companied by changes to the guidance and regulatory require-
ments that are levied on each program.  Franke noted that such 
changes are in process, including rewrites to:

• The Federal Acquisition Regulations (FAR) Supplements
• Air Force Instruction 63-1, Reality Based Acquisition
• Air Force Instruction 63-101, Acquisition System
• DoD Directive 5000.1, Defense Acquisition System and 

DoD Instruction 5000.2, Operation of the Defense Acquisi-
tion System.

David Franke … 
At Glance

Title: Director, Headquarters Air Force 
Materiel Command Acquisition Center of 
Excellence (ACE), Wright-Patterson Air 
Force Base (WPAFB), Ohio

Prior Positions (Recent):
• Director, Centralized Acquisition Support 

Team, Headquarters AFMC, WPAFB
• Deputy Program Director, F-16 SPO, Aero-

nautical Systems Center, WPAFB
• Assistant Director, Air Force Acquisition Lo-

gistics Division, Aeronautical Systems Center, 
WPAFB

• Director of Acquisition Logistics, Propulsion 
SPO, ASD, WPAFB

• Director of Acquisition Logistics, B-1B SPO, 
ASD, WPAFB

Education:
• Bachelor of Arts, Management, Antioch Uni-

versity (1988)
• Defense Systems Management College 

(1992)
• Program for Senior Officials in National Secu-

rity, Harvard University (1993)
• Master of Aeronautical Science, Embry-Riddle 

Aeronautical University (1995)
• Leadership for a Democratic Society, Federal 

Executive Institute (1999)

Birth Place:  Milwaukee, WI

Family:  Wife, Gail; 1 Son, 1 Daughter

Hobbies:  Carpentry, woodworking, 
shooting

Favorite Quote:  “You don’t know what 
you can’t do until you’ve tried.”

Profile: David A. Franke
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Champion for 
Government—Industry 
Collaboration
 Franke has distinguished himself as a collaboration cham-
pion.  His initiatives are showing the profit of greater acquisi-
tion efficiency as well as good will.  We concluded our meeting 
with questions that relate to Franke’s view on the future of effec-
tive collaboration in three areas:  clarity in RFP interpretations, 
government-industry educational venues, and work with other 
services.

 The RFP question grew out of the occasional frustration 
that RFP requirements can still lack clarity and foster disparate 
interpretations.  Would the government support a government-
industry team to address and help eliminate these differences?

 “We are absolutely committed,” said Franke resolutely, “to 
increasing the quality of the RFPs in any way and shape that we 
can. We’re always interested in inputs from industry and anyone 
else on how we can do that.  That’s just a fact. The whole ACE 
structure is dedicated to building a communications relation-
ship, to better communicating what the requirements are. [It is 
why we] talk about early industry involvement, how we get you 
back into the system, how we get you back into the program, 
how we get you into the program offices, how we bring the warf-
ighters together with the acquirers—all those kinds of things. 
So, without a doubt, our interest is there.”

 “We have tried some things on some programs,” he contin-
ued, “that somebody would call pretty radical, that I think are 
pretty ingenious. We’ve got to figure out ways to polish them 
a little bit. On some programs we’ve gone out and assigned a 
program office person to each competing industry team to work 
with that team, and interpret the RFP and the requirements 
process as they build their proposal. Now that’s really different. 
And the contractors have to be willing to sign up to that. But if 
your question is, ‘Are we willing to sit down and find ways to 
break down those barriers?’ the answer is: absolutely.  Bottom 
line, I would absolutely, personally support some type of joint 
government-industry effort to find ways to better communicate 
these processes. We’re working on them every day.” 

 Franke also proposes collaborative initiatives on the 
educational front.  His organization, for example, has offered to 
conduct a source selection workshop for APMP members.  “In 
the source selection workshop,” he said, “we would give industry 
the same workshop given to our government teams, though not 
program specific  but a generic version.”  It would explain source 
selection and how the Air Force process works. 

 One refreshing quality about Franke is his willingness to 
propose new or otherwise untested ideas.  He thrives on creative 
problem solving and is not afraid to postulate possible solution 
scenarios, even if some of them later prove impractical or get 
ruled out.  The impression of his ingenuity is a lasting one.

 To improve process understanding between government 
and industry, for example, Franke imagined for us some kind 
of interchange that would “allow industry folks to participate 
in source selection teams on source selections unrelated to their 
own particular industry.  And vice versa.  Maybe we can have 
some government people work on a proposal team for some-
thing not specifically related to their own source selections.”  
The idea may be radical, but it’s noble and practical in its intent.  
“At least,” said Franke, “we’d both have a much better under-
standing of how our businesses work.”

 On the question of whether acquisition reform efforts 
such as those by the Air Force can be extended across service 
or agency boundaries, Franke is a little more circumspect, but 
enthusiastic and continually supportive.

 “I think the example of corporate council is the perfect op-
portunity,” said Franke. “That’s why we’ve invited the Army and 
Navy to come in and share what we’re doing.  On programs like 
the Joint Strike Fighter [aircraft],” he said, “we are already work-
ing side-by-side with our other service counterparts. But we’ve 
got to do more on an individual basis in educating each on how 
we do business, how our requirements are developed, how we 
evolve our processes.  We’ve worked very hard to develop and 
distribute tools across the services.”  

 As an example, he cites an interactive, computer-based ac-
quisition simulator called ‘Game Board.’  It’s proven to be both 
fun and effective. A tool called Con-Connect indexes contracts 
for the acquisition community, allowing them to identify con-
tracts against which they can write orders. MR Post is a tool that 
helps acquisition professionals do market research.  “We would 
hope that other services would also share,” said Franke. “We’re 
building a great relationship.”  

 As he lists the entities invited to future Corporate Council 
collaborations including the National Security Agency, Army 
Material Command, Spectrum Management Center, the Mobil-
ity Command, National Reconnaissance Office, and, of course, 
APMP representatives, it is clear that Franke is moving with 
alacrity, each foot firmly strapped to acquisition lightning bolts. 
Running this Acquisition Center of Excellence is a job of sober-
ing magnitude, but Franke faces it and his Agile Acquisition 
mandate  with a confident resolve.  “It’s a slow process, but we’re 
getting there,” he said.  “Cultures don’t change overnight.”

 PM acknowledges the assistance of Al Helm, Dan Fulmer 
and Steve Clark in the preparation of this article.

R. Dennis Green is a management consultant, writer, and pro-
posal practitioner with more than 20 years experience.  He has 
been Managing Editor of Proposal Management since its found-
ing in 1999.  He was founder and first president of the APMP 
National Capital Area chapter (1992-1994).  Phone (301) 469-
2777; e-mail rdengreen@aol.com.

John Meehan is APMP’s Government Liaison Co-Chair and 
Chair of the APMP Acquisition Reform Task Force.  He is a 
Senior Proposal Specialist for Rockwell Collins, former regional 
sales manager of computer services for Banks of Iowa, and holds 
several Pilot Certificates (over 11,000 total flying hours).  He en-
joys his family, flying and working with customers.  Phone (319) 
295-3470; e-mail jjmeehan@rockwellcollins.com.
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Learning to dance with customers is vital in today’s new 
supply environment. Suppliers must listen to their cus-
tomers’ and end-customers’ music to ensure they truly 

understand what is needed, and respond proactively with prod-
ucts, services, or business solutions that meet or exceed those 
expectations. Customer intimacy is important. However, like 
dancing, you need to establish appropriate boundaries with 
your partners so that you do not step on their feet.

 Just like dancing, customer/partner feedback is critical. 
Know the difference between a partner’s needs versus their 
desires. Know how to treat your partner, so you do not start 
out or end up on the wrong foot. Business partners, like dance 
partners, must work together to achieve success, otherwise, one 
or both will stumble and fall.

 Because the music, like technologies, keeps changing, sup-
pliers must adapt quickly to changes. Product innovation is 
essential to help suppliers keep pace with the music of business 
and the beat of each industry in our global economy.

 Despite these major challenges, some companies and orga-
nizations are successfully learning to dance with their custom-
ers, thus improving execution and achieving customer loyalty. 
One of the key ingredients to becoming a successful customer 
dance partner is the use of capture management.

 Increasingly, the dance required to win strategic new 
business has become complex, lengthy and dynamic. With the 
widespread application of advanced technology in nearly every 
industry and the pressure to maximize returns, commercial 
customers have increasingly become more sophisticated in 
their source selection practices. This same availability of tech-
nology has also reduced the barriers to market entry in many 
industries. As a result, new competitors are springing up on 
an almost daily basis. Traditional companies are finding they 
must cut costs at every turn to compete with newer, smaller and 
more nimble competitors. The convergence of all these trends 
makes it essential for every company, regardless of size or type, 
to establish a structured approach to prioritize and focus scarce 
resources and thus maximize their win rate for new business.

 The Capture Management Life Cycle is just such a 
structured approach. It can be used in the commercial and 
government marketplace for domestic, international or global 
opportunities. It can be used to respond in a reactive mode to a 
customer solicitation, such as a Request for Information (RFI), 
Request for Quotation (RFQ) or Request for Proposal (RFP). It 
can equally be used in a proactive mode to generate an unsolic-
ited offer to a customer. The Capture Management Life Cycle 
also provides an opportunity to sell the RFI, RFP or RFQ to your 
internal stakeholders.

A Capture Management Life Cycle Primer: 

Learning to  
with Customers
By Gregory A. Garrett, CPCM, PMP & Reginald J. Kipke, PMP

In both the public and private sectors, customers today are far 
more knowledgeable about their rights. They have higher 
expectations regarding the quality of products 
and services, and little tolerance for poor 
performance. They are quick to change 
their minds, and frequently complain 
if they do not get what they want 
when they want it. Thus, 
capturing a customer’s business 
and achieving customer 
loyalty is like learning to 
dance with a partner who 
keeps setting a faster 
pace, changing the 
music, and varying the 
dance steps at the same time.
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 Whether we work in a small start-up company or a global 
corporation, we are all part of a virtual workplace that is no lon-
ger bordered by geography or time zones. Traditional face-to-
face communication and interaction have been largely replaced 
by teleconference, e-mail, intranets and the Web. The Capture 
Management Life Cycle provides a framework that is indepen-
dent of geography and time zones. It can be used effectively 
both in single-location companies and in global corporations 
where some employees never meet each other in person, and 
may not even have “live” conversations. 

 Commercial customers are driven by a profit motivation. 
They procure products and services to either increase revenues 
or reduce expenses. Government customers are focused on the 
delivery of an acceptable program or service at the minimum 
cost or best value. Even if you have the best technology or ser-
vice in the world, you will not win new business unless you can 
show your customer how to apply that technology or service to 
increase their revenues or reduce their expenses. To beat your 
competitors, you need to show how you can do it cheaper, faster 
or better. 

 The foundation of the Capture Management Life Cycle is 
the focus on the customer’s business problems or objectives. 
Simply stated, this process is all about winning new business 
by creating mutually beneficial offers that solve the customer’s 
business problems or objectives and meet your corporate re-
quirements for profitability and risk. When you focus on the 
customer’s business problems or objectives, you are looking at 
your bid from the customer’s perspective. This orientation will 
drive you to bid the best solution you have to offer, and also 
allow you to identify alternatives which are superior to those 
envisioned by your customer. Bids that achieve this balance are 
holistic and address a solution’s technical, delivery, pricing and 
contractual dimensions.

Capture Management 
Life Cycle
 The Capture Management Life Cycle, as depicted in Ex-
hibit 1, is separated into three phases and ten stages. The Pre-
Bid Phase is the period before development of the customer 
bid, when all preparatory work is done. The Bid Phase is when 
the customer proposal is developed. The Post-Bid Phase is the 
period after the bid has been submitted to the customer.

 For strategic offers where the customer opts to start with 
an RFI, you will move through the process, then cycle back, and 
repeat phases when the customer issues an RFP. You may once 
again cycle back and repeat phases if the customer down selects a 
short list of suppliers and then provides updated requirements on 
which to base your final offer. This same pattern of cycling back 
and repeating phases may also occur when generating an unsolic-
ited offer to a customer that involves increasing layers of detail. 

Pre-Bid Phase
 The Pre-Bid Phase lays the foundation for success by fo-
cusing on understanding the opportunity, getting support in 
your company to win and deliver the opportunity, and develop-
ing a plan to win. You should complete all the stages and steps 
contained in the Pre-Bid Phase before the release of a solicita-
tion from your customer. If this is not the case, you are playing 
catch-up with your competitors and may have already lost the 
opportunity. 

Stage One—Opportunity Profile Stage
 The first stage of the Pre-Bid Phase is to develop an op-
portunity profile. The purpose of the profile is to evaluate and 
describe the opportunity in terms of what it means to your 
customer, what it means to your company and what will be 
required to succeed. It is the basis for your company’s decisions 
about prioritization and allocation of resources. The Opportu-
nity Profile should be viewed as a living document: it will be 
refined and updated over the life of the opportunity, as infor-
mation that is more precise is available. Opportunities should 
be profiled as early as possible with information known at the 
time. Logical assumptions are fine, but should be identified as 
assumptions to be validated as the opportunity is pursued. To 
create the profile, you qualify the opportunity and risks, gather 
competitive intelligence, develop a win strategy and outline the 
opportunity. 

 Before you pursue an opportunity, you first need to 
analyze its elements and risks to understand if is a worthwhile 
opportunity (i.e., the potential benefits outweigh the potential 
costs). No company has infinite resources, so it is essential for 
your company to employ a standardized methodology used by 
all sales personnel to assess and prioritize opportunities. Once 
your understanding of the opportunity is developed, you next 
focus on understanding your competitors. You should identify 
each competitor or competitive team, what they plan to offer, 
and how your customer views them and their solution. 

 To be effective, you will need to develop a win strategy that 
answers two simple questions from the customer’s perspective: 
(1) why us? And, (2) why not our competitor? Part of this win 
strategy includes a Customer Positioning and Contact Plan with 
specifics on who, when, and how to convey this message to the 
key executives and decision makers in the customer’s organiza-
tion. The win strategy later serves as a basis for developing the 
proposal win theme. To develop your win strategy, listen to your 
customers first. They will usually provide you with the informa-
tion you need to convey your messages.

 Finally, you outline the opportunity. While the specifics 
will vary based on the products and services your company 
provides, the basic information should include the following:

• The customer’s business problem or objective 
• Potential solutions
• Potential competitors 
• Likely risks
• A strategy for your company to win the business. 

 To standardize and simplify this process, develop a com-
mon set of information to be collected at every opportunity as a 
guide for your sales representatives. 

Stage Two—Stakeholder Buy-In
 The second stage of the Pre-Bid Phase is to obtain buy-
in by your stakeholders. Stakeholders are the individuals who 
control the resources in your company needed to pursue the op-
portunity or deliver the solution to the customer. The purposes 
of Stakeholder Buy-in are to:

The Capture Management Life 
Cycle provides a framework that 

is independent of geography and 
time zones.
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 Review the information gathered in the Opportunity Pro-
file with key constituents in your company:

1.  Make a Bid/No Bid decision
2.  Get support to move forward. 

 An effective Bid decision must be predicated on all stake-
holders being in alignment with the win strategy, getting a com-
mitment to assign resources, and ensuring there is support to 
identify problems and resolve roadblocks.

 Even if you have a mandate from an executive in your 
company to pursue an opportunity, you still need to get Stake-
holder Buy-in on the strategy and what is required to win. In-
clude stakeholders from all key organizations in your company, 
especially those who are likely to have objections or issues (get 
an early start on resolving these). Typically, stakeholders include 
representatives from your company’s technical, delivery, finan-
cial and contractual support groups. To identify the right level 
of stakeholders, look at factors such as the scope of the oppor-
tunity, the resource commitment required and the issues that 
require resolution. 

 Review the opportunity with all the stakeholders at the 
same time by conducting a stakeholder Opportunity Review. 
This ensures a common delivery of the information and allows 
everyone to hear the same questions, answers and debate. Due 
to schedule conflicts, some stakeholders may need to authorize 
a delegate to represent them at the review. You also want to for-
mally poll stakeholders to confirm their support or voice any 
reservations and document their responses. This roll call format 
has the combined benefit of bonding the Stakeholders together 
as a team, and ensuring there are no silent objectors.

 On opportunities with a long Life Cycle, plan periodic 
Status Reviews with the stakeholders to keep them apprised. 

Stakeholders include your 
companyʼs technical, delivery, 

financial, and contractual support.

Exhibit 1. The Capture Management Life Cycle can be broken down into three distinct phases and ten key stages.
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Depending upon the scope of the opportunity and significance 
of any changes, stakeholder Status Reviews may range from 
reassembling the stakeholders for a formal review to writing a 
Stakeholder Status Report.

Stage Three—Capture Project Plan
 The third stage in the Pre-Bid Phase is to develop the Cap-
ture Project Plan. The purpose of the Capture Project Plan is to 
document who needs to do what, when, where, how often, and 
how much to win. To do this efficiently and effectively, assemble 
a small core team of individuals who represent the key groups 
in your company that provide technical, delivery, financial, and 
contractual support. 

 The Capture Project Plan identifies the deliverables, work 
tasks, timeline and resources required to pursue and win the 
opportunity. The plan should draw upon data from similar 
projects and strive to be a fair estimate of the resource commit-
ment required. The plan should highlight any resource gaps or 
shortages and required dates for resolution. At this point in the 
opportunity’s Life Cycle, some open issues or concerns have yet 
to be resolved. These should be documented in an initial Risk 
Plan for mitigation during the Bid Phase. Examples of these 
include technical/product gaps, service/delivery gaps, financial 
gaps, contractual gaps and competitive gaps. 

 The Capture Project Plan should also include how the 
team will be structured and communicate. For projects involv-
ing large teams, this is critical for ensuring task completion, col-
lecting status information and communicating changes to the 
team. Establish team leaders and possibly even sub-team leaders 
with accountability for multiple team members and work tasks. 
While the team structure needs to be based on the specifics of 
your opportunity, a typical team structure would have separate 
Technical, Delivery, Pricing and Contractual teams. Develop 
plans for how to address common communication issues, such 
as Status Meetings, sharing of information, Change Requests 
and Jeopardy-Escalations. 

Bid Phase 
 Having obtained support from the stakeholders and devel-
oped a Capture Project Plan, you can now assemble the capture 
team and pursue the bid. The Bid Phase develops an on-time 
bid that solves the customer’s business problem and meets your 
company’s requirements for profitability and risk. For simplic-
ity, one can think of the Bid Phase as beginning with receipt of 
the customer solicitation and ending with submission of the 
proposal to the customer. 

Stage One—Capture Team Kickoff
 The first stage in the Bid Phase is to assemble and hold 
a kickoff to assemble the resources required to pursue the bid, 
review the outputs of the Pre-Bid Phase, and get the team orga-
nized and energized to win the bid. You should complete this as 
soon as practical after the Stakeholder Buy-in and Capture Proj-
ect Plan are complete, and it should not be predicated on receipt 
of the customer’s solicitation. Once the customer solicitation is 
received, the clock will be ticking, so you want to pre-assemble 
the team and review the game plan.

 The Capture Team Kickoff should include all of the indi-
viduals involved in developing the bid for the customer, includ-
ing individuals with accountability for technical/product sup-
port, product/service delivery support, financial support and 
contractual support. Depending on the dispersion of the team, 
this meeting may be held face-to-face or via a teleconference. 
The most important objective is to include all team members in 
the kickoff in some fashion, so everyone understands the game 
plan.

 During the kickoff, review the same information that was 
the basis for Stakeholder Buy-in at the Stakeholder Opportunity 
Review. Review and validate the Capture Project Plan details to 
ensure everyone understands the deliverables, their work task 
assignments and due dates, and team structures, and then make 
any needed changes to the plan. Review planned communica-
tions and the methodology and systems the team will operate 
and use to develop and review the proposal during the Bid De-
velopment and Bid Review stages. Agenda topics to review at the 
Capture Team Kickoff include: 

• The opportunity
• Deliverables, work tasks, resource assigned, and timelines
• Plans for status meetings and information sharing/

distribution
• Change control and alert-jeopardy-escalation plans
• Methodology and/or systems used for proposal develop-

ment, including version control and Bid Reviews. 

Stage Two—Bid Development
 The second stage of the Bid Phase is bid development. This 
stage begins with the execution of the Capture Project Plan. 
It includes all work activities required to design and price the 
product and service solution, and to accurately articulate this 
in a proposal for the customer that accentuates the points of the 
win strategy. Before one can articulate the offer in a proposal 
for the customer, one must understand the specifics of what to 
offer and their price. The Capture Team must first develop the 
solution and document it in a Solution Architecture document. 
This document identifies 
key products and services 
and describes how they 
combine to solve the 
customer’s business 
problem. 

 The Solu-
tion Architecture 
document is the 
basis for writing the 
customer proposal 
and, in parallel, de-
signing the products 
and services required 
to provide a price for 
the bid. This docu-
ment can also be used 
quite effectively to con-
trol and communicate 
changes needed in the 
offer as it is constructed. 

 As you develop the 
solution in more detail, 
ensure it is compliant with 
the customer’s technical, 

Develop plans for how to address 
common communication issues.

