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Chapter 1: What is a B2B sales proposal? 

"If you want to close big deals, you have to present big ideas - and put them in 

writing." 

Proposals are the high point of any B2B sales effort. They tie together all your hard work in 

prospecting, discovery, and relationship-building into a single, cohesive document that 

persuades the buyer to move forward. Yet many sales professionals dread writing proposals. If 

you've ever felt a pit in your stomach when someone says, "just send me a proposal," this book is 

for you. 

In this chapter, we'll explore why proposals remain essential even in our digital B2B 

environment. We'll look at how proposals influence decision-makers, share research that 

underscores their power, and dispel the myth that "nobody reads proposals anymore." By the 

end, you'll see why a well-crafted proposal can give you a major competitive advantage and why 

ignoring proposal writing is costing you sales. 

Why this book? 

Proposals as the high point of sales work 

Picture a classic sales funnel: at the top, you have leads; in the middle, you have qualified 

opportunities; and at the bottom, you have the closing moment where the deal is won or lost. 

Proposals enter the picture at that bottom stage just before the finish line. Here everything 

you've heard, said, pitched, and promised comes together. You have invested considerable time 

in generating leads, meeting the customer, hosting demos and figuring out what the customer 

needs. Why risk all that work by rushing or neglecting the critical final step? 

Why risk all your effort with a lousy finish? 

-​ A proposal is the last impression before the client decides. 

-​ Proposals create clarity around what you're offering and what results they can 

expect. 
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-​ A strong proposal helps the buyer visualize a partnership with you and persuades 

them that you are a good choice. 

-​ A good proposal helps the customer decide even when there are several 

competing interests between decision makers, some of whom have never even met you. 

Most salespeople hate writing proposals 

If you're not a professional writer, drafting a proposal can feel intimidating. Many sales 

professionals delay or delegate it because they don't know where to start, worry about sounding 

wrong, or lack a systematic approach—forcing them to start from a blank screen every time. 

But proposal writing doesn't have to be a chore or guesswork. The aim of this book is to give you 

a straightforward framework so you can write better proposals faster and with more confidence. 

A big influence on the final decision 

Buyers often compare multiple vendors, and when it's time to make a final decision, the 

proposal becomes the key reference document. Several studies highlight how a clear and 

persuasive proposal can tilt the scales in your favor: 

-​ Companies that see their proposal efforts as effective experience 40–50% 

higher new account acquisition and sales growth compared to those companies, 

who don't see their proposal writing as effective. 

-​ Two-thirds of buyers say they're strongly influenced by the quality and 

customization of sales materials, while one-quarter will only consider personalized 

proposals. (Saas buyer experience study, 2021) 

-​ According to Accenture, 50% of B2B buyers are more likely to buy from 

suppliers who personalize the buying experience. 

-​ A Salesforce report further shows that 72% of B2B buyers expect vendors to tailor 

their messaging to the buyer's specific situation. 

In other words, your proposal can be the deciding factor - but it has to be personalized to be 

effective. Even if everything else has gone smoothly, a weak proposal can kill momentum. A 

strong, well-targeted proposal can give you an extra push across the finish line. 
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When a proposal is overkill 

Proposals are powerful tools for winning business, but they're not always necessary. In some 

situations, sending a formal proposal can slow things down or frustrate a buyer who's ready to 

move forward. 

If you're working with a new customer, a well-structured proposal helps establish why you are 

the best to work with. When dealing with an existing customer, that's not needed. If the new deal 

is a relatively minor addition like a small upsell or an incremental project, it's often more 

efficient to send an email with a price quote rather than a whole document. A fast-moving 

decision-maker doesn't want to wade through unnecessary details when they're already familiar 

with your work. 

On the other hand, if you're proposing a significant change - even to an existing customer - take 

a step back before skipping writing a proposal. Your main contact might assure you that they 

have the Authority to approve the deal. But in reality, major decisions rarely happen in isolation. 

Even a senior executive needs internal buy-in from colleagues, finance teams, and procurement. 

In these cases, a proposal serves as a valuable tool — not just for securing the deal with your 

direct contact, but for equipping them with the arguments and clarity they need to sell the 

decision internally. 

Key takeaways: 

-​ If you're working with a new customer, a proposal is almost always essential. 

-​ If it's a small deal with an existing customer, a quick email with pricing is often better. 

-​ If it's a major change, don't assume your contact is the only decision-maker. Use a 

proposal to help them gain buy-in. 
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Who this book is for 

The more complex the sale, the more you need a proposal. This book is aimed at anyone doing 

B2B sales with a sufficiently complicated offering. Any product or service that is not 

immediately obvious or has a somewhat complicated delivery or pricing logic will need some 

sort of explanation attached to it. 

In particular, you can get something out of this book if you are a 

-​ B2B sales professional looking to refine your skills 

-​ sales manager and you want a more consistent proposal process across your teams 

-​ entrepreneur or small-business owner juggling multiple roles but you need a 

systematic way to craft winning proposals 

If you sell solutions, services, or technology, this book will help you structure your message and 

stand out from the competition. Even if you're a seasoned seller, you'll find practical tips to 

improve your proposal-writing and boost your close rate. 

This book does not aim to address the needs of very large projects with several teams 

responsible for different solution areas writing a proposal together. This book assumes that 

there is a single sales person responsible for the sale who is also the main Author of the 

proposal. Having others pitch in and give feedback is a good idea, but the main responsibility is 

assumed to lie with a single sales person. 
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Common challenges in proposal writing 

1. Time constraints 

B2B buyers often operate on tight timelines and expect quick turnarounds. Research shows that 

35–50% of closed deals go to the vendor who responds first with a relevant offer. If 

writing a proposal takes you several days or weeks, you may lose out before the client even reads 

what you have to say. 

2. Information overload 

Sales proposals can get buried in data, disclaimers, or corporate fluff. Meanwhile, buyers are 

bombarded with emails, calls, and documents from multiple vendors. Clarity is king: the more 

you can distill your proposal into concise, targeted text, the more likely it will get read and acted 

on. 

3. Personalization vs. Efficiency 

A fully tailored proposal grabs attention. But churning out a custom version for every lead can 

be exhausting. The key is finding a balance: leverage reusable frameworks while still having 

enough content tailored to be persuasive. 

4. Weak or generic writing 

Buyers can instantly spot a copy-paste job. They want to know how your offering aligns with 

their specific challenges. Generic language like "we are a leading company that values 

excellence..." won't help you close a deal. Show genuine understanding of their situation, and 

focus on outcomes they care about. 
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One study found that 90% of sales proposals fail to secure clients because of inefficient 

processes in finding up-to-date material appropriate for specific points in the sales process. 

Specifically, the main problem is generating targeted content that resonates with the right 

audience. 

When asked, purchasing professionals marked virtually all characteristics of a proposal of high 

importance. However, two components were more important than the rest: clarity (easy to read) 

and timely delivery. 

The modern buyer's journey 

B2B buyers do their homework online. They read reviews, check social media, and often form 

strong opinions before your first conversation. Yet 78% of business buyers still say they want 

salespeople who can act as trusted advisors that bring industry insight, strategic counsel, and 

relevant use cases. Even in many digital sales processes, proposals play a big role in 

demonstrating expertise and gaining trust. 

Traditional vs. Customer oriented proposals 

-​ traditional: emphasizes features and corporate credentials, with long descriptions of 

solutions, barely mentioning the customer. 

-​ Customer-oriented: emphasizes problem-solving, outcomes, and easily scannable 

formats. 

Despite shifts in technology, the proposal's core purpose remains the same: bridge the gap 

between buyer's problem and your solution in a clear, persuasive way. 
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What evaluators like and what they hate 

Some years ago, a survey of people who make their living evaluating proposals for the 

government was published. It listed the things they like to see in proposals and the things that 

they hate. Even if you don't answer many RFP's (request for proposal), the findings are useful: 

What they like: 

1.​ They like proposals that follow the directions in the RFP. 

2.​ They like compliance matrices. A compliance matrix saves them time and indicates 

you've been thorough. 

3.​ They like proposals that clearly identify the vendor's differentiators and indicate why 

those differentiators matter. 

4.​ They like section summaries. 

5.​ They like well-organized and consistent proposals. They believe a professional-looking 

document shows good project management and thoroughness. 

 

What they hate: 

1.​ They hate proposals that are wordy. 

2.​ They hate poor-quality proposals with unreadable graphics, spelling mistakes, poor 

photocopying, and so forth. 

3.​ They hate proposals that are weak or vague in responding to the RFP requirements. 

4.​ They hate proposals that take a poor or unproven approach to solving the problem. 

5.​ They hate proposals that have inherent deficiencies: missed requirements or inaccurate 

data. 

As you can see, the bar is quite low. If you can write concise proposals that show what the 

customer needs, how you will accomplish that and what the customer benefits - then you are 

way ahead of the pack. 
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I've read and evaluated hundreds of proposals as part of my work as a sales trainer and coach. I 

can personally attest that most of the proposals I see are bad. They seldom include anything 

from the point of view of the customer and even when they do, they almost never mention what 

value the customer stands to get from the proposed deal. 

Standing out in a positive way does not require much. Often having a method to follow and 

using a clear structure puts you miles ahead of your competitors. 

 

Goals of this book 

1.​ Increase your win rate​
Even a small jump in your proposal close rate translates to significant revenue gains. I'll 

show you how to stand out with proposals that resonate and lead to more "yes" 

responses. 

 

2.​ Give you an easy-to-implement proposal framework​
Start with a proven structure rather than a blank screen. The step-by-step approach in 

this book will reduce your prep time and ensure you address key buying triggers. 

