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I'm Michael Huckleberry. And no, not the one-term congressman and 
restaurateur from Michigan (thanks Google!). 
 
Since 2006, I've written hundreds of proposals and helped businesses 
win hundreds of millions of dollars. I'm writing three proposals as we 
speak. Tedious review meetings, late nights, and red pens exhaust 
me. I'm fed up. And one thing upsets me more than anything. 
Everybody keeps blaming "the process." 
  
If we miss deadlines, the process isn't working. If someone fails to 
produce quality input, they blame the process. If a sales person 
doesn't know shit about the customer or what they want, executives 
point to the process. This is common in proposals, but also the rest of 
the world. We are obsessed with making the process a criminal. 
 
So—I wrote this book to set the record straight. 
 
The real problem in proposals is having the information we need, 
when we need it. This book shows you how to record your 
organizational knowledge, keep it up to date, and use it in proposals 
to win contracts and make money. You don't need tons of resources 
and wasted effort. You need a framework and a plan.  
 
Goddamned Good Proposals focuses on three elements—story, 
system, and style—which set you up for success now. And they put 
you ahead of your competition in the future. More wins. Less stress. 
 
I hope this book will be so valuable to your organization that you will 
WANT to share the knowledge, and contribute to the development of 
more resources. Check out Qocreate.com/resources to download 
templates, connect, and contribute to our R & D Fund. 
 
Now start reading and make some goddamned good proposals!  

  

https://www.qocreate.com/resources.html
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Introduction 
A business proposal is a written offer of goods or services in exchange for 
money. Prospective buyers say what they need. Offerors tell what’s for 
sale. Governments, organizations, non-profits, and educational institutions 
all pay for products and services. Proposals help move the process along. 
 
Proposals vary in shape and size, comprising a range of different activities. 
This includes responding to requests for services, promoting and selling 
goods, justifying funding for projects, putting together sales presentations, 
and developing responses to grant opportunities. Proposals can get 
complex and messy, especially if they are a critical part of your revenue. 
 
For tangible products, a proposal can just be a price and a sales pitch. The 
offeror tells you about the product and how much it costs. You determine 



 

 
 

if it’s a good deal. Product proposals can also get more complex, requiring 
technical specifications, parts lists, drawings, and warranty.  
 
As an example, imagine you are buying a dump truck. You need it to carry 
a certain load, traverse difficult terrain, have a certain body type, and you 
want an extended warranty. Depending on how many dump trucks you 
need to buy, a manufacturer gives a proposal for exactly what you want. 
 
For services—like graphic design or technical writing—proposals usually 
consist of four things: staffing, approach, past performance, and price. 
This covers who will do the work, how they will do it, proof that they have 
done it successfully in the past, and cost to the buyer. Proposals for 
services can reach hundreds of pages in length, involving highly technical 
solutions with drawings, illustrations, and schematics. Sometimes these 
proposals involve complex contractual agreements and supply chains. 
Proposals are found in many industries like construction, architecture, 
engineering, communications, marketing, and information technology. 
 
Bottom line? If you have to convince people to give you money for your 
goods or services—you work in proposals. And this book is for you. 
 
Because organizations rely on proposals to generate revenue, they often 
have professionals dedicated to the task. Yes: some people write and 
manage proposals for a living. If an organization doesn’t have a full-time 
proposal team, they may hire proposal firms to help manage the process. 
 
A proposal firm offers many services, from writing responses to finding the 
right people for the work to determining the right price. Regardless of 
whether you hire someone full time or outsource your proposals, we 
believe a few things will help you along the way.  
 
This short book gives you the keys to successful, ongoing proposal efforts. 
It will help you make the most money in the least amount of time. 



 

 
 

Situation 
Imagine that you and I have a proposal to write. Our company develops 
web apps. I know how to sell things. You are the technical wizard. We need 
to grow our business, so we start writing proposals for prospective buyers. 
 
We begin by using personal expertise to craft our responses to buyer 
requests. Here’s how we might break out the responsibilities and writing. 
 
Staffing and approach. Most proposal requests from potential customers 
require that offerors identify the people who will manage and do the work. 
They also require that offerors provide a plan for delivering what is 
expected. You know this stuff because you are the technical expert. You 
know the people, skills, and tasks needed to successfully manage and 
complete the job. So, you put together some job descriptions to hire a few 
people. In the meantime, you write the technical approach section of the 
proposal and ask me to review it. The technical approach tells the buyer 
how we are going to accomplish the work they requested. 
 
Past performance. Proposal requests almost always ask that offerors 
demonstrate their ability to do the work. This involves stating our 
experience and providing references to verify the quality of our services. 
Telling the buyers about our success comes easy to me. I sell our services 
and know we are the best. It is all in my head, and I can write it down in a 
couple of hours, once I find the time. I take this task for the proposal. 
 
Price. One of the final considerations in proposal requests (and often the 
most important) is price. What are we going to charge the customer? You 
and I figure out the price together during a wild, late-night brainstorming 
session. We work remotely. Our overhead is low. We know what the 
market charges. We know we can make a profit on a reasonable offer. We 
come up with a number and stick to it. 
 



 

 
 

Writing one proposal like this takes a good amount of work, maybe 80 
hours or so of time outside our normal duties. Now imagine that we need 
to write 12 proposals a year to make the money we want. Of those 12, we 
figure we can win three or four, which will get us to our revenue goal. 
 
One day, I come to you with our second proposal to write. I have a 
customer, and she wants her web application done a certain way. The 
problem is, you are doing work for a customer already, because we won 
that first proposal. You barely have time for your day job, developing the 
application for Customer No. 1. Finding 20 or 30 additional hours to help 
write a proposal seems like too much. 
 
You say yes to writing that second proposal, because that’s business. We 
kiss our evenings and weekend goodbye. The proposal is due in two weeks. 
We can’t find what we wrote for the last proposal. You have to write it all 
down again. We don’t remember how we got the price, or what method 
we used to determine the market value. So, I make an intelligent guess. 
 
Things go on like this all year. Information piles up and we have no system. 
Complexity grows. Exponentially. The problem of finding what we need 
(i.e., resources, content, pricing data) multiplies. 
 
But there are other problems. For many proposals, the customer’s 
requirements are not clear or do not make sense. You and I have to figure 
out how to respond to what the customer says they want. We find that 
some proposals take months and drain resources. Also, we have a 
business to attend to, technology to keep up with, personal lives. 
 
While we run around trying to figure it all out, we throw files in this folder 
and that. Emails and pings pile up. Productivity suffers. We are exhausted. 
 



 

 
 

Complexity evolves into greater complexity. But we do not have time to fix 
it now. I have to sell. You have to build web applications. Our problem is 
we can’t find the information we need when we need it. So, we hire help. 

Dilemma 
A proposal professional listens to our problem and sees money. We are 
climbing a big and difficult mountain. They know what to do. They might 
say we need to follow a process to produce our proposals. We need to 
have the right tools—e.g., software or templates. We need to invest in 
proposal resources. Technical writers, project coordinators, graphic 
designers, pricing analysts. Everything needs a specialist. Proposal 
professionals have these resources in spades. 
 
Before we know it, we are in over our heads and spending a small fortune. 
Many people tell us that we have to spend money to make money. But 
what comes first? The chicken or the egg, right? 
 
Over time, after investing in proposal professionals of one kind or another, 
we find the truth. We realize that, even with professional help, good 
information still eludes us. 
 
Instead of us digging through old documents and scrounging for data, we 
are now paying someone else to do it. They dig through the last best 
proposals. They make requests of our staff for information. They fire off 
emails in hopes of getting more detail. They make us sit in meeting after 
meeting to discuss the best way to win. 
 
Unfortunately, we will never meet a proposal professional who can give us 
the right information at the right time. Why? Because it is our information.  
 
The dilemma unfolds. 



 

 
 

Remedy 
Where do we go for help? How do we write great proposals without 
spending a fortune? We can have all the money, processes, experts, and 
software in the world. But if we don’t have the right information when we 
need it, the other stuff doesn’t matter. 
 
How do I know this? Because I am a proposal writer. I am the person at 
the bottom of the proposal barrel who needs this information. I wrote this 
book to tell others how to record and maintain what successful proposals 
require: the best information, available when you need it. Now. 
 
The following pages show you how to master proposals. You take control 
of your information, decrease your time to put out a proposal, and 
increase the odds of making money. Incorporate the three elements in this 
book, and your information will be there when you need it. You will distill 
your brilliant ideas into a great proposal for each customer, one that sings 
to them. One that has pertinent and accurate details. One that they want 
to read. One that generates revenue. 
 
Through story, system, and style, you’ll learn to write goddamned good 
proposals. Every time. 
 

  



 

 
 

 

Element 1: Story 
You hear the following a lot in the marketing and advertising world: stories 
sell. Look at Hollywood. Look at the music industry. Look at TV. Look at 
social media. Everyone loves a story. And most people know you can’t 
have a story without friction. Not a story people want to hear, anyway.  
 
Something must create tension. A crisis. A misunderstanding. A conflict. 
Good versus evil. Damsel in distress. Villain be damned. We hear the 
storylines over and over. And they never fail to stimulate or provoke 
emotion. Sometimes they even cause us to act. 
 
We tell stories to entertain and to instruct. We tell stories to pass the time 
and to relate with each other. It’s something we do instinctually. We may 
not always do it well, but we do it. 



 

 
 

Story infuses everything. The morning meeting at work. Lunchtime with 
friends. Hanging out at night. Dreams. We go about our days, and the ups 
and downs create the stories of our lives. We resolve conflict. We avert or 
overcome crisis. We give in to our impulses. We gossip about and criticize 
things we don’t understand. 
 
This type of work, story work, stimulates. It gets adrenaline flowing. We 
want to know what happens next. Again and again. Even if we know 
what’s going to happen.  
 
So, what makes a great story? A conflict to resolve. Compelling and 
convincing characters. A plot that drives the action and sets the pace. A 
setting we can envision. An unsatisfied ambition or desire to which we can 
relate. A resolution. This rise and fall of unfulfilled desire and heroism is 
what sells. You can see it everywhere. 
 
Now, if proposals offer goods and services in exchange for money, and 
stories sell, the two should go together, right?  
 
Unfortunately, story usually doesn’t make it into proposals. Why? Because 
most companies haven’t invested time in their story. They don’t know how 
to talk about themselves, their people, their customers, or competition (the 
characters). They don’t have a firm grasp on their market (the setting), 
where business transactions take place. They don’t have a main conflict to 
resolve, such as helping people with technology (the plot).  
 
Most proposals focus on complying with customer requests and telling 
customers how the work will get done. This is not a story. How the work 
gets done is important, but that’s one of the base elements (i.e., staffing, 
approach, past performance, price). The how is what you learn in 
elementary school. It’s like knowing the alphabet before writing, or 
numbers before doing arithmetic. 



 

 
 

In this book, our focus is helping you tell a killer story. One that sells. Your 
customers will recognize a difference in your proposals, because the base 
elements transform into a coherent and compelling narrative with your 
abilities on full display. Customers will want to buy from you as opposed to 
others who just have a string of hows loosely hanging together.  
 
Writing your story will get you 70% of the way to completing any proposal 
within a few days. It gives you everything you need to write the staffing, 
approach, and past performance. It also helps you determine your price. 
 
Here’s how it works. You will cultivate each element of story: character, 
setting, plot, conflict, and resolution.  
 

 
As a story unfolds, conflict arises from the characters wanting something 
and not having it. Every good story sets the stage for this, putting 
characters, wants, and obstacles together to produce tension. The result 
of a great proposal is a customer paying you to help them realize their 
desires, effectively resolving their conflicts.  

 
Characters serve as the base of the story - the actors [Who?] 
 

Setting is where the story takes place - the market [When, Where?]  
 

Plot is the action, resolving conflict - the product/service [What? How?] 
 