Two executives discuss the kickoff meeting.
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delivery, financial and contractual requirements. Ensure that 
the design is consistent with the description in the proposal and 
the developed pricing. Finally, develop a delivery plan that ad-
dresses the fundamentals of who, what, when, where, and how 
the solution will be delivered. 

 As you develop the solution, identify all gaps or poten-
tial adverse situations as risks. For each risk, develop a Risk 
Mitigation Plan using one or more strategies designed to avoid, 
transfer, share or reserve the risk. These plans will become an 
important part of the review with stakeholders, and will help 
you obtain their authority to bid.

 As the solution takes shape, develop one or more business 
cases. Ideally, develop a customer business case that shows the 
costs and benefits of the solution in the customer’s financial 
terms. At a minimum for review with the stakeholders, you 
must develop an internal business case on the profitability of 
the opportunity.

 Finally, develop the proposal or customer deliverables. 
Although the actual format will vary, major components of a 
customer proposal typically include an Executive Summary, 
Technical Response, Delivery Response, Pricing Response and 
Contractual Response. 

 The Executive Summary provides an overview of the offer 
and is targeted to executive decision makers in the customer’s 
organization. The win strategy and solution architecture serve 
as the skeleton for the Executive Summary, which is augmented 
with key details from the Technical Response, Delivery Re-
sponse, Contractual Response, and Pricing Response. 

 The Technical Response describes the products and ser-
vices being offered and explains how they solve the customer’s 
business problem. The Delivery Response specifies how, when, 
and who will deliver and support the offer, and may include 
an Implementation Plan, Delivery Schedule, Transition Plan, 
Maintenance Plan, and Support Plan. Even if the Delivery Re-
sponse is not delivered to the customer, a well thought out and 
realistic Implementation Plan should be developed to support 
internal understanding of how the project will be delivered. De-

pending on the scope and complexity of what is being offered, 
you may find it appropriate to view the Technical and Delivery 
Response as a single deliverable for proposal development and 
review purposes.

 The Pricing Response describes how the offer is priced and 
prices terms. The Contractual Response describes the terms and 
conditions under which the offer is being made, and typically 
describes internal commitments, warranty, payment terms, and 
liabilities. Any financing being offered to the customer is typi-
cally described in the Pricing Response, but may alternatively 
appear in the Contractual Response. Depending on the scope 
and complexity of the offer, you may find it appropriate to view 
the Pricing and Contractual Responses as a single deliverable for 
proposal development and review purposes.

Stage Three—Bid Reviews
 The third stage of the Bid Phase is to conduct reviews. The 
type and number of Bid Reviews will be based on the scope 
and complexity of the opportunity and the time available. Bid 
Reviews can be classified into two types: (1) internally focused 
reviews; and (2) externally focused reviews.

 An internally focused review is typically referred to as a 
Pink Team Review. It is usually conducted by members of the 
Capture Team reading what others on the team have written. 
The chief focus of an internal Pink Team review is to examine 
the organization of the proposal, responsiveness to solicitation 
requirements, major holes and inconsistencies. Depending on 
the complexity and scope of the offer and the time available, 
there may be multiple Pink Team Reviews. Due to specializa-
tion of resources, there will frequently be different review team 
members for each major section of the proposal (e.g., Executive 
Summary, Technical, Delivery, Pricing, and Contractual).

 Individuals who are not members of 
the Capture Team conduct externally focused 

reviews, typically referred to as a Red Team 
Review. These unbiased and impartial indi-
viduals read what has been written from the 
customer’s perspective. The chief focus of an 
external Red Team review is to ensure the 
proposal is complete, compliant, technically 
sound, compelling, believable, and profes-
sionally written and presented. Depending 
on the scope and complexity of the offer 
and time available, there may be multiple 
Red Team reviews. Due to specialization of 
resources and proposal complexity, there will 
frequently be different review team members 
for each major section of the proposal.

 You should document all reviews and the 
completeness of the bid. This provides a 
record of the review, and creates a sense of 
formality that will motivate the reviewers to 
take the sessions more seriously. The docu-
mentation can take many forms, but is typi-
cally done by some type of Offer Certification 

Develop a well thought out and 
realistic implementation plan to 

support internal understanding of 
how the project will be delivered.

The goal of the Red Team Review is to ensure the proposal’s completeness, 
compliance, and believability.
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by team leaders or reviewers that the bid is compliant with all 
technical, delivery, financial, and contractual requirements. Ar-
eas of non-compliance need to be identified as either exceptions 
that will be highlighted to the customer or risks your company 
is assuming in the bid.

Stage Four—Stakeholder Approval
 The fourth stage of the Bid Phase is to obtain the approval 
of the stakeholders. The purpose of this stage is to reassemble 
the same Stakeholders from the Pre-Bid Phase Stakeholder Buy-
in and go through a review of any changes in the opportunity 
profile, the solution, the risks and the business case, to solicit 
their approval to submit the bid to the customer.

 During Stakeholder Approval, review key information 
from the Stakeholder Buy-in review and any Stakeholder Status 
Reviews. Gauge the level of review required based on factors 
such as scope of the opportunity, time since the Stakeholder 
Buy-in Review or last Stakeholder Status Review, and changes in 
individual stakeholders. Additional key information that should 
be reviewed includes:

• Changes in opportunity profile
• Developed solution
• Risk mitigation plans
• Business case on profitability of the offer.

 As during the Stakeholder Buy-In review, conduct this 
review with all the stakeholders, or authorized delegates, at one 
time. Hold a “roll call” to confirm their approval. Depending on 
the scope of the opportunity and your corporate Schedule of 
Authorizations or Approvals, obtain approval of senior execu-
tives in your company or potentially even the Board of Directors 
of your company.

Post-Bid Phase
 After you have submitted your bid to the customer, the real 
dancing begins. The Post-Bid Phase includes all the key actions 
required to close the sale, deliver the solution, look for process 
improvements and identify follow-on opportunities.

Stage One—Negotiation and Contract 
Formation
 The first stage of the Post-Bid Phase is to negotiate and 
form a solid contract. The Post-Bid Phase actually represents a 
series of activities that can occur in sequence or in parallel with 
the customer. The purpose of the Negotiation and Contract 
Formation stage is to ensure that the customer understands 
your bid and how it is superior to your competitors. It also 
includes conducting negotiations and developing the contract. 

 For most strategic bids, you will make an oral presenta-
tion of your bid to a select group of customers. If the customer 
does not offer this opportunity, you should request permission 
to provide it. This will give you a chance to review the bid and 
reinforce the win strategy with the key influencers and decision 
makers. Depending on the scope of the bid, this may involve 
multiple presentations to multiple audiences. In fact, presenta-

tions frequently mirror the general structure of the proposal, 
with one presentation for executive customer representatives, 
one for technical and delivery customer representatives, and 
one for financial and contractual customer representatives. 

 Your customer usually will have questions as they review 
your proposal and those of your competitors. These will vary 
from simple yes/no questions that confirm minor items to open 
ended questions with what appear to be new requirements. Al-
though you may be asked to respond verbally with an answer, 
you will typically also be asked to document your answer in 
writing. Depending on the scope of the opportunity and the 
questions, developing answers may be like preparing a small 
proposal. If this is the case, use the same steps and activities 
described in the Bid Phase to develop the proposal to manage 
your Questions & Answer (Q&A) response.

 If the customer has issued a Request for Information (RFI), 
it is typically followed by a Request for Proposal (RFP) to only 
those providers deemed to be qualified based on the RFI. After 
an RFP cycle, most customers typically narrow the source selec-
tion down to a short list of providers with whom they attempt 
to negotiate a final price along with terms and conditions. Most 
customers find they can maximize their negotiating position by 
narrowing the field to a short list of technically acceptable pro-
viders. For strategic opportunities, it is not uncommon to see 
an updated RFP with an updated set of requirements issued to 
this short list of providers. Regardless of whether you are mov-
ing from RFI to RFP or developing a better price or an updated 
proposal, you may need to cycle back to repeat phases and steps 
from earlier in the Capture Management Life Cycle.

Stage Two—Contract Fulfillment
 The second major stage of the Post-Bid Phase is contract 
fulfillment. Contract Fulfillment includes the smooth and 
complete transition to the organizations and individuals within 
your company who are accountable for delivering the solution 
and for effectively administering the contract and managing 
changes.

 If you have followed the Capture Management Life Cycle 
during the Pre-Bid and Bid Phases by involving individuals 
from the delivery organizations within your company on the 
Capture Team, the transition should be straightforward. The 
creation and maintenance of bid documentation in an orga-
nized and accessible format is essential to making this handoff 
complete. If both activities have occurred, this transition can be 
achieved at a single meeting to review and explain the bid and 
relevant documentation. 

 The purpose of contract fulfillment is to ensure that all 
appropriate products, services, and/or solutions are successfully 
delivered on-time; ensure that all contract terms and conditions 
are met by both parties; and ensure the proper management of 
changes, timely payments, and timely contract closeout. The 
three biggest supplier impacts to avoid during contract fulfill-
ment are:

1. Loss of customer loyalty
2.  Loss of revenues
3.  Reduced profit margins.

 These occur due to failure to deliver on time, failure to 
effectively administer the contract and/or failure to effectively 
manage growth opportunities. When properly managed, con-
tract fulfillment activities result in increased revenues, higher 
profit margins and higher levels of customer satisfaction. 

Additional problems and 
objectives become opportunities 
for future bids.
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Stage Three—Opportunity Growth
 The third stage in the Post-Bid Phase is to grow the op-
portunity. Opportunity Growth, actions that may occur in 
sequence or in parallel, includes collecting and documenting 
Lessons Learned, conducting a Win/Loss Review, soliciting 
feedback from the customer on delivery performance, and 
identifying future bid opportunities. 

 The essential purpose of Lessons Learned is to identify 
ways to be more efficient. Lessons Learned are typically gath-
ered from individuals within your company who were members 
of the Capture Team, but can also be garnered from your cus-
tomer. Perhaps the biggest challenge with Lessons Learned is to 
document and share these lessons in ways that help your orga-
nization actually learn, and thus not repeat the same mistakes. 
To this end, develop a structured methodology that regularly 
evaluates feedback and implements process improvements. 

 The essential purpose of a Win/Loss Review is to identify 
how to be more effective. To be meaningful, a Win/Loss Review 
must involve direct feedback from your customer on why you 
were either selected or not selected. Attempts to conduct a Win/
Loss Review with individuals in your company only, no mat-
ter how well intentioned, will at best be based on second-hand 
information, and at worst be skewed by internal politics and 
individual biases. 

 Routinely solicit feedback from the customer on delivery 
performance. This kind of feedback provides insight on what to 
do and not to do to be more responsive to your customer, and 
frequently provides a forum for your customer to identify addi-
tional business problems and objectives. These additional prob-
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lems and objectives become opportunities for future bids. You 
will also learn more about your customer and their problems 
when delivering the solution. This insight needs to be leveraged 
into additional new business opportunities whose requirements 
you have heavily influenced to maximize your competitive posi-
tion and disadvantage your competitors. 

Conclusion
 The table above provides a summary of the three phases, 
the ten stages and the key steps within each phase and stage 
of the Capture Management Life Cycle. Each phase, stage and 
key step can be appropriately tailored depending upon the size, 
complexity, level of risk and other factors to the respective op-
portunity. The Capture Management Life Cycle Model is based 
on the premise that winning more business is a vital and ongo-
ing process in both the public and private sectors, which involves 
nearly everyone in the buying and selling communities.

Note: 

This article is based on The Capture Management Life Cycle: 
Winning More Business, by Gregory A. Garrett and Reginald J. 
Kipke, published by CCH Incorporated, 2003.

Exhibit 2. Summarization of the three stages, ten phases and key steps within the Capture Management Life Cycle.
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Learned is to identify ways to be 
more efficient. Lessons Learned 
are typically gathered from 
individuals within your company 
who were members of the 
Capture Team.
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Alan Goldberg’s ca-
reer with NAVAIR 
began in 1977 as 

an engineering trainee 
after he graduated from 
the Polytechnic Institute 
of Brooklyn.  Although 

he has since spent more 
than 25 years at NAVAIR 

headquarters in Northern 
Virginia and then Southern 

Maryland, he still has an accent 
belying his New York roots.  

 His rise to the position 
of Source Selection Office 

Director two-and-a-half 
years ago put him in 

charge of the small 
but critical 

six-person staff that manages all major NAVAIR competitive 
negotiated acquisitions in support of Program Executive Offices 
(PEOs)1.  The office’s mandate includes acquisition category I 
and II procurements and other complex programs.  The pro-
curements are usually more than $150 million in value, or more 
than $30 million in value for research, development, test and 
evaluation.  His office is involved with an average of about eight 
such procurement programs a year, with a completion rate of 
about four a year.  

 The office provides extensive pre-solicitation planning 
support for these programs.  It leads the source selection plan-
ning and evaluation as the Source Selection Evaluation Board 
Chair through contract award.  It also supports the Command 
in the development of source selection policy and procedures 
and in its drive towards continuous process improvement. 

 Goldberg’s involvement with APMP began when he started 
his current position.  By happenstance, he was passing by and 
intercepted a call in his predecessor’s vacant office.  APMP 
government liaison Mary Mills was on the line; she invited 
Goldberg to that year’s APMP annual conference.  Goldberg ac-

cepted.  He participated in industry-government discussion 
forums and a mutually helpful alliance was born.  Know-
ing that his viewpoints as a customer and as a proposal 

evaluator would be instructive to our industry mem-
bership, Proposal Management took the opportu-

nity to interview Goldberg.  We were pleased to 
discover a methodical, self-effacing leader with a 
personal commitment to excellence on the job. 

This interview took place in January 2003. 

 “I’ve been trying to get offerors 
to give me good proposals for years,” said 

Goldberg, as if that goal has presented 
a struggle.  

Alan	Goldberg	
An Inquiry Into Effective Acquisition— 
and Standing the Test of Time
By  R. Dennis Green
Interview by  John Meehan

As Director of the Source Selection Office at the U.S. Naval Air Systems Command 
(NAVAIR), Alan Goldberg is pursuing a vision:  How to get better contractor pro-

posals so that, ultimately, better products and services get into the warfighter’s 
hands.  That quest has made him an inquisitive friend and ally to APMP 

members.  
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 “On our source selection programs we have been taking ev-
ery opportunity to communicate with industry to help us build 
a better RFP and ensure a common understanding.  We have 
pre-solicitation conferences, pre-proposal conferences, and now 
we’ve been having a lot of one-on-one conferences with poten-
tial contractors, as well as other early acquisition industry days. 
My colleagues and I are taking every opportunity to talk with 
industry.  We are also making sure that our proposal instruc-
tions help offerors organize the proposal response.  Sometimes 
our instructions are longer than you might expect because we’re 
telling you, ‘This is what we want, and this is the way we want 
it packaged. Why?  So we can understand what you’re offering.’  
My goal is to have everyone from a proposal writing standpoint 
on a level playing field.  Then we can concentrate on the con-
tent without distraction because everyone will give us the same 
stuff.”

 What Goldberg regards as ‘the same stuff ’ in this context is 
proposals detailing facts, approaches, and capability peculiar to 
the offeror, but presented in a consistent and uniform manner.  
This way, he says, “I can do my job efficiently.” Yet invariably, 
he adds, “someone comes in, and their proposal is all over the 
place. So, we spend, perhaps, 20 percent of our time on four 
proposals and 80 percent on that other one.”

 Is he happy with the circumstance?  “There’s got to be a 
better way,” he insists.  “Proposals have made a lot of improve-
ment over the years, but we can do better.”

 Goldberg’s quest for a better way began when he 
took his present job.  He conceived a vision and wrote 
it down.  Who owns the proposal writing process? he re-
members thinking. “I don’t. Industry does. So right away 
I need to make an impact there. I need to work closer 
with industry, outside of the competitive environment, to 
improve my process.”  He wrote that down, then received 
Mill’s phone call.  “I just sort of fell into APMP,” he said.

Doing More With Less
 Some of Goldberg’s challenges are shaped by in-
dustry economics and a shrinking defense industry 
base.  Contributing factors are a tight economy, industry 
consolidation through mergers and acquisitions, and 
industry’s ever more conservative use of bid and proposal 
funds.  When asked how NAVAIR is encouraging industry 
participation against this backdrop,  Goldberg cited three 
incentives:  

• Reduced proposal preparation costs
• Reduced acquisition process time
• Improved communication.

 The concept of reduced proposal preparation costs 
got our attention.  So how might NAVAIR actions pro-
duce such a benefit?  It begins, according to Goldberg, 

with NAVAIR asking for less information and by being very 
particular about the information sought.

 “One of the keys,” he explained, “resides with our ability to 
identify the discriminators and reducing the number of areas 
that we evaluate.  Hence, we’ve reduced proposal information 
and reduced evaluation time, all of which relates to reduced 
costs and a better process.  Of course, care must be taken to 
make sure that we do capture all of the essential discrimina-
tors.” 

 Communications are no less important.  As Goldberg 
explains, “Communication triggers interest within industry. 
Meaningful dialogue between the government and industry 
during program formulation stages is important to developing a 

The environment that needs to 
be nurtured is one that breeds 
a common understanding of 
the process and a mutual trust.  
Youʼve heard me say that a 
million times. 
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“My colleagues and I are taking every opportunity to talk with 
industry.”

Communication triggers interest 
within industry. Meaningful 

dialogue between the 
government and industry during 

program formulation stages is 
important to developing a good 

acquisition strategy.
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good acquisition strategy.  In this spirit, NAVAIR now discusses 
its new and emerging programs openly in solicitation confer-
ences and follows-up those conferences with one-on-one clari-
fication meetings with offeror representatives.  The approach 
and synergy that evolve produce many recommendations from 
industry that help NAVAIR mold and enhance its acquisitions.”  

 “At the same time,” said Goldberg, “this approach provides 
industry the time and the opportunity to assess its competitive 
position in a very methodical way.  It also provides industry 
with an early understanding of true requirements, allowing 
them to make more sensible bid and support decisions early 
on.”

 Goldberg’s confidence in this strategy is bolstered by 
positive industry feedback.  “The environment that needs to be 
nurtured,” he said, “is one that breeds a common understand-
ing of the process and a mutual trust.  You’ve heard me say that 
a million times.  Meaningful dialogue within the confines of a 
source selection program obviously is the only time that com-
mon understanding of the program needs can be developed.”

 That said, Goldberg also appreciates the limitations im-
posed on communication when Requests for Proposal (RFPs) 
are on the street.  It is part of what attracted him to APMP.  He 
said, “An understanding of the process and a mutual trust can 
best be developed outside those competitive environments.  
Professional groups such as APMP and other government/
industry cooperative ventures play an essential role.” 

 As an example, he cites as a possible future endeavor a 
project to develop a generic proposal instructions set for each 
program or product type. Generic instruction templates can 
increase the predictability of proposal information type.  Such 
instruction sets may apply to both technical data and past 
performance.  Being aware of them, contractors can begin to 
prepare their proposal responses in areas such as capability 
and experience in advance. Then, when the government RFP 
is issued, the contractor can focus his time and energies on the 
program-specific approach and design.  “The potential,” said 
Goldberg, “for producing process efficiencies is limitless once 
government/industry teams start working together towards a 
common goal.”

The Misinterpretation 
Thorn
 Even so, there are members of industry who see a history 
of RFPs with ample room for misinterpretation.  How does one 
fight it?

 “It is absolutely important that everyone understand what 
the requirements are,” said Goldberg.  “Those requirements are 
the basis for what you propose and what we evaluate.  So we 
support any action that would reduce differences in interpreta-
tion.”

Alan Goldberg … 
At Glance

Title:  Director, Source Selection Office, 
Naval Air Systems Command

Previous Positions:  
• Program Analyst, Office of the Secretary of De-

fense (OSD)
• Head, NAVAIR Airframes Quality Assurance 

Section
• Lead NAVAIR engineer for fuel systems installa-

tion and fire/explosion suppression systems
• Project engineer for the F-14 Assistant Project 

Manager for Systems and Engineering, NAVAIR 
• Cognizant Engineer for Habitability Systems, 

NAVAIR

Education:  
• Master in Systems Management, University of 

Southern California
• B.S., Aerospace Engineering, Polytechnic Insti-

tute of Brooklyn
• Graduate, Senior Executive Management De-

velopment Program
• Graduate, Defense Systems Management Col-

lege (DSMC) Advanced Program Manager’s 

Course

Born:  November 1, 1954

Hobbies:  Family first.  Also, science fiction, 
astronomy, and chess

Family:  Wife, two boys (19 and 16), 
one girl (13)

Last Book Read:  3001, The Final Odyssey 
by Arthur C. Clarke

Favorite Quote:  “Whatever the mind 
can conceive and believe, the mind can 
achieve.”   Dr. Napoleon Hill
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On the government side, we must 
ensure that we are fair, consistent 

and follow our procedures. 
On the industry side, there is 

competition and a goal for the 
best competitive position.