 

3.​ Shift your focus to problem-solving and outcomes​
Buyers don't want another laundry list of your company's capabilities. They want to see 

how you'll tackle their challenges. This book will guide you to position your offering 

around concrete results - making the decision to buy feel obvious. 

How to read this book 

This book follows a logical sequence: first understanding buyer psychology, then learning the 

effortless proposal framework, and finally mastering writing techniques. Each chapter builds on 

the previous one, but experienced salespeople can jump to specific sections using the detailed 

table of contents. 

8 



Chapter highlights: what to expect 

In the chapters ahead, we'll cover: 

Understanding the buyer (chapters 3–6): how organizational decision-makers really think, 

what triggers their buying decisions, and how to identify the political dynamics that influence 

proposal success. 

The proposal framework (chapters 7–10): a proven structure that ensures you address every 

critical element buyers need to see, from problem definition to implementation planning. 

Writing and presentation (chapters 11–16): practical techniques for clear, persuasive 

writing, plus how to format and present your proposals for maximum impact. 

Implementation (chapter 17): a streamlined proposal process that you can adapt to your team 

or personal workflow, including templates and time-saving shortcuts. 

Three appendices round out the toolkit. Appendix A gives a complete example of how to write a 

proposal using the concepts in this book. Appendix b shows how to apply the book's ideas when 

responding to RFPs, helping you extract real needs from even the most rigid documents. 

Appendix c lists some useful books if you want to get deeper in some of the subjects. 

Each chapter includes actionable advice and examples, so you can start applying these 

principles immediately in your sales work. 
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Key takeaways 

-​ B2B proposals remain crucial in winning deals, even in a digital sales environment. 

-​ A high-quality, personalized proposal can strongly influence buyers. Studies show 

a strong proposal leads to higher win rates and faster sales cycles. 

-​ Speed and clarity are critical. The first compelling proposal that arrives gets a head 

start with the buyer. 

-​ This book will provide a step-by-step framework to help you write effective 

proposals consistently, without feeling overwhelmed or stuck with a blank page. 

Try this next 

-​ Take 15 minutes to reflect on your current proposals. Do you reuse generic 

content? How much do you tailor each proposal to the client's specific needs? 

-​ Gather any templates, collateral, or past proposals. Note what works well and 

where you see gaps. This "proposal audit" will help you spot immediate improvements. 

-​ Ask a colleague or friend to review one of your recent proposals. did they find 

it clear? Did it highlight outcomes that matter? Their feedback might surprise you—and 

serve as a baseline for your future improvements. 

-​ Get hold of a "good" proposal and dissect it. Ask you colleagues to give you the 

best proposal they have ever received. This might be a difficult task, as most proposals 

are poor. Once you get a good one, read it and try to figure out what makes it good. 

By the end of this book, you'll feel confident writing proposals that don't just check a box but 

drive genuine buy-in. We've already covered why proposals are mission-critical; in the next 

chapter, we'll break down the essential components that make a proposal truly persuasive. 
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Chapter 2: Proposal fundamentals 

Proposals do more than outline pricing, terms and deliverables. An effective proposal acts as a 

sales document in its own right. It aims to persuade, excite, and reassure potential buyers - often 

without you being in the room to explain it. This chapter explores the fundamentals every sales 

professional should know before putting pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard). 

The proposal as a standalone sales document 

Typically you address the proposal to a person that you have met. Even if you know that there 

are other decision makers involved, the proposal does not reflect that. Most proposals are sent to 

a functional lead or manager (like an IT manager, sales director, or head of marketing) and 

include the things that they have told you is important. 

In reality the evaluation often involves the entire leadership team, the CFO – and sometimes 

even the board. The bigger the deal, the more people are involved. The more people that are 

involved, the less probable it is that you have met them all. 

If the proposal isn’t clear, persuasive, and structured, you risk that people don't understand it 

when you are not there to explain. 

If the proposal is tailored to only one decision maker, there’s a real risk of writing in a way that 

doesn’t resonate with higher-level decision-makers. And if the executives don’t understand why 

your proposal is valuable, they won’t approve it. 

How to think about it: 

-​ A tool for decision-makers: when you aren’t there to make your case, the proposal 

needs to do the job. It should sell the value of your solution by speaking directly to the 

reader’s concerns and showing clear benefits. It should work on its own, without you or 

anyone else being there to explain things. 

-​ A reflection of your professionalism: typos, unclear logic, or vague value 

propositions don’t just hurt the proposal. They damage your credibility in the eyes of 

everyone who reads it and decrease your chances of winning. 
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-​ A shared document for internal consensus: your champion — the person most 

excited about your solution — will use your proposal to pitch your idea inside their 

organization. Make it easy for them by making sure that your proposal contains 

everything the champion needs to convince their colleagues. The proposal should include 

compelling arguments, data, and benefits that speak to different roles (e.g., finance, 

operations, senior leadership). 

 

The role of persuasion and logic in B2B proposals 

Sales = persuasion. Writing a proposal is about making a promise and showing how you’ll 

deliver on it. While some salespeople shy away from making promises, a strong proposal 

demonstrates to the buyers that you can and will improve their situation. 

Showcasing value 

When you’re asking someone to invest time, money, or resources, they naturally want to see 

what they’ll get in return. Quantifying return on investment (ROI ) is one of the most direct ways 

to convince them. If your proposal lacks any clear measure of value, it’s harder for 

decision-makers to justify a “yes” internally. 

Tip: any decision in a business setting is based on the decision maker weighing 

investment against the value they think they will get. That value should be at least 2 times 

the amount of money you are asking for. If not, they will decide to use the money 

somewhere else. 
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Make a promise, take a stand 

Here's a surprising observation I've done while reading hundreds of proposals: most don't 

actually promise anything. They're filled with phrases like "we will work closely with you to 

potentially improve" or "our solution could help optimize your processes." This wishy-washy 

language stems from a fear of actually committing to an outcome. 

But buyers really need to know why your proposal is valuable enough to justify the investment, 

the risk, and the effort of change. That requires you to take a stand and make a clear promise 

about what you'll deliver. 

The difference is stark: 

Weak: "Our platform helps reduce processing time" 

Strong: "We reduce invoice processing time by 40% within 60 days" 

The second version makes a promise. It's specific, measurable, and puts your reputation on the 

line. Yes, it's riskier, but that's exactly why it's more persuasive. When you're willing to stake 

your credibility on an outcome, buyers take notice. 

We'll dive deeper into developing this value-first mindset in chapter 7, but for now, remember 

this: vague proposals create vague buying decisions. Clear promises create clear paths to "yes." 

Focus on a core theme 

Instead of trying to be all things to all people, focus your proposal around a core theme — the 

one thing that matters most to your buyer and that you can address. This theme becomes the 

north star of your proposal. Is it reduced costs? Faster delivery? Lower risk? A smoother 

customer experience? Whatever it is, your proposal should revolve around proving that you can 

deliver on it better than anyone else. 

The theme isn't something you invent; it emerges naturally from effective discovery with your 

prospect. Think of your theme as the answer to: "what's the one transformative idea that will 

resonate throughout this buyer's organization?" 
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For example: 

-​ Core problem: "our sales team wastes hours searching for customer information" 

-​ Theme: "instant access to complete customer intelligence" 

-​ This theme then influences every section: your solution design (quick access), your 

expertise (fast implementations), your value (time savings) 

Why this matters:​
Buyers are overwhelmed with options. A clear, confident theme cuts through the noise and 

makes your proposal easier to understand, easier to compare, and easier to champion internally. 

If your message is diluted across too many issues or outcomes, it may be hard for the buyer to 

remember what you actually offer — let alone sell it to their colleagues. 

How to define your core theme 

Here’s a practical process you can follow to lock in your main value promise: 

1.​ Start with the buyer’s most pressing concern:​
What do they complain about the most? What problem keeps surfacing in 

conversations? That’s often your best place to start. 

2.​ Match the concern to a clear outcome:​
Turn that pain point into a desirable result. For example, if they’re frustrated with slow 

onboarding, your theme could be “cut onboarding time in half without increasing 

workload.” 

3.​ Test it against the double ROI rule:​
Ask yourself: would this outcome feel like it's worth at least twice the investment you're 

asking for? If not, refine it. Make the promise more specific, or layer in additional 

measurable benefits. 

4.​ Make it sound like a stand:​
Use confident, decisive language. Avoid passive phrases like “we hope to help…” or “our 

solution could potentially…” instead, try “we help mid-size teams reduce process costs 

by 30% in under 90 days.” 
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What if the buyer hasn’t clearly expressed a problem? 

In early-stage conversations or when the buyer hasn’t fully diagnosed their own problem, you 

might not hear a clear problem that you can solve and use as your core theme. Here’s how to 

uncover or define a compelling theme anyway: 

-​ Ask a framing question:​
“If we could only solve one thing for you, what would that be?” This helps the buyer 

prioritize and gives you a clearer target. 

-​ Use their role as a clue:​
A CFO likely cares about cost, cash flow, or risk reduction. An operations lead might 

focus on efficiency, speed, or error reduction. When in doubt, lean into the common 

goals associated with their position. 

-​ Pitch a hypothesis:​
If they’re vague, offer a possible core theme and let them react. “From what you’ve told 

me, it sounds like the biggest win would be streamlining vendor onboarding — does 

that sound right, or is there something even more important?”​
This gives them something specific to respond to, and often helps crystallize their 

thinking. 

-​ Interview your champion:​
if the main decision-maker isn’t accessible, ask your internal contact what they believe 

leadership is most focused on right now. Sometimes the most useful intel comes from 

informal conversations. 