Conflict is the problem that needs solving - the unfulfilled desire [This 
answers a customer’s specific question -- Can you help me?] 
 

Resolution is what happens in the end - the result [This answers a 
customer’s specific questions -- How do I know I can trust you? How can 
I tell that you’ve solved my problem?] 



 

 
 

As you write your story, and as it evolves, you answer the fundamental 
questions that every buyer wants the answers to: Can you solve my 
problem at a reasonable price? Can I trust you to do it? 
 
We’ll show you how to fully articulate the customer’s conflict and best 
express its appropriate resolution when writing proposals. We’ll show you 
how to demonstrate that you are a great option (maybe even the best!). 
 
This kind of storytelling is good stuff. But you need many success stories to 
grow a business. For resolutions to become evolution, you need a system, 
a way things work. After we cover story, we’ll tell you how to develop a 
system to effectively grow those stories into a thriving business. 

Character 
Somewhere in your life, you’ve probably heard these phrases, “She’s quite 
a character!” Or “He’s a man of great character.”  
 
Think about your favorite character in a movie or a book. What can you 
say about them? How they behave. How they talk. How they feel about 
certain things. How they spend their time. What they’re really good and 
really bad at. How they interact with other characters. 
 
We discern character by observing things and spending time with others. 
We use our senses to develop a mental and emotional picture. Each 
experience and impression builds into a perception. We use this perception 
to identify someone or something among many millions of options. 
 
The word character comes from the Greek— kharaktēr—which is an 
engraving or stamping tool. Basically, it creates a defining mark. So, it 
makes sense that character shapes your perception. Character is 
supposed to leave an impression. And you never get a second chance to 
make a first impression . . . at least that’s what they say! 
 



 

 
 

Proposals 
Naturally enough, your characters—your organization, people, customers, 
and competitors—are the most important part of your story. A reader isn’t 
likely to care about a story if she doesn’t care about the characters.  
 
For proposals, talking about characters comes in several forms. You need 
your company background and experience to show you’re qualified to do 
the work. You need resumes to articulate the skills of your people. You 
need to understand the customer and be able to share that understanding 
with others. And you want to know who you’re up against when bidding 
the work, your competitors. 
 
But in most proposal situations, these characters get no attention. If you 
want demographic information or a capabilities statement for an 
organization, you have to create it. You grab information from HR, 
operations, finance, and other places to get a clear picture. Now you have 
the information, but what if someone else needs it later? 
 
If you want a resume for someone, you have to find it. The organization 
may have leadership bios somewhere, but they are old or outdated. They 
may have resumes on file for key people, but the most recent experience is 
missing. Or, the resumes fail to demonstrate any quantifiable successes. 
You get someone to update their resume for a proposal, but what about 
the next time you need up-to-date information on someone? 
 
In addition, very few organizations have information about customers or 
competition on hand and up-to-date. They can’t tell you how their people 
play a role in resolving the main conflicts of their customers, problems that 
drive the organization’s mission. So if you need this information, you go to 
old files, websites, and acquaintances to get the scoop. You search 
through company shared drives and send emails asking for help. You hunt 
for whatever information you can find. 
 



 

 
 

As an example, if you have a proposal to write where you need resumes 
for three people, the effort of compiling information builds up quickly. You 
have to call them, ask them to update their resumes, perhaps interview 
them for additional details. You want the resumes to look consistent and 
sharp, so you have to format them all the same. This exercise could take a 
couple of days depending on the responsiveness of each individual.  
 
Here’s how we get rid of the problem: develop profiles on all your main 
characters. Profiles provide a description of an organization or person and 
offer the chance to leave an impression. A well-written profile with a 
chronological work history can take the place of a resume, for example. 
 

 
The point is not to record everything ever known about your people, 
customers, and competitors. You want to choose the information you need 
wisely. But you want enough information that you don’t have to go 
searching for it every time you have a proposal to put together. 
 
For now, we recommend the following outlines when developing character 
profiles for your organization, people, and existing customers. We have 
taken the liberty of providing fictional examples for reference! 

 
To articulate the characters in your proposals, we recommend 
developing and maintaining four types of character profiles:  
 

• one for your organization overall (the brand and general 
information, to use for contract and administration information); 

• one for each person that makes up your team (to use for staffing);  
• one for each of your customers (to use for past performance); and 
• one for each of your major competitors (to use for developing 

your strongest proposal). 
 



 

 
 

Your Organization 
The first step is to describe your organization: Who are you? What do you 
do? What is your organization’s background? What basic information, 
such as years in business and number of employees, do you want your 
proposal writers to have ready and at hand? The following presents 
essential building blocks of a sound organization profile, using a fictitious 
company we created for this book. (Fun, right?) We explain the importance 
of the building blocks throughout the rest of the chapter. 
 
 Character Profile: Organization  
Summary Qocreate Construction believes in the benefits of recreation and 

play for all ages. We install quality, low-maintenance outdoor 
recreational equipment in private and public spaces with 
minimal environmental impact. Our goal is to create more 
options for outdoor fun for you and your family, whether you 
are at home or out and about. 

Particulars Name: Qocreate Construction, Inc. 
Location(s): Washington, DC 
Inception Date: 2016 
Structure (govt., nonprofit, corporation, etc.): Corporation 
Type of company: Construction firm 
Type and number of employees: 

• Leadership: 3 
• Administrative: 1 
• Sales: 5 
• Design: 4 
• Warehouse: 4 
• Installation: 8  

Any Relevant identifiers: 
• EIN: 96-5555555 
• Memberships: 

o Association of General Contractors (Small Business) 
o International Play Equipment Manufacturers 

Association 
o National Recreation and Park Association 

Annual revenue (or size): $1.3 million in sales in 2017 

https://www.qocreate.com/resources.html


 

 
 

Market (Setting) Qocreate Construction builds playgrounds and other outdoor 
recreation equipment at public and private sites throughout 
Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, and the District of Columbia. 
Projects range from private backyard installations all the way 
up to lengthy exercise trails and multi-playground installations 
at major public parks. We offer stock designs as well as custom 
design services, and can advise on which materials and 
equipment work best in each setting.  
 
Our website, qocreateconstruction.com, offers more details 
about the types of projects we’ve completed. If you like what 
you see, we invite you to give us a call or schedule a free 
consultation at your site. We choose not to sell online as every 
installation is specific to the site on which it is built. 

Goods/Products We provide all of the necessary products for successful, safe 
installation of playgrounds and outdoor exercise equipment, 
including the equipment itself, the structural base for the 
equipment, and the surfacing (if desired). 

Services We provide design and installation services with a focus on 
environmental sensitivity. 

Customers Government and nonprofit customers include: 
• District of Columbia Department of Parks and Recreation 
• Town of Fenwick, Delaware 
• Anne Arundel County, Maryland Department of 

Recreation and Parks 
• Rockbridge County, Virginia Department of Parks and 

Recreation 
• kaBOOM! 

Accomplishments • 100% early or on-time job completion since inception, 
with proven ability to accommodate unexpected 
schedule changes based on customer needs 

• Longtime partner of kaBOOM!, which works to fund and 
build playgrounds in underserved areas 

• 2016 winner, Best Outdoor Recreation Trail with 
Equipment (.5 Mile or Less), U.S. Recreational Association 

https://www.qocreateconstruction.com/


 

 
 

Certifications, 
Licenses, 
Accreditations 

State General Contracting Licenses held: 
• Delaware 
• District of Columbia 
• Maryland 
• Virginia 

 
Certified Playground Safety Inspector 

Timeline August, 2015 - We begin with a custom installation for a private 
client who wanted to foster safe, imaginative play for her own 
kids in her backyard. Knowing that we had a talent for 
designing attractive equipment sturdy enough to withstand the 
mid-Atlantic’s changing seasons -- but still fun to use --  was the 
springboard for starting our company. 
 
January, 2016 - Qocreate Construction, Inc. is officially 
incorporated, with a staff of two (both owner / operators) and a 
number of contractors. 
 
May, 2016 - We hire our first on-staff sales manager and first 
staff carpenter, with the idea of moving from installations on 
private sites to bidding on public work. 
 
May, 2017 - Our playground in Fenwick, DE opens just in time 
for the beach season. 
 
January, 2018 - We celebrate two years of being in business 
and over $1.5 million in sales so far with our staff of 
approximately two dozen employees. 
 
As of May 1, 2018, we are on track for a record-breaking sales 
year. Maryland, northern Virginia, and the District of Columbia 
continue to be our main markets, and approximately 70% of our 
revenue is generated from installations on privately- or 
homeowner’s association-owned sites. Goals for this year 
include looking to meet or exceed an aggressive sales target of 
$1.5 million for 2018. In addition, we are looking at expanding 
our services into southeastern Pennsylvania. 

 



 

 
 

People in Your Organization (for each key person) 
Your organization is the most important character in your story. Usually 
you present the organization in cover letters and executive summaries. 
Your leaders and staff are almost equally as important. Profiles for people 
in your organization work similar to those of the organization itself. 
 
 Character Profile: People in your Organization 
Summary Our Head of Design Services, Holly Livesay, came to work for 

Qocreate Construction in November, 2016. She was hired to lead 
our private design business. Her portfolio of design work was so 
strong we used it as part of a proposal to the District of Columbia 
Department of Recreation and Parks. It was made a condition of 
award that she serve as lead designer on that project—the 
largest we’ve won to date. 
 
Holly’s blueprints are site-specific, thoughtful, and inclusive. She 
has extensive experience with playground and trail design that is 
complemented by a formal background in landscape architecture. 
One of her projects for a private client was recently featured in 
Chesapeake Family Living as an example of an environmentally-
sensitive playscape, built with sustainable materials and 
landscaped with native plants. 

Particulars Holly Livesay 
Head of Design Services 
Washington, DC Office 
Hired November, 2016 (1.5 years) 
holly.livesay@qocreateconstruction.com 

Contribution Holly is a member of Qocreate Construction’s leadership team, 
and reports directly to our CEO. She is responsible for ultimate 
management of all design projects and oversees a staff of four. In 
addition, she consults directly on more challenging projects. 

Accomplishments American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA) Honor Award, 
Residential Category, “Chestertown, Maryland Residence” 2014 
 
Graduated first in her class in her graduate program cohort. 

https://www.qocreate.com/resources.html
mailto:holly.livesay@qocreateconstruction.com


 

 
 

Education Masters in Landscape Architecture, University of Maryland at 
College Park, 2010 
Bachelor of Arts in Environmental Design, University of Colorado 
Boulder, 2002 

Certifications Licensed Landscape Architect 
State of Maryland License #00-000000 (expires 12.15.19) 

History Head of Design Services, Qocreate Construction 05/18 - present 
Private Site Design Lead, Qocreate Construction 11/16 - 05/18 
Designer, Playscape Station, 09/14 - 11/16 
Landscape Architect, Flora | Fauna, 04/12 - 09/14 
Junior Landscape Architect, Flora | Fauna, 07/10 - 04/12 

Customers 
In addition to information on your organization and people, many 
proposals require you to talk about current and past performance. The 
buyer wants proof that you have done similar work successfully for others. 
This includes services you provided, problems you solved, and results you 
delivered. To quickly articulate work with other customers, we recommend 
recording your performance for each customer and updating it on a 
quarterly basis. The following is an example of a customer profile: 
 
 Character Profile: Customers 
Summary The town of Fenwick, Delaware is a seasonal beach resort town. 

Although Fenwick has only about 400 year-round residents, the 
area booms with part-time residents and visitors for much of the 
year. These tourists bring millions of dollars in taxes to the town. 
 