Journal7_11_12pm 7/12/03, 6:42 PM29



30 APMP Spring/Summer 2003   ProposalManagement 31

 As evidence, he cites extensive internal efforts to ensure 
RFP clarity and external communication.  Examples of the latter 
include releasing draft RFPs for industry comment, conducting 
contractor group conferences and one-on-one follow-up meet-
ings to solicit ideas and articulate needs, and sharing informa-
tion.  One sometimes overlooked piece of intelligence, accord-
ing to Goldberg, is the program budget.  “The program budget 
is a clear indication of the scope of effort the government is 
intending to put on contract, and it helps us validate that the 
requirements are not being misinterpreted or are too extensive 
for the funding available.”  Goldberg’s intent is to make this 
information frequently available, though some circumstances 
may preclude its release.

 On the question of allowing a government-industry team 
to address and resolve differences in RFP interpretation, Gold-
berg is circumspect. “I am not sure you can establish a true team 
in this program-specific, competitive environment,” he said. 
“On the government side, we must ensure that we are fair, con-
sistent and follow our procedures. On the industry side, there is 
competition and a goal for the best competitive position.”  So 
caution becomes the operative word.  “We would support gov-
ernment-industry teams to address differences in interpretation 
as long as we can establish ground rules that assure fairness, but 
my real hope is with regard to benefits that come more from 
the teams established outside those program-specific environ-
ments.”

Promise of Source 
Selection Change
 The recent cancellations of DoD Directive 5000.1, Defense 
Acquisition System, and DoD Instruction 5000.2, Operation 
of the Defense Acquisition System, have raised concerns in 
the contractor community about how defense acquisition will 
change.  How, for example, will the use of past performance and 
the integrated management plan (IMP)/integrated manage-
ment schedule (IMS) in proposals be affected? 

 Goldberg claimed not to know, but offered some practi-
cal advice.  “I do not believe that there will be any fundamental 
changes,” he said, “except perhaps to further emphasize afford-
ability and risk reducing approaches.  Whatever the changes are 
from 5000.1/5000.2, whatever the new documents may be, there 
should not be an impact to the source selection process in itself 
since that process is predominantly driven by the Federal Acqui-
sition Regulation (FAR).  What it can influence is the emphasis 
that is placed on the Evaluation Criteria and the solicitation 
requirements. Past performance, I believe, will remain an im-
portant factor. The IMP and IMS will also continue to be useful 
tools.”  

 In a related area, he predicted that “affordability will con-
tinue to be a driving force in the years to come. As everyone 
knows, there are limited amounts of money available for all the 
emerging requirements. From that fact alone,” he said, “I am 
sure that there will be a continued emphasis on things like Cost 
as An Independent Variable (CAIV) and Total Ownership Costs, 
as well as risk reducing approaches.”

 “The development of competitive acquisition strategies 
will continue to emphasize performance-based requirements,” 
he said, “and, where appropriate, identify the allowable trade-off 
spaces within the requirement.  This will allow the government 
to evaluate various approaches that balance cost with perfor-
mance. Affordability and program risk will also dictate the ac-

quisition strategies that may lead to various approaches such as 
spiral development. Evaluation criteria will be developed based 
on these kinds of program needs.”

 Goldberg also acknowledged NAVAIR’s use of the Past Per-
formance Information Retrieval System (PPIRS) and predicted 
its continued use.

 Another constant for NAVAIR will probably be their ap-
proach to grading proposals.  As detailed in the NAVAIR pro-
cedures for competitive source selection (reference NAVAIR 
Instruction 4200.39A), risk is assessed and rated in the context 
of solicitation compliance, past performance and contractor 
experience as well as the proposal focusing on schedule, perfor-
mance and costs.

Preoccupation with 
Minimum Risk
 When discussing risks, it was noteworthy to us that 
Goldberg’s choice of words was more teamwork oriented than 
adversarial.  “We are all part of the process,” he said.

 That teamwork extends throughout the NAVAIR acquisi-
tion community.  His office leads the process improvement 
efforts and source selection evaluations, but leverages the re-
sources available throughout the Command.  “Success can not 
be achieved without teamwork with our partners in Contracts, 
Legal, and Cost Analysis, as well as the various subject matter 
experts from the Program Management, Engineering and Lo-
gistics competencies.  The success of the process also lies in the 
value added from fair-minded senior acquisition officials on 
the Source Selection Advisory Council (SSAC) and the Source 
Selection Authority (SSA).  But success, defined as getting the 
warfighter the best possible capability in the shortest amount of 
time, cannot take place without a balanced approach to taking 
risk.  And therein lays the challenge, integrating these various 
perspectives in a way that balances the risks with appropriate 
actions taken.”  

 Goldberg believes that better proposals help to ameliorate 
such concerns and delays. He may fine tune government-defined 
acquisition processes but, as he says, proposals are “the only part 
of the process that we – the Command – do not own.  So we 
need to better understand that part of the process. We’re work-
ing – essentially – with half of the process. How can we make real 
improvements without understanding the other part?”

Insights Gained Through 
APMP
 Goldberg has harvested a better understanding through his 
recent involvement with APMP.  One of many insights was dis-
covering the industry-to-government parallels related to struc-
tured processes and management tools.  He was most intrigued 
with industry’s systems engineering approach to developing 
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proposals.  “There are,” he said, “many similarities to the systems 
engineering approach we use in developing the evaluation cri-
teria and proposal instructions.”  He has also taken note of the 
computer programs used to assist proposal development.  They 
mimic or parallel in many ways the approaches used by NAVAIR 
to manage evaluations. 

 Such parallels allow Goldberg to imagine uniform pro-
cesses and programs more integrated than they are today.  To 
build on these parallels, he recommends that more educational 
venues be jointly sponsored through APMP.  “By becoming 
more enlightened about each other’s processes, we help to 
dispel any myths,” he said. “I also believe that these educational 
benefits will lead to real process improvements that will benefit 
our customer. In NAVAIR we are constantly reminded that our 
customer is the warfighter and that the benefits of our efforts 
must reach them. Therefore, process improvements must enable 
us to get the best possible affordable capability to the warfighter 
in the shortest amount of time.  This is a promise of our efforts, 
and this is a common goal.”

Improvements Driven by 
Lessons Learned
 Such improvements are often the offspring of problems.  In 
this regard, government is no different from industry.  “As far as 
sharing lessons learned,” said Goldberg, “there have been many 
over the years. Our process is built on those lessons learned.”

 Goldberg says that the most important lesson he derived is 
“that source selection experts must be involved early in the pro-
cess and be part of the acquisition team. The foundation that is 
built during the requirements development and the acquisition 
strategy can predetermine the quality of the evaluation.”

 “I have found that there is an integrated relationship be-
tween source selection and other acquisition activities.  So I’ve 

started not making a distinction between what’s not part of the 
source selection process and what is. It’s all integrated.”  He notes 
the parallel of proposal writing and the other business develop-
ment activities.  “I believe there is a similar realization being made 
by proposal writers,” he said, “as this broader focus on business 
development was recently debated regarding APMP’s vision.”

 Source selection at NAVAIR, by its nature, is multi-disci-
plined.  “Source selection experts must integrate the needs of 
engineering, acquisition, contracts, and legal to produce an out-
come that will provide an affordable capability to the warfighter 
in a timely manner. I find that this broader view of source selec-
tion provides a much better product and I think that proposal 
writers will find that that is true for them as well.”

 Is the acquisition process more streamlined and efficient 
today than it was several years ago?

 “I certainly believe so.” said Goldberg.  He maintains and 
points to performance statistics such as – among other factors 
– process time from final RFP release to source selection. Look-
ing at his chart, this measure has improved from an average of 
26 weeks to an average of only 19 weeks in the last seven years.

 To what does Goldberg attribute the improvement?

 His answer is guarded.  As he says, “there are a lot of vari-
ables in any source selection.”  The ‘possible’ reasons he lists for us 
include:  more focused evaluation criteria (“we’re better at iden-
tifying discriminators”), more awards made against initial offers 
(avoiding lengthy discussions), improved communication with 
industry, a very structured – very systems engineering oriented 
process, use of aids like cross-reference matrixes, and the positive 
attitudes and impressive credentials afforded by his staff.

 Is there a corresponding reduction in the number of pro-
tests?  No!

 “We don’t get protests,” Goldberg shoots back.  He pauses to 
reflect and allows that he may have seen one or two in this office 
since 1990 when he first arrived.  It is a record that many would 
envy.

Evolution versus 
Revolution
 We asked him about the probable implica-
tions of new acquisition initiatives such as evo-
lutionary acquisition and spiral development.  In 
concept, they permit new war fighting capability 
to be procured and introduced in phases, as op-
posed to a one-time full capability implementa-
tion at a later date.  Some industry representa-
tives are skeptical.  Can Goldberg mollify them?

 “This is a very difficult question to ad-
dress,” said Goldberg, “without knowing the 
specifics of the program and the technology in-
volved. There are many variables that drive the 
acquisition strategy and the resulting evaluation 

By becoming more enlightened 
about each otherʼs processes, we 
help to dispel any myths.

I want to accomplish something 
thatʼs going to stand the test of 

time. Thatʼs why I wrote the vision.
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strategy. The bottom line is that the strategy developed will be 
the one that makes the most sense based on the program con-
straints and needs. The decisions made regarding competition 
or sole source for follow-on efforts will involve questions such 
as access to technical data, performance of the current contrac-
tor, cost and other things like that.  Also, I do not expect that 
evolutionary acquisition or spiral development will affect our 

approach to the evaluation criteria. Typically, even if the addi-
tional phases are not part of the contract, we consider for award 
as a minimum the capability to perform those future phases.  I 
would expect that we would use the same approach.”

 To the extent that he can auger the future, what changes–or 
kind of change–does he see ahead?

Profile: Alan Goldberg

 “The decisions made regarding competition or sole source for follow-on efforts will involve questions such as access to technical data, 
performance of the current contractor, cost and other things like that.”

Rating and Risk Definitions Per NAVAIR Instruction 4200.39A—Qualitative Factors Evaluation Ratings. The ratings reflect the 
government’s assessment of solicitation compliance and the expected results, based on the offeror’s proposed approach. 
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R. Dennis Green is a management consultant, writer, and pro-
posal practitioner with more than 20 years experience.  He has 
been Managing Editor of Proposal Management since its found-
ing in 1999.  He was founder and first president of the APMP 
National Capital Area chapter (1992-1994).  Phone (301) 469-
2777; e-mail rdengreen@aol.com.

John Meehan is APMP’s Government Liaison Co-Chair and 
Chair of the APMP Acquisition Reform Task Force.  He is a 
Senior Proposal Specialist for Rockwell Collins, former regional 
sales manager of computer services for Banks of Iowa, and holds 
several Pilot Certificates (over 11,000 total flying hours).  He en-
joys his family, flying, and working with customers.  Phone (319) 
295-3470; e-mail jjmeehan@rockwellcollins.com.

Note:

(1)  NAVAIR’s source selection procedures are fully detailed 
in NAVAIR Instruction 4200.39A, Principles and Procedures 
for Competitive Source Selection.  It applies to all competi-
tive negotiated acquisitions, except those utilizing simplified 
acquisition procedures (FAR 13) or broad agency announce-
ment procedures (FAR 35.016), executed by the Naval Aviation 
Systems Team (TEAM) (i.e., NAVAIR, its Naval Air Warfare 
Centers, its field activities, and the Naval Aviation Program 
Executive Officers).

 “I don’t believe that you make, or should make, revolu-
tionary changes,” said Goldberg. “It causes a lot of disruption. 
Change,” he said, “is an evolution. Our source selection process 
has been evolutionary – it was built from lessons learned.”  

 In managing his programs, he must consider policy.  But 
practical considerations are those that drive most work.  “We 
need to be practitioners to understand the policy. So every time 
we are the Source Selection Evaluation Board Chair on a pro-
gram, we learn something new and we put it back in the process.  
Because we’re a small group and we control our process, we can 
quickly put our lessons learned back in the process.  Additionally, 
we try to give back to the rest of the Command the benefits of 
our lessons through supporting the development of policies and 
procedures and by advising other programs when requested.”

Surviving the Test of Time
 Working hard is a habit for Goldberg, a devoted family 
man and father of three.  On the positive side, he welcomes 
the technology that now allows him to work evenings at home, 
when needed.  Then he recalls a night he was working at 2 a.m.  
He sent an e-mail.  Right away, a response!  “I’m surprised,” he 
says.  “So now we’re having a dialogue.”

 What drives this level of dedication?

 “It’s more like you want to do a good job,” he said.  “It’s 
more for my own personal satisfaction, credibility, to get things 
done right, and to make a difference. You see that mentality 
throughout NAVAIR.”

 He compares his mindset to that of a chess player.  “You 
have to think of moves several steps ahead and think out the 
whole process.”  Continuing, he says, “In chess if you do the 
proper thing, developing your pieces and keeping all pieces pro-
tected, great opportunities will arise and a strategy will materi-
alize.  I believe it is the same way in life.  If you go the extra mile, 
helping others, doing things the way you should with respect to 
all, good things will happen. ”

 In probing, we hear the kind of story that always gives one 
pause.  Goldberg tells of a time, after leaving an earlier position, 
when the bulk of his effort, his methodology, was discarded.

 “I left,” he said, “and it died. No one knows it was even 
there. And many people could look at what was done in the 
past – all these boxes of work that you’ve done, and now it’s sit-
ting on the shelf.  At the time, it was important. At the time, it 
was great, but it didn’t stand the test of time. And maybe for no 
other reason than the new guy came in and wanted a clean slate 
and started all over himself.”  It gave Goldberg a certain clarity.  

 So when he started as office director, he felt it important to 
make a more lasting contribution.  “When I leave,” he said, “they 
may not know who Alan Goldberg is, but a piece of me is going 
to be in that process.  I want to accomplish something that’s going 
to stand the test of time. I’m tired of doing things that are there 
for the moment.  That’s why I wrote the vision,” he said.  “But the 
truth is that the source selection process has lived on for a long 
time. A piece of me is already in there and I’m in good company. A 
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source selection process has been 
evolutionary—it was built from 
lessons learned.

piece of everyone in my office, past and present, and many people 
who have participated in our programs are already in there.”  

 In addition to setting up repeatable, systematized pro-
cesses, there are other important things.  “I want to enjoy doing 
what I’m doing,” he said.  “And I do. But part of that enjoyment 
has to be working with people who want to work towards a 
common goal.  I don’t want someone to do something because 
I say do it. I want someone to do something because we both 
agree that’s the right thing to do.”

 Goldberg concedes that he is sometimes overzealous about 
his profession.  But at APMP, as beneficiaries of Goldberg’s par-
ticipation, we can only welcome his zeal.  

 The meaning of his life is clearly charted.  “I hope and it’s 
really important to me to create an office environment where 
people I work with can laugh and enjoy each other, while doing 
our work and making a difference.  In that,” he said, “there is a 
real joy.”

In chess if you do the proper 
thing, developing your pieces 

and keeping all pieces protected, 
great opportunities will arise and 

a strategy will materialize.  
I believe it is the same way in life.  

If you go the extra mile, helping 
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things will happen.
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Requirements Analysis

To begin the process, you should first identify your 
proposal’s translation needs.  Uncovering the translating 
issues is the starting point to finding a viable solution to 

your multilingual bid.  Whether you are using an in-country 
agent or your own subsidiary in the targeted country, find out 
whether the Request for Proposals (RFP) will be in English, 
the foreign language, or both.  Will you need to have the RFP 
translated just to understand the requirements?  If so, then a 
rapid turnaround time is often necessary before the proposal 
team can start work developing the solution and articulating 
the content.  

 A 600-page requirements document might need to be 
translated accurately within a matter of days.  Finding a good 

Successful Proposal 
Translation Strategies

By Theodora Landgren

An increasing number of US-based companies are focusing on international business and many of 
them are seeking outside translation services to enhance their global proposals.  Consequently, it is very 
important to carefully plan and develop a translation strategy that can produce a successful multilin-
gual proposal.  Although it is a challenging process, developing such a strategy is critical to winning 
international contracts.

company with an experienced team of professional translators, 
who are available and who have expertise in the subject matter, 
is not an easy task.  Start finding a translation company as early 
as possible!

How Many Languages?
 The next issue is determining whether the proposal must 
be in one or multiple languages.  Do you need to prepare the 
proposal in English, in a foreign language, or in both languages?  
One language will most likely take precedence, and the other, 
while required, is not the legally binding version.  Ask your in-
country agent which language takes precedence.

 Of course, this issue will affect further decisions.  What is 
the exact timeline for final submission? Will proposals in both 
languages be delivered simultaneously, or will you get an exten-

Article

Proven Guidance for Approaching 
Multi-Language Bids
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sion for submitting the non-priority language?  Your timeline 
will determine how many translators and editors will be needed 
to maintain quality.  The golden rule is “as few as possible but as 
many as necessary” to maintain integrity and meet the deadline.  

 Doing a proposal in more than one language means that 
the translation team will have to work in tandem with your 
proposal development team. You can use software tools, such as 
Translation Memory (TM), to maintain the formats and data as 
they are continuously updated, and to reference pre-verified ter-
minology during the translation.  Tool selection is determined 
by the source formats, the availability of translators who can use 
the software tools, and the language itself.

Writing for International Audiences 
 When writing for international proposal evaluators, you 
should follow some basic principles. Remember that translators 
are your most avid readers.  They will scrutinize your document 
thoroughly, digesting every word and phrase and composing a 
version in their native language that conveys the proper mean-
ing and nuance of your original.  To help them, be clear and 
succinct in writing. Avoid the passive voice and ambivalent 
dependent clauses that might be misconstrued.  Use a direct, 
simple writing style and short sentences.  In preparing proposal 
text for translation, I recommend the following:

• List all acronyms, abbreviations, technical terms, product 
terms, industry terms, corporate terms, and words that are 
not to be translated.

• Avoid ambiguous writing by listing and explaining every-
thing in detail.

• Do not use upper case letters to emphasize a particular 
action, especially in noun phrases (e.g., in the German 
language all nouns are capitalized).

• Be consistent in spacing and punctuation as this allows 
the software tool to reuse phrases and sentences that have 
already been translated.  The software tools often detect 
punctuation as a change.

• Choose the design template for your proposal.  Every 
desktop publishing software application offers templates, 
and, whatever your design, it should be used consistently 
by all writers. Otherwise, the software translation tool may 
not easily identify similar text strings and reuse the legacy 
translation, which will minimize the effective use of the 
software tool and make the process longer, more inefficient, 
and more inconsistent.  Excessive editing, reformatting and 
proofreading might be necessary, thus increasing the Bid & 
Proposal expense for translation.

• Leave white space.  A general rule of thumb is to leave 30 
percent white space per page, with consideration also given 
to the matching of text and graphics on certain pages. This 
recommendation is tied to the natural expansion of lan-
guage of approximately 30 percent during translation. 

• Avoid graphics with hand gestures, animals, symbols, and 
people.

• Research the appropriate colors for all your target markets. 
• Cull all logistics information that is not applicable outside 

the US, such as 800 telephone numbers, hours of opera-
tion for support services, lists of your US local offices, US-
specific warranties, and US regulatory information.  Each 
country will have its own corresponding replacements.  
Your local representatives and legal advisors should pro-
vide you with the specific data for each country.

• Remember the principle for clarity is “ONE WORD = ONE 
MEANING.”  Since words can have several meanings, try to 

simplify your text by keeping the words with one meaning 
isolated and use this term consistently throughout the text.

• Decide whether or not to translate product nomenclature 
and service terminology. This is often determined by the 
corporate culture.  International companies frequently 
keep product names in the source language.  Marketing 
personnel may decide whether the product name is ac-
ceptable in the target country. Remember the story when 
Chevrolet tried to sell the Chevy Nova in a Spanish-speak-
ing country.  They found, to their horror, that Nova means 
“Doesn’t go.”

• While planning format and layout, consider whether each 
page will adapt to eventual reproduction in international 
sizes and is not locked into 8-1/2” x 11” format. The major-
ity of international markets uses the A4 size, which is a little 
longer and more narrow than the US format. Also, interna-
tional ring binders differ in the number of holes and hole 
spacing than US binders.

• When using icons, be aware that while these differ across 
borders, there are many international symbols that are 
universally acceptable. However, remember a mailbox in 
the US looks very different from a mailbox in the United 
Kingdom.

• Be aware that date and address formats differ from locale 
to locale. Many countries use the 24-hour clock, and the 
day/month/year order is the internationally accepted date 
format outside the US.

• Be aware that numerical values are presented differ-
ently in various languages, e.g. $1,222,333.00 in English, 
$1.222.333,00 in German or Spanish, and $1 222 333,00 in 
French.

• Avoid constrictive framed, boxed, or columnar copy (in 
tabular column headings, include extra vertical space).

• Design as much extra character spacing as possible in the 
graphics. Otherwise, the translator may have to resort to 
awkward abbreviations and stylistic acrobatics, sacrificing 
the readability and user friendliness of the original.

• If you plan to open the translated desktop published elec-
tronic file that you received from your translator on your 
computer, use a desktop publishing program that incorpo-
rates international dictionaries so that your hyphenation 
will not be distorted.  If you have made any changes to the 
final translated document, let your translator proofread it 
before printing.

 Following these basic principles results in an additional 
benefit to good translations:  a good portion of initial transla-
tions, already available when you are updating the document, 
can be easily recycled. 