-​ Look for external triggers:​
Has the company been in the news? Announced a restructuring? Expanded into new 

markets? Public signals often hint at internal priorities — like speed, growth, or 

compliance. 
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B2B sales is about creating change 

At the heart of every B2B sale is a simple, powerful logic. Sales is not about you or your product. 

It’s about helping the buyer see that they need to change and then help them make a confident 

decision to act. 

When you understand this, everything else — from discovery calls to proposals — becomes 

easier to structure and explain. 

This logic isn’t just a sales technique, it’s how your buyers make decisions. Your task is to help 

your buyer walk through the following steps. If you do, you build trust, lower resistance, and 

increase your chances of closing. 

The steps are: 

-​ Where are they now? (situation) 

-​ Where do they want to be? (future) 

-​ What needs to change to get there? (change) 

-​ Why should they care? (value) 

Most deals stall when the buyer isn’t convinced the change is necessary or worth it. 

1. Situation – where are they now? 

Before you talk about what should change, get a clear understanding of what is. This includes 

the buyer’s current environment, their frustrations, goals, systems, and constraints. Without 

this, you’re guessing — and guesses make weak proposals. 

2. Future – where do they want to be? 

This is the buyer’s definition of a better future. It could be faster delivery, fewer errors, lower 

costs, or better collaboration. The future should be specific and meaningful — otherwise, there’s 

no reason to move. 
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3. Change – what needs to happen to get there? 

This is the core of what you’re selling: not your product or service, but the change it enables so 

that the buyer can reach their envisioned future. Change always comes with risk, cost, and effort 

so it has to be justified. The clearer you make the path, the easier it is for the buyer to say yes. 

4. Value – why is it worth it? 

Change only happens when the value clearly outweighs the cost in time, money, complexity, or 

perceived risk. Value is the lens through which buyers evaluate whether to move forward. It can 

be financial, strategic, emotional, or all three. 

Critical reminder: if you can’t clearly articulate the four steps above (situation, 

future, change, value), you may not have enough information to write a meaningful 

proposal. Go back to your customer and ask more questions. 

According to one survey, 81% of customers will share relevant details with a salesperson who 

offers genuinely consultative help. This means deeper conversations aren’t just acceptable; 

they’re expected. If you find yourself guessing at their situation or the benefits, pause and talk to 

your buyer again before drafting a proposal. 

I call the idea of these four elements the transformation framework. We will return to it several 

times in this book as it is the core of writing persuasive proposals effortlessly. 
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Evolving proposal expectations 

Sales has changed in the age of virtual interactions and digital collaboration. Many proposals are 

now delivered as online presentations, interactive documents but traditional pdfs are still used 

in most industries. But while the format of proposals is evolving, the core logic has stayed the 

same. 

If you potential customer doesn't: 

1.​ Recognize their situation from your proposal, 

2.​ Understand why they should change, 

3.​ Believe that your solution can create that change, 

4.​ Trust you to deliver the solution and 

5.​ Understand what the value of the change is 

Then they won't buy from you. Even if your proposal is beautiful and professional, the core logic 

has to make sense for your customer. 

Formal vs. informal approaches​
In regulated industries (like government contracting), proposals often follow a strict format. In 

creative fields (like advertising agencies), a more visual “pitch deck” might be the norm. In both 

extremes, the presentation still has to convey the core logic. 

Interactive insight: Some technology companies use short videos or narrated slide 

decks as part of their proposal. It’s informal but effective for teams who want to consume 

information quickly and visually. The core logic provides an outline for how to 
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Should you use pre-written content? 

It’s tempting to rely on boilerplate text or old proposals, especially if you’re short on time. 

There’s nothing inherently wrong with reusing certain elements like standard contractual 

clauses or sections that rarely change. But be cautious and consider (re)writing most of it so that 

it matches your customer's situation. 

Pros of pre-written material: 

-​ speeds up your drafting process. 

-​ Keeps consistent messaging across proposals. 

Cons: 

-​ often sounds generic 

-​ can fail to address specific buyer concerns. 

-​ Risk of including outdated or irrelevant language that confuses the reader. 

I usually opt to have contractual texts like delivery terms or data protection clauses in separate 

appendixes. If it is not relevant for the client to understand why the proposal is valuable, it 

should be at the end or in a separate document. These texts are important to secure the deal, but 

only after the decision thinks that what you are proposing is a good investment. 

Leveraging AI for tailored content 

AI-based text generation tools can help you rewrite or refine existing content. For instance, you 

could provide a concise summary of the customer’s situation and ask an AI tool to rewrite your 

existing case study to fit that specific context. Always review carefully; AI can add errors or make 

assumptions. When used wisely, it can reduce your writing time and help your proposal speak to 

the buyer’s unique challenges. 

We are building an AI powered tool to implement the concepts and frameworks in this book 

when writing proposals. If you are interested, you can check out the latest developments at 

https://effortlessproposals.com. 
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A simple B2B sales process (and where proposals fit in) 

I'm sure you are aware of this, but for completeness sake I want to mention a few words about 

the sales process. In general, all B2B sales processes have some variation of the following 

sequence: 

1.​ Lead generation 

2.​ Discovery meeting (often followed by more in-depth calls) 

3.​ Proposal creation 

4.​ Proposal presentation (sometimes optional if the buyer is comfortable moving 

forward) 

5.​ Close 

The proposal typically comes after you’ve learned enough about the buyer’s challenges and 

objectives. Skipping or skimping on discovery increases the odds of writing a proposal that 

doesn’t resonate with the buyer. Even worse, it can fail to address a key concern you didn’t even 

know existed. 

Never assume: if you’re unsure about any aspect of the buyer’s current situation, 

goals, or decision criteria, go back and ask. It’s far easier to clarify details in a 

discovery conversation than to revise a proposal that misses the mark. 

If a potential customer that you have never heard of asks for a proposal "out-of-the-blue", be 

careful. It is easy to assume that you know enough to write a proposal based on their strong 

intent to buy. But you probably don't. Even if the person you are talking to is enthusiastic and 

the deal seems 100% certain, there will be other people involved in the decision. If you only 

write to one person and with limited knowledge about their situation, your proposal will not be 

good. 
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The importance of discovery 

Good questions lead to great proposals​
During discovery, you want to uncover not just the surface-level problem but the underlying 

motivations, timeline pressures, budget constraints, and decision process. Tools like spin selling 

(situation, problem, implication, need-payoff) can guide your questioning. 

Minimum information to collect 

-​ Their current pain points: what’s driving the conversation right now? 

-​ Desired outcomes: what does “success” look like to them? 

-​ Budget parameters: is there a defined budget? Is it flexible? 

-​ Decision timeline: are they ready to buy now, or just gathering information? 

-​ Key stakeholders: who else will influence or sign off on the purchase? 

This information directly influences what to include in your proposal. Without it, you’re 

guessing, which leads to a weak proposal. 
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When not to write a proposal 

Sometimes, the best move is to walk away or at least delay. If the buyer’s problem is unclear, the 

budget is non-existent, or the decision-maker is lukewarm, you risk investing time in a proposal 

that won’t go anywhere. A few scenarios where you might want to consider not writing a 

proposal are: 

1.​ Lack of clear information: if you can’t define a clear situation, future, change, or 

value, you need more discovery. 

2.​ Unqualified decision maker: if the person you are talking to doesn't have the 

Authority or funds to proceed, be skeptical of writing a proposal. Even if they are serious, 

there may be other decision makers involved that you need to meet first. 

3.​ Competitive red flags: if you suspect you’re a “column filler” (the extra quote they 

need for internal procurement processes), invest time wisely. A quick, generic proposal 

might suffice, or you could try to re-engage the buyer with more questions to see if you 

can still stand out. 

Not every lead deserves a full proposal. It’s better to spend your time on opportunities where 

you can deliver real value and have a solid chance of closing the deal. In fact, a good way of 

thinking about discovery calls is going with the opposite: try to ask questions to determine why 

you should not write a proposal. 

Tip: There is a whole book on this subject: "Go for No!". The book teaches us to embrace 

rejection as a stepping stone to success, reframing "no" as a necessary part of the sales process 

that leads to more opportunities, greater resilience, and ultimately, higher sales. Instead of 

fearing "no," you should see it as a step toward "yes." the more "no's" you collect, the closer you 

get to success. And the faster you collect them, the faster you can move on to a customer that 

will buy from you. For proposal writing you can use this idea as a filter. Try to uncover 

information early that would cause you not to want to write a proposal. Not only will you save 

time, but you will also focus on asking the hard questions early. 
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Recognizing the true cost of proposal writing 

Writing and sending a proposal is more work than just scribbling a few lines and emailing a 

document. From the moment you decide to draft a proposal, you’re committing time and energy 

that you could instead use to nurture other leads or brainstorm fresh ideas. Even after you hit 

“send,” the work continues. You have to follow up, track responses, and keep the proposal top of 

mind. It lingers in your pipeline, inflating your sense of the size of your pipeline and the amount 

of pending business. 

This inflation can feel reassuring at first. After all, proposals in the pipeline suggest future 

revenue. But there’s a hidden downside. You might hesitate to prospect for new customers, 

worried you won’t have enough capacity if every proposal comes through. You may miss the 

chance to reconnect with the same prospect using updated insights or more relevant offerings. 

Meanwhile, the mental space taken up by these “pending” proposals can leave you feeling you’ve 

accomplished enough for the day, even if nothing’s truly moved forward. 

Here’s how these hidden costs can affect your pipeline health: 

-​ Time and focus​
When a proposal is outstanding, you spend more time than you realize checking on 

progress and following up. This attention could be better spent on other deals or 

fine-tuning a new approach. 