Fenwick’s elected officials wanted to add a free, family-friendly 
amenity to their small downtown area to help draw families into 
town to dine and shop. Qocreate Construction won the project of 
constructing a recreational and play area that would also serve as 
the connector for two separate shopping areas. Our innovative 
design literally bridged that gap—in this case, a busy road—
allowing families to enjoy an active, fun, free outdoor experience 
while drawing them to Fenwick’s small businesses. 

https://www.qocreate.com/resources.html


 

 
 

Particulars Location: Town of Fenwick Downtown Play Park 
Downtown Fenwick, Delaware 
Project start date: February 1, 2017 
Project completion date: May 21, 2017 
Employees engaged with customer: 12 
Summary of Work: Environmentally-sensitive, coastal-themed play 
areas were constructed on either side of an existing pedestrian 
bridge across U.S. Route 1/Coastal Highway. Half-mile trails with 
recreational exercise equipment constructed leading from each 
area so a total 1.1 mile trail (including refurbished bridge) was 
available for exercise and recreation. 

Contact Steve Smith, ssmith@townoffenwickde.org, 302-555-5555 

Agreements Internal Contract No. PUB-1 (1/30/17-5/31/17) 

Products Custom-designed coastal-themed play equipment 
Custom-designed isometric / plyometric exercise equipment 

Services Services included: 
• Site survey 
• Design and construction of equipment for play  
• Design and construction of equipment for trails 
• Landscape architecture for site incorporating equipment 
• Testing and site installation of all equipment 
• Maintenance on an as-needed basis for equipment only 

(landscaping maintained by Parks and Recreation Dept.) 

Problems 
Encountered and 
Resolution 

The footbridge over the adjoining roadway sees heavy traffic 
during the summer, when we were slated to refurbish it. During 
our period of performance, this was especially the case because 
another city construction project had fallen behind schedule, 
leading to other nearby pedestrian crossings being closed. 
Because of this, the City of Fenwick wanted Qocreate Construction 
to expedite our renovation of the bridge, minimizing interruption 
to pedestrian traffic. We decreased the possibility of interference 
by performing all work that required closing the bridge (e.g., 
resurfacing and painting) during non-peak hours. As a result, we 
were able to finish our work on the bridge three days ahead of 
schedule, with no disruption to pedestrian traffic. 

mailto:ssmith@townoffenwickde.org


 

 
 

Accomplishments Downtown Fenwick!, the city’s Main Street organization, reports 
that 14% of annual visitors initially visit downtown to make use of 
the play areas and/or trails. 

Timeline December, 2017 - Town of Fenwick releases RFP, to which 
Qocreate Construction responds. 
 
January, 2017 - Contract is awarded to Qocreate Construction. 
 
February, 2017 - Work begins with the site survey and design. 
 
March - April, 2017 - Equipment is designed, approved, and 
custom built at our facility in northeast DC. 
 
May, 2017 - Landscaping and equipment are installed, and 
equipment is tested. Grand opening event held with over 500 
guests in attendance! 

 
By using the above template, you can easily tell a short story about your 
success with your customers. This information, updated and always 
available, makes writing to past performance requests simple. You get the 
profile for the customer and contract you want to highlight. You take all 
the good information there and write a convincing story about your 
performance, to show the potential buyer you can solve their problem, too. 

Competitors 
Once you have information on your organization, people, and customers, 
showing how your capabilities stack up against your competitors’ comes 
next. How do other organizations do the work you do? What qualifications 
do they have? What benefits can they offer? How do people perceive 
them? Are they well-liked and do they do good work? Compare what you 
find with what you know about your organization. Note the differences 
and figure out how you can show that you are the better option. 
 
Here are a couple places to start for research: competitor websites, job 
boards and apps, social media, personal and professional networks, 



 

 
 

newspapers, trade publications, the Better Business Bureau, government 
contract websites like Federal Business Opportunities and the Federal 
Procurement Data System, watchdog agencies, and others. 
 
Doing even a couple hours of competitive research sets you up for a better 
proposal. You can adjust your strategy and proposal message to address 
any of the strengths and weaknesses of the competition. Just saying 
you’re different usually isn’t good enough. You need to show you are 
different. A competitor profile might look like this: 
 
 Character Profile: Competitors 
Summary ACME Swings n’ Stuff is a Delaware based playground 

equipment installer with 20 years of experience. They enjoy 
long-time working relationships with local governments, 
including the cities of Fenwick and South Bethany.  

Particulars Established: 2003 
Size: $15 million 
Number of Employees: 20  

Core Capabilities • Surveying 
• Cost estimations 
• Equipment acquisition 
• Installation 
• Safety inspection 

Clients and Projects Fenwick Elementary School Board 
• Swing set installation, April 2015 
• Slide installation, June 2015 
• Track and field equipment installation, May 2016 
• Outdoor activity board installation, December 2016 
• Play equipment inspection, 2016 - present 
 
South Bethany City Council: Central Park Renovation 
• Installation of outdoor exercise bars, 2017 
• Upgrades of outdoor exercise bars, 2018 

https://www.fbo.gov/
https://www.fpds.gov/
https://www.fpds.gov/
https://www.qocreate.com/resources.html


 

 
 

Competed Projects 
Qocreate Construction 
bid against the 
competition 

South Bethany Beachside Sports Installation, City of South 
Bethany, 2015 

• Description: This contract was for the design, 
purchase, and installation of beachside recreational 
areas with volleyball nets. 

• Result: Loss. 
• Reason for Loss: Lower price: our bid was 4% (or 

$400) higher, and the evaluation of proposals 
weighted cost as the most important factor. 

 
Fenwick City Park Sandbox and Children’s Play Equipment, 
City of Fenwick, 2018 

• Description: This contract was for the design, 
purchase, and installation of sandboxes, slides, and a 
climbable playset.  

• Result: Won. 
• Reason for Win: Best overall value: while our price 

was 5% higher, we provided an experienced program 
manager specializing in children’s playgrounds. She 
had won several national awards for engineering 
children’s play spaces - evaluators saw this as a 
strength and a differentiator. 

Keep Characters Alive 
Capture this information about your organization, people, customers, and 
competitors—and you can answer a buyers questions without hesitation.  
 
As you keep working, your company will evolve. You will enjoy new 
successes. Employees will come and go. Staff will work on new projects 
and acquire new knowledge. You will serve existing customers on new 
projects. You will learn more about your competitors.  
 
Because of these changes, you have to manage your profiles to keep the 
characters alive. If someone leaves, archive their information. If someone 
joins, have them create a profile. If the organization changes, or moves 



 

 
 

into a new field of work, revise the profile. If you lose to an unknown 
competitor, document that loss and research them for the next proposal.  
 
We recommend updating profile information on a quarterly basis, or as 
needed (e.g., when new people come on board or the organization hits a 
milestone). Assign the responsibility of updates to someone and hold them 
accountable. Have a salesperson keep the organization profile up to date. 
Have individuals update their own profiles and resumes once you have 
them formatted with complete information. Have project managers 
update customer profiles.  
 
Keeping this information current gives you immediate access to timely and 
accurate details on all characters involved in your story. This living 
articulation allows you to fill in biographical data, resume information, and 
past performance information in a matter of hours. Otherwise, you could 
spend days trying to find everything and piece it together, only to turn 
around and have to do the same thing again in a couple of weeks. 
 
With these character profiles you create a complete picture of the seller 
and buyer. You sell. The customer buys. This transaction takes place in a 
specific setting, the next element in building your story. 

Setting 
[Author’s Note: We know this definition of setting, which includes 
audiences and their preferences, goes against the traditional grain. We 
think that’s okay. If you’ll bear with us, the concept plays out nicely.] 
 
The place where people exchange goods and services for money is 
determined by many things. Some of these include the location of the 
transaction, who’s selling, who’s buying, what’s for sale, and the time of 
day. The setting of your story is an environment, the atmosphere of which 
is determined by the preferences and actions of the characters. The sellers, 
the buyers, and the audience form a market where trade takes place. This 



 

 
 

means the setting is dynamic and far richer than a single backdrop for a 
story. It is the catalyst of many, many stories continuously unfolding, an 
unbroken stream in space and time. 
 
In the sales world, getting the setting right is called defining your market. 
If you know your market, you can answer two simple questions. Where are 
you going to sell? Who is going to buy? The answers determine your 
operational budget, sale price, and approach to marketing. 
 
For example, two companies sell white t-shirts. One company makes their 
t-shirts in China and sells them in packs of six for $10. The other company 
makes t-shirts from organic cotton grown in the United States and sells 
one for $26. You can find the pack of six t-shirts anywhere. The $26 t-shirt? 
Only in boutique stores that sell Made in the USA clothing exclusively. 
 
Think about it for a second. If you’re a person who wants to make cheap t-
shirts for everyone and kill it on profit, you produce a cheap product and 
sell t-shirts in packs of six. If you want to establish a brand with an 
exclusive claim to organic products native to the U.S., you make and sell 
expensive t-shirts. Whichever you sell, you have to find out who is buying 
and where. For example, will your buyers be online, at a department store, 
or do they prefer a boutique shopping experience? Do they live in Beverly 
Hills, CA? Or, do they live in Fort Bragg, CA?  
 
The point is that these t-shirt companies are likely selling to different 
markets comprised of people who live and shop in different places. Some 
people wouldn’t be caught dead in a t-shirt that costs less than $2. Other 
people can’t afford a $26 t-shirt, or wouldn’t buy one, even if they could. 
Their money is better spent elsewhere. Who you are and who you are 
selling to determines your market. And the market serves as the 
environment in which your characters indulge their preferences, 
exchanging goods and services for money. This is the setting—a mixture of 
environment and preferences. 



 

 
 

Consider our example company, Qocreate Construction. Where does the 
company operate? Where would a customer see their work: playgrounds, 
schools, parks? Where would a potential buyer encounter them? By 
answering these questions, we derive the information included in the 
company’s organization profile at the beginning of this chapter. 
 

 
 
Sample Setting Profile 
Market (Setting) Qocreate Construction builds playgrounds and other outdoor 

recreation equipment at public and private sites throughout 
Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, and the District of Columbia. 
Projects range from private backyard installations all the way up 
to lengthy exercise trails and multi-playground installations at 
major public parks. We offer stock designs as well as custom 
design services, and can advise on which materials and 
equipment work best in each setting.  
 
Our website, qocreateconstruction.com, offers more details about 
the types of projects we’ve completed. If you like what you see, 
we invite you to give us a call or send us an email to schedule a 
free consultation at your site. We choose not to sell online as 
every installation is specific to the site on which it is built. 

 
Qocreate Construction’s ideal environment is physical, interactive, and 
location-dependent. Their audience and potential buyers prefer to live and 
work in communities where exercise and recreation enjoy prominence. This 
environment informs decisions about where to sell services and products. 

https://www.qocreateconstruction.com/


 

 
 

Environment 
Environment involves physical, virtual, and psychological space. For 
example, geographic location may determine who is available to do the 
work, or the price of goods or services. A graphic designer costs more in 
New York City or San Francisco than in Kent, Ohio. Designers do the same 
work in all of these places, but a mixture of proximity to a specific locale 
and perception create vastly different environments for buying and selling. 
 
Virtual space is just as important. For example, you could be selling on the 
internet. In this case, physical geography doesn’t necessarily apply. 
Regardless of whether someone lives in Kentucky or Alaska, they may still 
pay $200 for a prized Pokémon card. People in the market for these cards 
and associated swag help set the price structures through supply and 
demand beyond physical boundaries. 
 
Psychological considerations determine where you stand in the hearts and 
minds of potential customers -- cognitive or emotional “real estate.” Are 
you selling into a hostile environment where customers are fed up with 
poor service? Are you selling into an environment of excitement, where 
customers will do anything to get the latest product? The environment 
helps determine your strategy and position you for success. 
 
To create the perception you want and master setting, you need to know 
people. You know where the transaction will happen; now who is in that 
space buying? Who is the audience? Buyers run the gamut from simple to 
complex, poor to rich, liberal to conservative. But you’re likely to find more 
of one than the other in certain places and at certain times. For example, 
you won’t find people shopping for Lucky Charms in the organic, whole 
foods breakfast aisle of a local grocery in Oregon. But you can always find 
them in the cereal section of a chain supermarket just about anywhere.  
 