Translation Memory 
Software Tools
 Translation Memory (TM) tools help to maintain consis-
tency, enhance productivity, and facilitate the reuse of previ-
ously translated similar texts.  The two most common and very 
useful software tools used by all reputable agencies are transla-

A good portion of initial 
translations, already available 

when you are updating the 
document, can be easily recycled. 

Successful Proposal Translation Strategies: Proven Guidance for Approaching Multi-Language Bids

Journal7_11_12pm 7/12/03, 6:44 PM36



36 APMP Spring/Summer 2003   ProposalManagement 37

tion memory databases and terminology databases.  These tools 
have improved a great deal since the early 1990s.  They can now 
align or match parallel texts sentence for sentence in multiple 
languages.  

 Unlike machine translation, human interaction is incurred 
at every step. Most of the formatting codes are locked and can be 
hidden so that the translator and editor only see and translate the 
text presented in a split screen mode.  As revisions are made, the 
location of each text piece can easily be located and translated to 
continuously update the target language text.  Because redundan-
cies are automatically identified and displayed, the translators can 
see how the text was previously translated in the same document 
and determine whether or not to use the same translation.  

 Online glossaries and term lists are attached to the TM 
where they are given hierarchical preference to supply avail-
able terms to the translator. These may be glossaries that were 
developed over time from other translation projects, or a client-
specific glossary that is continually updated during the transla-
tion itself.  This enhances translator productivity and gives the 
translation a better chance at consistency. 

 When working with large texts, translators work on 
translator workstations, and the entire project is organized and 
compiled on the manager’s workstation.  Each person works on 
his or her part of the text, but the entire document can only be 
modified by the manager.  This seems like a bonus when trans-
lating large texts, but it has some limitations.  Ideally, the origi-
nal text should already be in final format in order to retain the 
formatting.  Once the translation is complete and compiled, the 
manager exports it back into the original format, and, with the 
format codes preserved, you have a foreign language document 
closely approximating the original.  

 Since TM is not exact, adjustments must be made to fix the 
formatting.  Some key points to remember are:  (1) determine 
in the original what format you will have (i.e., A4 or other); (2) 
leave 30 percent white space on every page if you require a page-
for-page identical document because the text might well expand 
when converted into the target language; (3) format using an 
appropriate design template; and (4) do not forget that space 
for expanding graphics needs to be considered. This brings us 
to graphics considerations.

Graphics Issues 
Some advice regarding graphics:

• All icons and graphics, other than technical specifications 
and product drawings, should be preliminarily reviewed in 
the target country.

• Avoid placing text within your graphics.  I cannot empha-
size this enough. Editing graphics that are bitmaps can be 
tedious and very time-consuming.  It is virtually impos-
sible to estimate the time it might take to edit some com-
plex graphics. If you have strict deadlines, this might cause 
delays.  You should make every effort to supply original 
graphics, whether in Corel, PhotoShop, or CADCAM.  If 
you want to vary image-editing changes across frames, you 
can hide or show the layer with the image-editing changes 
separately in each frame.

 There are four general categories of imagery that can intro-
duce cultural conflict:

1. People:  areas of particular sensitivity include gender, gen-
der relationship, ethnic dress, and hand gestures.

2. Animals:  many cultures revere particular animals for re-
ligious reasons, have domesticated them as pets, or simply 
consider particular animals to be dirty creatures.

3. Everyday objects:  many everyday objects have different 
shapes in different countries.  Two examples are mailboxes 
and trash cans.

4. Religious symbols: this category can vary from religious 
icons to particular numbers to specific animals that have 
religious significance.

 Colors run the risk of being interpreted inappropriately 
by your target audience.  The reasons for this may be cultural, 
regional, or ethnic.  The table in Exhibit 1 is from Nancy Hoft’s 
International Technical Communication (1995). She states that 
this table “maps colors to their possible cultural interpretations.”

Exhibit 1. Source: Nancy L. Hoft, International Technical Com-
munication:  How to Export Information About High Technology 
(NY:  John Wiley, 1995).
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On-site Versus Remote 
Translation Services
 During the Requirements Phase you can choose two sce-
narios: on-site translation or remote translation at the agency 
location.  By the Development Phase, one of these scenarios 
must be chosen.  Whether you have a simultaneous language 
delivery requirement or consecutive delivery, flexibility will de-
termine your decision.  

 Remote, off-site translation is the most common.  To use it, 
your organization should provide the agency with a list of ques-
tions and a bill of materials.  Define the approximate number of 
pages and graphics (words, if possible); the desktop publishing 
software you are using (such as Word or FrameMaker); the orig-
inal graphics format (e.g., Corel, Adobe Illustrator); glossaries 
in the source language; list of acronyms and definitions; product 
information; and the target audience. Your organization should 
also provide a single contact for status information and routine 
updates, usually the Project Manager.  

 Ideally, you will have an in-country contact or agent avail-
able to review the initial translation and verify that the work is 
acceptable.  This person should be introduced to the translation 
agency so that they can develop a good rapport.  He or she may 
routinely answer questions and review ad hoc samples, if not 
all of the translation, to enforce quality standards.  Be sure the 
in-country agent is aware of your requirements and schedules, 
because the amount of material to be translated usually depends 
on the amount of time available.

 A simplified version of the translation process at the 
agency will include: 

• Preparing materials.
• Assigning a professional experienced team to the project.  A 

good professional technical translator is one who has excel-
lent writing skills, is native-speaking in the target language, 
and knows the source language well enough to understand 
the often sophisticated concepts of the source material.

• Preparing target language glossaries, including terminol-
ogy and acronyms.

• Translating and editing a chapter or representative text 
sample, and submitting this text to the client for approval 
and comment.  This is when the translation team can make 
changes or adapt a general style going forward.  

• Translating, in parallel if required, the entire proposal and 
text in graphics. 

• Editing all materials for technical accuracy, grammar and 
consistency as time permits. 

• Publishing according to original, proofreading, and deliv-
ery to the client.

 If the translation process begins very late and the proposal 
due date is close, the on-site alternative may be needed.  This 
option may also required if classified government information 
is included.  If translation service on-site at your work location 
is possible, ask the translation agency to send over a team to be-
gin translating while your team starts to mull through the mass 
of information.  

 There are advantages to both remote and on-site transla-
tion services.  An on-site team builds relationships and it be-
comes more familiar with your product. However, I recommend 
the off-site translation when possible, especially for large vol-
umes of text. Translators work best in their own environment, 
where all their legacy information is readily available to them, 
including glossaries, research, and colleagues.  In addition, they 

How to Find a Vendor
Try your Procurement Department.  It usually 
has a list of vendors that you will be able to 
interview and test prior to signing a contract.  
Another good idea is to ask other proposal 
shops for references.  Perhaps a competitor 
could be enticed to provide the name of a 
good vendor.  Questions to ask the possible 
vendor include:

• Who were your contacts?
• How large was your project and how long did it 

take? 
• Were they easy to work with?
• Do they have experience in our industry?
• What is their basic process for translation?
• Do they use native-speaking professional trans-

lators? 
• Does their process provide for review?
• Do they use independent native-speaking topic 

experts to review and edit?
• Did they incorporate your changes efficiently?
• How did they maintain configuration control?
• Were their prices competitive and reasonable?
• Did they have hidden charges?
• How did they transfer files and data?
• Was there any problem with the agency being 

located a distance from your site?
• Did they meet the deadlines?
• What did they do to make your project easier?
• How did they translate text within graphics?
• How did they protect your data? 
• Were they responsive?
• Did you always know whom to contact for ques-

tions or concerns?
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can work an incredible number of hours when necessary to 
meet stringent deadlines.  

 So only choose on-site translation when tight schedules 
or classified information requirements demand it. Classified 
information is normally relevant only for some government 
contracts.  Under these circumstances, working on-site is more 
appropriate and you must request translators who have security 
clearances. Do not forget to specify if the translators must be 
permanent US residents or citizens, and if the materials must 
remain inside US borders.  In military contracts this is usually a 
requirement, even when the material is unclassified.

Development Phase
 The Development Phase poses many challenges.  Because 
there are likely to be significant changes, the more complete the 
base proposal is prior to translation, the better the translation 
(and cheaper), because changes cost time and money.  This 
brings me back to the TM tools used in today’s translation 
world.  Whenever they can be used, they should be.  The TM al-
lows for easy updates, but the source text must be matched and 
then integrated.  It is not an exact science, but it does improve 
time to market, adds consistency, and provides modest cost sav-
ings in many instances.  If you are able to submit the proposal in 
two languages with a time delay between them, you have a real 
advantage.  You gain in quality, consistency, and fewer sleepless 
nights.

 If your translation team works on-site, many of the pro-
cesses described above will be integrated into your environment.  
Because the team will be working at your side, you need to have 
computer systems that can handle the various software in the 
foreign languages.  This will likely mean higher costs, including 
per diem for contract workers.  Once again, I do not recommend 
the on-site approach unless it is absolutely necessary due to time 
or security constraints.

Production Phase
 At this point you almost have a bilingual proposal ready.  
It should be published according to the original requirements.  
Remember, the rest of the world uses A4 size as its standard for-
mat, not 8 1/2 x 11.  This affects pagination, graphics formats, 
and binding.  If the proposal is to be delivered in hard copy, you 
will need A4 binders, tabular dividers, and paper.  If the paper 
is to specification, then it should ideally be provided to the 
translation agency so that the match is exact.  If your agency can 
provide both full color publishing and binding, you are ahead of 
the game.  

 Many companies do not realize that printing a foreign 
language — especially Asian languages, Hebrew, and Arabic 
— might require an upgrade of your computer system to print 
the final document.  Without such an upgrade, you could inad-
vertently alter the text so that no one could proofread the final 
output.  Don’t risk it; get your translation agency to publish the 
final proposal, if required.  They can then provide the electronic 
copy on CDs, print the CD covers, label the CDs, and profes-
sionally package the entire volume sets.

 Electronic communication is the obvious means of 
transferring files, and thus a high-speed Internet connection is 
necessary.  Because you are transferring corporate knowledge 
and your competitive edge across the Internet, be sure that both 
your and the translation organization’s locations are secure.

 During the production phase, e-mail communication will 
take place on a daily basis.  Be aware that there will be many 
questions that need answering.  You have hired an outside agent 
to recreate your proposal in another language. To meet this goal 
and satisfy you as a customer, the agent needs to understand 
your product, business culture, and professional expectations.  
There is little time to get the corporate training and experience 
you already have with your product or service.  

 Help your partner!  Think no question too frivolous or 
worthless. Respond to every question and concern, and you will 
have a partner you can depend on when you capture the market 
and need someone of proven value to help you with all of your 
translation needs.

Europe Versus Asia 
 Proposals may differ slightly from other translated docu-
ments regarding cultural issues, although they typically are so 
specific that one is obliged to respond exactly in the same for-
mat and style as the RFP.  Some of the considerations that may 
apply are covered in the color-sensitive chart (Exhibit 1), but 
other general cultural issues should be addressed.  

 The Europeans, Canadians, and Latin Americans are the 
most similar to the US in their formal business proposals; Asian 
countries are most different.  When writing a proposal to a 
European organization, you should not get too personal.  Our 
American aggressiveness is frowned upon.  Europeans tend to 
be a bit more formal.  The defined style of the RFP should pre-
vail.  When presenting the proposal to prospects in the Western 
world, be sensitive to the fact that while they have a desire to 
forge good business relationships with American companies, 
they dislike having our ideas forced upon them.  Be patient and 
polite, but persistent. 

 In Asia, cultural differences vary widely among countries.  
The Chinese are more cosmopolitan in their business approach, 
while the Japanese have a very different and more formal ap-
proach.  

 In Japan, one is expected to look at the long term (and I 
mean very long term) relationship-building partnership. From 
the first meeting where business cards, exchanged with two 
hands, are admired and titles acknowledged, to the closing of 
the sale, formality is king.  The Japanese are collective thinkers, 
while Americans are sequential thinkers.  The Japanese see the 
entire long-term picture on a single page.  The proposal’s Ex-
ecutive Summary with a master chart must correspond to that 
long-term plan.  The Japanese are very pictorial in their concep-
tual thinking processes, and thus you often see Japanese reading 
what we refer to as comic style books. 

 Many software companies have adapted this style. You will 
find their manuals depicting actions as cute graphic icons rather 
than as lengthy textual descriptions.  Keep this in mind when 
creating a proposal that is different from the standard proposal 
format.  With each topic, be sure to include a summary of the 
entire process, and then break it down following the summary.  

Respond to every question and 
concern, and you will have a 

partner you can depend on when 
you capture the market. 
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Theodora Landgren is Director of Business Development for 
A2Z Global Language Network in Pensauken, NJ, a company 
that provides translations and consulting for multilingual busi-
ness solutions.  She has been actively involved in global language 
solutions for 22 years.  Ms. Landgren can be contacted at 
tlangren@a2zglobal.com or (856) 910-0300.

 Once the proposal is prepared and presented to a prospec-
tive Japanese client, you will likely hear a repetitive “yes” as the 
proposal is presented.  Beware that the “yes” only means “yes, 
we acknowledge what you are presenting,” but not necessarily 
that there is agreement to all the terms.  When the contract is 
formally signed only the basic terms are agreed upon, and the 
remainder of the contract is then negotiated.  

 You must be flexible when making adjustments and com-
mitted to the long-term prospect with a lot of patience.  The 
effort is worth it, because the Japanese client is a venerable part-
ner once you have made the initial bilateral commitment to one 
another.  My advice is to have an agent experienced in Japanese 
culture as your guiding light.

General Steps to the Process of Translation — The above table summarizes the steps that will occur after you have selected a transla-
tion vendor.  This assumes that you have defined the approximate size of the project and the need for translation services, have decided to 
contract the job to an outside service that works remotely, selected a qualified vendor, agreed on mode of communication and file transfer, 
and know the required turnaround time.

 It can be very exciting to see the results when you have suc-
cessfully created and delivered a major international bilingual 
proposal. Equipped with the information summarized in this 
article, you are now ready to go! 
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By Roger Munger, Ph.D.

Some proposals are ugly. These proposals are so ugly and 
so confusing that evaluators are turned off before read-
ing begins and are baffled when they must make funding 

decisions. Often, these proposals fail not because of faulty argu-
ments, technical solutions, or budgets, but because information 
within them is poorly structured. They fail simply because the 
structure of the proposal does not clearly and quickly commu-
nicate the message. Strategies and concepts from the field of 
information design can help in these cases.

 Information design has its roots in such fields as anthro-
pology, graphic design, ergonomics, instructional design, rheto-
ric and cognitive psychology. Research from these and other 

fields provides information designers with persuasive evidence 
on how readers notice, read, understand and use documents. To 
people in this field, information design has both a broad mean-
ing and a narrower definition:

• The overall process of developing a successful document
• The way the information is presented on the page or 

screen (Redish, 2000, 163).

 As proposal managers, you are probably most familiar 
with the first meaning. RFP analysis, strategy development, sto-
ryboarding, proposal production, red teams and performance 
evaluations are all part of the process of developing a winning 
proposal. Planning the production, for example, of “multiple 

Faced with too much information and too little time, proposal evaluators skim proposals and read in a 
nonlinear order. Using strategies and principles from the field of information design, proposal develop-
ers can help evaluators quickly navigate a proposal and find the information they seek. When you pres-
ent evaluators with a reader-friendly proposal, you substantially increase your competitive advantage.

Article

Strategies to Make Your 
Proposal Reader Friendly

Information

“Many documents fail because they are so ugly that no one will read them or so confusing that no one can understand them.” 
–Karen Shriver, Dynamics in Document Design
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printed sets of a several hundred page color proposal and ac-
companying hyperlinked files on CD-ROM” (Kelman, 2002, 
22) is part of the overall information design process. However, 
in this article, I focus on the narrower sense of the term. In-
formation design also focuses on how elements such as layout, 
typography, text and graphics interact to help readers find, 
understand and use information. Designing a reader-friendly 
proposal does not require that you know how to use sophisticated 
software. In most cases, you can quickly learn how to use your 
word processor to create effectively designed proposals.

Why Design Matters
 The design of your proposal is important because pro-
posals are “2.5 times more likely to win when they [proposal 
developers] designed and delivered key messages directly to de-
cision makers” (Pugh, 2002, 35). That is the bottom line: good 
design helps you win by enabling evaluators to grasp your key 
messages. To understand why design has become critical to the 
success of proposals, you need to understand how people in the 
workplace process information.

 When information was scarce, people had the time and 
motivation to read business documents from beginning to end. 
As a writer, you could assume that you had your readers’ un-
divided attention and could use a linear information structure 
that encouraged them to read cover to cover without interrup-
tion. This was possible because documents were fewer in num-
ber and relatively short in length. Consider, for instance, when 
the Army Signal Corps purchased an aircraft from the Wright 
Brothers. Augustine (1986) reports that the government’s RFP 
was a single page and the entire contract was two pages.

 Times have changed. People in the workplace today oper-
ate under a regular condition of information 
overload. The average worker, according 
to a Pitney Bowes study (2001), is 
inundated with 204 messages a day, 
including e-mail, postal mail, fax, 
pager, and USPS Express Mail. Project 
managers face an even more stagger-
ing load of 363 messages a day. North 
American businesses sent more than 
1.4 trillion e-mail messages in 2001 
(ePolicy Institute, 2002). Charles 
Schwab & Co. receives about 15,000 
resumes in a normal month (Corsini, 
2001). A U.S. government order on 
pricing cabbage ran 26,911 words 
(Horton, 1997). 

 The proposal community is not 
immune to this avalanche of  infor-
mation. Augustine (1986) describes 
the case of the C-5A transport air-
craft:

Just one of the three bidders 
submitted—1,466,346 pages—
weighing in at 24,927 pounds. 
The Request for Proposal issued 
to industry by the government 

itself occupied 1,200 pages — and was later supplemented 
by a “Clarification Document” of more than 1,600 pages. 
More than 500 evaluators spent months wading through 
the material provided by the three bidders. (248)

 This is not the only case of information overload. One 
contractor’s proposal for the Advanced Helicopter Improve-
ment Program exceeded the takeoff weight of the helicopter 
(Augustine, 1986). Although these examples represent extreme 
cases, even proposals running a few hundred pages represent a 
formidable undertaking for evaluators. Faced with this glut of 
information, evaluators no longer read proposals from begin-
ning to end, cover to cover. Pugh (2002) reports, “Most, if not 
all, evaluators will not read a competing proposal word for 
word” (35-36). In fact, Baldwin (1999) states, “Research proves 
that managers don’t read (cover to cover) 80 percent of their 
business documents” (8). Readers in the workplace, including 
proposal evaluators, do not start at the beginning of a document 
and work through each successive point to the conclusion. For 
example, Charney’s (1993) study of the reading behaviors of 
scientists revealed that they read selectively and read “parts out 
of order, reading the results before experimental methods and 
conclusions before either of those” (212). 

Information designers have learned that people read in a non-
linear manner as they search a document to find answers to spe-
cific questions. A nonlinear order also means that readers start 
reading at different places in a document. A busy executive, for 
instance, may start by reading a proposal’s executive summary. 
Another evaluator may flip directly to the budget. Still another 
may be most interested in the project’s objectives. Pugh (2002) 
describes how some evaluators read a proposal:

They read the theme; they consider the visual, they read the 
caption; they turn the page. (36)

When you are a proposal developer, it is often difficult to pre-
cisely predict what piece of information will interest individual 
evaluators. However, it is possible to structure a proposal to 
make it easy for evaluators to quickly find and understand the 
information that interests them. The following sections explore 
how proposal developers can structure their proposals to make 

them more reader friendly. 

Create 
Interest
 First impressions mat-
ter since readers will see your 
proposal before they read a 
single word. In fact, the first 
act of reading is the reader’s 
decision whether to read in 
the first place (see, for example, 
Pinelli, Cordle, & Vondran, 
1984). Granted, proposal 
evaluators do not usually have 
a choice as to whether they 
read your proposal. However, 
an interested evaluator is likely 
to understand your arguments 
better, notice the elements that 
distinguish your solution from 
the competition, and favorably 
assess your proposal.

Information Design: Strategies to Make Your Proposal Reader Friendly

Exhibit 1. Common rectangular design creates a dull and 
uninviting document.

People in the workplace today 
operate under a regular condition 
of information overload.
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 Your audience must determine the structure of your pro-
posal. Early in my career, a colleague reminded me, “People give 
money to people.” Until computers begin evaluating propos-
als (and this technology may be closer than we would like to 
admit), we need to design proposals with the idea that a real 
human being is going to read our work — and not some vague 
entity we call, for example, the Department of Defense. Proposal 
evaluators, like most of us, have too much to do, have too little 
time to do it in, and would like to leave the office before sunset. 
Ask yourself a simple question: “Would I want to read 20 (or 
50) proposals that look like mine?” If not, you can probably 
add some design elements to generate more interest in your 
proposal.

 Many readers find pages designed as perfect rectangles to 
be dull and uninviting. A page with paragraphs piled one on top 
of another creating a rectangle of full-justified text is not very 
interesting (see Exhibit 1). By breaking the expected rectangular 
design, you can create interest and make text easier to read. 