-​ Overinflated pipeline​
Proposals that stay open make you believe you have more business in the works than you 

actually do, leading to misallocated resources and missed opportunities elsewhere. 

-​ Lost agility​
Locking into a particular pitch or proposal can prevent you from offering prospects 

updated solutions that may match their needs more closely. 

If you have a very effective way for writing proposals and you set a clear expiration date for each 

proposal, it could be better to write and send proposals even if you are unsure of the real need. 
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Personally I prefer treating proposal writing as a strategic investment rather than a minor 

administrative task. This way you’ll be more intentional about where and how you direct your 

efforts, which results in less effort and a healthier pipeline. I don't commit to delivering a 

proposal unless I have all the information I need to write a good one. That's why my win rate is 

unusually high, often over 70%. 

When you can’t meet a key decision maker 

It’s not always possible to meet everyone who influences the purchasing decision. Critical 

stakeholders are hard to reach, or they don’t have time for a conversation. Rather than forcing a 

meeting that isn’t going to happen, use your existing contacts as a bridge. Ask the people you can 

speak with what they think the decision maker you can't meet values most. This insight helps 

you shape your proposal around their needs, even if you don’t connect in person. 

This is a good case for an internal champion. A champion typically knows what different 

stakeholders care about and how to speak their language. You can ask your champion for tips on 

addressing specific concerns. By equipping them with compelling details, they’ll feel more 

confident conveying your message and solutions to those decision makers you can’t meet 

directly. 

By working through those you do meet, you can shape your proposal to satisfy everyone’s 

priorities. Although you’re not there in person, your tailored approach shows respect for each 

stakeholder’s role in the decision. 
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Bringing it all together 

Understanding the fundamentals: a proposal is a persuasive sales tool. It needs a logical 

structure, and that it must speak directly to the reader’s concerns. This is the foundation for 

successful proposals. You’ll see these themes repeated throughout the rest of the book. By 

mastering the core logic of the transformation (situation, future, change, value) you set yourself 

up to craft proposals that resonate with any buyer. 

Key takeaways 

-​ Your proposal is your salesperson in print: write your proposal so it is 

self-explanatory and can stand on its own, with clear logic and persuasive content. 

-​ Persuade with value: show tangible and relatable benefits to justify cost and resource 

commitments. 

-​ Use the transformation framework: frame the buyer’s current situation, their ideal 

future, your proposed change and the resulting value. 

-​ Tailor your content: generic proposals often fall flat. Use AI and existing templates if 

helpful, but always adapt your content to the specific buyer. 

-​ Discovery is essential: gather enough information to make your proposal targeted 

and relevant. 

-​ Know when not to write: if it’s not a real opportunity or you’re missing key facts, 

consider pausing or walking away until circumstances change. 

-​ Find out what everyone wants: even when you can't meet a decision maker, you can 

still work to figure out what they want. 

 

With these fundamentals in mind, you’re ready to tackle the deeper psychology that underpins 

persuasive proposal writing. The upcoming chapters will dig into understanding the buyer’s 

mindset, the organizational dynamics at play, and the best ways to shape your message so that it 

resonates with each decision-maker involved. 
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Chapter 3: Know your buyer 

B2B buyers are more informed than ever. They have instant access to reviews, insights, and your 

competitors’ offerings. You can have the strongest product, the best data, and an airtight logic 

behind your proposal. But if you don’t understand the people reading it, you’ll struggle to close 

the deal. 

This chapter explores how to identify and analyze your buyers so you can frame your proposal in 

a way that resonates with them personally and professionally. We’ll also look at how to unearth 

hidden influencers and address the needs of everyone who can sway a “yes” or “no.” 

If you are a seasoned sales veteran, many of the concepts will be familiar. But actually putting 

the concepts into writing and into a proposal is probably not that familiar. When I was starting 

out in sales, I struggled with connecting the dots from buyer psychology to writing a proposal. 

Hopefully this chapter helps. 

 

The psychology of organizational decision-makers 

Organizational buyers juggle multiple priorities, from budget constraints to internal politics. 

Many encounter daily pressure from stakeholders who want a quick resolution, and they often 

fear making the “wrong” choice. Studies on buyer psychology suggest that recognizing these 

personal and professional pressures can be the difference between a proposal that lands and one 

that’s ignored. 
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What drives their decisions? 

1.​ Risk aversion​
In many organizations, playing it safe is a powerful motivator. Buyers worry about 

making a costly mistake or being held responsible if something goes wrong. A solution or 

seller that seems unprofessional or unproven will trigger skepticism. 

2.​ Return on investment (value)​
Whether they’re dealing with a tight budget or justifying expenses to higher-ups, 

decision-makers need to see the tangible benefits of your proposal. Demonstrating clear 

value and even numerical ROI  helps mitigate any lingering doubts about cost or 

implementation challenges. 

3.​ Reputation​
From mid-level managers to executives, stakeholders care about their standing in the 

company. Adopting the “right” solution can boost internal credibility, while a 

high-profile failure can tarnish reputations. If your proposal aligns with their personal 

and organizational goals, it can be a decisive factor. 

 

You don’t need to become a psychologist to tap into these insights. Acknowledge their concerns, 

address them directly in your proposal, and show that you appreciate the real-world 

consequences of their decisions. 
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Buyer personas and their impact on sales 

Think of buyer personas as snapshots of the attitudes, priorities, and behaviors you’ll see in 

real-world decision-makers. They help you tailor your proposals to each group’s unique 

viewpoint. While every organization is different, it’s useful to have a baseline set of personas in 

mind so you can adjust your messaging. 

Personality types 

Personality can significantly shape how someone responds to your proposal. Here are four broad 

types often referenced in sales psychology: 

-​ Detail-oriented: wants proof, data, and thorough explanation. 

-​ Pragmatic: prefers concise solutions that address immediate needs. 

-​ Consensus-oriented: seeks alignment and buy-in from others before making a 

decision. 

-​ Visionary: focuses on big-picture impact and future possibilities. 

When you identify a personality type, adapt your language and evidence. For example, a 

detail-oriented buyer wants more statistics, while a visionary wants to hear about long-term 

benefits.  

Tip: if you are unsure, you can ask: "what sort of information would you like to see if we get to 

the point where we create a proposal for you?" 
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Level of expertise 

Buyers bring varying levels of familiarity with the category of your solution: 

-​ Expert: deep knowledge of the technicalities. They’ll spot vague claims quickly. 

-​ Informed: understands the basics and needs moderate detail. 

-​ Familiar: has a high-level idea but not much depth. 

-​ Unfamiliar: needs foundational education before they can evaluate specifics. 

Adapting your proposal content to match their expertise shows respect for their knowledge 

while ensuring no critical details go over their head. 

Tip: Directly asking about expertise in the category can be misleading, as people often want to 

seem more knowledgeable than they are. If you yourself are experienced, you can often hear the 

prospect's level of expertise by observing how they speak. If they use jargon and specialized 

terminology, they likely have more experience than persons that don't seem to use 

"professional" language. If you are unsure, you can ask about their previous experience buying 

or participating in similar projects: "I'm curious, you have probably been in similar situations 

before. In your experience, what are some things that we should look out for?". Note that the 

question avoids directly asking about experience with this kind of project and instead asks about 

their experiences in similar situations. 
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Role in the decision process 

Organizations have different layers of input. You’ll rarely sell to just one person. There are five 

core roles in most B2B buying processes: 

1.​ Economic buyer: has the budget Authority. 

2.​ User buyer: uses the solution daily. 

3.​ Technical buyer: evaluates feasibility and alignment with technical requirements. 

4.​ Coach: guides you internally, offering insights and connections. 

5.​ Ratifier: a hidden or less-visible influencer who must give the final go-ahead. 

Keep each role in mind when positioning your benefits. Any one person might have multiple 

roles, especially in smaller organizations. 

Example 

Imagine proposing a new CRM system to a mid-sized tech firm. 

-​ Economic buyer: the CFO, who focuses on budget approvals and ROI . 

-​ User buyer: the sales reps, who need an intuitive interface and minimal 

disruption. Another group of user buyers are sales managers, who need to 

see statistics and manage a team. 

-​ Technical buyer: the IT director, who insists on data security, integration, 

and system uptime. 

-​ Coach: the sales manager who championed the new CRM internally. 

-​ Ratifier: the CEO who seldom joins demos but wants final sign-off. 

By addressing each role’s unique concerns - cost, ease of use, security, internal politics, and 

strategic fit - you create a proposal that resonates with all people involved. You can also uncover 

people who are actively lobbying for a competitor's solution. 
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Identifying hidden influencers 

The biggest curveball in any sale often comes from someone you’ve never met. This could be an 

executive, an external consultant, or a board member. They may not attend your meetings, but 

their word can override every other positive vote. 

How to spot them 

-​ Someone is mentioned but never joins your calls. 

-​ New objections appear “out of nowhere,” hinting there’s another voice you haven’t 

addressed. 

-​ The phrases “I’ll need approval” or "we need to talk about this" surface regularly, but 

details are vague. 

How to address them 

-​ Ask early: “How do you usually make decisions for projects like this?” follow up with: 

“Who else needs to weigh in?” 

-​ Keep your tone respectful. Assume anyone might read your proposal. 

-​ Prepare responses to common objections. If hidden influencers appear, you’ll have 

materials ready. 

A single hidden decision-maker can derail all your precious sales work. Proactively uncovering 

them shows professionalism and can save your deal down the road. 
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Tools for buyer research 

There are plenty of ways to learn more about your prospective buyers before you commit pen to 

paper. Here are a few: 

1.​ Linkedin & social media​
look for posts or shared articles. Does the CFO frequently post about cost-saving 

strategies? Does the IT director talk about cloud security? 