Imagine selling birdseed to a dog. Or meat to a vegan. Or, a plan for big 
government to a Republican. Or a plan for small government to a 



 

 
 

Democrat! Hard sells indeed. But if you get to the right place at the right 
time (i.e., the right environment), you can find out what people like and 
need. You can learn and perfect your understanding of their preferences.  

Preferences 
Simply put, if you know the environment, then you can clue into 
preferences. Heads up: this is where proposals can easily miss the mark. 
We get so caught up in how we do something, and how great it is, that we 
forget what the buyer might care about. We want to talk about how 
world-class our people are. The buyer cares about price. We want to share 
our successes. The buyer prefers to hear about how we handle failure. 
 
You learn preferences in the environment by studying and listening. As you 
work on getting business with a potential buyer, take notes to help you 
further understand the setting. As you do this, you can develop a buyer 
profile which becomes a part of your organization’s knowledge. You don’t 
have to get fancy or complex. Simplicity can be powerful.  
 
As an example, Qocreate Construction wants to put exercise equipment in 
Baltimore’s outdoor parks. They believe this will help increase the health of 
the general population, and get people out and moving. The city has some 
opportunities to beautify neighborhoods and surrounding areas. Qocreate 
Construction uses a template to articulate the buyer’s needs. 
 
  Setting Profile: Potential Buyers 
Summary of 
Buyer 
Requirements 

The City of Baltimore is seeking proposals to help beautify public 
spaces and encourage exercise, recreation, and interaction between 
citizens. Potential places for development include Druid Hill Park, 
Clifton Park, Locust Point, and Herring Run Park. The city has a 
budget of $150,000 for three projects, each of which are envisioned as 
costing approximately $50,000. City officials and Recreation and 
Parks Department staff will evaluate the proposals and choose the 
winning projects. Awards will go to the three offerors whose proposals 
reach the broadest citizen base and comply with cost constraints.  

https://www.qocreate.com/resources.html


 

 
 

Buyer in 
Market 

City of Baltimore. The rate of expansion around the harbor and 
general growth indicate that Baltimore is evolving into a destination 
city for young professionals and artists. These people come from 
diverse populations, prize neighborhood and local goods above 
general commercial fare, and enjoy using the outdoors and public 
spaces for recreation. The city is using public funds to integrate art, 
beauty, and recreation to address the desires of this emerging 
population and increase its tax base with additional residents. 

Seller in the 
Market 

Qocreate Construction, Inc., specializes in outdoor recreational and 
exercise equipment. Qocreate Construction believes in the benefits of 
recreation and play for all ages. We install quality, low-maintenance 
outdoor recreational equipment in private and public spaces with 
minimal environmental impact. Our goal is to create more options for 
outdoor fun for you and your family. 

Environment After much research we have decided to focus on Druid Hill Park, 
Baltimore because of its rich history. Druid Hill Park is a famous urban 
park like Central Park in New York or Golden Gate Park in San 
Francisco. At 750 acres, it provides ample space for recreation, with 
miles of trails in open and forested settings, and includes a lake.  
 
The audience for this proposal comprises City of Baltimore officials 
and Recreation and Parks Department staff.  
 
Druid Hill Park has diverse neighborhoods crossing racial and 
economic boundaries. Hampden and Woodberry are transitional 
areas with an influx of youth and affluence. Liberty Square and Park 
Circle on the west side of the lake are near Fulton and Monroe streets 
which have poorer populations and rundown housing. 
 
However, Druid Hill Park serves as a destination for local 
Baltimoreans as well as tourists. It hosts a number of activities 
throughout the year, from a local farmer’s market with jazz music, to 
barbeques, to Ultimate Frisbee tournaments, to cycling events. The 
diversity and activity provide an excellent venue to support the health 
of the community through exercise equipment meant to last in the 
outdoors and serve the well-being of the general public. 



 

 
 

Preferences When observing people exercising in the park, we noticed couples 
running, biking, and walking, stopping often to take in the view or 
enjoy a break. Additionally, we noticed people doing push-ups, sit-ups, 
and various other non-weight exercises. It occurred to us that simple, 
outdoor, and non-obtrusive exercise equipment may help spur 
exercise in the general public - something the city could offer for free. 

Conclusion The City of Baltimore could meet its goals of encouraging exercise 
and interaction by providing free access to exercise stations around 
Druid Hill Park Lake. We can do this cost effectively because we have 
performed similar work at other parks and already have the designs 
and manufacturing capability set up to produce the equipment. 
Moreover, our company is based nearby in Washington, DC, so we can 
provide inexpensive labor for the installation. This is a perfect project 
for Qocreate Construction. 

 
You can see from the above example that Qocreate Construction would be 
well suited for this project. With some research, they were able to find the 
perfect environment and potential buyers for what they have on offer. 
 
You can use a template like this to create a picture of your ideal buyer and 
their environment. Or, you can use it when researching potential 
customers you want to work with, now or in the future. This exercise helps 
you determine if you’re in the right place and selling to the right people. 
 
In proposals, knowing the setting creates a tremendous advantage. It 
impacts how you write, how you staff, how you price. If you don’t know the 
environment into which you are selling, you can win business, but it’s like 
shooting an arrow at a glass bottle with a paper bag over your head. You 
gotta be damned good to hit that target. Sadly, while this may be more 
fun to watch, most people aren’t that good.  
 
In conclusion, know your ideal environment and the potential buyers who 
trade there. Learn their preferences. This doesn’t mean you always have to 
give them what they want. Some buyers don’t know or can’t imagine what 



 

 
 

they want. Sometimes you have to show them what’s possible. But being 
where they are gives you the opportunity to learn what they want.   
 
Find or create that place where you want to sell your goods and services, 
and now you’re ready for action. 

Plot 
Plot moves the story along. Characters and setting give us something to 
look at. But most people like action. What are the characters doing? Are 
they racing? Or making love? Do they save the day? Or learn a lesson that 
helps them become better people? Are we watching a fight? Or waiting for 
the moral of the story?  
 
Without paying attention to plot, the story goes nowhere, a flaccid pickle 
without pep or punch. Plot brings life. It makes something worth reading. 
And great writers along the way have helped develop frameworks in which 
to put our stories. 
 
For example, you may recognize these different types of plot. Overcoming 
evil. Rags to riches. Voyage and return. Tragedy. Rebirth. Redemption. The 
quest. Each of these plots has a familiar progression of action. You see 
them unfolding all the time, every day. Plot is so important that marketing 
and advertising agencies now talk of focusing on the customer journey. 
Why? Because they want in on the action. Action is how you make money. 
 
Where does this play into proposals? Plot is how you do what you do. It’s 
the story line. How you get from point A to B. This is your work. First, you 
have the main action. What you do overall. Maybe you have a 
construction company. Maybe you’re a musician. Maybe you provide 
outsourced administrative services to busy executives. Second, you have 
individual projects. Building a house. Making a record. Managing events.  
 



 

 
 

So, you have the main plot and some subplots. You build or rebuild 
something. You overcome a problem. You please people with art and 
entertainment. You help a customer on a journey. Whatever it is that you 
do, you likely do it again and again, day in and day out. It makes sense to 
write it down and keep it one place. If someone asks how you do your 
work, you can tell or show them.  
 
Each of these distinct jobs has a process, even if the end result is 
completely different every time. Normally, when you write proposals, some 
aspect of them includes how you are going to do the work (i.e., your 
approach). If you follow the same process every time, write it down. Then 
you don’t have to think it through and create it again for the next 
proposal. You can modify the steps or content to fit your customer’s 
preferences. But the general idea will be the same. 
 
At Qocreate we write proposals. The general process goes like this: (1) 
read and understand what the customer wants, (2) build document 
outlines and a plan to provide what the customer requests, (3) put the 
team together to work the proposal, (4) write the proposal, providing all 
the information the customer needs to make a decision, (5) deliver the 
documents to the customer. 
 
Of course, depending on the size of the work proposed, the process can 
get more complex. And we have things we usually do at each stage to 
make the work as expedient as possible -- templates, apps to manage 
work, and content and graphics built out for each step. That’s what this 
book is about. But you get the gist. Most jobs require consistency delivered 
with skill. We want dependable and predictable results, as much as some 
of us may hate to admit that. (Here’s looking at me!) 
 
So here you go. This is how we recommend writing down the work that 
you do. We call these solution profiles. As with character profiles and 



 

 
 

setting, we keep it simple. For each job or project you are likely to 
undertake, write to the following. We continue with our example. 
 
 Plot: Solution Profile 
Selling 
Statement 

Qocreate Construction believes in the benefits of recreation and play 
for all ages. We install quality, low-maintenance recreational 
equipment in private and public spaces with minimal environmental 
impact. Our goal is to create more options for outdoor fun for you 
and your family. Our industry-leading warranties on products and 
installation give our customers peace of mind about playtime. 

Overview of 
the way you 
work - the 
elements. 

Qocreate Construction works in phases. The first phase is 
understanding each customer’s needs, budget, site, and then 
designing the perfect play area for those parameters. In Phase Two, 
we build the equipment to bring the customer’s vision to life. Finally, 
we perform the on-site installation, including safety surfacing and 
landscaping when desired. 

How you do 
the work. 

Our process is similar for every project, although there are additional 
steps when bidding on publicly-funded work. Our basic process: 
1. Call potential client to get any additional information needed 

about the project other than what was provided in initial contact 
(phone call or email), and set up site meeting. 

2. Meet with client at the proposed installation site to examine site, 
log any challenges, and discuss details of desired installation. 

3. Based on all information gathered, create initial proposal including 
equipment layout and design. Submit to client for review. 

4. Iterate until proposal is mutually satisfactory. Create final contract 
for client and Qocreate to sign. Include deliverables timeline.  

5. Create our project management file and assign resources at all 
phases of the project to ensure things are done on time. 

6. Create and/or assemble all equipment, depending on whether 
equipment is custom or assembled from stock pieces. 

7. Prepare the site for surfacing (if required) and installation. 
8. Install equipment. Landscaping is done concurrently. 
9. Test equipment for on-site safety and correct any identified issues. 
10. Photograph installation from all angles, provide any applicable 

warranties to client, and get final approval on finished install. 

https://www.qocreate.com/resources.html


 

 
 

Benefits of 
you doing the 
work. 

We design every project specifically for one customer and site, and 
take a holistic, environmentally-sensitive approach to playground and 
recreational area construction. We are familiar with the weather 
conditions of the mid-Atlantic region - changing seasons and high 
humidity, for instance - and take those challenges into consideration 
whenever we design a play feature or rec trail. We also offer full 
landscape architecture capabilities, using native plants whenever 
possible and always considering drainage.  

Qualifications 
you have to 
do the work. 

Our company was founded in 2016, after our CEO and COO 
collaborated on their first private project in a client’s back yard. Since 
then, we’ve built a team of design, construction, and landscaping 
professionals, who believe in the power of recreation and play. We 
have won multiple awards for our designs and installations, and are 
Playground Safety Inspector Certified. 

 
If you develop a solution profile for each type of work you do, it’s a gold 
mine when you have to write a proposal. We know the actions and we 
know how to do the work. We’ve got the plot in hand. 
 
So, we recommend you take a couple hours a week and write your solution 
profiles until you have them all down on paper. Start with the main work 
you do. Keep it in one place where everyone can see it. And please, give it 
to the people who help write your proposals! Also, use it as a baseline for 
when you do competitive research. 
 
With the plot and subplots laid out, we can turn our attention to conflict. 
Character, setting, and action set us up for the juice that everyone loves—
friction, stress, anxiety, and apprehension. 

