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THE FOOLISHNESS OF HIT RATES

A recent posting on the Society for Marketing Professional Services
(SMPS) list serve asked recipients to share their proposal hit rates.
The person who posted that question wanted to know over the
course of the year, how many proposals had the recipients
submitted, been shortlisted for, and won or lost. 

The requests are reasonable: AEC firm leaders place undue pressure
on marketing departments to justify their existence by
demonstrating a return on their investment. And, given that
contracts won can in most cases (exceptions include when
principals handle business development responsibilities as well as
when dealing with repeat clients) be tied back to the original
proposal, this puts the marketing department in the unfortunate
role of proposal generators.
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MARKETING’S ROLE IN BUSINESS

DEVELOPMENT

While business developers usually make the initial contact with a
potential client before handing it off to the marketing department,
there comes a time when marketing professionals (who usually
have less experience than their business development counterparts)
will often take on some business development responsibilities.

But no matter how much self confidence they have and how much
potential they show, marketing professionals must skillfully
navigate the learning curve to become business developers without
turning off potential clients with rookie mistakes.

Here’s a primer on what to do … and what not to do … from
veteran marketing and business development professionals:

(cont. on page 3)

PSMJ’s 2009 A/E/C 
Firm US Market Sector
Forecast delivers the
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HOW TO WRITE A TERRIBLE FEDERAL
PROPOSAL: FIVE STEPS TO ENSURE
DISASTER

By Dave and Andrew Alexander

Writing a winning proposal in response to a federal
RFP is grueling. The proposal manager has to juggle
dozens of issues and keep a constant eye to how
the proposal can be further improved.

Under the pressure of tight deadlines, even
experienced proposal managers can forget to be
vigilant in guarding against downside risks, and can
allow strategic or tactical mistakes to occur. In our
experience, making any of the following five errors
will guarantee the failure of your proposal.

1. Criticize the RFP. Early in my career (the first
author), I worked for a large and successful
consulting firm. My boss assigned me to proofread
a soon-to-be submitted proposal. The first
paragraph sported a footnote. This struck me as
odd, because my instinct was that footnotes are for
term papers, not proposals. 

The RFP is organized incorrectly, the footnote
asserted, and our proposal would present material
in a different, and “better,” order. To underscore our
obviously superior knowledge of how to structure a
proposal, the footnote included a helpful matrix.
Clearly the panel would see that our bold, new
approach reflected creativity on our part — “out of
the box” thinking. 

Out of the box, indeed. After reading the footnote,
each member of the evaluation panel probably
wrote us off as either arrogant or naïve. 

After we lost, my boss was humbled. “I blew it,” he
conceded. “We shouldn’t have started the proposal
by kicking them.” 

How many times have we all seen an RFP that was
poorly organized — with duplicative, overlapping,
or even contradictory instructions? To be
successful, we have to find a way to respond to the
RFP’s instructions without complaints and in a way
that does not translate on paper into the equivalent
of a patronizing sigh.

to revisit contract language to ensure your
understanding matches the client’s expectations.

2. Frame circumstances in a positive light. In this
scenario, I should have emphasized benefits: “As a
bonus, I’ve included an additional section of
valuable information in your leave behind,” rather
than expressing regret: “Unfortunately, we won’t
have time to cover this section today.”

3. If parameters have truly been altered, then go
with the flow. Whether you are speaking at a
conference or your team is interviewing for a new
project, ultimately the audience is your ‘client.’
Therefore, flexibility and discretion are essential,
especially if you are being compensated.

My story leads to the crux of this article. Because
many of us spent our first two decades within
family and school environments that shun
mistakes, as professionals, we must adjust our
mindsets: embrace our mistakes. Here are just a
few fundamentals on the subject:

• Learning and growth are possible only when
you accept responsibility for your mistakes.

• Just because you made a mistake does not
mean you are a mistake!

• Talk through mistakes with others. Why did it
happen? How will your behavior change next
time?