2.​ CRM analytics​
review past communications, support tickets, or closed deals to gauge how similar roles 

or organizations responded to your approach. 

3.​ Industry press or thought leadership​
interviews, podcasts, or articles featuring your buyer can reveal their stance on 

technology, innovation, or ROI . 

4.​ Internal contacts (coaches)​
If you have a champion in the organization, ask them what the main decision-maker 

values most. 

5.​ Simply ask​
According to research, over 80% of B2B buyers will share details about their priorities if 

it helps them get a more tailored solution. 

Quick tips 

-​ Create a “buyer snapshot” for each major contact. Include their role, known challenges, 

and top motivators. 

-​ Note any personal touches: have they shared a notable achievement, or do they regularly 

mention a professional goal? 

-​ Use that information to connect authentically and address their specific concerns in your 

proposal. 
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Hot buttons 

"Hot buttons" are the individual needs and desires of each person on the buying team that can 

be addressed during face-to-face meetings, by customizing the solution, or by making changes to 

the project team. 

How to find them: hot buttons are not always explicitly stated, so you need to look for them in 

your interactions with the potential client. Pay attention to what each buyer says and how they 

say it to identify their individual needs and desires. Be prepared to ask questions that dive deep. 

How to use them: once you've identified the hot buttons, you can use them to develop your 

proposal's core theme. We'll explore this concept in detail in chapter 4. 

Benefits of using them: using hot buttons can help you build trust and chemistry with the 

client, generate additional benefits for your proposal, and differentiate yourself from the 

competition. 

For example, a potential buyer is concerned about the complexity of a project. You can address 

this hot button by including specific tasks in your methodology for managing complexity. This 

will show the client that you understand their concerns and are prepared to address them. 

Another example: a potential buyer is looking for a quick return on investment. You can address 

this hot button by proposing a project that delivers quick results. This will show the client that 

you are capable of meeting their needs and delivering value. 
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Analyzing your buyers 

Once you’ve gathered your intel, map out all the buyers. To stay organized, you can keep a 

simple grid or spreadsheet. Name each stakeholder, their role(s), their personality or expertise 

level, and any identified hot buttons. Here’s a sample format: 

Name Role  Personality type Expertise  Hot buttons  

Sarah  Economic buyer 

(CMO) 

visionary informed ROI , brand growth, industry 

leadership 

Luis  User buyer 

(coordinator) 

detail -oriented familiar ease of use, minimal downtime 

Jocelyn  Technical buyer (IT) pragmatic expert data security, integration 

Tom  Coach (director) consensus 

-oriented 

informed team adoption, 

cross-department collaboration 

unknown Ratifier (CFO) ? ? Budget oversight, risk reduction 

 

This bird’s-eye view helps you double-check that your proposal speaks to each person’s primary 

concerns. It also helps you recognize if there is a hidden decision maker or a person that you 

haven't met yet. To do this, check that all the roles are covered. If some role doesn't have a name 

attached to it, you might have a hidden decision maker. However, the smaller the decision and 

the smaller the buying organization, the more roles a single person usually holds. 

Large organizations often form large buying teams and present the proposals to the 

management team or even the board. In smaller and more entrepreneurial organizations, you 

might meet with only one person. Often that person fills several of the roles, but with larger 

decisions they still need to build internal support. Unless the decision is small, there will be 

other people involved in the decision - so prepare accordingly. 
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Building trust and rapport 

Regardless of role or personality, trust is the currency that determines whether your proposal is 

seriously considered. Without trust, even the most compelling cost-benefit analysis may be 

dismissed. 

Practical ways to establish trust 

1.​ Be transparent​
Overpromising or glossing over potential risks raises red flags. If you don’t have all the 

details, say so - and outline a plan to find answers. 

2.​ Ask questions​
Encourage your buyer to share their concerns openly. The more you understand, the 

better you can tailor your proposal. 

3.​ Summarize and confirm​
After gathering information, briefly restate your understanding and ask, “have I got that 

right?” This step reduces miscommunication. 

4.​ Use proof points​
Even a brief anecdote about a past success can build credibility. Cite relevant data from a 

similar industry or company size. 

5.​ Invite feedback​
Proposals should feel collaborative, not one-sided. Make it clear you welcome 

suggestions or clarifications. 

6.​ Keep your promises​
If you say you’ll send more information by Tuesday, send it by Tuesday. Consistency 

builds trust. 

Tip​
The more you learn, the easier it is to forget details. Always take concise notes 

during meetings and calls. If you’re on a video call, ask if it’s okay to use AI or other 

tools to record and transcribe. This helps you accurately reflect the buyer’s concerns 

in your proposal. 
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How can I write to several people at once? 

Often sales proposals try to be everything to everyone. Proposals get loaded with information 

meant to address every possible stakeholder only to end up with a bloated, unfocused document 

that doesn’t resonate with anyone. On the opposite end, some proposals speak only to one 

decision maker or to one role. 

To make your proposal land, you need to include all roles, but write as if you're speaking directly 

to one key decision-maker at a time. 

Each section of your proposal should be written with one clear reader in mind: 

-​ The executive summary is for the ratifier, the person with the final say. They care 

about high-level impact, strategic alignment, and risk mitigation. Keep this section short, 

sharp, and focused on outcomes. Answer their biggest question: “Why should we do this 

now?” 

-​ ROI and pricing should address the economic buyer, often a CFO or procurement 

lead. They need to see the numbers. Show clear cost-benefit analysis, backed by data, but 

without overwhelming them with details. Think in terms of efficiency gains, cost savings, 

and revenue growth. 

-​ The solution section is for the users and technical buyers, the people who will 

work with your solution daily. They care about functionality, ease of integration, and 

support. Speak their language, addressing their specific pain points and how your 

solution makes their jobs easier. 

When you tailor your message to the right audience, your proposal becomes a persuasive tool 

that moves each stakeholder toward a confident “yes.” I will return to this subject in detail in the 

chapters about actually writing the proposal texts. 
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Conclusion 

Knowing your buyer means more than just collecting job titles. It involves understanding their 

personality, level of expertise, role in the decision process and what their hot buttons are. It’s 

about spotting hidden influencers before they throw off your deal. Most importantly, it’s about 

gaining trust by showing empathy and relevance while treating them as individuals with unique 

challenges. 

In the next chapter, we’ll look at how customers actually make decisions and how you can use 

that to your advantage when writing your proposal. 

Key takeaways 

-​ Buyers are human: even in large organizations, buyers have personal fears, 

motivations, and biases. You should know enough about them to know how to persuade 

them. 

-​ Personas focus your approach: tailor your language, data, and proof points to 

personality types and levels of expertise. 

-​ Roles matter: economic, user, technical, and coach each see value differently. Always 

be aware of a ratifier who might have the final say. 

-​ Research early: use LinkedIn, CRM analytics, and basic questions to uncover hidden 

influencers. 

-​ Organize your findings: a simple spreadsheet helps you keep track of buyers, roles 

and hot buttons. 

Use these insights to create proposals that feel personal, practical, and persuasive. The more you 

know your buyer, the better positioned you are to win their confidence - and the deal. 
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Chapter 4: Preparing for a decision 

B2B buyers are bombarded by information, solutions, and opinions. They might juggle multiple 

stakeholders, competing internal priorities, and tight deadlines - all while trying to choose the 

best path forward. The key to securing the sale lies in understanding how they decide and 

shaping your proposal accordingly. 

Ultimately, buyers need to trust that you'll improve their situation. If they doubt your expertise 

or intentions, no amount of data will sway them. That's why genuine rapport, clear 

communication, and proof of credibility (like testimonials or case studies) play a big role in 

sealing the deal. 

In this chapter, we'll explore practical strategies to help you prepare for and positively influence 

your buyer's decision. Most importantly, we'll show you how to weave everything you've learned 

about your buyer into a single, powerful core theme that makes your proposal impossible to 

ignore. 

Understanding what matters most 

Before you can craft a winning proposal, you need to understand the landscape your buyer is 

navigating. Think of it like this: every buyer has three layers of decision-making criteria. Miss 

any layer, and your proposal becomes just another option in a crowded field. 

Evaluation criteria: the organization's scorecard 

Evaluation criteria are the shared requirements, desires, and specifications of the buying team. 

In RFPs (request for proposals) the criteria are often explicitly stated, but usually they are 

implicit or communicated verbally. Think of the evaluation criteria as the "official" scorecard - 

the criteria that everyone on the buying committee has agreed they care about. 

 

38 



Where to find evaluation criteria: 

-​ the RFP or other proposal documents 

-​ conversations with the potential client 

-​ the client's website or marketing materials 

-​ industry publications or reports 

How to extract them: 

-​ if there is a RFP, read it carefully and pay attention to any stated requirements or 

preferences 

-​ ask the decision makers directly: "what criteria will you use to evaluate proposals?" or 

"how will you decide between different alternatives?" 

-​ research the client's industry to understand typical evaluation factors 

-​ review past successful proposals with similar clients 

Before crafting your proposal, pinpoint the criteria your buyers will use to evaluate potential 

solutions. Evaluation criteria typically include: 

-​ price and ROI  expectations 

-​ alignment with strategic goals 

-​ fit with existing technology or processes 

-​ vendor reputation or expertise 

-​ timeline and delivery requirements 

Tip: Don't assume you know their priorities. Ask direct questions and listen closely for clues. If 

possible, request any internal checklists or templates they use in selecting vendors. 