Conflict 
The height of plot comes from conflict and tension. Desire meets a 
problem. Efficiency meets lack of information. Public announcement meets 
poor planning and communication. Happy island town meets natural 
disaster. Most problems arise from the want of something better. And this 



 

 
 

is ultimately the reason proposals exist.  A buyer wants something they do 
not have. The seller gives it to them in exchange for money. 
 
With the work we did to develop our solution profiles, we have all the 
ingredients we need for a good story. But a good story isn’t just about 
people in general—it’s about a specific problem and specific actions taken 
to solve it. And a proposal isn’t just about our typical solution, or about the 
work we’ve done in the past. A proposal is about what we can do to solve 
someone’s specific problem now.  
 
A plot doesn’t really come alive until we get to something specific, like “It 
was a typical morning until the meteor struck.” Consequently, your 
solution profiles won’t really come alive -- won’t become a proposal -- until 
they meet and address a customer’s real conflict. 
 
Conflict helps illuminate our reason for being, and tells us how good we 
are at what we do. It sets the stage for success or failure. It reveals us.  
 
If you write a lot of proposals, you realize most of us face the same 
problems in our respective disciplines. We want more time. We want more 
money. We want greater efficiency. We want better and cheaper. We want 
more sustainable impact. We want safety. We want to know how best to 
handle change. We want technology to automate the mundane. We want 
to beat the competition and stay in the game. 
 
Most organizations have similar problems. For example, technology. We all 
use technology. Most of the time we get that technology in the form of a 
product or service from an organization. 
 
A plot for selling technology goes something like this: understand what the 
customer wants; design the technology; build it; integrate it into the 
customer’s life or organization; maintain it; and when necessary, replace 
or dispose of the technology. 



 

 
 

This particular plot has many potential conflicts. Whether you start at the 
beginning, middle, or end, each phase can get messy. Here is a sample of 
common conflicts when building or implementing new technology. 
 
The customer doesn't know what they need or what is possible. Building 
or implementing the right technology requires knowing what the customer 
needs. An organization may know they need a way for everyone to 
communicate and share information, but that’s about it. When they ask 
for help implementing a project management solution, the requirements 
are not well defined. So, they end up buying something that kind of meets 
their needs, but not really. Or a custom solution ends up costing more 
than projected. Because the things they really needed weren’t included in 
the initial request, they get a partial solution and more problems. 
 
Technology is not the problem! Most of the time people in an organization 
disagree on the source of a problem. Sometimes the problem doesn’t have 
anything to do with technology, so putting a system in place doesn’t help. 
For example, a product company may have trouble with customer service. 
Calls aren’t being returned in a timely manner and ratings are low. The 
company implements a help desk solution for their customer service team, 
thinking technology and automation may help increase response times. 
After all the investment, they still have low approval ratings. It turns out 
they have a hiring and training problem, not a technology problem. Their 
people aren’t motivated and don’t know the answers to basic questions. 
 
Poor choices in implementing software make work harder. Sometimes 
adding software to an organization’s workflow makes things more 
complicated. Say you need a way to track employee hours to pay them. 
You also want to give customers an hour-by-hour report of your work. Up 
until now, employees would record their hours in a spreadsheet. At the end 
of the week you consolidate the spreadsheets and write your reports. Your 
company wants to save time on this task, so you look for apps and 
software to help make things easier. 



 

 
 

After a little research, you subscribe to a service that helps with payroll 
and human resources. After the first payroll, you find out that the service’s 
time and reporting capabilities are limited. You can log and report hours 
each day by person, but that’s it. You can’t associate those hours with a 
job or a description. You realize you need another application to track 
hours by project and report on those hours to customers. Now you have 
two applications to do one thing. You don’t save any time because you 
and your employees have to navigate two systems. 
 
People don’t want to use new technology, even if it makes life easier. The 
reality in corporate life is that most people don’t like change. We don’t 
want to learn new technologies. We will tolerate and complain about time 
drains and bottlenecks. But when given a tool to make work easier, we 
hesitate. We prefer comfort over progress. If a company implements a new 
technology, there is no guarantee that people will adopt it. If software is 
too difficult to use, it will fall by the wayside. 
 
To summarize, organizations would do well to consider the following when 
implementing new technology: (1) customers may not know what they 
want or need; (2) the underlying problem may be one that technology 
cannot solve; (3) the larger picture and interrelationships are critical—
introducing technology in one place can create more complexity and a 
greater burden on employees overall; and (4) most people need help 
adjusting to changes that new technology brings. 
 
No matter what technology an organization implements, it is good to 
understand that these problems will likely influence the outcome. Everyone 
deals with them at one point or another. So, if you are a technology 
company developing a solution profile on how you implement new 
services, make sure to address the common and relevant challenges. Show 
that you understand how to help customers with the real underlying needs 
and promote change. Demonstrate that you know the question of solving 
problems goes beyond the technology itself. 



 

 
 

To put it differently, average proposals for technology products and 
services follow a similar plot: solve a technology problem. Most companies 
writing proposals will struggle to define how they do this every time they 
write a proposal. Working on deadlines, they don’t have time to think 
about the customer’s real conflict. They spend their time just trying to find 
the answer to the customer’s questions and end up with a general 
response that barely answers the mail. 
 
What makes a goddamned good proposal is when you resolve the real 
conflict, get the true villain, and really save the day. If you have your 
characters, setting, and plot already drawn up, you have everything you 
need to solve the technology problem. So, from the start you can focus on 
the more difficult work of defining the potential buyer’s true conflict, 
choosing the right path forward for them. A normal company that is 
unprepared will just write a series of steps in their proposal. You will 
provide a solution that gets right to the heart of the matter for that 
customer, and that makes you a hero. 
 
Sound like pretty tough shoes to fill? Thankfully, if you do the work we’ve 
talked about up front, you should be ready to step right into them. Let’s 
consider our example company, Qocreate Construction. They build family-
friendly recreational play areas. Their solution profile shows the general 
way they build tailored sites.  
 
However, each job is different. As we noted earlier, the City of Fenwick 
hired Qocreate Construction to create a family-friendly recreational play 
area in the city’s small downtown. The work included refurbishing the 
footbridge over a busy road. The closing of nearby pedestrian crossings 
led the city to request that Qocreate Construction expedite their work, as 
the footbridge was now the most convenient pedestrian thoroughfare 
connecting two shopping areas. Thankfully, the company succeeded 
through thoughtful work planning.  
 



 

 
 

Now imagine that Qocreate Construction has a new opportunity. The 
potential buyer states in their request for proposal that the recreational 
area construction project runs the risk of negatively affecting events the 
city has planned around the local park. In working the proposal, Qocreate 
Construction can tailor the steps in their solution profile to ensure they 
execute the work without creating hassles for park users, city planners, or 
local businesses. They have time to do this in the proposal, because they 
have already articulated the steps to solve the general problem of building 
recreational areas in public places. Now they can discuss ways to engage 
the community and accommodate scheduling conflicts. 
 
In addition, the company can use the City of Fenwick example to 
demonstrate their ability to adapt to constraints and ad hoc requests. This 
kind of conflict resolution in proposals garners respect with potential 
buyers. It shows you care about the details. You can give substantial 
thought to solving a specific conflict, which sets you apart from the 
majority of competitors just getting by on leftovers from old proposals. 
 
This brings us to the final element of Story: resolution. This is where we get 
to shine. We know ourselves, our market, our approach, and the problems 
we can solve. Now, we get to the heart of the matter. Playing the hero. 
Remember, conflict is your reason for being. Whatever it is, know your 
conflict and make it the central part of your story. Find people with that 
conflict, and help them resolve it. 

Resolution 
Without resolution there would be no end to conflict. In music, when a 
note resolves, it resolves tension. The preceding suspense and dissonance 
create interest, but no one wants to persist in chaos indefinitely.  
Stories also resolve. They may roll through waves of tension and climax, 
but most of the time conflict diminishes.  
 



 

 
 

Here is where we are in story, so far. We (the characters) are in a place 
(the setting) doing work (the plot). This work helps a potential buyer with a 
conflict, solving a problem or realizing a desire. Dissonance (something 
difficult and unpleasant) turns to consonance (something stable, pleasant, 
agreeable). The customer gets satisfaction. 
 
Satisfaction is a sense of pleasure from fulfilling desire. It doesn’t 
necessarily mean the end. But it does mean resolution—which is the act of 
meeting a desire or solving a problem or contention. 
 
For proposals, resolution is critical. It shows how well the business 
performs. It tells the result. How well did we deal with the conflict? Was 
the customer satisfied? Would they hire us again?  
 
Resolution can tie into your customer profiles, where you note and keep 
track of accomplishments, meeting performance goals, and accolades for 
notable achievements. Capitalize on these resolutions to show you’re the 
best vendor to get the work done. If you’re performing well, you’ve got 
everything you need to write great proposals and grow. 

Measure 
To show we’re performing well, we need to measure satisfaction. We can 
find a metric to track, allowing us to determine if we’re solving the 
problem. Qocreate Construction can point to the fact that they completed 
the City of Fenwick project three days ahead of schedule, even with the 
demand of accommodating unexpected pedestrian traffic. They can cite 
the fact that the bridge remained open during peak business hours. 
Keeping track of this information across many contracts means they can 
include this in the “Accomplishments” section of their organization profile: 
 

• 100% early or on-time job completion since inception, with proven 
ability to accommodate unexpected schedule changes based on 
customer needs. 



 

 
 

These kinds of numbers help convince your audience that you can achieve 
the resolution they’re looking for—one that’s not too long in arriving! 
Let’s consider another example. In proposals, customers usually want help 
increasing their chances of winning while using the least amount of 
resources. And they want to be efficient with their money in the process.  
 

 
The team does one or two proposals a month, but they’re not seeing much 
success, winning 1 in 6 proposals; most of the company’s business comes 
from word of mouth inquiries. The overhead in the sales department is 
high and the executives want to see a better return (conflict). 
 
A great proposal company can accomplish the same amount of work as 
Qocreate Construction’s team, but with just two people. Those two people 
produce outstanding proposals that win more business than the current 
team—1 in 4 proposals.  
 
To figure this out, measure (1) number of people doing the work and man 
hours spent producing proposals; (2) the win rate equals number of 
proposals won divided by number of proposals bid; and (3) capital 
resources expended. Using these numbers you can determine resolution. 

 
Qocreate Construction has five employees in its sales department. All 
five of these employees have a role in working proposals: 
 

Proposal manager: runs the show 
Proposals coordinator: keeps people on task and contributes to content 
Lead designer: provides the content 
Graphics artist: makes the proposal look good 
Editor: checks for grammar and style corrections 
 



 

 
 

Fewer people winning more work equals satisfaction. The rest of the sales 
team can now turn to other priorities. 
 
One more example. A city government customer wants to develop a web 
application allowing people to pay their energy bills online. Right now, 
people mail in checks or call customer service. Processing paper checks or 
taking credit card information over the phone averages about 5 minutes a 
transaction. Numbers have to be double-checked, entries need to be 
reconciled. This takes additional time. Overall, the average time to process 
bill payment is about 7.5 minutes. However, customers may wait in line or 
on the phone for up to 20 minutes, making the transaction time much 
longer, and the ultimate customer satisfaction much lower. 
 
The city government decides to purchase an app to help with billing. They 
put out a request for proposal and select a winning bid. The new app 
connects users to an online payment system, where bills can be viewed 
and paid. There are people who prefer the old way, but about 85% adapt 
to using the app. Transaction time drops—from 7.5 minutes to 25 seconds. 
Lines for payment decrease. In just a few months, the value is apparent. 
 
In these examples there is a quantifiable improvement, something that 
can be measured. Each results in a number of tangible benefits that may 
be hard to measure: happiness, contentment, excitement. The measures 
themselves tell only part of the story. However, they do help validate the 
reason for the happiness and excitement. Include quantifiable results and 
corollary benefits when tracking your resolutions for customers. 