 Some strategies for generating an interesting and reader-
friendly design include the following:

• Break margins
• Use columns.

 Break margins, for instance, by outdenting headings, 
using a ragged right justification, and indenting subordinate 
information. In Exhibit 2, headings hanging in the margins are 
easier to see. A ragged-right justification breaks the rectangular 
shape of the text and avoids the unequal space between words, 
hyphenation and “rivers” of white space commonly found in 
full-justified text. Finally, information such as lists and graphics 
are indented to break the rectangle.

 Using a multicolumn design (see Exhibit 3) for your pro-
posal also creates interest and offers you several advantages over 
the traditional single-column design to which word processors 
default:

• You can fit more text on a page
• You have more options in sizing your graphics
• Your text is easier for readers to scan quickly
• Your text appears more interesting (Markel, 2002).

 The less you make your proposal look like the first-year 
English papers you wrote as a student, the more likely you are to 
generate some interest in evaluators to read your proposal. 

Meet Expectations
 Evaluators expect you to follow directions. They expect you 
to give them information requested in the RFP — in the order 
in which it was requested. The evaluators’ job is to assess quickly 
and accurately a stack of proposals. To accomplish this task, 
they typically use some type of evaluation form. For example, 
an evaluator may use a form that requires him or her to assess, 
among other things, “adequacy of resources.” However, if you 
organized your proposal in such a manner that you discussed 
your adequacy of resources in a different section or decided to 
label this information with a different term, the evaluator will 
have to hunt for this information. An evaluator may decide that 
you failed to include this information, if he or she cannot quick-
ly locate the information. You do not want evaluators saying, 
“The information was all mixed up in different sections. It took 
me forever to figure it out.” Many evaluators will not devote that 
much time to trying to find information in your proposal. 

 You can help evaluators do their job (and increase your 
chances of winning in the process) if you organize your pro-
posal so that it reflects the RFP or the evaluation criteria. If, the 
RFP requires you to address topics A, B, C, and D, then meet 
evaluators’ expectations by organizing your proposal so that it 
addresses these topics in the order suggested. The more evalua-
tors have to flip back and forth between sections while complet-
ing their evaluation forms, the greater the chances are that they 
may miss critical information or just give up and score a “0” for 
that criterion. Moreover, use the vocabulary used in the RFP or 
evaluation criteria to label the sections of your proposal. If you 
are writing a sales proposal and the RFP requests that you in-
clude a “seller profile,” you invite trouble if you label this section 
“corporate overview.” A reader-friendly proposal helps its read-
ers accomplish their goal: accurately assess a stack of proposals 
and go home before midnight. 

Reveal Structure
 Evaluators should be able to quickly understand the over-
all structure of your proposal. Markel (2002, 186) in Technical 
Communication suggests three main steps to follow to reveal the 
structure your document: 

 Information Design: Strategies to Make Your Proposal Reader Friendly

Exhibit 2. Breaking the expected rectangular design, you can cre-
ate interest and make text easier to read.

First impressions matter since 
readers will see your proposal 
before they read a single word.

A reader-friendly proposal helps 
its readers accomplish their goal: 

accurately assess a stack of 
proposals and go home before 

midnight.
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1. Create a 
detailed table of 
contents

2. Use headings 
liberally

3. Use topic 
sentences at the 
beginning of your 
paragraphs.

 A table of 
contents provides 
evaluators with a 
concise overview 
of your content 
and the structure 
of your proposal. 
Providing such a 
framework will 
guide evaluators’ 
understanding of 
your proposal. 
Ineffective tables 
of contents fea-
ture nonspecific 
entries— “prob-
lem,” “solution,” 
and so on—and 

lack depth (for 
example, include only first-level headings). In contrast, an ef-
fective table of contents provides descriptive entries such as 
“overview of proposed software” and generally includes at least 
two levels of headings. Finally, take full advantage of your word 
processor’s ability to automate the process of creating a table of 
contents.

 To support the skimming of text and to break up long 
stretches of text, use headings liberally. Descriptive headings 
reveal structure by reinforcing themes, signaling relationships 
between major sections, and announcing the content of specific 
sections. Using headings to divide your proposal into meaning-
ful sections informs readers where one set of ideas ends and a 
new set begins, allows your proposal’s structure to be organized 
perceptually, and “provides a chance for the reader to collect 
some thoughts and prepare for the next section” (Oborne, 1995, 
100). In short, headings help evaluators understand how the 
parts of your proposal relate to each other and to your overall 
argument.

 The first thing evaluators want to know about a paragraph 
is what it is about. Consequently, you should declare the main 
point of your paragraph at the start of your paragraphs. Markel 
(2002) cautions, “Technical communication should be clear and 
easy to read, not full of suspense” (257). Do not bury your point 
in the middle or end of a paragraph, because an evaluator may 
never read that far. The first sentence of each paragraph should 
function as a summary or preview of what follows. If you state 
your point first, your paragraphs will be much easier to read and 
evaluators will better follow your argument.

Facilitate Navigation
 Once evaluators become motivated to read your proposal 
and understand the overall structure, they need to quickly locate 
answers to their questions. You need to provide navigation aids 
to help them do this. I suggest the following aids. 

• Table of contents
• Page numbers
• Headers and footers (for example, section title and page 

number)
• Chapter or section titles
• Dividers and tabs
• Cross-reference tables
• Indexes.

 Since these aids “involve nitty-gritty ‘production’ matters, 
they can easily be dismissed as unimportant or peripheral” 
(Kostelnick, 1996, 9). However, they are crucial to the success of 
your proposal. If evaluators cannot easily locate what they want, 
they often give up. Of course, not every proposal will feature 
all of these navigation aids. Factors such as budget, paper size, 
printing process, binding method, and number of copies will 
often determine which aids you can use effectively. 

Create Manageable 
Chunks
 To make your proposal easier to follow, you need to break 
your content down into manageable pieces of information. In 
other words, you need to chunk your information. Breaking 
your proposal into small units and grouping related informa-
tion is the first step in organizing your information (Keyes, 
1993). Think back to the last time you rented a DVD (or video). 
Most likely, the store did not just have a pile of DVDs for you 
to sift through. Instead, the DVDs were divided into various 
categories such as “New Releases,” “Drama,” and “Action.” This 
structure made it easier for you to find the movie you wanted. 
You must organize your proposal in a similar manner by orga-
nizing information into categories that make sense to the evalu-
ators. 

 The DVD rental analogy illustrates another important 
point about chunking: the categories you create are often sub-
jective and depend on your audience. DVDs, for instance, can 
also be chunked by release date (“Classics”), ratings (“G-Chil-
dren”), format (“Cartoons”) and so on. Lannon (2003) offers 
the following advice about creating digestible units of informa-
tion:

“Chunking requires careful decisions about exactly how 
much is enough and what constitutes sensible proportions 
among the parts. Don’t overdo it by creating such tiny seg-
ments that your document ends up looking fragmented and 
disconnected.” (240)

 The key point to remember is that your readers’ needs 
drive your decisions.

 You can create chunks of information by using white space. 
Undifferentiated text requires “more effort from the reader, and 
the writer loses control over how the reader will make his or her 
way through the text and interpret and remember it” (Keyes, 
1993, 639). (See Exhibit 4.)

 In contrast, by using white space and headings to visually 
emphasize chunks of information, you can help evaluators to 

Information Design: Strategies to Make Your Proposal Reader Friendly

Exhibit 3. Multicolumn design offers several advantages.

Technical communication should 
be clear and easy to read, not 
full of suspense.
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For instance, some proposals use a decimal numbering scheme 
and retain this outline numbering in the final proposal. How-
ever, most readers have a difficult time keeping straight where 
in the information hierarchy they are if they are reading a sec-
tion labeled 3.2.2.1.3. Decimal numbering in a proposal is more 
effective as a method of communicating the 
structure of your proposal 
when it is combined with 
other design features.

 Use type size, type 
weight (for example, bold-
face type) and indentation 
to create a visual hierarchy 
(Keyes, 1993). Readers can 
quickly process visual con-
trasts on a page. In Exhibit 
6, the first-level head is 
outdented, bold, and uses 
a bigger type size than 
the second-level heads. 
The second-level heads 
are aligned with the 
left margin, bold, and 
use a type size smaller 
than the first-level. 
The third-level head 
is indented, not bold, 
and uses the smallest type 
size. The accompanying 
text under the third-level head is also indented to emphasize the 
subordinate nature of the information. The further you place in-
formation from the left side of the page, the less visual emphasis 
(priority) you give it.

 Of course, Exhibit 6 represents just one possible page pay-
out. Third-level heads and accompanying text do not have to 
be indented. If your proposal features six levels of information, 
then you would likely end up with text columns only an inch 
wide if you further indented each subsequent section. Your goal 
should be to create clear visual contrasts. Keyes (1993) reports 
that a document’s visual structure is “more effective when it 
uses large, contrasting changes in position on the page and 
surrounding white space — in addition to type features such 
as boldness or change in size” (641). The key concept to remem-
ber is that you can use position on the page, type size and type 
weight to visually show your reader how information is related. 

Differentiate Information 
Types
 Finally, evaluators need to be able to quickly distinguish 
between various types of information. To help your readers ac-
complish this task, you can use the design strategy called filter-
ing. Keyes (1993) describes filtering in the following manner:

 Filtering creates layers of information within the visual 
hierarchy. Filtering visually identifies and differentiates various 
types of information, so that readers can find what they need. 
Conversely, less relevant information can be filtered out. (641)

 Different types of information in your proposal such as 
themes, section summaries, body text, lists, captions and notes 
need to be visually distinct. That is, evaluators need to be able to 
tell in a glance the type of information at which they are look-
ing. This visual structure supports the evaluators’ task of skim-
ming information.

better understand 
the underlying 
structure of your 
proposal (see Ex-
hibit 5). Notice 
in Exhibit 5 that 

the headings 
are closer to 

their related 
paragraphs of 
text than the end 
of the previous 
section. This helps 

to emphasize 
each section as a 
cohesive group.

Prioritize Information
 After you have broken your information into manageable 
chunks, you need to prioritize your information and visually 
communicate this hierarchy. In a traditional outline, you can 
quickly see how higher-level content relates to lower-level con-
tent.

 For instance, the Roman numerals represent major sec-
tions of a proposal. “A” and “B” are lower-level content that 
is related to the Roman numeral section in which they are 
embedded. Lowercase “a” and “b” signal even lower levels. The 
deeper you embed content in an outline, the less important it 
is perceived. As a proposal developer, you must quickly com-
municate your proposal hierarchy on each page. However, using 
tags (for example, II. B. 1. a. Network Management or 2.2.1.1 
Network Management) from your outline is not very effective. 

Exhibit 4. Undifferentiated text fails to reveal the 
structure and organization of content.

Exhibit 5. Chunking emphasizes manage-
able units of information.

Information Design: Strategies to Make Your Proposal Reader Friendly
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 The STOP technique (see, for example, Starkey’s retro-
spective article, 2000) is a time-tested example of how proposal 
developers can structure a proposal so that various types of in-
formation are visually distinct. Following the STOP technique, 
proposal developers would display thesis sentences in bold type 
or underlining. Starkey (2000) reports that by emphasizing text 
in such a manner “an evaluator could gain a fair grasp of the 
thrust of the proposal just by reading them [thesis sentences] 
before delving into the details” (44). Furthermore, the two-page 
spread consistently structured information types: phrase-struc-
tured title, thesis sentence, text argument, figure and two-part 
caption.

 You can achieve a consistent visual structure in your own 
proposal by using changes in the weight of type, in the size of 
type, in the case of the type (for example, all capital letters), in 
the style of type (for example, using sans serif typeface such as 
Arial), and in position of text on the page. Graphical elements 
such as icons, text boxes, screens (for example, background 
shading) and rules (for example, vertical and horizontal rules 
that divide a page into sections) can also be used to differentiate 
information types. (See Exhibit 7.) 

 Although some of the research literature on typography is 
contradictory or inconclusive, when differentiating information 
types keep in mind the following:

 Typographic cues are most effective when both changes in 
type weight and position (for example, outdented or indented 
information) are used (Keyes, 1993).

 Less is more when using typographic cues (Williams & 
Spyridakis, 1992).

 Text composed of both uppercase and lowercase letters is 
superior to text set in all capital letters both for reading speed 
and accuracy (Oborne, 1995).

 Your goal when differentiating types of information in 
your proposal is to use just enough typographic and spatial cues 
to make information visually distinct without overwhelming 
evaluators with a dozen design elements all screaming for their 
attention.

Future Challenges
 How evaluators read and interact with proposals will 
certainly change in the future as new delivery methods are de-
veloped. Grice and Krull (2001) report that paper may become 
outmoded:

 “Despite evidence to the contrary over, under, and in our  
 desks, offices and filing cabinets, paper delivery of infor- 
 mation is nearing the end of its usefulness.” (137)

 For some proposal developers paper is already dead. For 
example, they publish proposal materials on CD-ROM, deliver 
information using e-mail and submit proposals via the Web. 
The Internet clearly offers proposal developers powerful new 
design options for communicating proposal ideas. 

 However, do not make the same mistake early Web-content 
developers made. You cannot just dump online a print proposal 
and expect evaluators to be able to read these electronic texts 

Exhibit 7.  Filtering using horizontal rules and changes in type 
and position.

Exhibit 6. Create visual distinctions to quickly show the hierarchy 
of your information.

Information Design: Strategies to Make Your Proposal Reader Friendly

For some proposal developers 
paper is already dead—they 
publish proposal materials on 
CD-ROM, deliver information 
using e-mail and submit proposals 
via the web.
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as if they were printed. Online information creates its own set 
of challenges for readers. For example, Nielsen (2000) reports, 
“Reading from computer screens is tiring for the eyes and about 
25 percent slower than reading from paper” (106). Consequent-
ly, pages must feature concise text and an easy to skim layout. 

 Many of the strategies for print documents apply to the 
design of electronic documents as well. With online documents, 
you still need to display, organize and connect content. However, 
online documents offer you new design elements such as hy-
perlinks, navigation bars, search engines, animation, audio and 
video. Although your tools and delivery method may change, 
your focus should remain on meeting the needs of your readers. 

Conclusion
 Whether your evaluators will read your proposal in hard 
copy or as an electronic document, you still must make it easy 
for evaluators to quickly find and understand information. As 
you strive to effectively communicate your message, include the 
organization and presentation of your proposal in your overall 
proposal development and review process (see Freeman & Free-

man 2000). Using the strategies I have discussed will make 
your proposal evaluators’ jobs easier and more pro-

ductive. As a result, your reader-friendly 
proposal will have a competi-

tive advantage. 
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Although your tools and delivery 
method may change, your focus 
should remain on meeting the 
needs of your readers.

Proposal evaluators, like you, are busy and overloaded with 
information. Make sure your proposal doesn’t get lost in the 
crowd.
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As Tom Sant commented in Persuasive Business Propos-
als:  “In truth, the system isn’t as important as the files 
of information you are accessing when you build the 

proposals.”1

 Great pre-written content increases the impact of a pro-
posal and reduces the time required to produce it. Effective pre-
written content:

• Ensures the information in your proposals will be of the 
highest quality possible

• Ensures consistency within and across proposals
• Reduces the time required to develop a proposal
• Reduces duplication of effort (frees up time for selling)
• Provides more time for customization to the needs of the 

specific customer and opportunity
• Helps to win more business.

An Important Yet 
Neglected Area
 Despite its importance to the overall proposal creation 
process and the fact that so many organizations attempt to 
maintain content libraries effective pre-written content is rarely 
covered in the proposal profession’s literature. A recent survey 
of 10 leading proposal management books found that only 
three even touched on the topic and none of these explored 

content management in any significant depth. It is as if we all 
assume that this is easy and straightforward, when, in fact, truly 
first-class content management requires real thought and care.

 This article challenges you to assess your current approach 
to managing pre-written content. You will be provoked, teased, 
and tested. You will be able to benchmark your capabilities, 
scoring yourself against best practices extracted from PMMS 
Consulting Group’s Strategic Proposal Management Bench-
marking Model. By the end of the article, you will have a clearer 
understanding of the importance of getting pre-written content 
right, and you will be able to pull together a plan for improve-
ment. 

 Meet Sam the Salesperson
 Meet Sam. Sam is in sales. And lucky old Sam is about to 
write a proposal. There are questions to be answered about the 
organization and its capabilities (Just how many offices do you 
have in Outer Mongolia? Provide copies of your accounts for 
the past three years, and your senior management organization 
chart. What is your market share in Ukraine?). There are 
questions about the proposed solution (and what is your project 
management methodology and all the other oh-so familiar 
queries). And there are mountains of questions covering that 
boring stuff that purchasers always seem to ask, but which never 
seem to be hugely relevant (Question 369: List the Industry 
Associations to which your organization is affiliated). 

PUBLISH AND BE

by Jon Williams

Many organizations deploy software tools to manage pre-written proposal content information that 
can be researched once and adapted for use many times over. However, successful knowledge bases of 
pre-written content depend less on the tool that is selected, than on the processes and skills needed to 
develop first-class proposal content for inclusion in the system. Getting these processes and skills wrong 
when implementing content management tools merely enables many proposal centers to produce poor 
proposals faster; getting them right adds real value and significantly increases proposal development 
efficiency.

The powers and perils of pre-written content

?

Article

Journal7_11_12pm 7/12/03, 6:45 PM48



48 APMP Spring/Summer 2003   ProposalManagement 49

 Now Sam’s life is easy. These questions have been asked 
before, many times. Hey, there are even folks in the organization 
who are paid to know this stuff! So Sam clicks on a link on the 
screen, loads up the pre-written content Knowledge Base, searches 
for the relevant information and the core of a proposal is ready 
and waiting within a matter of minutes. Sam can relax, knowing 
that there is plenty of time left to tailor the content to the specific 
strategy that will impress the customer and win the business and to 
continue to influence the client’s key decision makers!

But back in the real world…

 It is getting late. Poor Sam looks around the empty office, 
envious of those co-workers who do not have to write propos-
als; the ones at home, watching TV, eating dinner and relaxing 
over a glass of wine. Sam should have more time to work on the 
response, but life is so busy in sales that it never seems possible 
to write these documents until a couple of days before they are 
due. And so what if a few of them are submitted late from time-
to-time, and the client never seems that impressed? 

 Searching for inspiration, Sam turns first to the company 
Intranet – there surely must be some information there. Fortu-
nately, there are some standard solution descriptions, even if the 
layout looks atrocious when it is cut and pasted into the word 
processor. 

 But sadly, the Outer Mongolian subsidiary’s Intranet pages 
are down and there are differing project management meth-
odologies galore, so Sam picks one that looks reasonable and 
moves on. Sam rifles through the desk drawers, and pulls out a 
dusty copy of the handouts from the sales conference two years 
ago with some financial data. OK, that will have to do, despite it 
being out-of-date. And there was an e-mail a while back when 
the CEO got fired. Yes, that has some organization stuff, even if 
it is not quite what they need! 

 Some of the other questions are tough, though. Reluc-
tantly, Sam gives up for the night, leaving papers scattered 
across the desk and heads for a sleepless night worrying about 
the Ukrainian market share data. Next morning, as the office 
fills with the chatter of salespeople going about their usual 
routine (moaning about their commission payments, checking 
their expense claims, contacting customers, rehearsing their bid 
presentations, etc.), Sam can be seen wandering from desk to 
desk, clutching the customer’s RFP, uttering the familiar cry of 
the proposal-writing-salesperson: “Help! Has anyone written 
a proposal recently?” (Interestingly, not “Has anyone written a 
winning proposal recently?”!)

 And so, slowly and painfully, Sam’s proposal comes togeth-
er: a document part fact, part fiction; some content well-writ-
ten, some missing altogether The document may not be great; it 
may not be inspired; Sam might not have any time left to tailor 
the content to the specific opportunity; but hey, they asked for 
a proposal, and they are getting a proposal. What more could 
they want? (And, you know, there is a small chance, a very small 
chance, that Sam might win the business. Although that would 
inevitably have to be in spite of the proposal, not thanks to it.)

The Need for Pre-Written 
Content
 Would you complain if you were in Sam’s shoes? Indeed, 
do you complain if you are working on a proposal team, and 
Sam’s experiences are not too dissimilar to your own when it 
comes to finding proposal content?

 Many teams working on proposals face an uphill challenge 
when it comes to generating content. Significant time is wasted 
scurrying around the organization trying to dig out basic infor-
mation to use in the proposal. That is time that could have been 
spent ensuring you have a clear and compelling strategy, and 
fine-tuning your messages to maximize your win probability. Or 
even time you could have spent with the customer, influencing 
their evaluation team.

 Proposals become a continuing cycle of re-inventing the 
wheel. Customers are sent documents containing content that is 
out-of-date, poorly written and lacking real strategic focus and 
differentiation. Worst case, the content is exceptionally risky 
for the potential supplier as salespeople “make it up as they go 
along,” inadvertently including inaccurate or misleading infor-
mation as they get desperate to produce a complete document, 
but cannot track down the correct sources of information.

