
Based on the most detailed survey 
undertaken into UK organisations’ proposal 
capabilities, this report highlights:

 the direct 
correlation 
between proposal 
capabilities and 
win rates

How the best

WIN
 the key steps that 
organisations can 
take to enhance their 
ability to produce 
winning proposals



HOW THE BEST WIN

1 A DEEP-DIVE INTO ORGANISATIONS’ PROPOSAL CAPABILITIES

2 WHAT ORGANISATIONS ARE DOING WELL

3 AREAS OF WEAKNESS

4 COMPARING SECTORS

5 THE IMPACT ON WIN RATE

6 LEVELS OF PROPOSAL MATURITY

7 HOW THE BEST SUCCEED

8 WHAT TO DO NEXT

CONTENTS

Graham Ablett CPP APMP 

Graham is a director of Strategic Proposals, having previously been 
head of opportunity management for Dell. He’s one of fewer than fifty 
certified Proposal Professionals in the UK. Graham has a remarkable 
track record of helping clients to win bids and to systemically improve 
their proposal capabilities – as well as helping businesses to outsource 
proposal development for their most important deals. His projects have 
won prestigious industry awards, and he’s a regular presenter at proposal 
conferences around the world.

ga@strategicproposals.com

Jon Williams FRSA CPP APMP Fellow

Jon’s the managing director of Strategic Proposals in the UK. He’s recognised 
as one of the true thought leaders in the proposal profession worldwide. 
Author of the acclaimed book ‘Proposal Essentials’, Jon’s a regular keynote 
speaker at industry events and is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and of 
the Association of Proposal Management Professionals. He’s won numerous 
awards for his work, and has helped clients to improve win rates in sectors 
such as IT, telecoms, insurance, banking and professional services.

jw@strategicproposals.com



We drew on 
all of Strategic 
Proposals’ 
experience in 
helping clients 
to win, as we 
marked our

30th anniversary
in 2017

Over 200 UK 
organisations 
  used it in the 
 first six months

We made the core questions from our 
benchmarking methodology available

free, online 
in a new bespoke tool called the
Proposal BenchmarkerTM

It launched in 

April 
2017

A DEEP-DIVE INTO ORGANISATIONS’ PROPOSAL CAPABILITIES 

statements

It asks users 
to rate their 
proposal 
capabilities 
against

96

Our detailed benchmarking 
model has been used to help 
numerous clients worldwide to

improve their
proposal
capabilities
and hence

radically
increase
win rates



WHAT ORGANISATIONS ARE DOING WELL 

If you’re not doing any of these 
things well, you’re falling behind the 
rest of the ‘work winning profession’. 

Proposal output
Defined and easy-to-
use templates enable 
users to quickly create 
documents that 
look great and feel 
contemporary. Teams 
are mindful of the need 
to tell a clear story, to 
avoid excessive ‘cut 
& paste’ and to tailor 
content to the specific 
opportunity.

The pitch
Once the proposal’s 
gone in, the same 
people are involved 
in developing the 
pitch – and the style 
and content of the 
presentation are 
consistent with the 
proposal.

Other areas that most are doing well 
at include:
•  Running effective kick-off workshops
•  Involving senior executives in major bids
•  Avoiding excessive internal bureaucracy
•  Steering clear of ‘death by PowerPoint’
•  Aligning the level of proposal support to the 

strategic importance of the deal

Organisation and people
Organisations understand that proposals play 
an important role in winning business. Proposal 
staff are viewed by colleagues as experienced 
professionals and the proposal support function 
is managed by a senior executive. Their teams are 
generally fully-staffed and don’t struggle to fill 
vacancies. And they know how to manage virtual 
teams well (which, these days, is merely business as 
usual rather than something out of the ordinary).

We looked at what capability areas most organisations are 
doing well...

Areas where over

of organisations 
are doing well...

80%

of organisations 
are doing well 
include...

70%
Areas that over

Other areas that 
the majority 
of bidding 
organisations are 
doing well...



AREAS OF WEAKNESS

Inward focus

In most organisations, there’s no clear 
process for managing bid competitive 
intelligence. Internal learning reviews 
take place intermittently – perhaps 
more often as an inquest into losses, 
rather than to share successes. 

Few conduct regular client audits to 
gain insights into the quality of their 
pitches and proposals compared to 
their competitors. The vast minority 
benchmark their processes externally. 
And hardly any run birthday reviews, 
looking back a year after contract 
award at how the reality compared to 
what was anticipated during the bid.

A reactive approach

Too many proposal support functions 
are merely ‘RFP response factories’, 
responding to client requests one 
after the other. Too few are supporting 
proactive or renewal proposals – trying 
to prevent existing contracts going to 
tender, or at least to ensure that any 
RFP has been influenced in their favour.

We also looked where organisations 
were performing less well. We found 
that over 70% of organisations were 
too inwardly focused, rather than 
concentrating on their clients.

Over

doing badly
70%

“The definition of 
insanity is doing 
something over and over 
again and expecting to 
get different results!”
– Attributed to Albert Einstein



COMPARING SECTORS

The differences between sectors wasn’t huge – no more than plus or minus 5% from the average 
score. But let’s compare the performance of a few key areas of the economy:

Finance & 
insurance

Information & 
communications 
technology

Top three

Lowest scores

Construction

Professional, 
scientific & 
technical



THE IMPACT ON WIN RATE

People buy from people they know, like and trust. But we’ve long argued that proposals also 
play a key role in helping to win business. The data in the survey – from over 20,000 data points 
– proves this unequivocally.