Tip: Evaluation criteria might not be clear to the person you're talking to either. You can help 

them form evaluation criteria while subtly shaping them in your favor. Ask questions like: 

"what's most important when you think about implementing a solution like this?" or "how will 

you measure success six months after implementation?" 
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Counters to the competition: your differentiation 

Counters to the competition are the selling points that allow you to differentiate yourself from 

the approaches or expertise that your competition offers. This isn't about bashing competitors. 

It's about understanding where you have genuine advantages and weaving those into your 

proposal naturally. 

Here's how to develop strong counters: 

1.​ Identify your competition: consider potential in-house solutions and other vendor 

options 

2.​ Analyze their strengths and weaknesses: be honest about how your offerings 

compare 

3.​ Develop your counters: focus on areas where you have clear, relevant advantages 

4.​ Integrate subtly: highlight your unique strengths without directly attacking 

competitors 

Example counter analysis:  

Competitor Their strength Their weakness Our counter Where to 

emphasize 

ACME Corp Large, 

well-known, "safe" 

choice 

Generic solutions, 

slow implementation 

Specialized 

expertise, rapid 

deployment 

Executive 

Summary, 

Implementation 

Timeline 

BigCo 

Industries 

Comprehensive 

platform 

Complex, requires 

extensive training 

Simple, intuitive 

interface 

Solution section, 

Training approach 
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Examples of effective counters: 

-​ specialized focus: "while larger firms spread across many industries, our entire 

practice focuses on manufacturing logistics challenges like yours." 

-​ implementation approach: "unlike providers who rely on junior consultants, our 

senior team leads every implementation personally." 

-​ cultural fit: "we understand startup pace and decision-making - no bureaucratic 

approval chains slowing down your project." 

Tip: Your competitive advantages should be meaningful for the proposed project and aligned 

with the client's stated priorities. Being "better" at something irrelevant won't win you the deal. 

Building your core theme: where everything connects 

Many proposals present a laundry list of features and benefits without a unifying story. The 

buyer reads through pages of capabilities but never gets a clear sense of why this particular 

solution matters for their specific situation. 

A core theme addresses that. It's a single, compelling message that weaves together everything 

you've learned about the buyer - their organizational priorities, individual concerns, and 

competitive landscape - into one clear narrative about a transformation that you can deliver. 

The four elements of a powerful core theme 

Your core theme emerges from the intersection of four critical elements: 

1.​ The customer's core problem (in their own words) 

2.​ Key stakeholder hot buttons (what keeps them up at night, see chapter 3) 

3.​ Organizational evaluation criteria (their official scorecard) 

4.​ Your unique competitive advantage (why you, not them) 
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When these four elements align, you get a theme that resonates at every level - organizational 

logic, personal motivation, and competitive differentiation. 

Core theme in action: an example 

Let's look at how this works with a concrete example: 

Client situation: a growing SaaS company losing deals because their sales team takes too long 

to respond to prospects with customized pricing. 

Discovery results: 

-​ Core problem: "We're losing 30% of qualified leads because we can't get pricing back 

to prospects within 24 hours" 

-​ Hot buttons: 

-​ Sales VP: "my team is missing quota because of this bottleneck" 

-​ Operations manager: "manual pricing creates errors that upset customers" 

-​ CFO: "we're either leaving money on the table or pricing too aggressively" 

-​ Evaluation criteria: ROI  within 12 months, minimal disruption to current process, 

proven solution with references 

-​ Competitive advantage: you're the only vendor with automated pricing specifically 

designed for their industry, with 2-hour implementation 

Resulting core theme: "Accelerate revenue capture with instant, accurate pricing that turns 

prospects into customers while your competition is still calculating." 

Notice how this theme: 

-​ Addresses the core problem (slow pricing response) 

-​ Speaks to hot buttons (revenue pressure, accuracy concerns, competitive advantage) 

-​ Aligns with evaluation criteria (quick ROI , minimal disruption, proven approach) 

-​ Highlights competitive differentiation (speed and industry-specific automation) 
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Developing your core theme 

Use this step-by-step process to develop your core theme: 

Step 1: capture the customer's problem  

Write down exactly how the customer described their core challenge. Use their words, not yours. 

If you can't fill this in with a direct quote, you need more discovery. 

Example: "our current system takes three days to generate pricing, and by then, prospects 

have moved on to competitors." 

Step 2: list stakeholder hot buttons  

For each key decision-maker, identify their personal stake in solving this problem: 

-​ What pressure are they under? 

-​ What would success mean for their career/reputation? 

-​ What failure would they want to avoid at all costs? 

 

Example: 

-​ Sales director: needs to prove the team can hit aggressive growth targets 

-​ Operations: wants to eliminate manual errors that cause customer complaints 

-​ CEO: under board pressure to improve sales cycle metrics 

 

 

43 



Step 3: identify evaluation criteria  

List the official criteria they'll use to evaluate solutions: 

-​ What requirements did they state explicitly? 

-​ What success metrics did they mention? 

-​ What constraints (budget, timeline, technical) must be respected? 

Example: must show 20% improvement in sales cycle speed, implement within 60 days, work 

with existing crm 

Step 4: define your unique advantage  

What can you deliver that competitors cannot? 

-​ specialized expertise or approach 

-​ superior implementation methodology 

-​ unique technology or partnerships 

-​ track record in their specific situation 

Example: only vendor with plug-and-play integration for their specific crm, plus 24/7 support 

during implementation 

Step 5: synthesize into theme  

Combine these elements into a single, memorable statement that captures the transformation 

you're offering: 

Formula: [action verb] + [desired outcome] + [method/advantage] + [competitive context] 
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More theme examples: 

-​ Manufacturing client: "eliminate production delays with predictive maintenance 

that catches problems before competitors even know they exist." 

-​ Financial services: "accelerate compliance reporting with automated data validation 

that turns regulatory burden into competitive advantage." 

-​ Healthcare system: "transform patient flow with intelligent scheduling that reduces 

wait times while maximizing provider utilization." 

Don't worry too much about the exact wording. It's great if you manage to write a memorable 

statement, but the important thing is to walk through what the core theme consists of. A short 

paragraph or a bulleted list work equally well. 

Testing your theme 

A strong core theme should pass these tests: 

The elevator test: can you explain it clearly in 30 seconds? 

The stakeholder test: does it address concerns for multiple decision-makers? 

The competitive test: does it highlight why you're uniquely positioned to deliver this 

outcome? 

The specificity test: is it tailored to this customer's situation, or could it apply to anyone? 

The memorable test: will they remember it when comparing proposals three weeks from 

now? 
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Using your theme throughout the proposal 

Once you've developed your core theme, it becomes the backbone of your entire proposal: 

-​ Executive summary: lead with the theme and support it with key evidence 

-​ Situation analysis: show how current state conflicts with the theme's promise 

-​ Proposed solution: demonstrate how your approach delivers the theme 

-​ Implementation plan: structure timeline around achieving theme outcomes 

-​ Investment section: frame costs in terms of theme-related benefits 

Tip: Weave variations of your core theme through every section of your proposal, so readers 

continuously see the same core message reinforced with different supporting evidence. 

Influencing the decision 

Use their words 

An important rule of thumb is: don't include anything in your proposal you haven't 

heard the customer say or confirmed separately. This way, your proposal aligns directly 

with what they care about and how they express it. This rule also guides you to ask a lot of 

questions. 

If you must introduce ideas that the buyer hasn't explicitly mentioned, consider these steps: 

-​ Create an initial draft and meet up with the prospect to present it and collect more 

information. As you walk through your ideas, you can note any reactions and modify the 

text before you send out the final version of the proposal. The difference is that the initial 

draft doesn't list prices, so it cannot be considered a proposal yet even if you send it out. 

-​ Extra offers: if you have an additional recommendation you think could help, include it 

as an optional add-on both when presenting the solution and when presenting the costs. 

For example you could suggest having an extra training-program to make more efficient 

use of the software solution you are proposing. 
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This approach keeps the focus on what they've specifically requested, while opening the door to 

beneficial extras. 

Tip: A good approach is to do a rough sketch of your solution while meeting with the client. Use 

paper or a whiteboard and invite them to plan what is needed to solve the problem on a high 

level. This way you familiarize the client to your way of thinking and your solution while at the 

same time getting feedback on what they think would work and what not. 

When you have unclear information 

If you think the customer's needs are unclear or if you believe they're missing a critical insight 

you won't be able to write a strong proposal. Return to discovery, ask more questions, and 

ensure you've understood the customer. Aim to have the customer express the needed change in 

their own words. Without their buy-in, it's near impossible to write a proposal that truly 

resonates. 

Establishing value 

Your proposal should show the buyer what they stand to gain by accepting your proposal, 

financially or otherwise. Some buyers want detailed spreadsheets. Others just need a quick 

estimate. Tailor your level of detail to the buyer's expectations. If you cannot determine that the 

customer will get more value than they are paying for, you will have a hard time getting a sale. 

We will dive into details about presenting different levels of value and calculating return on 

investment in chapter 8: Measuring and proving value. 
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Building credibility digitally 

Buyers often do online research before they even talk to you. Especially in a remote or hybrid 

sales environment, your digital credibility matters just as much as face-to-face impressions. 

Boost your credibility by: 

-​ Showcasing social proof: link to positive reviews, client testimonials, or news articles 

that underscore your track record. 

-​ Being consistent: align your website, social media, emails and proposal. Discrepancies 

raise red flags. 

-​ Staying responsive: quick replies to emails or calls demonstrate your commitment, 

even when you're not meeting in person. 

-​ Align communication: automated email sequences and digital marketing might be 

reaching your customer. Make sure you are aware of what messages your organization is 

sending so that you can align your own customer interactions. 