 Is it any wonder that many customer evaluation teams de-
spair when asked about the quality of the proposals they receive? 
Dr. Barry Hankinson of Negotiation Resource International, a 
PMMS subsidiary, worked with me on a recent research project 
quizzing purchasing professionals about their view of propos-
als. He explains that the findings show clearly that from the 
evaluator’s perspective:

 “The proposal must address the needs of the purchasing 
organization and show creativity by producing innovative 
solutions. It must be a customized, not an ‘off-the-shelf ’ 
solution. Respondents were in strong agreement of their 
dislike of generic, non-tailored, cut and paste solutions.”

Write Poor Proposals, Faster
 Fortunately, most proposal organizations appear to have 
grasped the importance of this issue. They recognize that an 
effective proposal development process depends on an effective 
library of pre-written content. They have realized the benefits 
for maintaining an effective Knowledge Base of pre-written 
content:

• Greater efficiency of your proposal efforts (increasing 
speed, reducing costs)

• Greater effectiveness your proposals will consistently 
draw on your organization’s best possible answers (with 
tailoring to the specific customer)

• Reduced risk since proposals will draw from approved 
content, not best guesses.

 Yet how well are you really doing? Can you put your hand 
on your heart and honestly say that your pre-written content 
library scores 10 out of 10 on the following criteria:

• It is comprehensive
• It is all relevant
• It is all customer-oriented
• It is all strategic and compelling (off-setting the 

    competition)
• It is all accurate
• It is all well-written
• It is all well-presented

Is it any wonder that many 
customer evaluation teams 
despair when asked about the 
quality of the proposals they 
receive?

Publish and Be Damned? The Powers and Perils of Pre-written Content
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Chart continues on the next page.

• It is all up-to-date
• It is all approved
• It is all easy to extract and adapt for specific proposals.

 In my work with proposal organizations in different 
industries, I have found that much pre-written proposal con-
tent is highly supplier- and offer-focused. It is not focused on 
customer needs and lacks competitive differentiation. (I have a 
young son, Benedict, whose first words were “Me, me, me.” I see 
lots of proposals that are written in his style, centering on “me, 
the potential supplier,” not on “you, the customer”!). 

 Keeping content up-to-date is a continual struggle. The 
staff responsible for maintaining the library are also working 
on live deals and when it comes to the crunch, and the Sales 
Director asks the proposal team to help with more bids, it is 
the live engagements that always take priority. Meanwhile, the 
relevant subject matter experts are often reluctant to invest the 
time needed to update the material once it is initially written, 
and they do not view pre-written proposal content as a priority 
(or even as a responsibility). 

 As a result, the database users are likely to be sceptical of its 
contents and it only takes once piece of content to be wrong for 
a salesperson to start to lose confidence in the system. Of course, 
it goes without saying that it only takes one piece of content 
from the system to be evidently wrong for the customer who is 
evaluating a proposal to start to lose confidence in your organi-
zation’s professionalism! (And wouldn’t customers be amazed, 
if they ever saw behind the closed doors of the proposal center, 
to see the continual re-invention of wheels to answer even the 
simplest of questions?)

 So, implementing a tool to manage content is an important 
nay, critical step towards best practice. But as Brooke Savage, 
President, CEO, and Co-Founder of Pragmatech Software, Inc., 
observes:

 “Companies can achieve considerable benefits from im-
plementing automated tools that streamline many of the 
processes involved with creating sales communications. 
However, the implementations’ success rate is significantly 
increased when the organization places the same level 
of importance and attention on the information actually 

stored in the tools as that placed on the tools themselves. 
We’ve found that our most successful clients consider the 
quality and relevance of their content inseparable from 
the application itself.”

 P3 Consulting Group’s BJ Lownie concurs:

 “All too often the emphasis is on the tool rather than on 
the quality of the content. The tool provides access, but 
the content derived is still suspect. It is a bit like having a 
shiny new hammer when the nails are all rusty and bent.”

 So, without a parallel emphasis on the software tool and 
the quality of the content considering processes, people and 
training, you continue to bring real risk to the quality of your 
proposals and their chances of success. The danger is that all 
you are really doing is enabling your organization to write poor 
proposals, faster. 

Measuring Your 
Capabilities Against Best 
Practice
 So let’s stretch your thinking and really start to test you. 
How do the organizations best at managing pre-written content 
use it to generate competitive advantage?

 Grab a pencil. Complete the checklist that describes the key 
elements of best practice based on our extensive research with 
proposal organizations worldwide and with the buyers who 
evaluate your proposals. Circle the score (0, 1, or 2) that best 
describes whether each best practice characteristic is true for 
your organization and then total up the scores. 

 How did you do?  If you scored 100% or think that the test was 
too easy, congratulations (and why not offer to speak at an APMP 
Conference sometime. I am sure people would be fascinated to hear 
how you did it!). And if you scored 0%, don’t despair, keep reading. 
Help is at hand! Chances are, though, that you are somewhere in 
between. In particular, the sections on Organization & People and 
on Data Management often prove challenging.
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 Creating truly effective pre-written content is far from a 
trivial activity.  Take, for example, Robert S. Frey’s observation 
in “Successful Proposal Strategies for Small Business: Using 
Knowledge Management to Win Government, Private Sector 
and International Contracts”:

 “Ensuring that proposal managers are provided with the 
latest company information is an on-going effort in con-
figuration management. For example, a comprehensive 
written overview about your company that is needed in 
most every proposal needs to contain the most up-to-date 
information on contract awards, company recommen-
dations and success stories, annual revenue, staff level, 
funded contract backlog, and corporate organizational 
structure and leadership.” 2

Stepping Up To Success
 If your findings are like most people’s, you will have 
identified some potential for improvement. If so, a great starting 
point is to use the best practices checklist you just scored as a 
guide. Which areas aren’t you doing today? Which could you 
implement most easily? If you rated your organization highly 
on the quiz or if you are only a few notches away from the top of 
the tree, this is likely to be your best way forward.

 Many organizations 
need a more fundamental 

approach to kick-start-
ing improvements 
in this area. Here is 
a 10-step plan that 
you might find 
useful. It is based 
on my experience 
with clients in a 
range of markets.

Step 1: Identify your overall improvement objectives

 How near to best practice are you? What will life be like 

when you have implemented changes you can realistically deliv-
er for your organization? What do you already have that you can 
re-use and improve or do you need to start again from scratch?

Step 2: Build an outline project plan and benefits case 

 Before you set out on your improvement crusade, you 
are going to need to work out your battle plan and justify your 
proposed approach to the powers-that-be. Some of this will be 
common sense for Sales Management (who may be surprised 
that it is not being done already!). You may need to estimate 
financial benefits, such as: 

• Time savings, by removing unnecessary re-work
• Speed to market being able to develop proposals quicker
• Improvements to proposal effectiveness (and hence win 

rates)
• Reduced risks.

 You will also need to think about costs—an estimate of the 
effort to deliver your content improvement project, the time 
needed to keep the database up-to-date, and the costs of any 
tools and equipment.

Step 3: Gain commitment from your senior management

 You need senior management support, most likely up to 
Board level, if the project is to be a genuine success. Key support 
includes:

• Commitment from subject matter experts
• Time/resources dedicated to the proposal team
• Great tools you should be using (and that your competi-

tors may already be exploiting!) 
• A limited amount of external support to help with train-

ing, defining first class writing styles, and similar matters.

Step 4: Define your target content and priorities

 Some content development projects have a tendency to 
become open-ended, everlasting initiatives you can always 
develop one more piece of content, polish phrasing just once 

more, etc. Yet you may never actually use the information. 
Customer requirements are usually a sensible place to start:

• What are the most frequently asked ques-
tions? 

• What information should be included and to 
what depth? 

• Are there any obvious quick win areas? 
• Should you focus on specific business groups? 
• What current content could be cleaned and 

re-used? 

Great content doesnʼt just 
happen.

Don’t let your score worry you. Follow these easy 
steps to improve your best practices.

You need senior management 
support, most likely up to Board 

level, if the project is to be a 
genuine success.
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• Do you launch the new Knowledge Base little-by-little, or 
with a ‘big bang’ approach once you have a comprehensive 
set of content ready to publish?

Step 5: Define your target processes

 Great content doesn’t just happen. It only results from hav-
ing the right structured processes. These processes include: 

• Ownership. Ownership of the content needs to rest with 
clearly-identified subject matter experts. They must be 
accountable for the material, ensuring that it is accurate, 
strategically-focused, and up-to-date. 

• Articulation. Ensure that the raw material produced by the 
subject matter experts is polished into superbly articulated 
proposal text, ready for use.

• Publication. Ensure that all content is checked 
and signed-off before it is released using your 
content publication tool (e.g., Pragmatech). You 
will need to monitor the use of the material, col-
late feedback, and identify newly-written proposal 
text that might be passed back to the experts for 
future use in the knowledge base.

Step 6: Deploy the right tools

 As you realize by now, this article is not 
about software. But any major content devel-
opment process may include some parallel 
tool selection or roll-out activities. Any 
product selection or development will 
need handling with particular care espe-
cially if you are rolling out the knowledge 
base internationally (how well will it be 
supported?), or if salespeople will be 
using it themselves (if it takes more 
than a couple of hours to learn, they 
will never use it!).

Step 7: Identify, brief, and train 
subject matter experts (owners)

 Now you are ready to start bringing the new 
content to life. You will need to secure the com-
mitment and buy-in of the subject matter experts 
and train them to develop strategically-focused 
proposal content, instead of re-issued marketing 
blurbs. A workshop process where they start 
to work on live content can be an ideal start-
ing point. You will need to provide on-going 
coaching and support.

Step 8: Articulate and publish content

 As they work with the subject matter 
experts, your proposal writers will need to 
fine-tune the draft content – polishing it and 
making sure it all drafts read with one voice, 
in line with the overall writing styles that 
you have defined. The content will need to be 
checked and signed off before you are ready to 
publish it.

Step 9: Train users

 Wonderful new content is of little use if it is not actually 
going to be used effectively in live proposals! You will need to 
communicate the following to your knowledge base users: 

• What information can they expect to find in the tool?
• How do they access the information?
• How can they offer feedback on the content?
• Most critically, how should they tailor the information 

that they extract from your content library for use in live 
proposals?

 I cannot emphasise the last point enough. There is nothing 
worse as a purchaser (and yes, I confess, I was one, for many 
years), than reading a proposal that is obviously a collation of 
boilerplate text. Worst still, there has been little attempt to tailor 
the content used to the specific customer’s needs.  As Bob Kan-
tin observes in the Sales Proposal Kit for Dummies:

 “Boilerplate proposals just don’t give a buyer any compel-
ling reasons to make a change because they don’t contain 
any buyer-specific information.” 3

 You will need to 
make sure your users are 
trained to adapt pre-writ-

ten content to the specific 
customer and opportunity. 

A high-visibility initiative 
on pre-written content can 
be used cleverly as a ‘good 
excuse’ to get in front of 

the sales force and initiate a 
fundamental upgrade of their 
skills and behaviour during 
the proposal process.

Step 10: Manage content on 
an on-going basis

 So now you have 
launched a set of new, 
significantly improved 
content modules to help with 
proposals. Is the job done? 

Well, I would argue that you have really 
just begun the process. Ever read those 
animal welfare advertisements that tell you  
‘A Dog is for Life, Not just for Christmas’? 
The same is true for your content. It is not 
about creating some material that is great 
on day one, but is then fated to degrade over 

time until it becomes out-of-date, useless, 
risky and puts you back to square one. Now 
is the time to really push the subject matter 
experts to take their content ownership 
responsibilities seriously and broaden and 

Your sales teams will be 
delighted when they find 

that they can create better 
proposals faster.

Demons of self-doubt and gnomes of discord plague 
every effort. Identify your objectives and plan early to 
avoid pesky problems.

Wonderful new content is of 
little use if it is not actually going 
to be used effectively in live 
proposals! 
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Jon Williams is Director of Strategic Proposal Management 
for PMMS Consulting Group, which helps clients worldwide 
develop their proposal management capabilities. He also served 
as Chief Executive Officer of the award-winning UK Association 
of Proposal Management Professionals in 2001 and 2002.  Mr. 
Williams can be reached on +44 (0)781 333 2294 or by e-mail at 
jw@strategicproposals.com.

deepen the content in the knowledge base. It is also time to 
measure your success, and shout about it from the rooftops!

 As Pragmatech’s Brooke Savage says:

 “There’s a common saying surrounding automated 
tools—‘Garbage in, garbage out.’  The value of a tool that 
creates a proposal in a flash is significantly undercut when 
the content it utilizes and outputs actually hurts the pro-
posal effort and jeopardizes the sale.  Our most successful 
clients understand this and have taken great strides to 
ensure their information receives consistent and regular 
attention and updates.”  

 To complete a win-win scenario, your sales teams will be 
delighted when they find that they can create better proposals 
faster, without the time-consuming, frustrating drudgery usu-
ally associated with researching content. Nicola Dillon, who 
recently managed a highly successfully roll-out of a content 
Knowledge Base for a major computer corporation, notes that:

 “There’s a real payback for the subject matter experts too. 
They can now get the right messages to their customers 
via proposals, recognizing that they’re a key selling tool, 
and they don’t get continually pestered for the same old 
information.”

Common Sense? 
Absolutely!
 Surely this is only common sense? Yes, absolutely. But as 
Mark Twain reportedly noted, “Common sense isn’t all that 
common.” We all appreciate the need for pre-written content; 
yet we all struggle to maintain it effectively. Delivering improve-
ments in this area via a focused project can really enhance your 
team’s reputation and influence. It is an area that can add real 
value to your organization’s business development processes.

 In conclusion, here is the challenge: If you are not currently 
following best practice for pre-written content management, 
you are almost certainly operating a proposal process that is un-
necessarily expensive, saps energy from proposal participants, 
and results in proposals that are considerably less powerful than 
they could be. 

 I hope this article has sparked off some new ideas and 
challenged you to raise your proposal teams’ profile and success 
rates by strategically addressing this key area.  

Notes:
1 Sant, Tom. “Persuasive Business Proposals”, AMACOM, 

1992
2 Frey, Robert S. Successful Proposal Strategies for Small Busi-

ness: Using Knowledge Management to Win Government, 
Private Sector and International Contracts. John Wiley & 
Sons, 2001.

3 Kantin, Bob. Sales Proposals Kit for Dummies. Artech 
House Inc., 2002.

Thereʼs a common saying 
surrounding automated tools— 

ʻGarbage in, garbage out.ʼ  The 
value of a tool that creates a 

proposal in a flash is significantly 
undercut when the content it 
utilizes and outputs actually 

hurts the proposal effort and 
jeopardizes the sale.

Follow these simple steps and your entire business acquisition 
team will be smiling.
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by Bob Schmetterer, Chairman 
and CEO, Euro RSCG Worldwide 

Publisher: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 
2003, # of Pages: 244, Retail 
Price: $ 29.00, 
ISBN 0-471-22917-2,
Reviewed by 
Joanna Hannigan, 
Proposal Director, 
Anteon Corporation

Creative Business Ideas R Us’ is 
not a phrase you often hear 
bandied about by business pro-

fessionals in Fortune 500 companies. Even 
our more confident professionals do not usually 

walk around saying “We think up loads of really 
great ideas every day. We should star in and direct our 

own show. There is no telling how far we can go.” Interest-
ingly enough, the reason why we do not take ‘walks on the 
wired side’ is not because we are just plain uncreative. The 
reason why we do not create, discuss and share, test, and 
implement ideas may be because we lack confidence. It 
could be as simple as that. We cannot imagine ourselves to 
be modern day, all powerful “Wizards of Oz.” Rather, we think if 
we did such things, we would be labeled “Wizards of Odd,” and 
quickly dismissed as weirdos or know-nothing nobodies. Too 
often, we avoid the yellow brick byways and join the muddle 
minded munchkins on the busy, boring, indistinguishable 
thoroughfares that intersect our comfort zones. Straying ‘off 
the ramp’ in search of new scenery and uncluttered views is just 
not done.

 The author did it anyway. He took an Indiana Jones-like 
‘leap’ of faith. He asked “why not bring creativity into the board-
room?” He dared to find gap-bridging solutions. The seed kernel 
for his approach grew from personal experiences and expanded 
to include case studies. Then he let the case studies show, not tell, 
you what he discovered. For example, Guinness, the Irish brew-
ing company — and pub lover’s main stay — needed to find a 
way to attract the younger generation, who thought Guinness 
was a drink for old timers from the old country. I won’t reveal 
the details of their creative marketing campaign. You can “wit-
ness” a few of their “brand” new ideas at Guinnesses’ interactive 
web site or catch a promotional concert. They had overnight 
success; robust sales continue more than two years after some 
fairly strange ideas were first knocked about and implemented. 

You will also read about Virgin’s money making creator, Richard 
Branson, and understand why Frank Perdue is no ‘chicken little’ 
when it comes to generating sales and ideas.

 Bob Schmetterer is the 
CEO of an internationally 
acclaimed advertising and 
communications firm, 
whose clients include Vol-
vo (reVolvolution), Credit 
Suisse Group, Intel Cor-
poration, Louis Vuitton 
and Yahoo. He realized 
that businesses frequently 
apply a rational systems 
engineering approach to 
strategy development. 
What is needed, however, 
are thought processes that 
go beyond the logical, 
linear method of pro-
gression, ask “what if” 
questions and seriously 
consider extraordinary 
and sometimes irrational 
and absurd ideas. These 
then become the building 

material upon which connections are made and new super cre-
ative highways are formed. The Internet is a marvelous example 
of an idea that many thought was a silly, unobtainable dream. 

 What the book explains is a kind of “leap thinking.”  How 
is this accomplished? One way is by reaching across our left and 
right brains — mixing logical thinking with the “warmer heart 
of art,” the soul and the sixth sense (instinct). It is about draw-
ing out what the customer values and is passionate to make 
happen. It is about understanding what can be risked and what 
outmoded concepts can be sacrificed. 

 As you might imagine, the book is not a 12-step or less 
“how to manual.” Few creative books are. What a book like 
LEAP does do is scatter some bread crumbs and dab some 
bright neon paint down vague, rutty trails that could become 
future shortcuts to success. Though Schmetterer heads a global 
company, he is not concerned about complying with ISO 9000 
standards, bragging about his accomplishments, or worrying 
about pleasing any stuffy Board of Directors. In the chapter 
entitled The End of Advertising . . . the Beginning of Something 
New, he is ready to blow the lid off normal — and take you to 
“unknown zones” that hold tomorrow’s breakthrough strategy 
and next generation technologies.

LEAP, A Revolution 
in Creative Business 
Strategy*

*The opinions expressed in these reviews are those of the reviewers and do not necessarily represent the views of the APMP. New book 
reviewers and book review recommendations are always welcome. Please send your recommendations or comments to Books Editor 
Joanna Hannigan at jhannigan@anteon.com.

Books
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by Larry Bossidy (Chairman, Honeywell Interna-
tional) & Ram Charan 

Book ID Info: HD31.B626 2002; ISBN 0-609-
61057-0, a Wall Street Journal Best Seller.

Publisher: Crown Business, NY, NY;  : 2002,  
# of Pages: 277, Retail Price: $ 27.50
 Reviewed by Joanna Hannigan 

To paraphrase no-nonsense CEO Jack Welch (who 
also reviewed this book), “a thinker and a doer got 
together to write a compelling story about putting 

pedal to the metal and rubber to the road.” The result 
— more bang for the buck! Does it fulfill its promise and 
reveal the key to business success for 2003? It depends. If 
you liked Nike’s theme, “Just Do It,” you will probably find 
this book valuable and provocative.

 The authors feel that the art of execution has not 
been well explained. Books abound on strategy and lead-
ership development, innovative approaches, and what 
business process tools work best. That makes sense in a 
world where change is not always embraced, and those 
who want to change do not always know how to make it 
happen.  Authors Bossidy and Charan have put execution 
in a category of its own, defined behaviors and techniques 
companies need to master the art of execution, and affir-
matively stated that execution is a discipline of its own. The 
authors assert that “execution-oriented companies change faster 
because they’re closer to the situation.” 

 This book weighs in at just under 300 pages in three parts:

• I Why Execution is Needed
• II The Building Blocks of Execution
• III The Three Core Processes of Execution. 

 In Part I, the discipline of execution is explored and analyzed. 
In Part II, the building blocks and skills needed for companies to 
“just do it” are discussed. Part III is the “how to” part of the book.  

The authors explain that there are three 
components to the disci-

pline of execution: 
“understanding 
how to link 
people, strat-
egy and op-
erations.”  The 
people process 
addresses the 
“who” ques-
tion. The 
strategy pro-
cess defines 

Execution 
The Discipline of Getting Things Done

“how,” and the operations process provides the path needed to 
achieve company objectives, which are broken into short- and 
long-term targets.

 Discussing the question “why bad things happen to good 
companies” in Part I, Bossidy and Charan don’t lay blame at 
the CEO’s mahogany and brass plated door. Like skillful sleuths, 

they laud the strategies 
of companies that fail to 
thrive, put techniques 
like breakthrough think-
ing and e-learning under 
the spy glass, and comb 
through revolutionary 
ideas that didn’t work. 
Rather, they suggest that 
a realistic but visionary 
approach — applied at all 
levels and stages of execu-
tion of an idea — works 
better. It must be part 
of the company culture. 
Proposal managers have 
always known that “how” 
was the trickiest and 
most important part of 
preparing a proposal and 
excelling at answering the 
requirements.