Evolve 
In the beginning of this chapter, we talked about:  

• Characters - your organization, people, customers, and competitors;  
• Setting - the environment and preferences of your market; 
• Plot - the work you do; and 
• Conflict - how you solve specific problems for customers. 



 

 
 

Resolution builds the overall story, relying on a series of smaller stories 
(each service or product) as an organization evolves. Each success and 
every failure tell us something. Championships build up over seasons, but 
come down to one game, a series of small resolutions building to the 
grand finale. But even after a championship there are other years and 
other seasons. Life goes on. 
 
The key to goddamned good proposals is to take your stories and run with 
them. Update your character profiles, buyer profiles, and solution profiles 
every quarter. Keep them together in a place anyone in your organization 
can access. Make sure they know how to find them and can tell them to 
the world. Have your team help in updating the content. Have them take 
responsibility for the trajectory of their own stories, and consequently, the 
greater overall story. Some stories may be timeless, but you’ll want to 
keep yours up to date. Currency sells these days. 
 
Having your story written out allows you to quickly and readily write 
proposals. Read on to find out how a system for shaping and telling your 
story in each proposal can redefine how you do business. It will definitely 
change how you do proposals and how many of your resources are 
required to produce them. 

  



 

 
 

 

Element 2: System 
In Element 1: Story, we talked about the elements of character, setting, 
plot, conflict, and resolution. Each is critical to defining who you are, who 
you work with, what you do, and how well you do it. In order to take these 
elements and make them useful for proposals, we need a system. 
 
A system is a group of interconnected things working together for a 
common purpose. Systems require organization, communication, and 
maintenance. From great to small—solar system to immune system to 
your computer’s operating system—life exists within systems. 
 
For business, systems comprise the vital information and processes that 
make things run. Financial, contracts, human resource, customer 
relationship, project management, and reporting systems drive the 



 

 
 

functions that allow businesses to exist and operate. Business literature is 
inundated with talk about making systems more efficient, improving and 
automating processes, and adhering to higher standards for effectiveness.  
 
But most of this advice around systems misses the point. Without good 
information or material, a system will fail. That’s why we put story before 
system in the steps of developing goddamned good proposals. What you 
get out of a system directly correlates to what you put into it. 
 

 
Because a system operates as a whole to provide a predictable output, the 
system usually stops functioning if something goes wrong in one area. 
Think of an electrical system with faulty wiring, or an education system 
without curriculum designers or teachers. And while many systems may 
take forever to figure out (think of the solar and immune systems!), others 
aren’t so complicated. You probably have a system for making coffee or 
tea in the morning, or for getting dressed, paying bills, grocery shopping, 
keeping track of appointments . . . the list goes on.  
 
We’re not the first to talk about systems for proposals. All kinds of systems 
can work. For example, one company has a 96-step system for developing 
proposals. Others have software, templates, and best practices.  
 

 
Serious work on Story allows us to feed our proposal system with 
genuinely great input. Great input allows us to use the system to:  
 

• Tell our story consistently, again and again 
• Add to the story and continue to refine it as time goes on 
• Notice when the story takes a wrong turn and get it back on track 
• See if we need to fix or improve on any of the parts 

 



 

 
 

We find that most of these systems and proposal advice are complicated 
and not sustainable. For most people, 96 steps is too many for anything 
(unless they’re walking). And we don’t have time to figure out new 
software, or we don’t want to change the way we do things that much! 
Finding a usable system requires something much more straightforward. 
 
Fortunately, we can help with three guiding principles—Organize, Develop, 
Articulate. You can organize your story and content without much hassle. 
We can help you develop your ideas and articulate them to your market. 
No need for bells and whistles (unless you’re into that kind of thing). We’ll 
help you get set up, create the parts of the whole, and establish a 
mechanism for using and refining those parts again and again. 

Organize 
Proposals begin with organization. Think about it this way: organs perform 
specific functions in relation to a broader whole. Consider the heart, the 
skin, or the brain. These organs perform specific actions inside a complex 
machine: the human body. They are the parts. Organizing is putting parts 
together in a certain way and with the mechanisms that support proper 
function. This organization helps deliver intended outcomes.  
 
For the body, outcomes include many things like breathing, speaking, 
moving, and using sensory perceptions to smell, taste, see, hear, and feel. 
The parts make up the whole. The whole works for a purpose. The parts 
working as a whole is a system. 
 
Most systems require the organization of several things to operate: 
working parts, structure, and process. 
 
Working Parts. A tiger’s heart in a mouse’s body wouldn’t work properly. 
Or orange juice as a substitute for fuel in an internal combustion engine. 
Systems need the right parts working in the right context to function. If 
you have the wrong parts, or parts that don’t work, the system breaks. 



 

 
 

Structure. Structure means putting things together and arranging them to 
make a whole. Think of a puzzle. Things go together in a certain way to 
produce a picture. This is true of many things in life, from how motor 
vehicles operate to how bodies function to how we get paid for the work 
we do. Structure puts the building blocks of our lives together, essentially 
determining our experiences. Nature, buildings, computers, money—all 
work within natural and manmade structures to produce our experiences. 
 
Process. Process consists of a series of actions that lead to a result. Often, 
for a system to work or a structure to thrive, you have to put things 
together in a certain order. For example, gardening requires certain steps. 
First, you plant seeds. The seeds put down roots, and then emerge from 
the ground (this is called germination). Over time, the seed-become-plant 
uses light, nutrients, and water to grow. The growing plant creates new 
fruits and additional seeds, and the process can start over again.  
 
Fruits and vegetables grow using different structures—stalks, bushes, 
trees, vines–but all of them go through the steps above: seed, roots, 
germination, growth. Subsequently, when we ingest food like fruits and 
vegetables, our body follows a series of steps to turn that food into 
energy, nutrition, and waste. Functioning systems require process.  
 
When you organize, you put working parts together using a certain 
structure and process. 
 
For proposals, organization is the preeminent consideration. Each buyer, 
be it a private or government entity, has certain things they want to know 
when they ask for products and services. They tell us how they want to see 
the information presented. As offerors, we organize our proposals to give 
them what they want.  
 
To organize our proposals, we have to put our stories in a structure the 
customer understands. The context of the buyer’s request determines the 



 

 
 

elements of the story we include. The customer’s desired structure for the 
proposal determines the order of our response to their request.  
 
Context determines the elements. Depending on the nature of the 
customer’s requirements, the distinct elements required for a successful 
proposal vary wildly. For instance, imagine that a school district wants to 
install a dozen playgrounds simultaneously on various school properties.  
 
In addition to all the other work required (site selection, budget, finding an 
equipment vendor), the system needs to run water to all selected sites so 
that water bottle fill stations and landscaping irrigation can be installed. 
This means they need to work with a plumbing vendor in addition to 
vendors for the fill station and landscaping irrigation installations. This one 
buyer will generate many proposal requests for this one project. 
 
The school district’s requirements drive the elements necessary for a 
proposal. For example, the district’s request for help with playground 
installation at their 12 school sites might require:  
 

• engineering and design drawings;  
• a bill of materials; 
• the teams and types of skills required for the work; 
• resumes for the key people doing the work; 
• a detailed plan for how the work will be done in each location;  
• a timeline and schedule;  
• a plan to make sure everyone delivers a quality result;  
• a price; and  
• proof that the hired company has done this type of work in the past.  

 
Anyone writing a proposal to install the playgrounds will respond to and 
answer the above requirements. The proposal will take more than 100 
hours to produce even with a team of engineers, writers, editors, and 
graphic designers. 



 

 
 

As another example, a city recreation and parks agency wants to hire staff 
to create and manage its park programs and activities. The proposal 
requirements will look very different from those of the playground project 
for the school district. The government agency may ask for:  
 

• resumes of the proposed program managers; 
• a staffing plan that includes details on how the company will retain 

the managers and fill gaps during absences; and 
• a transition plan to ensure managers get to work quickly.  

 
The playground proposal and the proposal for park management staff 
require work. But the first one requires much more, with higher stakes.  
 
In another scenario, a single day care center wishes to have a new 
playground installed for its toddler program. This request for a proposal 
could be pretty simple. The owners want to know how many days they will 
have to close the facility for the installation to be performed, what stock 
equipment is available for a quick turnaround, and when the contractor is 
available to do the work. They might receive only a few quotes from local 
playground installation companies. 
 
So the context determines what customers want to see in our proposal. 

 
 
Structure determines the order. When potential buyers put together a 
request for a proposal, they may ask to see information presented in a 
certain way. Some customers will give the order in which they want to see 
information. For example, the school system’s proposal request for help 
building its 12 playgrounds might look something like this: 



 

 
 

Sample Proposal Requirements 
Offerors shall provide their proposal responses in four volumes, and in the order 
prescribed below. Any deviation from this organization may be grounds for proposals 
being rejected or rated as unacceptable. Unless otherwise noted, all responses should 
be provided in PDF format. 
 
Volume I: Technical Approach (15 pages) 

a. Staffing and key personnel (i.e., team that will do the work) 
b. Overall approach to the work 
c. Steps, processes, and standards used to accomplish the work by location 
d. Proposed designs and schematics for each site 
e. Bill of materials and labor hours to accomplish overall project, provided as an 

unlocked Excel spreadsheet 
f. Quality control 

 
Volume II: Management Approach (20 pages) 

a. Organizational structure 
b. Roles and responsibilities 
c. Project lifecycle and timelines - detailed schedule for each location, with all 

playgrounds to be installed within 18 months of the date of award 
d. Meeting schedule and reports 

 
Volume III: Past Performance (5 pages) 
Please provide 3 examples in the last 3 years where you accomplished work of similar 
size and scope to this particular project. When providing your answer, please include 
the following information: 

a. Customer name 
b. Contract number 
c. Contract period of performance 
d. Point of contact (address, email, phone) 
e. Dollar amount awarded 
f. Description of the work 

 
Volume IV: Price 
Please provide an executive summary of the pricing provided in Volume I(e), including: 

a. Any discount program you may offer for not-for-profit organizations 
b. Any volume discounts that may be available if multiple sets of stock equipment 

are ordered at once 



 

 
 

In this case, the customer wants to see the information within a particular 
structure, and in a particular order. While it may make more sense to you 
to provide the information differently (for example, a price with the bill of 
materials and labor hours), you always want to provide the information in 
the order and manner requested. 
 
The structure and order requested often conflicts with the structure we lay 
out for our stories. You’ll likely never write a proposal centered on your 
main plot, filled with interesting character development and highlighting 
the conflict and resolution as the story unfolds. But this doesn’t make 
story irrelevant. Actually the opposite is true.  
 
The better you know your story, the better your ability to structure and 
order it so that others understand it in their own terms. If you don’t know 
how the story goes, it’s impossible to tell it coherently by starting in the 
middle. If they demand that you tell them the plot, but they say they don’t 
care at all about the characters, you might struggle to explain the story. 
 
The order in which a customer asks you for information may not make 
sense to you. But don’t let this discourage you. You can take your fully 
vetted story and write around their request with confidence. 
 
Structure and order matter, because they provide a way for the customer 
to understand and evaluate your proposal. Once you determine the 
context and structure for your proposal response—your outline—it allows 
you to develop your ideas and build your story within a framework 
appropriate to your customer’s requirements. 

Develop 
Organizing helps you determine the pieces of your story the customer 
wants to see in a proposal. Developing a proposal narrative and solution 
takes your story and brings it together in the best format to address the 
customer’s requirements and concerns.  



 

 
 

The first step in developing a proposal response is to review the 
requirements. Then develop an outline based on those requirements. You’ll 
need to fold your story into this outline based on the customer’s requested 
format. If you have created your character and solution profiles, you will 
have a lot of the content generated for your response.  
 