We plotted organisations’ total score in answer to all questions about their proposal 
capabilities against their score on two win-rate related topics:
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we win 
more than 
we lose

we win more bids than would be expected given 
our market position (in other words: we punch 
above our weight)1 2

When you plot the resulting Proposal BenchmarkerTM scores against this ‘Win Score’, you get 
the following correlation: 

It’s a simple formula:
Improve 
proposal 
capabilities = 
WIN MORE 
BUSINESS



LEVELS OF PROPOSAL MATURITY 

Proposal responses 
produced by sales

No proposal support 
function

Poor quality proposals 
and pitches

Low quality

Low win rates

Proposal support = a back-
office factory

Focus on efficiency: “make life 
easier for sales”

Most time spent responding to 
RFPs

Chasing everything that moves

Insufficient proposal resource 
to focus on quality

Still relatively low win rates

Defined process for proposal and 
pitch

Dedicated proposal support function

Defined qualification process

Library of content, although not 
always up-to-date

Good-quality output 

Still feels like a struggle to get buy-in 

Very high win rates

Prior to this assessment, we’d only identified three stages: ad-hoc, tactical and strategic. 
Organisations at the ‘strategic’ stage are doing great things. They have all of the building 
blocks in place. And yet still they feel like they are in a continual battle to get salespeople to 
engage with them early enough. Everyone knows that the ‘bid / no bid’ process is important, 
but it lacks teeth. It’s hard to get subject matter experts to invest enough time alongside their 
‘day job’. There’s a library of content, but it’s a challenge to keep it updated. Getting resource to 
invest in improving proposal and pitch capabilities, and in training, is a continuing battle.

A new level of maturity is emerging where some have managed to break through some of 
these frustrations and have reached a new stage which we call: STRATEGIC+. More on what 
makes these organisations different overleaf...

AD-HOC
15% of organisations

TACTICAL
62% of organisations

STRATEGIC
18% of organisationsProposals and pitching 

are in the DNA of the
business

C-suite sponsorship  

Strong alignment to new business 
development & renewal pipeline 

Ruthless qualification

Investment to be the best

Exceptional output 

Highly proactive

Good win rates

STRATEGIC+
5% of organisations

Analysing the Proposal BenchmarkerTM has also helped us to group levels of capability in to 
four stages of maturity. These are described below:



HOW THE BEST SUCCEED 

So what really differentiates the organisations that win more, from those in the masses 
behind? We compared all of the scores of the top 15% (by win score) to the bottom two-thirds 
of the respondents, looking for areas where the differences were statistically significant. Here 
are the four areas that make the best stand out from the crowd.

How well do you 
stack up?

PROCESS EXCELLENCE
A truly robust bid/no bid process

Strong pre-proposal planning, not 
waiting for the RFP

Early reviews with senior input to 
sharpen the proposal strategy

and offer

A truly high-skilled peer review 
(red team) process

STRONG PROPOSAL 
LEADERSHIP

Proposal staff lead proposals, rather than merely 
managing them

Excellent kick-off workshops

Senior executives actively involved

Proposal projects characterised by confidence, 
cohesion, creativity, control, calm, clear and

effective communication

Proposals feel energetic and ‘the place to be’

Avoiding a last-minute culture of ‘late 
nights, cold pizza’IN THE ORGANISATION’S DNA

Senior executive heading the proposal support function

Clearly defined engagement model for proposal support, 
aligned to the strategic importance of the deal

A clear, robust capacity plan ensuring the proposal support 
function is fully resourced to provide the necessary

professional support

The proposal centre is viewed as a team of experienced, credible 
professionals – not as a back office factory

External focus – with benchmarking and APMP professional 
certification

Regular training for all those involved in proposal 
development and pitching

Confidence in success on all of the ‘must win’ 
deals on the bid pipeline

EXCEPTIONAL 
DELIVERABLES

“Our proposals are consistently first-class”

Proposals look great, and are professionally designed

Documents are bespoke, not just ‘cut and paste’

Creative, engaging, contemporary
client presentations

Excellent feedback solicited and received 
from clients

Proposals seen as a true source of 
competitive advantage



WHAT TO DO NEXT

 
Review this report

  
If you’ve not done so, complete 
the assessment yourself: 

 www.proposalbenchmarker.com

  
Are you falling short in any areas that most  
people do well? 

  
Could you gain advantage by addressing any of 
the areas of common weakness? 

     
What’s your current level of maturity?

  
Critically, what would it take to compete with the 
leaders?

 
Consider the financial benefits of getting better…

 •  How much more business might you win?
 •  How much more business might you retain?

  
Discuss the findings at C-level. Your organisation’s 
most senior executives need to take ownership, and 
champion change.

  
Build a clear plan to improve.



30
Strategic Proposals has thirty years’ 
experience helping companies to win 
more, and win more easily. We’d love 
to support you in building your plan 
and business case for change. We’re 
experienced at helping embed better 
processes, and refine the design and 
uplift the capability of proposal support 
functions. We’re sleeves-rolled-up people, 
who can help on any critical upcoming 
renewals or new business opportunities. 
We’re great at building and refreshing 
libraries of pre-written content. And 
our training – for bid/proposal staff, 
salespeople and content contributors – 
has won numerous industry awards. Give 
us a shout if you think we could help you 

to deliver (or accelerate) change.



“We created the Proposal BenchmarkerTM in early 
2017, to help work winners to assess their proposal 
capabilities - free, online, in depth. 

We’ve now analysed the results from over 200 UK 
organisations. The results show just how important 
good proposal capabilities are to winning and retaining 
business across all industry sectors. And we’ve been 
able to pinpoint the areas in which the most successful 
teams differentiate themselves from their competitors. 

We believe that this report is required reading for all 
those involved in bidding, from the C-suite down.”  

Jon Williams, Managing Director, Strategic Proposals 

www.proposalbenchmarker.com

Assess your proposal 
capabilities
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