 Execution is then a 
means for realistically discussing the “hows” and “whats” of be-
ginning, following through, making, and changing assumptions 
— while ensuring accountability. How many of us were taught 
to solve a problem in this way, to keep one eye focused on the 
target, while the other scans tomorrow’s horizon? Not many, I 
suspect.

Leaders, Followers, and 
Fall Behinders
 The authors tell us that Dell, General Electric, and Wal-
Mart are all ‘Execution Leaders’ while Compac and AT&T are 
‘Followers.’ After last year’s publicity, we can all name several 
well known companies who fit in the ‘Fall Behind’ category. 
Great companies develop cultures where execution techniques 
proliferate. In these cultures, everyone questions and is ques-
tioned, analysis and evaluation methods are the norm, and 
follow-up and solid closure is faithfully performed. Creativity 
and innovation flourish, and there is a deep and passionate en-
gagement of people, products, and services. Followers are only 
beginning to grasp the nuances between hands-on management 
and micromanagement — between tunnel vision and foresight. 
Those who fall behind cannot even buy a clue.

Books: Execution, The Discipline of Getting Things Done
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Credentials and Execution 
Record
 Honeywell International’s former CEO and current Chair-
man, Larry Bossidy, co-author of this book, is no slacker. He 
does not consider the execution of “detail work” as something 
best left for underlings. He found that companies who “can’t 
measure productivity growth,” do not put a premium on getting 
work done. Bossidy was named CEO of the year in 1998 by Chief 
Executive magazine. Never a quitter, he retired, and was asked to 
return to the front lines in 2001.

 Ram Charan, a Fortune 500 advisor to CEOs, has taught 
at both the Harvard Business School and the Kellogg School of 
Management at Northwestern University. GE, Dupont, and EDS 
have all recruited Charan to advise them and provide visionary 
leadership. He is the author of What the CEO Wants You to Know 
and co-author of Every Business Is a Growth Business. 

 Bossidy and Charan collaborated and combined their 
talents to create this book. A review in Business Week entitled 
How-To Book for the Can-Do Boss in late 2002 suggested that the 
authors used a “tag team” approach to craft their book.  “Bossidy 
reminisces about his management experiences, then Charan 
provides analysis and anecdotes” that shape the topic at hand. It 
is a familiar formula, and it works.

Read it and Reap—
Results
 The authors clearly focused on how to close the gap be-
tween results promised and results delivered. What better word 
to explore than “results” when we know the government is lean-
ing towards a Performance Based Contracting environment that 
is centered on results and how to measure them, rather than the 
means employed to achieve them? It may sound a tad intimidat-
ing to read that a great CEO must be “obsessed with the busi-
ness, and nurture the most capable people to create a truly per-
formance-based culture.” I cannot recall any profound quotes, 
however, that say success is easy to achieve and maintain. 

 It is not enough to be merely good, competent, and smart. 
Nor is visionary ability and charm all that is needed to ensure 
success. Give Execution, The Discipline of Getting Things Done a 
try. It might take a bit of discipline to tackle this hefty work — it 
is not a beach book or a Management for Dummies paperback. 
It does contain the compiled wisdom and reflection of two solid 
business pros. Wisdom is not always wrapped in plain language 
and easy-to-grasp symbols. The bottom line — like the view in a 
rear view mirror execution is not always easy to carry out either. 
Then again, things often appear bigger than they really are.

Good Work 
When Excellence and Ethics Meet
By Howard Gardner, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, 
and William Damon

Publisher: Basic Books, distributed by Harper Collins 
Publication date: October 2001 Retail Price: $27.50/
hardcover, $17.50/softcover, 
ISBN: 0-465-02607-9

Reviewed by Maggie Smith, 
Proposal Manager, Verizon 

I was first attracted to this book by its great title, which 
offers a highly attractive concept in an age of moral 
relativism. In my experience, the moral relativist loses 

the ability to judge and the ability to decide — not the dif-
ference between good and bad — but whether there even 
is a good or a bad. In our current culture, we have little 
black and white. Instead, we have 256 shades of gray. As a 
result, ethical standards become moving targets. We react 
to those who act upon this standard (as shown in news 
exposés of corrupt behavior) by demonstrating an inher-
ent concept of fairness: “How would you like it if someone 
did that to you?” We appeal to a standard of behavior we 
expect the other person to understand.  

 Good Work does not address the challenge of bench-
marking moral standards. Nevertheless, it does take a solid 
stand. Its research has direct application to those of us in 
proposal and business development work. According to the 
authors, “Professions arise when a group of individual practi-
tioners define the specific knowledge, skills, practices, rules and 

values that differentiate them from the rest of the culture.” This 
made me reflect on APMP and its members. We have created a 
new institution and embarked upon expanding the functions of 
proposal management and business development. APMP is cur-
rently engaged in defining fundamental skill sets, processes and 

performance standards. 
We can all benefit from 
the authors’ research and 
help APMP reach its objec-
tives by engaging in good 
work that furthers APMP’s 
causes and objectives.

 The authors’ collabora-
tive efforts are based on the 
idea that today’s business 
world, with its mergers 
and industry consolida-
tions, rapid technologi-
cal change, and drive for 
results and profits, are 
exerting transformational 
pressure on the way work 
is accomplished and the 
standards on which it is 
judged — where the bot-
tom line becomes the only 
line. In some ways, what 
the authors discuss falls 

under the category of moral philosophy, as much as it falls un-
der scientific treatise. They suggest that over the last 30 years the 
business world has adopted the concept that standards of right 
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and wrong are culturally based and therefore are a matter of 
individual choice. “You decide what’s right for you—I’ll decide 
what’s right for me.” Does this work well in our democratic, 
capitalistic society? The authors offer reasons why they believe 
it does.

 Gardner, Damon and Csikszentmihalyi have based their 
findings on the examination of two professions—genetics and 
journalism—that they feel represent textbook cases of profes-
sions in flux and environmentally polar opposites. Conducting 
readable interviews with leaders in their fields and collecting 
parallel data for each, the authors compared and contrasted 
the results, looking at each profession’s central mission. They 
also defined standards of performance and the subject’s defined 
sense of personal identity. The participants faced the same pres-
sures, opportunities and decisions we are confronted with every 
day, and offer us effective strategies for dealing with them.  

 Defining standards of performance in an ever-changing 
world takes a bit of skill. I noted interesting similarities between 
journalistic and proposal professional standards. The authors 
suggest that it is easier to arrive at performance “value oriented” 
consensus when all stakeholders are aligned. They believe it is 
getting harder for journalists to align their intentions and train-
ing with expected outcomes. Journalists inform us about what is 
happening in the world, though sometimes it seems their job is 
to misinform. This may happen because journalists are not al-
lowed sufficient time to fully investigate a story. Their integrity is 
compromised when their primary directive is to blend facts with 
gossip, and they are continually reminded, “If it bleeds, it leads. 
Don’t think—just write.” Perhaps some of us are also guilty of 
that same sort of “misalignment” in preparing proposals — with 
eyes always focused on the bottom line of making profits.

 The authors’ consensus, in my opinion, is that as a so-
ciety, we have moved from an “other” centered society to a 
“self”centered one. This move to a rationalist conception of 
political and moral philosophy—where in one way or another 
we can find rational grounds for evaluating different traditions 
and thus transcend our own political and moral views, to one 
of moral relativism—where what is fair and good or unfair and 
bad is relative to the views found in a particular society. Thus 
for relativists, what is acceptable behavior in one place and time 
may be unacceptable in another. This change has had a pro-
found impact on the definition of “good work” and its beneficial 
effect on society. 

New Directions for 
Professionals
 Much of this negative impact on work is a result of replac-
ing intrinsic rewards (intellectual challenges) with extrinsic 
rewards (power, money, and status). In a relativist environment, 
with extrinsic rewards as the lodestone, we frequently lose the 
ability to make judgments such as deciding between right and 
wrong, or make the choice to value good work for its own sake 
(as in the enduring tradition of the “Protestant work ethic”). 
As a result, too often we end up with newspaper headlines that, 
while shocking in content, have lost their ability to elicit any 
strong emotions or opinions, let alone outrage. 

 In exploring the results of their research, the authors 
maintain optimism about the future. They go so far as to sug-
gest that we need not dread going to work in the morning. The 
authors’ solution posits that the “five levers for good work” can 
apply to all professions: creating new institutions, expanding 
functions of existing institutions, reconfiguring existing institu-
tions’ membership, reaffirming their values, and taking personal 
stands. In order to retain the intrinsic rewards that initially at-
tracts us to our careers, the authors propose that we should 
continually revisit “the traditions of the domain” to fortify our 
integrity and commitment to our profession’s mission. Good 
Work maintains that, “If the fundamentals of good work excel-
lence and ethics are in harmony, we lead a personally fulfilling 
and socially rewarded life.”

 Good Work calls on us to set our standards high—to choose 
and aspire to high ideals. Once most people leave training for the 
practice of their professions, standards slide. Therefore, it is es-
sential early on (and as often as necessary) to set the bar as high 
as possible, even though no one may consistently reach the es-
tablished goal. We can further this objective by taking advantage 
of APMP’s continuing education and mentoring opportunities, 
reaffirming our personal and professional values, and taking 
personal stands when necessary. It is heady stuff. Good Work is 
good for what ails us. We can all use a bit of spring tonic.

 HOWARD GARDNER is Hobbs Professor of Cognition 
and Education, Chairman of the Steering Committee of Project 
Zero at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, and Adjunct 
Professor of Neurology at the Boston University School of Med-
icine. The author of 18 books, including Frames of Mind, Creat-
ing Minds, Leading Minds, Multiple Intelligences, and Intelligence 
Reframed, he has been honored with the MacArthur “Genius” 
award, the University of Louisville Grawemeyer Award, and 18 
honorary doctorates.  

 MlHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALYI is Professor at the 
Drucker School of Management at Claremont Graduate Uni-
versity. His books include the bestselling Flow, Being Adolescent, 
The Evolving Self, Creativity, Finding Flow, and Becoming Adult. 
He is a member of the National Academy of Education, the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the National Acad-
emy of Leisure Sciences.  

 WILLIAM DAMON is Professor of Education and Direc-
tor of the Center on Adolescence at Stanford University. Damon 
has written widely on moral development at all ages of human 
life. His books include Self-Understanding in Childhood and 
Adolescence, The Moral Child, Some Do Care, and most recently, 
The Youth Charter. Damon is the recipient of awards from the 
John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and The John 
Templeton Foundation, among others.  

Books: Good Work, When Excellence and Ethics Meet
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Respondents in all 200 companies included in the survey 
were asked to estimate the time spent on four specific 
aspects of proposal production: Gathering background 

information, locating old documents and past proposals for 
boilerplate information, producing supporting documents, 
and producing the final document. When analyzing the average 
share of time spent on each step for companies that use pro-
posal automation software, and comparing it to those that do 
not, significant differences became apparent:

• Companies that use software spent a lot less of their time 
on gathering background information and locating docu-
ments. Many respondents reported that they never have 
to locate old documents because all that information is 
available in their software, along with any “boilerplate” 
information.

• Users spend about one-third less time on gathering back-
ground information and about one-fourth less time on 
locating old documents.

• Users are freed up to concentrate more on the actual pro-
posal creation. Users spend about 15 percent more of their 
time on creating or assembling supporting documents, 
and about 20 percent more of their time on producing the 
final proposal.

 During the survey, close attention was also paid to iden-
tifying overall efficiency improvements that users can achieve 

through their proposal automation software. Two different 
measures were applied to this question. First, respondents were 
asked to estimate the number of hours or days they spend on 
creating proposals. Second, they were asked to estimate how 
much time they save by using proposal automation software. 
Due to the different direction of the two questions, the respons-
es were not identical, but they both pointed at the same result 
using proposal automation software did increase efficiency. 

 In looking at the average number of pages prepared per day 
(calculated out of respondents’ estimates of the typical length of 
their proposals and the typical time spent on completing these 
documents), an actual increase of productivity of 10 percent 
could be observed. However, taking into account the users’ own 
estimate of time saved, the average climbs to about 47 percent. 
To reconcile this difference, one has to consider what is being 
compared. Individuals who had experience using proposal au-
tomation software compared it to what it was “before,” which in 
many cases was two or more years ago. This led them to estimate 
time savings of between 20 and 60 percent. However, the aver-
age page production per day takes into account the experience 
of both users and non-users. Clearly over the past several years, 
even companies not using proposal automation software have 
made use of their existing computer applications and created 
specific routines and proposal libraries to aid them in proposal 
creation. In spite of those steps by non-users, there is still a 10 

Survey Summary Prepared By John Elder and Rick Austin

Fortune 1000 companies using proposal automation software experienced higher productivity and 
higher win rates than non-users, according to a survey conducted in the Fall of 2002. The survey, com-
missioned by Pragmatech Software, analyzed the proposal production practices of 200 Fortune 1000 
companies, averaging 17,000 employees and $9 billion in revenues.

Productivity,		
Gains	Reported	By	
Users	of	Proposal	
Automation	

Survey Report

$oftware

$ales
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percent increase in productivity when using specialized pro-
posal automation software. 

 The survey also demonstrated a significant difference in 
the “win rate,” measuring the share of proposals that actually 
turn into closed sales contracts. Taken as a straight average, pro-
posal automation software users showed a slight edge over non-
users, closing on average 37 percent of their proposals, versus a 
closing rate of 33 percent for non-users. However, the weighted 
average showed proposal automation software users to have a 
significant advantage, closing on 48 percent of their proposals, 
versus only 26 percent of the proposals in companies not using 
the software.

 Among the other statistics gathered by the survey, there 
was a high level of satisfaction among users of proposal auto-
mation software, with 56 percent of respondents reporting that 
they were “very satisfied” with their software, and 37 percent re-
porting that they were “somewhat satisfied.” Only four percent 
reported that they were “somewhat dissatisfied.” 

Respondents also reported specific benefits and drawbacks to 
the use of proposal automation software. Among the benefits 
were:

• The quality and consistency of responses and the stan-
dardization of proposals (reported by 35 percent of re-
spondents)

• Improved database management, providing a central 
repository for all data (reported by 26 percent of respon-
dents).

• Ease of use, accuracy, and a better-finished product.

 Among the drawbacks to the use of proposal automation 
software reported by respondents were:

• The amount of time it takes to update the database on a 
regular basis (reported by 12 percent of respondents)

• The time it takes to build the initial database (reported by 
11 percent of respondents)

• The time it takes to use the system, with a preference for 
cut-and-paste (reported by 7 percent of the respondents).

 This market research project was conducted by InTele-
Search from September 1, 2002 through October 31, 2002. A 
total of 200 companies were interviewed for the survey, selected 
randomly from two different lists — a list of 103 Fortune 500 
companies and a list of 1,665 Fortune 1000 companies. The final 
group of 200 was composed of 25 respondents from the For-
tune 500 list and 175 respondents from the Fortune 1000 list. 
One Fortune 500 company surveyed is a Pragmatech customer. 
Eighty-six of the remaining Fortune 1000 companies polled use 
Pragmatech. The findings conclude that other vendors have 
a significant presence in the marketplace, including Sant and 
Ventaso. Some companies reported using homegrown software, 
while a few did not reveal what software they were using.

 The geographic sample of companies responding to the 
survey was not evenly distributed throughout the country. 
More than one half (56 percent) of the sample was from 
companies located in the eastern United States, including 
New England, Metropolitan New York/New Jersey, Metro-
politan DC, and the southeast, from the Carolinas to Florida. 
Approximately one quarter (23.6 percent) of the sample was 
from companies in the central United States, and approxi-

mately one fifth (20.5 percent) of the sample was from 
the western United States.

 The companies surveyed represented a 
wide variety of industries. Forty-two per-
cent of the respondents were from financial 
services, 12 percent were from business ser-
vices and consulting, 12 percent were from 
computer software and services, 10 percent 
were from health products and services, 
and the remaining 24 percent were from 
various manufacturing, wholesale and 
retail industries.

 The statistics and conclusions 
presented here were not the result of 
a controlled experiment, but rather a 
survey based primarily on users’ esti-
mation. Factors that may vary among 
respondents, such as the complexity of 

the procurement being bid, available 
resources applied to completing the 

proposal, and respondents’ ac-
curacy in estimating time saved 
using the software can influence 
the findings of this survey. 

Survey data excerpted/
summarized with permission 
of Pragmatech Software, Inc. 
(www.pragametch.com)

Survey Report: Productivity, Sales Gains Reported By Users of Proposal Automation Software
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Continued on next page.

By John Elder and Ali Paskun

We compiled these Web sites by listing the ones we 
frequently use and have found to be helpful, then 
used the more popular Internet search engines, such 

as Google.com, to locate others using such keywords as “proposal 
writing” and “federal acquisition.” We hope you will find this 
collection of Web links helpful and will let us know what you 
think.

 This list is not considered all-inclusive. From time to time 
we will publish additional sites that we think would benefit the 
APMP membership. You are encouraged to share any favorite 
sites that you feel your fellow proposal professionals would find 
interesting.

Proposal 
Resources 
on the Web 

Need to review a FAR 
clause referenced in an RFP? 
Looking for yet another 
way to say, “Uniquely 
qualified?” Want some tips 
from a business development 
expert? You can find all of 
this information and more on 
the Web; you just need to 
know where to look! Some 
URLs that can link you to 
these resources are listed 
below.

Commerce–Products
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Commerce–Products: Proposal Resources on the Web
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In a scene from The Honeymooners, Ralph Kramden, Ed Nor-
ton and their wives are sharing an apartment. A problem 
immediately arises over the question of food distribution.

Ralph: “When she put two potatoes on the table, one big 
one and one small one, you immediately took the big one 
without asking what I wanted.”

Ed: “What would you have done?”
Ralph: “I would have taken the small one, of course.”
Ed (in disbelief): “You would?”
Ralph: “Yes, I would!”
Ed: “So, what are you complaining about? You got the little 

one!”

In The Honeymooners, Ralph and Ed were dealing with a clas-
sic problem in all primate populations — sharing. The need 
for sharing is universal, but its logic must be worked out to 
everyone’s satisfaction or else disputes may arise, even over the 
size of potatoes.

 In the example from the Arnhem Zoo, two mother chim-
panzees were sitting in the shade while their two children played 
around them. Another female, who was powerful and much 
older than the others, lay asleep nearby. When the children 
started screaming, hitting each other, and pulling each other’s 
hair, one mother admonished them with a soft but threatening 
grunt while the other mother became anxious. The children 
again started quarreling loudly. This time, one of the mothers 
woke up the older female by poking her in the ribs and then 
pointed to the two noisy children. The oldest female took one 
step toward the children, waved an arm in the air and made loud 
noises. The children stopped quarreling. She then went back to 
sleep.

 Here, the chimpanzees are dealing with another classic 
primate problem, the question of one’s place in the hierarchi-
cal order. When the children started quarreling, their mothers 
found themselves in an awkward situation. In the past, neither 
one wanted to tell the other’s child what to do. One mother 

The Proposal Professional as Primate:

Lessons from the Jungle
By Jayme A. Sokolow, Ph.D

I have often wondered what we can learn 
about proposal professionals from observing our 
fellow hominoids, those monkeys and apes we most closely 
resemble. Consider these two classic examples of hominoid be-
havior. The first comes from an episode of The Honeymooners, the 
classic television comedy that made Jackie Gleason famous. The second occurred among chimpanzees 
at the Arnhem Zoo in the Netherlands, which houses the world’s largest captive chimpanzee colony 
living in a natural habitat rather than in cages.

ToWit

Good business Develop-
ment opportunity spon-
sors  have a remarkable 

sense of balance. Here 
James calmly answers his cell 

phone and carries a review 
volume to his vice presi-

dent, while carefully 
balancing  many 

other complicated 
demands of the 

proposal.
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solved the problem diplomatically by asking a third party, who 
was the dominant female, to intervene and stop the fighting.

 Ever since the great Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus con-
sidered classifying humans with monkeys and apes in 1758, we 
have gradually learned that we share many traits with our fellow 
hominoids. Especially in the twentieth century, the science of 
Ethology — the study of animal behavior — has linked our 
behavior, culture, and thinking more firmly to our evolutionary 
ancestors. 

 With a broad smile and a knowing wink, this author and 
article pioneer the field of Proposal Ethology — the study of 
the behavior of proposal professionals in their natural environ-
ments (organizations and proposal teams). We will begin by 
reviewing the evolutionary tree of proposal professionals. Then 
we will look at three lessons for proposal professionals that we 
can derive (or contrive) from studying other simians: 

• Lesson #1: How to become the proposal team’s 800-pound 
gorilla. 

• Lesson #2: Good ethics make good business.
• Lesson #3: Make peace, not war.

 In each case, we will first examine simian behavior and 
then draw appropriate lessons for proposal professionals. We 
will conclude with an examination of the probable evolutionary 
origins of our behavior as proposal professionals.

