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Introduction

If a company wants to win a bid opportunity, the proposal it submits in response to a federal Request for Proposal (RFP) must be unique.  Furthermore, the proposal must address the customer’s issue or problems and the company submitting the offer must propose customer-centric solutions.  Proposals that do not address the foregoing elements lose.  

Common components or sections of a proposal include:

· Executive Summary

· Compliance Matrix

· Technical Approach

· Management Plan

· Personnel

· Corporate Experience

Companies entering the federal arena are often unaware that templates addressing the common elements listed above can be used to make the process of proposal writing much more efficient and cost effective. Templates can save your proposal team countless man hours.  Furthermore, they provide your writing staff with the free time needed to tailor your proposal to the needs of the client or end user.  

Template Structure and Content

Proposal templates are comprised of a detailed proposal outline supplemented with model text and standard presentation formats. The template is used as an initial proposal outline which the user then expands to meet the specific requirements of the RFP.  The general rule of thumb is the more modification and refinement, the better the proposal. 

A general proposal template contains the following elements:

Executive Summary – provides an outline for a typical Executive Summary and an example of a winning summary.

Compliance Matrix – contains preparation instructions for the proposal (including RFP deconstruction procedures and a sample format).

Technical Approach - a hierarchical task/subtask outline which the user customizes based on the statement of work from the RFP. For most proposals, the proposal manager will, using the requirements of the RFP, develop a work breakdown structure from the statement of work and insert it into the hierarchical outline. Work task and solution text can carry over from one proposal to another if similar work is performed across several federal agencies (e.g., companies that manage IT infrastructures and maintain facilities at military bases). As a result, sample text from previous solutions can be inserted in the template as a starting point for technical writers.

The resulting outline - which is responsive to the specifications of the RFP - is then assigned to one or more technical or subject matter specialists who will write the sections of the technical approach.  These sections must address the customer’s needs and your proffered solutions. 

Management Plan – the template provides a detailed textual outline of the Management Plan.  The Management Plan is developed using the management requirements culled from the RFP and generic management plan text. The outline is then refined during the writing process (usually by the proposal manager) to meet the customer’s specific management requirements.

Corporate Experience – contains standard introductory text and corporate experience summary formats which are then tailored by the user to the meet the specifications of the RFP. Corporate experience summaries are selected from a company’s experience database and refined and expanded to demonstrate that the company is experienced in performing precisely the work specified in the RFP.

Personnel - provides standard introductory text and resume formats which are then modified by the user to meet the requirements of the RFP. Resumes for key persons are selected from a company’s resume database and refined and expanded to show that each person’s experience matches the work requirements of the RFP.

Business Proposal – contains a detailed outline and spreadsheet formats.  The spreadsheets and the specific information required by the RFP are then developed by the company’s financial unit.

Templates Provide Structure and Improve Proposal Responsiveness

In order to write a winning proposal, your company must have a structure in place.  Without it, you will not prevail.  Successful proposal writers will tell you that the writing process cannot have too much structure. A structured process ensures that a proposal will be responsive to the requirements of the RFP and will enhance the proposal’s overall quality. 

Proposal templates provide a common structure and save significant corporate dollars because your staff does not have to reinvent the wheel for each proposal. When used correctly, templates allow proposal writers to respond to specific customer requirements with unique solutions. They allow you to focus on the text that will gain you the most evaluation points, not on recreating generic content. 

Templates Save Money 

Writing and editing one page of proposal text can take five hours or more. Ask company management about the average time required to write a proposal page and the response will typically be an hour or so. Ask a proposal manager the same question and he will most likely say that my estimate of five hours may be too low.  Using five hours as a rough guide, a one hundred-paged proposal can require 500 man hours and cost $50,000 (assuming a professional writer bills at $100.00 per hour). By using templates, a business can realize savings of 30 – 60% off that estimate. The actual savings incurred depends on the type of proposal being drafted and the number of times the template has been used and refined. 

For example, the work required to maintain a military base is relatively standard from project to project. A template for this type of proposal becomes even more valuable and saves more writing time as it is applied to proposals over time. In contrast, the savings in applying a template to a unique service or a research project would be less.  

The greatest savings in using model text is usually in writing the Management Plan part of the proposal (although model text may be used to varying degrees in every chapter). Management Plan requirements, as specified in various federal RFP’s, tend to be generic. For example, most RFP’s require project organization and management plans, performance measuring systems and procedures, human resource plans, quality assurance plans, and reporting procedures. The approach to carrying out these generic functions is essentially the same from proposal to proposal. How many ways can you write a quality assurance plan? And a description of a program management department, created to manage a contract, looks generally the same from proposal to proposal.

Certain other chapters or content are also inherently generic (e.g., chapter and section introductions, corporate experience formats, resume formats, etc.). Personnel and Corporate Experience chapters are generally consistent from one proposal to the next.  Templates work very well for such content. The time saved can then be used to carefully refine resumes and corporate experience descriptions to the requirements of the RFP.   

Criticisms of Templates

Some say that the use of templates makes a proposal bland and generic. This is true if model text is not refined in such a manner as to make it appear that it was drafted specifically for the bid opportunity.  It is therefore critical that time be spent on modifying the model text.  Templates begin as generic content and end up as responsive content if the proposal writers pay attention to detail. You cannot tailor too much.

Are Templates a Magic Solution?

By definition, a template cannot contain customer-specific content and should not be construed as a mechanism to write your entire proposal. Actual content must be written to turn the templates into one, responsive proposal. The template provides structure and standard or model text as a starting point. This text must be modified to demonstrate that your business understands the customer’s needs and to provide your solution to the customer’s problem. 

Newcomers often believe that templates are the magic solution to proposal writing. This is delusional thinking. Templates must be modified or they will look like precisely what they are - - templates. A proposal evaluator can spot an unrefined template from a mile away. Evaluators love refined templates because they are organized well, are easily understood, and they are simple to read and score. And the proposal focuses on what they want to hear which is how their needs are going to be met. 

General and Specific Templates

Templates can be general and specialized for a type of service or solution. A general template is a detailed, textual outline of a proposal which includes standard chapter introductions, transition text for sections, writing guidelines, standard text, and model text. Several specific templates can be used within a company if a company offers services in specific lines of business. For example, one template could be developed for IT infrastructure work and a second template for IT application development. The two templates would have common elements.  The unique elements would be the technical approach chapters and parts of the management plan chapters.

Fedmarket.com Proposal Template Services

Fedmarket.com offers a general proposal template for services and solutions companies. Our general proposal template is offered separately and as part of our Proposal Architect proposal writing software product. 

We also develop business line-specific templates for individual companies. 

RFP-specific templates are offered for select, highly dollar RFPs. 

Call 888-661-4094 ext. 8 for more information on proposal templates.
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