For example, a customer may want resumes for the key people who will 
work on the project. You have character profiles for each of your people, 
and can easily create them for people you hire specifically for this job. 
Your format may not match the customer’s format. You have education at 
the forefront; the customer wants to see it at the end. You have mm/yyyy 
for your date format; the customer wants mm/yy. The customer may want 
to know about specific experience not detailed in a character profile or 
resume. You need to pull that information out and present it to them in an 
easy-to-understand format. 
 
In another example, a customer wants to know how you develop 
applications. You have your process mapped out for this, because you’ve 
developed your solution profiles. The customer also wants to know if you 
see any specific risks or issues in performing the requested work. This 
requires additional thought and content related to their circumstances. 
You should be able to easily create this content, because you have time to 
research the customer’s real conflict. You take your approach and tailor it 
for their specific situation. 
 
If you’ve done the hard work on your story, odds are you have about 70% 
of your solution already written. Developing the story is getting the 
remaining 30% right. Here’s how we recommend developing your story. 

Outline 
Create an outline for each proposal volume. Outlines are invaluable for 
planning. On a blank document, the Qocreate Construction team builds 
out the pieces of the proposal the customer asks for in their request. The 



 

 
 

volumes and information contained in the outline are in the exact order of 
the request for proposal. If the potential client stipulates a format, 
Qocreate Construction creates that exact format.  
 
Populate the outline with your story. Bring your story into the outline. 
Resumes, technical solutions, past performance: you developed all these 
pieces when building your story. Don’t worry about the format of the 
information yet, just put it in the right place. For example, Qocreate 
Construction has lots of information requested in its organization profile. 
 
Find the gaps and create a list of them. When you have your story in the 
outline, find the gaps. Resumes may not be in the right format. The 
customer may want additional information on your experience. They may 
ask a question that you can’t answer at the moment. Or they may want an 
executive summary that details how your solution applies directly to them. 
Once you identify the gaps, then you develop additional content for your 
response. To continue our example of responding to the request for 
playgrounds at 12 sites in a school district, there are several items 
Qocreate Construction identifies as missing, including the specific 
proposed timelines and pricing for each site. 
 
Put together a plan to close the gaps. Get together with your team and 
determine the additional input required to close the gaps. Appoint 
someone to close them, give a date by which to complete the work, and 
track the actions. At Qocreate Construction, the work will be done by the 
sales team, with guidance from the leadership team, as a multi-site school 
playground project is a highly visible project for the company. 

Solution 
You’ve taken the steps to outline your proposal and fill it in with your 
story. Now you start the work of tailoring your solution for this particular 
customer. What you do now is critical. The solution provides the greatest 
opportunity to set yourself apart from everyone else proposing to the 



 

 
 

same potential buyer. We recommend the following five critical elements 
to your solution. If you nail these, you stand a great chance of closing the 
deal. Remember, most people will not have a 70% solution out of the gate. 
Your head start allows you to focus on these things and create a 
goddamned good proposal. 
 
1. Provide an overview of the entire solution. This is where you show the 
customer you understand their problem and how to solve it. Use an 
overarching message and lead with illustrations (e.g., graphics or tables) 
that highlight the component elements of the solution. A high-level 
presentation of all elements of the solution provides context for the rest of 
the proposal. It gives buyers a sense that you understand the problem, 
and confidence that your solution can help them.  
 
2. Demonstrate understanding. If you’ve done your homework on the 
potential buyer, you can demonstrate an understanding of their problem. 
For example, in application development, we know there are a lot of 
moving parts, many people involved, and often critical deadlines. We also 
know evaluation and planning are important. Technology may not be the 
problem. And we need to account for the fact that users may resist 
change. So, start there. Tell the potential buyer how you plan to help them 
evaluate the real problem and communicate with their people. Tell them 
you are available on a 24/7 basis, and that you have a plan to meet all 
deadlines, even if obstacles arise. Showing that you have prepared for 
their concerns will go a long way. 
 
3. Share your approach. Once the customer knows you understand them, 
they open up to hearing you. Understand, then be understood. Now you 
can share your approach to the work. This involves the people, the steps 
they will take, how they will report on progress, and how they determine 
when the work is done. Do your best to paint a picture—a day-in-the-life-
of kind of writing. People like to see what they are going to get in return 



 

 
 

for their money. Steps here involve taking your solution profiles and 
tailoring them for the specific project under consideration. 
 
4. Talk about the benefits. One you have your approach laid out, 
differentiate yourself from others. What is the benefit of choosing your 
company to do the work? Can you do the work faster? With fewer 
resources? With a greater result like increased production capacity or 
faster lead times? State the benefits clearly and quantify them, if possible. 
For example, Qocreate Construction might cite previous installations that 
resulted in reduced maintenance costs for operators. This is where you tell 
the customer why you are a great, if not the best, option to help them. 
 
5. Give proof. If you claim benefits, show that they’re real. Talk about 
where you have done it for others and what benefit they received (use 
information from your character profiles for customers, feedback and 
comments, awards and achievements). In our example, Qocreate 
Construction knows their maintenance plan is above industry average. 
Their installations cost less to maintain because their products are durable 
(built for long-term use), easy to clean, and designed to withstand harsh 
weather. In addition, customer service is available under a five-year 
warranty to quickly resolve safety issues or equipment defects. This 
investment has reduced maintenance dollars spent for customers, and 
produced examples of satisfaction and savings that can then be shared 
with potential buyers. 
 
To summarize: start your proposal with an overview. Then use this formula 
to write to each section of your outline. State your understanding of the 
problem, detail your approach, describe the benefits, and provide proof. 
Understanding. Approach. Benefit. Proof. Using these elements will give 
you a complete answer to the customer’s request, one that helps your 
customer see why your solution to their problem is the absolute best. 
 



 

 
 

Articulate 
Once you’ve organized and developed your solution, you need to follow by 
working on articulation. An articulation joins distinct elements in a 
sequence to produce a clear and recognizable outcome. For example, in 
music, an articulation is the clear production of a series of notes. In 
medicine, an articulation is two things connected by a joint. The joint 
provides the foundation for movement. In speech, articulation concerns 
how organs (e.g., tongue, lips, jaw) work together to make sounds. 
 
When we work on articulation in a proposal, we refine the elements, 
joining them together for a clear presentation. Organizing means we have 
the right parts in the right order. Developing the story means we have fully 
addressed the requirements and request. Articulation makes sure our 
message comes across clearly, in a language and format the customer 
understands, to which they can positively respond. Articulation in 
proposals requires consistency in writing, formatting, and copy editing. 
 
Writing. If you have worked in the field of proposals, you have probably 
heard the term “one voice.” Complex proposals require multiple people 
writing different sections concurrently, because scale and specialization 
make it impossible for one person to write it all. When different people 
write different sections, they sound different. They bring their own style.  
 
For example, consider these two sentences: 
“Qocreate Construction will work with input from you, our client, to 
analyze and deconstruct requirements and work activities, prioritizing 
them for optimal service delivery.” 
 
“We work with you to plan the way forward. This includes breaking down 
requirements into their component parts. Then we put them together in an 
order that makes sense and a schedule to deliver what you want on time.” 



 

 
 

Both sentences get the point across, but they are written in different 
voices. The first is verbose, formal, and filled with industry jargon. The 
second is straightforward and sounds like a normal person wrote it. 
 
Rewriting the text in one voice means that the entire proposal sounds like 
it was written by one person. This includes maintaining consistent use of 
person (first, second, or third) and tense (past, present, future) throughout. 
 

 
If you know the customer’s expectation, write to that expectation. If you 
don’t know, take the middle road—not too formal, not too loose. 
 
Consistency in voice also concerns how you address yourself, the 
customer, the solution, and everyone else involved. Names should be 
consistent, and references too. For example, we could refer to Qocreate 
Construction, Inc. with its full name throughout, or as Qocreate 
Construction or QCI. However you set it up in the beginning (for example, 
Qocreate Construction, Inc., hereafter Qocreate Construction), use the 
same name throughout the proposal. The same goes for how you refer to 
the customer and any specific projects. Using different names to refer to 
one thing can get confusing. 
 

 
To help with voice, see if you can answer the following questions before 
you start writing.  
 

• What does the organization or team need to sound like?  
• Is the voice consistent with the brand personality? Personable? 

Authoritative? Familiar? Formal?  
• What language is the customer used to hearing?  
• What key words might the customer recognize?  

 



 

 
 

In other words, know the voice your customer will listen to and use it 
consistently throughout your text. If you’ve completed your story and 
potential buyer profile, you know that voice already. While you may need 
to adapt slightly based on the customer, you should be pretty close. 
 
Formatting. Formatting is something we can automate in programs like 
Microsoft Office and Adobe Creative Cloud. Headings, captions, text 
boxes, etc., can be formatted using predetermined settings to ensure 
consistency. If tables are supposed to have a caption above them, make 
sure every table follows this rule. If you use 10 point font for bullet points, 
use 10 point font for all bullet points. If you have a template that uses 
your company’s color palette, make sure graphics use the same or a 
complementary color palette.  
 
There are many things to consider in formatting, and you may want to 
make a list with notes. If possible, build automation into your formatting 
rules. Here’s a partial list. These are just examples, but you can use this to 
start your own list. You can then use the list to check formatting once you 
complete a document. Be careful though, as formatting guidelines may 
need to be adjusted based on customer requirements! 
 
Sample Formatting Guidelines 
Element Formatting Notes 

Tables All tables have captions above. Naming convention is - Table x. [Title]. 

Figures 
 

All figures have captions below. Naming convention is - Figure x. 
[Title]. [Sentence explaining benefit of the illustration]. 

Bulleted Lists 1. Pure lists of items get no period. 
2. Lists completing an introductory clause get a period. 
3. If list items are complete sentences, or if at least one list item is a 

fragment immediately followed by a complete sentence, use 
normal terminal punctuation: a period, question mark, or 
exclamation point. 



 

 
 

Capitalization All formal names get capitalized - e.g., names of companies, clients, 
documents, books, references. 

Acronyms All first occurrences of acronyms get spelled out - the first letter of 
each word should be capitalized. 

Naming 
Conventions 

These are project specific, but include company name, customer 
name, project name, etc., here to make sure these are consistent 
across the proposal. 

Page 
Numbering 

Sequential by section in the document. Initial front matter (e.g., Table 
of Contents, Acronym List, References) get small Roman numerals. 
Following, each section is sequentially numbered 1-1, 1-2, 1-3 and 
then 2-1, 2-2, 2-3 and then 3-1, 3-2, 3-3. And so on . . .  

Section 
Headings 

Sequentially numbered as follows. 1; 1.1; 1.1.1; 1.2; 1.2.1; and so on. 
Headings are 12pt font, bold, and left aligned with the rest of the text. 

Margins, 
Indents, and 
Spacing 

Margins: 1” on all sides. 
Indent: Hanging, with .15” for first line. 
Spacing: Single space. 

Headers and 
Footers 

Header: Name of customer and project title left aligned, with logo 
right aligned and horizontally centered with text. 
Footer: Page number centered. 

 
If you have a standard for each of the above, you are well on your way to 
consistent formatting. This makes the document pleasant and easy to 
read. If someone has to figure out a heading structure or is wondering why 
an illustration is missing a caption, it may throw off their whole 
perception—and they will start to look for other issues. If they find more 
they may discredit the entire proposal. Aptly formatted documents 
demonstrate an attention to detail that gives your proposal credibility. 
 
If you write proposals to one customer or many customers with the same 
formatting requirements, consider building a template. A template can 
have automated styles for headings, fonts, text boxes, tables, etc. Starting 
from a template saves time because you don’t have to format a new 



 

 
 

document for each proposal. If you are writing multiple volumes, this can 
save you 3 to 5 hours a proposal, easily. 
 