The Hominoid Family and 
Proposal Professionals
 Today, comparisons between humans and other primates 
usually take two forms. In the social sciences and humanities, 

the focus is on the uniqueness of the human species. In contrast, 
ever since the publication of Charles Darwin’s epochal book, 
Origins of the Species (1859), many scientists have argued that 
evolution by natural selection is the common thread that unites 
all forms of life. Human and animal behavior can therefore be 
best explained as the product of evolution.

 All 200 primate species are commonly called monkeys, but 
hominoids are a distinct group. They have relatively large bod-
ies (especially if they are proposal professionals who have spent 
too many late evenings at work munching on pizza and chicken 
wings), flat chests, no tails, and shoulders that they can rotate. 
Chimpanzees, not gorillas, are our closest relatives because they 
share about 99 percent of our DNA. In fact, bonobos (found 
only in Zaire), chimpanzees and humans are more closely re-
lated to each other than bonobos and chimpanzees are related 
to gorillas and orangutans. 

 Scientists estimate that primates appeared on earth about 
30 million years ago. Around 20 million years ago, the hominoid 
family emerged, and then the common ancestors of humans and 
African apes appeared about 8 million years ago. As a result, we 
share about 20 million years of evolution with gibbons, gorillas, 
chimpanzees, orangutans and bonobos.

We share about 20 million 
years of evolution with 

gibbons, gorillas, chimpanzees, 
orangutans, and bonobos.

To Wit: Lessons from the Jungle
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 Homo sapiens may be several million years old, but the 
subspecies of proposal professionals is of more recent vintage. 
While proposals are an ancient art, the profession of proposal 
development only emerged in the twentieth century. Thus, of 
all hominoids, proposal professionals may be among the most 
recent and, hence, arguably the most refined. However, proposal 
professionals should keep in mind that during this same evo-
lutionary period there emerged professional wedding planners, 
closet organizers and personal fitness coaches.

 Although most of us do not consider comparisons to 
chimpanzees flattering, we cannot deny that they are anatomi-
cally and physiologically much closer to humans than to other 
species. Chimpanzees also are similar to us in their longevity.

 Chimpanzees also resemble us in another significant way 
—they possess a culture. By culture, ethologists such as Frans 
de Waal mean that chimpanzees and other species can acquire 
new knowledge and habits from each other. Although they have 
no language or abstract symbols, chimpanzees can develop new 
tools to hunt, food preferences, communication gestures and 
environmental adaptations based on the transmission of ac-
cumulated knowledge. This means that groups of chimpanzees 
may behave differently depending on what they have learned. 

Securing Your Place in the 
Hominoid Hierarchy
 In Aristotle’s Politics, humans are famously defined as 
political animals. Political activity may be part of our evolution-
ary heritage, for chimpanzees also engage in constant political 
behavior. Like many proposal professionals, they are continu-
ally trying to secure, maintain and improve their positions 
within the group. 

 For example, every evening at the Arnhem Zoo 
the chimpanzees are called inside their building 
for dinner. The chimpanzees have learned 
that dinner will not be served until all of 
them have entered their quarters. One day, 
two obstinate adolescent females refused 
to enter the building. Two hours later, they 
relented and finally entered. The zookeeper 
gave them a separate bedroom because he 
feared bloody reprisals. The next morning, 
the chimpanzee colony physically attacked the 
culprits. That evening, the two chastened chim-
panzees were the first to enter the building.

 Chimpanzees and other hominoids follow rules and have 
a strong sense of social regularity. They also attach great sig-
nificance to relations of dominance and submission. As a result, 
they group themselves into formal social hierarchies.

 Chimpanzees’ ability to build and maintain stable hier-
archical relationships is based on the fundamental ability to 
recognize others individually and to remember them. Animals 
that lack these capacities can forge hierarchical relationships, 
but they must be rebuilt whenever meetings occur. Chimpan-
zees have the further ability to form triangular relationships, 
which means that chimpanzee A not only has a relationship 
with chimpanzees B and C but also allows chimpanzees B and C 
to have a relationship with each other. 

 In chimpanzee societies, sex, size and social characteristics 
determine the hierarchy. The alpha male is usually older and 
bigger than his male rivals, and he maintains his leadership po-
sition in three ways:

• First, he builds coalitions with other males to support 
him.

• Second, he tends to be generous with material goods, ex-
cept to his rivals.

• Third, by giving protection to his group, he receives re-
spect and support in return. 

 Leadership is not based on mere dominance but on the 
esteem earned through service to the group.

Common Characteristics of Proposal Professional and Hominoid Hierarchies—Proposal professionals and hominoids have similar 
kinds of hierarchies. Their most important functions are described above.

A tense pricing confrontation develops between the Business De-
velopment lead and the CFO. The BD lead (and future program 
manager, if there is a win) has job security at stake, while the CFO 
wants to ensure profitability.

To Wit: Lessons from the Jungle
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 Male chimpanzees focus on power and winning, and they 
spend a great deal of time developing strategies to improve their 
status. Females, in contrast, are more interested in interpersonal 
contacts and form coalitions only with their friends. In a chim-
panzee hierarchy, there will be many male/male conflicts, fewer 
male/female conflicts and rare female/female conflicts. Because 
female chimpanzees are not as aggressive as males, their hierar-
chies are more stable and also less clearly defined. In chimpan-
zee groups, however, males reconcile more quickly after fighting  
then females.

Lesson #1: How to 
Become the Proposal 
Team’s 800-pound Gorilla 
 The parallels between simian and proposal professional 
hierarchies are astonishing. In the office environment, proposal 
teams occupy a defined position in a company’s organization. 
In some organizations, this defined rank may be very low in-
deed. Proposal professionals are formally recognized by titles, 
pay scales, the size and location of offices, access to prestigious 
colleagues, and invitations to status-enhancing senior staff 
meetings. They are acutely aware of their place in the hierar-
chy, everyone else’s place in relation to themselves, and as good 
hominoids spend a considerable amount of time trying to im-
prove their standing.

 They may wear clothes and walk erect, but male and female 
proposal professionals behave much like the chimpanzees at the 
Arnhem zoo. Proposal teams typically organize themselves into 
groups and a hierarchy with the Proposal Manager as the leader. 
Under him or her might be Volume Managers, Volume Writers, 
Graphic Artists and Administrative Support. These relation-
ships can be represented in a vertical organization chart, just 
like in chimpanzee groups. This hierarchy is not based on size or 
age but rather experience, knowledge, skills, and the right con-
nections with senior staff.

 Hierarchies are absolutely necessary to both chimpanzees 
and proposal professionals for the same reasons. Despite the 
continuing jockeying for positions that occurs in all power 
structures, they promote cooperation and dampen destructive 
competition. 

 Of all the organizational possibilities, hierarchy seems to 
be the best tool for promoting social integration and teamwork. 

The major difference between proposal team hierarchies and 
those of other hominoid groups is that humans tend to be more 
flexible and creative, although unfortunately there are many 
examples to the contrary.

 To become the proposal team’s 800-pound gorilla, take the 
following steps:

• Show up for meals and meetings on time.
• Learn the identities of your fellow team members and 

effusively greet them by name whenever you make eye 
contact. 

• If you are a male, build strong relationships with other 
males, be generous with your time to all team members 
except your male rivals, and act bravely by always publicly 
defending the proposal team to your superiors, regardless 
of impending deadlines and an alarming rate of progress. 
Avoid fights with females. Remember, being on the team 
is not about proposal development; it is about power and 
winning. If you get into a fight, show how tough you are 
by magnanimously reconciling.

• If you are a female, focus on strong interpersonal relation-
ships with proposal team members of both sexes. Ignore 
your enemies, especially if they are males. Avoid fights 
with them. If you get into a fight, show how tough you are 
by slowly reconciling.

Acting Ethically in a Hominoid 
Environment
 Under what conditions can ethical values emerge in a 
world of self-seeking individuals? How can ethical values devel-
op in an environment that may be predominantly competitive 
or non-cooperative? What strategies to promote ethical values 
can thrive in each type of environment? In addition, under what 
conditions can ethical values, once fully established, successfully 
resist invasion by less ethical strategies? The answers to these 
questions are very much the same for hominoid cultures and 
proposal professionals.

Common Ethical Characteristics of Proposal Professionals and Hominoids—Proposal professionals and hominoids have similar 
ethical values because they both must balance individual self-interest with group interests. Their most important characteristics are de-
scribed in the table above.

They may wear clothes and 
walk erect, but male and female 

proposal professionals behave 
much like chimpanzees.

To Wit: Lessons from the Jungle
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 Darwin argued that ethical values evolve because species 
are better off with them than without them. Until recently, 
however, many of his followers argued that human ethics was 
a triumph of morality over brute animal instincts. Over the 
last few decades, this perspective has been seriously challenged 
by ethologists’ study of hominoid societies, which like human 
communities are based on clear notions of right and wrong.

 There is a profound ethical paradox in evolution: genetic 
self-advancement, which is the centerpiece of evolution, seems 
to have helped hominoids develop remarkable capacities for 
caring, sympathy and understanding. Ethical values are not a 
unique human cultural construct that defies evolution or that 
separates us from other primates. They are a product of evolu-
tion that widely exists throughout the hominoid world.

 Examples of caring, sympathy, cooperation and mutual aid 
abound among hominoids. For example, in one chimpanzee 
group there were two females called Gwinnie and Mai. When 
Gwinnie had food, she would go to an isolated location and 
share it only with her offspring. Mai, in contrast, consumed 
her food in a more public location, and thus she had to share it 
with others. One day when Gwinnie and Mai needed food, their 
fellow chimpanzees responded to them quite differently. They 
willingly shared their food with Mai, but Gwinnie encountered 
threats and stinginess when she extended her open hand. These 
chimpanzees were telling Gwinnie, “You never share food with 
us. Why should we share ours with you?”

 Perhaps reconciliation gestures are the most obvious and 
touching examples of hominoid ethics. After threats, fights and 
bites, golden monkeys make up by holding hands, chimpanzees 
kiss each other on the mouth, bonobos engage in repeated or-
gasmic sex, and tonkeana macaques hold each other and smack 
their lips. Among primates, reconciliation gestures often involve 
mutual grooming or a subordinate individual presenting himself 
or herself to the dominant individual, who responds peacefully.

 Generally, behavior in stable hominoid groups is based on 
the concept of reciprocal altruism. Reciprocal altruism differs 
from cooperation, which is based on immediate rewards such 
as sharing food found by the group. In contrast, reciprocal 
altruism costs an individual something before any benefits are 
delivered. It is composed of three basic elements:

• The acts of exchange are costly to the performer but ben-
eficial to the recipient.

• There is a time lag between giving and receiving.
• Giving is contingent on receiving.

 Reciprocal altruism works among individuals that meet 
each other frequently, that remember each other, and that have 
the capacity to base their future behaviors on previous acts. For 
primates, reciprocal altruism starts with families and kin, and 
spreads outward to encompass larger groups. Behaviorally, it 
means that primates seek the company of others with whom 
they can form mutually profitable relationships, ones that will 
provide them with the food, protection and emotional support 
they need to survive. 

Lesson #2: Good Ethics 
Make Good Business
 Proposal professionals face the same ethical challenges in 
the workplace as hominoids face in the jungle. Over time, most 
proposal professionals learn to work effectively with each other 
through trial-and-error learning about the possibilities for 
mutual rewards. On the most basic level, this involves coopera-
tion. On the highest level, however, a more demanding form of 
behavior is necessary — reciprocal altruism. Once individuals 
realize that reciprocity works, it can become a norm that with-
stands the defections and betrayals that are an everyday part of 
primate life. 

 When members of a proposal team find ways to agree on 
narrative protocols for a Technical Proposal, when they publicly 
thank each other for good suggestions, and when they all agree 
to work together over a weekend to finish a task, they are engag-
ing in the same kinds of reciprocal behavior as other hominoids. 
These behaviors enhance an individual’s status, privileges and 
access to resources. Reciprocal altruism may appear idealistic, 
but it is actually very pragmatic social behavior.

 Like the chimpanzee Mai, most proposal professionals 
learn to cooperate and share resources. They also have devel-
oped a wide repertoire of reconciliation gestures. Some hold 
hands, others kiss, and many individuals frequently smack their 
lips. Bouts of orgasmic sex seem questionable, but more system-
atic research needs to be done on this subject.

 To act ethically as a proposal professional, take the follow-
ing steps:

• Share your food with fellow team members. Some day, 
you may forget your lunch or be short of cash.

• Offer to groom others but never do so without their 
permission. For example, you can inform a same-sex col-
league that there are specks of salad in his or her teeth, but 
do not try to remove them yourself.

• Engage in cooperation and reciprocal altruism. It is the 
best way to enhance your status, privileges, and access to 
paper supplies.

• After an argument with your colleagues, hold hands, kiss 
on the mouth or engage in repeated orgasmic sex if they 
are willing but never do so without their consent. You may 
find that your teammates consider these behaviors inap-
propriate reconciliation gestures.

Here is a row of huddled, grooming engineers work-
ing at writing the technical volume, where they must 
propose a quality solution that may be too expensive. 
Social cohesiveness may be of vital importance for this 
species in the wilds of proposal development.

Reciprocal altruism may appear 
idealistic, but it is actually very 
pragmatic social behavior.

To Wit: Lessons from the Jungle
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Learning Hominoid Peacemaking 
Strategies 
 In 1963, the famous Austrian ethologist Konrad Lorenz 
wrote the best seller, On Aggression. Lorenz argued that humans 
possess a killer instinct and have few inhibitions to using it. 
Lorenz’s book is part of a long scientific tradition that describes 
evolution as a ruthless and often violent struggle for existence 
leading to the survival of the fittest.

 Unfortunately, humans have supplied ample evidence 
to support Lorenz’s argument. The murderous 20th century 
should make us all ashamed of our species. Primates fare no 
better in the ethological literature. We have learned that gorillas 
and chimpanzees kill each other and that chimpanzees in their 
natural environments will occasionally hunt for meat and even 
eat each other. The aggressive and often violent nature of homi-
noids cannot be denied.

 However, as Frans de Waal has argued, even though aggres-
sive behavior is a fundamental characteristic of hominoid life, 
“this trait cannot be understood in isolation from the powerful 
checks and balances that evolved to mitigate its effects.” In the 
hominoid world, groups find ways to reduce destructive com-
petition, reconcile differences, and repair the damage caused by 
fighting. Making peace is just as natural as fighting.

 Examples of peacemaking among primates vary, but the 
process follows predictable paths. For example, Frans de Waal 
once observed a chimpanzee fight at the Arnhem Zoo. As a 
dominant male attacked a female, other chimpanzees rushed to 
her defense. Soon they all calmed down, then suddenly they be-
gan hooting and one male chimpanzee began banging on large 
metal drums. What caused the excitement? The male who had 

attacked the female was now kissing and 
embracing her.

 According to de Waal, 
when disputes occur, both the 

dominant and the sub-
ordinate chimpanzees 

may serve as peace-
makers. Among 

males, the pro-

Common Dangers of Aggressive Behavior in Hominoid Groups and Proposal Teams—Like hominoid groups, proposal teams are 
based on a strong sense of hierarchy and a shared sense of values (cooperation and reciprocal altruism). As a result, they usually devise 
ways to lessen aggressive behavior and promote reconciliation, as illustrated in the table below.

cess may take several months and includes frequent displays of 
intimidation, aggressive exchanges, and perhaps even physical 
attacks. Once the subordinate chimpanzee formally recognizes 
his rival’s superior status, however, both chimpanzees can begin 
relaxing around each other. The key to reconciliation is the 
formal acknowledgment of inferior status, which is signified by 
grunting, bowing low, and the holding out of hands in a begging 
position. 

 As one might expect, the situation is different among 
female chimpanzees. Their coalitions are based less on domi-
nance and more on personal preferences and kinship bonds. 
When females fight, they are less likely to make up than their 
male counterparts. Perhaps because bonding and solidarity are 
stronger among females than males, it is more difficult for them 
to reconcile. Coalition politics are also different. Male chimpan-
zees resist making enemies because they need the support of as 
many other males as possible.

 Aggression is common among other hominoid species too. 
At the Yerkes Regional Primate Center, researchers observed a 
group of rhesus monkeys. For every ten hours of observation, 
they counted an average of eighteen aggressive acts for each 
monkey. In the wild, many of these monkeys have scratches, 
missing limbs, and permanent scars from fighting. 

 Yet, stump-tailed monkeys reconcile very quickly, usually 
within one or two minutes after a tense confrontation. Bonobos 
frequently use sexual relations as a form of reconciliation. One 
monkey named Sam had sexual intercourse 59 times in just six 
hours. 

 Bonobos are the original “make love, not war” hominoids. 
Females are sexually receptive throughout their cycles, so sex is 
not simply for reproduction. However, neither is it merely for 
fun, as with other primates. For bonobos, sexual relations are 
usually an alternative to hostile behavior and a way to reduce 
tensions over competition for food. Unlike other monkeys, they 
copulate face-to-face and in so many unusual positions that 
they put the Kama Sutra to shame. Sexual intercourse, however, 
is very brief. Sam’s athletic performance only lasted a total of 
about 15 minutes. 

Lesson #3: Make Peace, 
Not War
 Unfortunately, conflict resolution does not seem to be a 
highly developed trait among humans in this country. The huge 
number of lawyers (Washington, DC has 26 lawyers per 100 
residents!), the willingness of Americans to litigate and sue each 
other for trivial reasons, and our high murder rate suggest that 

An adolescent proposal coordinator (right) seeks reassurance from 
her mentor, the proposal manager, while watching a tense conflict 
in the community.

To Wit: Lessons from the Jungle
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our peacemaking skills could use some improvement. Nonethe-
less, even in such a contentious society as ours, proposal profes-
sionals usually find ways to discourage overt conflict.

 Among hominoids and proposal professionals, aggression 
is only one form of conflict resolution. Tolerance, compromise 
and peacemaking are also considered honorable steps because 
we must take into account how much we need our opponents. 
In interdependent groups such as chimpanzee colonies and pro-
posal teams, winning is rarely absolute. Group behavior need 
not be a zero-sum game where your loss is my gain. 

 On most proposal teams, physically incapacitating fights 
are not the norm. When disputes arise, most proposal profes-
sionals find ways to resolve them without too much loss of 
blood. Like chimpanzees, dominant and subordinate team 
members may act as peacemakers. Among males, the process 
may take several months and includes frequent displays of 
intimidation, aggressive exchanges and perhaps even not re-
turning a stapler. Once the subordinate proposal professional 
formally recognizes his rival’s superior status, however, both of 
them can relax around each other again and the stapler will be 
miraculously found.

 To make peace, not war, on proposal teams, take the fol-
lowing steps:

• Keep in mind that a sizable minority of proposal profes-
sionals avoid spending their days fighting or bickering 
with colleagues.

• When making peace with someone lower or at the same 
level as you in the hierarchy, smile, shake hands and share 
food.

• When making peace with someone higher than you in the 
hierarchy, always remember to grovel in these appealing 
ways: grunt, bow low and hold out your hands in a beg-
ging position.

• If you are a male, fight hard but make peace quickly. If you 
are a female, take your time and keep ‘em guessing. It is 
your evolutionary right.

• While daydreaming on the job, undertake a dispassion-
ate cost/benefit analysis of bonobos’ sexual behavior as a 
means to develop proposal team camaraderie.

• When a colleague raises your ire, try one of two proven 
calming techniques from the genetic grab bag of your evo-
lutionary heritage: indifference and ennui.

• Keep repeating to yourself, “If it took humans millions of 
years to evolve, I can learn to tolerate my colleagues until 
the proposal is packaged for delivery.”

Conclusion
 When did man emerge from the primates? The question is 
really irrelevant. He was there from the beginning,” wrote one 
sage scientist. Much of our behavior as proposal professionals, 
as the term suggests, apes our hominoid colleagues. This is not 
surprising, nor should it be a cause for alarm. Over millions of 
years, hominoids have devised hierarchies, ethical systems and 
peacekeeping strategies to ensure their survival. 

Jayme A. Sokolow, Ph.D., is founder and president of The De-
velopment Source, Inc., a proposal services company located 
in Silver Spring, MD, that works with businesses, government 
agencies, and nonprofit organizations. He is also Assistant 
Managing Editor and Chair of the Editorial Advisory Board of 
Proposal Management. 

He can be reached at JSoko12481@aol.com.  

 Proposal professionals could probably learn a great deal 
about themselves by closely observing chimpanzees, or more 
wistfully, bonobos. Conversely, hominoids might learn a great 
deal about themselves if they could closely observe the readers 
of this journal. I find this a bracing, rather than a depressing, 
idea. It is comforting to know that some of our best traits as 
proposal professionals are shared by other species, and that they 
are the result of billions of social encounters, both friendly and 
hostile.

 Clearly, our fellow primates can teach us many lessons 
about what it means to be a proposal professional. After all, life 
is all about proposals — written or otherwise.
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or the Chair of the Editorial Advisory Board. (General inquiries 
can be made to the APMP Executive Director at 909-659-0789.)

Note: We also solicit guest commentators for contributions to Trends 
and Views.

Manuscript Preparation
 The following guidelines should be followed in preparing manu-
scripts for submission:

• Provide the manuscript’s title and name(s) of author(s) at the 
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