• Sharing mistakes with trusted colleagues will
help you accept it. Together, you may discover
you are being too self-critical, or you may find
elements of humor within the situation!

• Take care not to over-compensate for a mistake,
because every situation will have nuances to
consider.

Sure, it’s glorious to receive kudos. After all, 
praise is what keeps us motivated and committed
to our work! But let’s face it: real growth comes
from acknowledging — and learning from — our
mistakes. 

Anne Scarlett is president of Scarlett Consulting in Chicago,
Illinois. For more information, contact Anne at
anne@annescarlett.com.
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2. Assume the RFP is fresh and on target. Many
proposal writing teams fatally assume that the RFP
is fresh, up-to-date, and will reflect the client
organization’s current priorities and needs. Here’s
why it generally won’t:

• A federal RFP usually is drafted long before it is
issued to accommodate the government’s long
internal approval process.  

• An RFP typically is written piecemeal by many
separate agency staff members, and is stitched
together at the last minute. Cohesion suffers
accordingly. 

• Persons assigned to write an RFP often take
shortcuts — for example, by cutting and pasting
material from an old RFP.

Do not rely on the RFP for an accurate, up-to-date
depiction of the problems to be solved. A savvy
firm does its homework, gains a strong sense of 
the client organization’s current, most pressing
issues, and reflects that understanding throughout
the proposal.

3. Assume your client references will be stellar.
Proposal managers can be tempted to skip the
vetting of client references due to time pressures.
He or she may list an “Old Faithful” group of client
references. Then the nightmare occurs: it turns out
that some of these references are no longer
enamored with the firm.

We tell our clients to vet their references — each
time, for each proposal. If necessary, we’ll do the
checking for them. Here are some of the responses
we’ve received. (We’ll refer to this client as
“Acme.”):

“I would never do business with Acme again. Their
current project with me has gone south.”

“Yeah, Acme does a workmanlike job. Frankly, we
typically pick Acme for our less complex jobs,
because we know that they will give us a really
low price. But we can’t vouch for their abilities on
a large, complex project.”

“Acme was great in the old days. But their recent
work has been subpar, and we just fired the guy 
at our company who was our liaison with them.

He wasn’t being candid about how bad things
were getting.”

4. Brag — and use clichés while you’re at it.
Nobody likes a braggart. Don’t waste the
evaluation panel’s time by making vacuous
statements such as:

“Our firm is world-class.”

“We have a unique combination of skills that
cannot be matched by any other competitor.” 

“Our proposed lead technical person is the best in
her field.”

If your proposal employs such clichés, evaluation
panel members will invariably roll their eyes. Even
worse, some members of the panel might prefer to
do the work in-house. They may view the RFP as
necessary only because the agency is understaffed,
not because their colleagues lack the required
expertise. Any bragging can be taken as a subtle
dig at the agency’s own personnel. 

So accentuate the positive, but do so with cold,
hard facts that document your firm’s capabilities,
strengths, and experience. Include examples of
tangible results you have achieved for clients. If
there is any cheerleading to be done, let it be
displayed in excerpts from client testimonials. But
don’t brag on your own account.

5. Lie. Do not doom your proposal by telling
outright lies about your firm, its experience, or the
credentials of your staff members. You will not be
able to keep these fibs straight, and evaluation
panel members have an amazing propensity for
ferreting out inconsistencies. If by some miracle
you slip by and win the competition — good luck
getting sleep for the next 10 years. It’s not nice to
lie to the federal government. Proposal
discrepancies can quickly lead into the realm of
civil or criminal investigations. Do the right thing:
tell the truth in your proposals. 

Dave and Andrew Alexander of Lincoln Strategies, LLC, 
help firms enter or expand within government markets. 
They have helped many A/E firms develop strategies for and
write federal proposals. Contact Dave Alexander at
dave.alexander@LincStrat.com or by phone at 978-369-1140.