Copy Editing. Copy editing provides a close, line-by-line read of the 
proposal to improve grammar, spelling, punctuation, accuracy, and 
readability. A good copy edit gives you a clean, error-free document fit for 
its purpose. This is the last step in the proposal cycle before packaging 
and sending to the customer. Make sure you’ve got it right. Misspelled 
words, inconsistent statistics, out-of-date references, and so on greatly 
affect the integrity of your proposal. Get a professional copy editor, or 
someone on your team with a keen attention to detail and a good 
understanding of English grammar, to help make sure you produce a 
quality proposal. If you’ve invested time in your story and system, this final 
check makes all that time worth it.  
 
This leads us to the last element of writing a goddamned good proposal. 
The finishing touch demands style. How a proposal looks and feels may 
not get a lot of airtime, but anything visually attractive and clean will gain 
an upper hand over something messy and difficult to comprehend. If all 
things are the same in two proposals, style may secure the win. It’s the 
final polish that distinguishes a proposal as your own rather than someone 
else's in the stack for review. 
 

  



 

 
 

 

Element 3: Style 
Style brings us full circle in the discussion of goddamned good proposals, 
and this is the crowning part of the work. You have a story. You have a 
system by which to tell it. And now you get to put your stamp on it, the 
mark by which you continue to distinguish yourself from others. The 
difference comes through in your substance, voice, and appearance. You 
mean what you say, and you can back it up.  
 
Too often proposals are littered with jargon and vague statements of 
ability, and demonstrate very little value or thoughtfulness. Most 
companies never document their story. If they do, proposal writers muddle 
through without a system. If you master story and system, style will take 
you well beyond the reach of most competitors. They have to do business; 
they don’t have time to worry about how things look or sound. 



 

 
 

Marketing agencies understand the power of style. They use consistency in 
substance, voice, and appearance to brand organizations and influence 
public perceptions. Brands give a promise, the substance of which is 
evident in their goods or services. People recognize brands through the 
voice, messaging, logo, illustrations, and imagery of the company. The 
voice and appearance provide the connection with an audience so they 
say, “Hey! I recognize that outfit! I LOVE [insert company name]!”  
 
If you have an established style and use it in your proposals, people will 
recognize it. They are used to quality stories, voices, and visuals because 
this content is everywhere—on billboards, in commercials, on the radio, 
and in advertisements all over the place. They won’t necessarily expect it 
in a proposal, so if present it will immediately set you apart.   

Substance 
Your substance comes from living out your story. The characters, setting, 
plot, conflict, and resolution form the core of your message. They tell who 
you are, what you do, where you do it, and how well you do it. Over time, 
the story takes shape. You become known as the organization with 
outstanding talent, or as the company breaking down barriers to make life 
better for small businesses. Or, you gain a reputation as someone who 
cuts corners and fails to deliver on time. Or, you started to cut costs on the 
materials for your product and now they wear out faster than before. 
 
As your organization evolves, you get to determine the substance of your 
style. Make sure it aligns with your character(s) and purpose. At Qocreate, 
our substance comes from the personae we try to live out each day—
creator and explorer. We approach each project with a fresh and curious 
perspective and pay attention to two things: time and quality. We never 
miss a deadline and we never turn in a bad product. It’s simple, but that’s 
the substance of our style. It’s what we deliver day in and day out to each 
of our customers. You can ask them about us. 



 

 
 

For your organization, the substance may be loyalty. It may be luxury. It 
may be outstanding customer service. For Qocreate Construction, it’s a 
commitment to sustainable, eco-friendly playground installations. I can tell 
you that a computer manufacturer with good customer service that can 
be reached immediately would make a killing today. Most of them leave us 
hanging (holding?) on a line (telephone or chat) and don’t seem to care. 
 
Your style comes down to your people and the image you want to project. 
Friendly. Serious. Competent. Creative. High-tech. Low-tech. Whatever. It 
doesn’t matter what you claim as long as you can back it up over the long 
haul. People will find out whether or not you are speaking to or living up to 
your claims. If you are not, they may not listen to your voice. 

Voice 
The voice determines how we sound to others. Angry or mean words 
indicate something different than calm, confident, and inspiring words. 
Some people focus on outselling or beating the competition, and it comes 
through in their proposals. Some people will use any words to get 
business, even if there is no substance behind them.  
 
As an example of the power of voice, it is commonplace to use 
superlatives in sales language. Many organizations say they are best-in-
class, have unmatched service, and unparalleled experience. They want to 
sound important. The truth is that most everyone says these things 
because marketers have convinced us to use this language. But so little 
evidence exists to back up the claims.  
 
It’s one thing to say, “Our staff is comprised of highly qualified developers, 
who possess best-in-class skills to solve your problems.” Anyone can say 
this—it’s an empty sentence. Here’s an alternative. “Our staff create 
tailored Human Resource business applications. This year alone they have 
saved 3 different customers a combined 980 working days of labor, and 
completely eliminated work backlogs in the respective HR departments.”  



 

 
 

A true voice matches the organization’s personality. At Qocreate, being 
creators and explorers, we use normal language. We want to relate to 
people and cut out all the hyperbole. We let our products and services 
speak for themselves, with no hyped-up language necessary. But our 
words and talk would be different if we presented ourselves as heroes, or 
magicians, or outlaws. We might say more and ask fewer questions. Our 
conversations would carry a more authoritative tone. 
 
Determine your organization’s personality and figure out how you want to 
sound to the public and to potential buyers. 
 
The voice of your proposals should align with the substance of them. The 
substance comes from the story. Customers usually recognize the 
difference between a genuine claim and smoke and mirrors. While we 
have seen companies succeed by lying and engaging in puffery, this is 
rare. Far more often, the companies with the strongest story and a 
consistent narrative win the most business over the long term. 

Appearance 
The final element of style regards the appearance of your proposals. Color 
scheme, visuals, layout all provide an opportunity to engage the customer. 
While this comes as an afterthought in many industries, it pays to make 
things look sharp. We have a couple of suggestions for making your 
proposals look great, without spending a fortune on graphic designers 
(though, we love you, graphic designers, and want you to eat well, too!). 
 
Appearance is important because it lends the final notch of credibility. We 
understand that looks aren’t everything and can even be deceiving. 
However, just because appearance is last here, it’s not an afterthought. A 
good-looking proposal gives credence to claims of greatness or ability to 
solve a customer’s problem. Taking time to make a proposal look good is 
like taking time to get ready for an important event. Maybe it’s a first date 
or a job interview or a trade show. You want to make the best impression. 



 

 
 

To close out the story, system, style trajectory, here are a few hints on 
appearance. If you can make them happen (and it won’t always be 
possible), you’ll be better for it. 
 
Create a template consistent with your logo design and color palette. If 
you haven’t already, talk to a graphic designer and have them create a 
template for your proposals. This should include a cover page you can 
manipulate and change, along with headers and footers that have your 
logo and colors. Tables, graphs, illustrations, and heading styles should 
reflect the color choices and give the customer a sense of familiarity. For 
example, we like to include the customer’s logo on the cover page and use 
imagery specific to their domain or industry. As we mentioned earlier, 
having a template with pre-designed elements and styles allows you to 
quickly organize and develop outlines for proposals. A template provides 
design consistency and makes your work much easier. 
 
Use core graphics for your processes and solutions. When you write your 
solution profiles, have someone help create graphics (using colors like 
those in your logo and template). The graphics should have a similar look 
and feel, and represent the range of processes and steps in your work. 
Have the designer provide the graphics in a format where you can easily 
manipulate, size, and tailor text. If you use Microsoft Office primarily, 
PowerPoint is a good option. If Adobe, then Illustrator is a good option. 
Graphics should be resizable to any dimension (known in the graphics 
world as vector graphics). These core graphics will serve as the visual 
foundation for your story. Planned consistency will help your appearance 
look sharp and intentional. 
 
Generate an overall illustration of your solution for each proposal. At the 
beginning of each proposal, provide a graphic or series of graphics that 
puts the whole solution in one place. This is the picture worth a thousand 
words. If people can see how all the pieces fit together, they’ll hopefully 
settle into reading the proposal with a sense of anticipation. Developing 



 

 
 

this illustration will require an on-call graphic designer, or part-time one, 
but the conceptual benefit is worth it. Many times just creating an overall 
graphic provides insight into the solution itself. Depicting how the pieces 
fit together also helps inform writing for each of the individual sections. 
 
Have a designer on retainer or standby. It’s rare in the proposal world to 
need a full-time designer. Unless you’re doing six to ten (or more) 
proposals a month, an on-call designer will be sufficient. They can help 
develop custom cover pages and illustrations for proposals, or modify 
existing graphics. 
 
Developing a recognizable style will help potential buyers pick you out 
among others in the market. And like many things, your style needs 
constant attention. You have to be on point, at the ready any moment.  
 
This leads us to the final word in the book: how to keep the story alive. 
 

  



 

 
 

 

Keep the Story Alive 
The beauty of stories is that they exist and thrive in the retelling. They 
persist as long as we help them persist. As we tell stories, they change. We 
embellish, forget parts, make up others, and over time lose the original 
message and intent. Stories evolve. If we want to tell the world something 
consistently, and allow the story to grow, how do we do it? How do we 
keep the story alive and stay true to it? The answer is: we maintain it. 
 
We have given you exercises to help create your story. You can develop 
your people and customer profiles (characters), solution profiles (plot), and 
potential buyer profiles (addressing specific conflicts). Change them as 
time goes on. Keep them in one place and make someone responsible for 
updating them each quarter. Develop graphics to go with your story and 
make sure you can update them on your own when necessary.  



 

 
 

The key to keeping the story alive is having a plan for maintenance. We 
recommend a simple approach: reduce and reuse. 
 
Reduce. Over time information builds and gains in complexity. This is 
where we started this book, with information proliferating out of control. It 
results in not being able to find what you need when you need it. The 
world of information tends to chaos and overproduction. We have so 
much data and input that it’s difficult to manage or know what to do with 
on any given day. The rate of production continues to increase 
exponentially. While the world of information grows, it becomes 
increasingly difficult to find the best content.  
 
In other words, less is still more. We tend to think our lives are filled with 
variety and everything is changing, but a hard look may tell a different 
story. Work follows life cycles, and those generally remain the same. So, 
practice the discipline of reducing your content to what you need and use 
on a regular basis. Put it somewhere you can find it. We promise that 
you’ll be ahead in the game if you do this. 
 
Reuse. As you reduce your content to what you need, you produce quality 
information that you can use to tell your story again and again. Make sure 
to validate this reusable material every quarter with your team and make 
changes as necessary. Keeping things up to date ensures accurate 
proposals. We talked about this reuse concept in our discussion of Story. 
Resumes, past performance or experience references, and approaches to 
technical problems can be incorporated into proposals easily, formatted to 
customer preference. It may take a couple months to get all this 
information in order, and a couple hours a quarter to maintain it. 
However, over the long term it will save you hundreds of hours of looking 
for data or trying to cobble it together.  
 
Reducing the amount of information you reuse to the absolute essentials 
makes it easier to maintain over time. 



 

 
 

One final word here on keeping the story alive. There is a popular term 
used in the proposal world for content that gets used again and again: 
boilerplate. The term refers to standard pieces of text that express 
generally accepted processes or information. We like to avoid this term, 
because it refers to (among other things) units of writing that can be used 
over and over without change. Our intent in reusing character and solution 
profile content is that it will always change on contact with a live proposal 
or specific customer problem. The idea is to have a starting place, which 
can be easily adapted for specific purposes. This is different than 
boilerplate. That type of unchanging text is good for legal contracts and 
computer code, but not proposal writing. 
 
To close out this book, the basic concept goes like this. Create your story. 
Maintain it as you tell and retell it. Work changes into the system, getting 
rid of the old and outdated and making space for the new. 
 
By using the story, system, style approach presented here, you can make 
every proposal on your journey the best! Your organization will become 
known for not only great work, but for goddamned good proposals. 
 
Thanks for reading! For reusable templates and other resources, visit 
qocreate.com/resources.  
 

 
 

https://www.qocreate.com/resources
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