Gathering information during sales calls 

Some sales professionals see the proposal-writing phase as a separate task. However, without 

enough information, you cannot write a good proposal. Often you don't notice that you need a 

certain piece of information before you sit down to write, so you have to return to discovery, talk 

with the buyers and ask more questions. 

In addition to buyers having personal differences, there is also a big difference in how they 

engage with you as a sales person. Ideally you get them to talk openly about their situation while 

you collect all the information you need. At the same time however, you must also assess how 

probable it is that they will actually buy from you. 

Buyers are not all in the same situation. If they have recently invested in a similar solution, they 

will be less prone to talk openly with you. The "buyer's pyramid" outlines this well. 
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The buyer's pyramid 

The buyer's pyramid, introduced by Chet Holmes, classifies potential customers into five tiers 

based on their level of awareness and readiness to purchase. At the top 3% of the pyramid, 

buyers are actively shopping and ready to make a decision soon. Below them, around 7% are 

open to your solution but aren't searching aggressively; they can often be persuaded. 

1.​ Top 3% - actively buying. They know their problem and are looking for solutions. 

2.​ Next 7% - open to solutions, but not actively searching. They can be convinced to buy 

soon if you show strong value. 

3.​ Middle 30% - not thinking about your product or service at all. You can educate them 

into seeing an opportunity. 

4.​ Next-to-bottom 30% - don't believe they're interested. Further conversation or proof 

may shift them. 

5.​ Bottom 30% - certain they're not interested. Unlikely to buy in a long time unless 

major changes occur. 

The value of this model lies in customizing your approach for each tier. If you're talking to that 

top 10% (first two tiers), you can be direct about how your offering meets their immediate needs. 

But if you're dealing with the middle and next-to-bottom 60%, you'll likely need to educate them 

- showing the consequences of ignoring a problem and the potential benefits of a better process 

or tool. 

If your prospect seems to be in the bottom 30%, for example because they have recently bought 

a similar solution: don't spend your time writing a proposal. They are not likely to buy. When 

they are ready to buy, their criteria have probably shifted, so any work you put in now will be 

wasted 

The pyramid is a quick way to gauge where your buyers stand and how much effort you'll need to 

invest in discovery, relationship-building, and nurturing before you can effectively pitch your 

solution. 
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Tip: If your buyer is in the top 10%, they'll often volunteer exactly what they need. Ask plenty of 

clarifying questions and listen carefully. If they're lower down the pyramid, you may have to 

help them see an unrecognized problem or opportunity. For that you can use the spin selling 

method. 

Tip: Often it is easy to assess where the customer is on the pyramid. But if you are unsure, you 

can ask about how they are currently solving the issues that your solution will address. If they 

seem very happy with what they have and have fairly recently done changes to their process, 

they are probably quite low on the pyramid. 

Tip: If you want to reach out to new prospects, you have two options. You can create interesting 

educational material that speaks to everyone, and assess how high up they are on the pyramid 

after you have reached out and started a conversation. Alternatively you can create material that 

only speaks to the top 10% (for example straightforward offers), and accept that your hit rate is 

much lower. 

SPIN selling 

Once you have a conversation going, you need to collect useful information and move the 

customer upwards on the buying pyramid. In my experience, a good seller can move the 

prospect one level upwards with good sales technique. The best way to do that is to use 

questions in a structured way. 

SPIN selling is a consultative sales approach created by Neil Rackham. It focuses on asking the 

right questions to understand the customer's situation, zero in on their core problems, and guide 

them toward seeing the impact of those issues before introducing your solution. 

At its core are four types of questions: 

1.​ Situation (S): Gather factual information about the buyer's current process, metrics, 

and goals. 

2.​ Problem (P): Identify what's not working. Let the buyer articulate their pain points. 

3.​ Implication (I): Dig deeper into the consequences of these problems: cost, missed 

opportunities, reduced efficiency. 
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4.​ Need-payoff (N): Ask the customer to elaborate on how your solution addresses these 

issues and delivers tangible benefits. 

By following this sequence, you help the buyer articulate their pain points, recognize the broader 

consequences of leaving them unaddressed, and envision the tangible benefits of a solution. 

The beauty of SPIN selling is that it feels natural and customer-centered. Rather than rushing in 

with a pitch, you start by mapping their current situation. Then you explore what's not working 

by letting the buyer talk about their problems and frustrations. 

Next, you dive into the implications of those problems, highlighting any financial or operational 

risks. Finally, you lead them toward seeing how your solution can turn things around, 

prompting them to describe their own desired outcomes. This approach not only uncovers 

deeper insight into buyer needs, but also builds trust, because the buyer feels heard and 

understood. 

Using SPIN or a similar question-based approach is the only way of activating people further 

down the buying pyramid to actually become interested in solving a problem. Without a 

problem, they don't need any change and therefore they will not be interested in any solution 

that you offer. 

Key insight: If your buyer never actually says that they have a problem or a need in their own 

words, you probably haven't done enough discovery. Alternatively the customer is too low down 

on the buying pyramid. Without that explicit admission (i.e saying it out loud), you should 

consider not writing a proposal at all. Agree to send some educational material and return to the 

discussion later. 

Tip: Check chapter 17 for a summary of information you need to collect before sitting down to 

write your proposal. If you haven't collected enough information, you need to ask more 

questions or postpone writing a proposal until the prospect is higher up on the pyramid. 
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Three main decision-making techniques 

Buyers generally evaluate proposals using one (or a mix) of these methods: 

1.​ Recognition​
"I've heard of this before - it must be good."​
If they recognize your company or product and trust its reputation, you gain an 

immediate advantage. 

2.​ Single-factor decision making​
"We only care about price." or "my colleague swears by this product."​
Some buyers fixate on one crucial factor. Identify what that factor is (maybe cost, brand 

or a specific feature) and align your proposal accordingly. 

3.​ Estimating the value​
"Let's weigh the ROI carefully."​
These buyers methodically compare cost to benefit. Show them relevant figures and a 

clear path to payoff - especially if you're a premium-priced solution. 

Understanding which of these methods your buyer leans toward helps you emphasize the right 

content. If they're big on ROI, highlight cost-benefit calculations. If they prefer brand 

recognition, share your track record and credentials early. 
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Key points 

-​ Trust is the cornerstone. If decision makers don't trust you, the sale is almost always lost. 

-​ Understand three layers of decision criteria: organizational evaluation criteria, individual 

hot buttons, and competitive differentiation opportunities. 

-​ Develop a core theme that weaves together the customer's problem, stakeholder 

motivations, evaluation criteria, and your unique advantage into one compelling 

narrative. 

-​ Tailor your proposal to the buyer's language and stated needs. Avoid adding details 

they've never expressed, unless you clearly mark them as optional extras. 

-​ Build credibility with social proof and consistent messaging across digital channels. 

-​ Understand how actively the prospect is looking to solve their problem by using the 

buyer's pyramid 

-​ leverage a discovery framework like spin selling to design questions to uncover real 

needs. 

-​ Recognize which decision-making technique your buyer uses (recognition, single-factor, 

or value-focused) and shape your proposal accordingly. 

Try this next 

1.​ Core theme workshop: take your most promising current opportunity and work 

through the five-step theme development process. Can you create a theme that captures 

the transformation you're offering? 

2.​ Review your latest sales conversations: did the buyer explicitly mention the 

problems they have and the outcomes they want, or are you assuming? Go back and 

confirm if you are unsure. 

3.​ Test your theme: share your core theme with a colleague who doesn't know the deal. 

Can they understand why this customer would care? Is it memorable? 

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to apply this core theme and buyer understanding to the 

structural logic of your proposal. By grounding your proposal in clear, buyer-focused research 

and a powerful unifying theme, you'll pave the way for higher acceptance rates and more 

profitable, enduring client relationships.  
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Chapter 5: Proposal structure 

You've done your homework. You've listened to the client's situation, heard what they want to 

accomplish in the future, talked about the change needed to get there, and narrowed down what 

value they look to get. According to the previous chapter, you developed your core theme by 

combining the customer's problem, stakeholder hot buttons, evaluation criteria, and your 

competitive advantage. 

Now comes the real test: putting it all together into a persuasive written proposal. Whether 

you're a veteran sales professional or an entrepreneur who wears many hats, understanding the 

underlying structure of a proposal is essential. When you grasp this "blueprint," you can adapt it 

for any client, in any industry, without having to reinvent the wheel each time. 

In this chapter, we'll explore how virtually all successful proposals share the same core elements 

that reflect what prospective buyers expect to see. We'll dig into how these blocks fit together, 

why they matter, and how to adapt them to different sales situations. By the end, you'll be able 

to map out the essential pieces of your proposal in a way that resonates with your buyer and 

leads them to say, "yes." 

Schemas and expectations 

Most people have a subconscious "checklist" in mind whenever they read a proposal. 

Psychologists call these checklists "schemas." They're mental models that tell us what a 

document should look like and what information it should contain. 

Think about how you expect a restaurant menu to be organized. You usually see appetizers, 

main courses, sides, and desserts in a familiar order. You'd find it disturbing if desserts were 

listed first, followed by drinks, and then finally the main courses. The layout might make sense 

in the restaurant owner's head, but if it doesn't meet your expectations, you're likely to get 

confused or even frustrated. 

You can apply the same thinking to your B2B proposals. When your reader opens your 

document, they expect to find a clear picture of the problem or goal, a method for addressing it, 

proof that you can do the job, a transparent cost breakdown, and a summary of the value they 

will get. If any of these are missing or buried, you risk confusing your potential client. 
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How following the schema benefits you 

-​ Predictability and clarity: following a known structure assures buyers you 

understand their world. 

-​ Faster decision-making: when the layout matches their mental checklist, they can 

process your solution faster. 

-​ Immediate credibility: it signals professionalism and shows you respect the reader's 

time. 

The generic structure of proposals 

Even though industries vary widely, most business proposals boil down to six universal blocks: 

1.​ Situation – what is the prospect's current situation? What is the problem or 

opportunity? 

2.​ Objectives – what objectives must be met to solve that problem or seize the 

opportunity? 

3.​ Solution – how will you achieve those objectives? (Often the "methods" or "approach") 

4.​ Expertise – what makes you qualified to carry out this solution? Why are you the best? 

5.​ Investment – what will it cost? 

6.​ Value – why is this worth the cost, and what value will your client gain? 

These six blocks are the foundation of practically every effective sales proposal. The moment a 

prospect reads your proposal, they want to know if you "get" their context, how you're going to 

help them, and whether it's worth the price. Structuring your proposal around these core pieces 

makes it easy for the reader to see those answers at a glance. 
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Why this matters 

-​ Keeps you focused: thinking in terms of this structure forces you to address each 

critical question that influences a buying decision. 

-​ Reduces overwriting: when you stick to the structure, you won't waste space on 

irrelevant details or corporate jargon that dilutes your main message. 

-​ Shows respect for the buyer's time: by organizing your proposal around what 

customers most want to know, you emphasize clarity and purpose. 

Example: A technology services firm 

Imagine you run a technology consulting firm. A prospective client needs a custom data 

management solution. You've developed this core theme through your discovery work: "secure 

scalability that grows with your success." Here's how you'd build a concise proposal using the 

six blocks: 

-​ Situation: "Your current system struggles to handle real-time data from multiple 

locations, creating security vulnerabilities as you scale..." 

-​ Objectives: "You want to ensure 99.9% uptime, reduce data processing time by 50%, 

and improve security as you expand to new markets..." 

-​ Solution: "We'll implement a cloud-based architecture with built-in redundancy and 

advanced encryption that automatically scales with your growth..." 

-​ Expertise: "We built similar solutions for Acme International as they scaled from 3 to 

15 locations, maintaining security compliance throughout..." 

-​ Investment: "Total project cost: $xx,xxx. This includes design, development, and 

ongoing support for your growth phases..." 

-​ Value: "You'll gain faster, more secure data handling that scales effortlessly with 

expansion, enabling real-time insights across all locations while reducing security risk..." 

Notice how each block reinforces the theme of "secure scalability" without beating the reader 

over the head with it. By walking through these six blocks, you show that you understand the 

client's specific needs and have a plan that ties directly to their goals. You also provide clear 

evidence you can deliver and demonstrate exactly why your price is justified. 
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Interrelation of the blocks 

Your proposal should read as a continuous flow, not just a collection of disconnected text. In 

other words, each block should build naturally on the one before it. Here's how they connect: 

1.​ Situation → Objectives 

Once you define the situation (and the problem or opportunity), the natural 

follow-up is to outline the objectives. These objectives should logically address 

the problem you described. 

2.​ Objectives → Solution 

The method or approach you propose must be aligned with the objectives; 

otherwise, the client will wonder how your solution solves their specific problem. 

3.​ Solution → Expertise 

Explaining how you'll solve the problem naturally leads to why you are the right 

choice to implement that solution. 

4.​ Expertise → Investment 

When you've built credibility by showing you have the right skills and experience, 

the reader is primed to see the investment as fair. 

5.​ Investment → Value 

After you reveal the cost, the reader wants to know, "what do I get in return?" The 

value block ties everything together and justifies the investment. 

When these blocks reinforce each other, your proposal gains a sense of cohesion that readers 

often describe as "logical" or "easy to follow." even if your document breaks them into different 

sections or merges some blocks together in a section, the underlying flow should feel seamless. 
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Flexibility of the blocks 

Just because a proposal has six core blocks doesn't mean you must have six distinct sections in 

your table of contents. In real-world proposals you can: 

-​ Merge some blocks: you might combine the "situation" and "objectives" into a single 

"Background" or "Challenges" section. 

-​ Distribute blocks: you could weave "Expertise" throughout the proposal, using short 

testimonials or success stories in different places rather than a single "Our expertise" 

section. Although I recommend writing a separate "Expertise" section, distributing it can 

work if you pay enough attention and are good at visually separating case stories from 

the main text. 

-​ Adjust terminology: some companies prefer to say "Method" instead of "Solution" or 

"Benefits" instead of "Value." Choose a suitable word, but make sure the core idea stays 

the same. 

In a longer proposal, it is a good idea to have an executive summary at the start. The executive 

summary should contain all the blocks, but in a condensed form aimed at the busy decision 

maker. I usually write the summary last which works as a way to verify that the core logic is in 

place and that I have covered all the blocks somewhere in the main proposal. 
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Filling the blocks strategically 

Each of the six core blocks must be accounted for - explicitly or implicitly. Here's where strategy 

comes into play: 

1.​ Leverage existing relationships 

If you've done business with this client before, they may already trust your 

expertise. Instead of including a three-page company background, spotlight a few 

relevant case studies or emphasize some new developments. If needed, you can 

add a separate appendix where you list your company's background. 

2.​ Tailor each block 

Even though the structure remains consistent, the content you place under each 

heading should be highly customized and use the customer's language. Generic or 

"copy-paste" text reduces credibility. 

3.​ Use the right amount of detail 

Overloading the proposal with dense technical specs can scare off some buyers. 

Conversely, not providing enough detail can raise skepticism about whether you 

can deliver. If the situation or client requires you to have an extensive description 

of the solution, consider a separate document where you can lay out the solution 

in detail. In the core proposal you can include a higher-level overview. 

4.​ Show empathy and understanding 

In your Situation and Objectives blocks, demonstrate that you truly understand 

the client's context. Use their own words where possible. Focus on specific goals 

they've mentioned rather than broad statements. 

5.​ Make the "investment" and "value" blocks crystal clear 

When it comes to money, clarity is critical. Outline exactly what the price includes 

and excludes. Then tie it directly to the value your solution brings, both tangible 

(cost savings, increased revenue) and intangible (reduced risk, peace of mind). 

6.​ Reinforce your core theme consistently 

Each section should advance the same narrative thread you developed in your 

discovery work. Your theme becomes the backbone that connects situation to 

solution to value, creating a coherent story rather than a collection of features. 
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We will go into detail on how to write each block in chapters 11 to 15. 

Putting it all together 

Let's walk through a brief example that pulls these pieces together. Let's imagine you're offering 

a leadership training program for a growing SaaS company. You've already held two discovery 

meetings, and the client is now requesting a formal proposal. 

Your core theme from discovery: "Build leadership capabilities that scales with your growth." 

Sample outline 

-​ Section 1: Background and objectives 

Situation: "Acme has seen rapid growth, which has led to the promotion of 

several new managers with limited leadership experience, creating bottlenecks as 

teams expand." 

-​ Objectives: "Develop management capabilities that can grow with the 

organization and reduce turnover among high-potential team members." 

-​ Section 2: Our approach 

-​ Solution: "We recommend a scalable, blended training program with live 

workshops and on-demand modules, designed to develop leaders who can guide 

teams through growth phases." 

-​ Expertise: "Our trainers have a track record of developing leadership programs 

for fast-scaling tech firms. Last year we helped techstart build leadership 

capabilities that supported their growth from 50 to 200 employees..." 

-​ Section 3: investment and results 

-​ Investment: "Total training investment: $xx,xxx, structured in quarterly 

payments to scale with your growth milestones." 

-​ Value: "Our solution reduces manager-related turnover by an estimated 30%, 

accelerates team performance during growth phases, and creates a leadership 

pipeline ready for your next expansion." 

-​ Appendix: Training structure 

-​ A detailed outline of the structure, delivery timeline and highlights of the content 
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Throughout each section, we can sprinkle in testimonials, references to earlier successful 

projects and data to build credibility. But we make sure not to overwhelm the reader with fluff. 

We should reference the discovery meetings to show we've listened. We make sure the training 

fees are plainly stated without jargon. We end the proposal by reminding the prospect how this 

will directly help them solve their biggest pain point: building management capabilities that 

won't break as they scale. 

Notice how the theme of "leadership that scales" runs through every section without being 

heavy-handed about it. 
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Conclusion & key takeaways 

When you combine a powerful core theme with this proven structure, you create proposals that 

feel both logical and compelling. The structure guides the reader's thinking, while your theme 

ensures every section builds toward the same transformative vision. 

Key points to remember 

-​ Lean on familiar schemas: prospects subconsciously expect your proposal to follow a 

familiar pattern. 

-​ Stay flexible: you don't have to label each block exactly as we've done here, but you do 

need to ensure the elements the blocks represent are included. 

-​ Write for completeness: assume that the reader has never met you before. Make the 

proposal complete and make no assumptions about the reader having information from 

your earlier conversations. 

-​ Keep it buyer-focused: demonstrate empathy by using the client's perspective, 

language, and priorities in each section. 

-​ Show value: clarify pricing and show why it's worth the investment. 

-​ Always connect the dots: each block of your proposal should connect clearly to the 

next, reinforcing why your solution matters. 

By building on this structure, you free yourself from the guesswork of "what should I include?" 

or "how do I organize this?" Instead, you can focus on what really matters: delivering a proposal 

that shows how to solve your buyer's problem in a way they can trust and that creates real value. 

As you move into the next chapters, keep these fundamentals in mind. We'll explore how to 

combine logic, persuasion, and psychology to sharpen each proposal block. 
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Chapter 6: What does your customer really want? 

Imagine this: you are a sales consultant. A prospect calls and says, "we need help with our sales 

process." you get excited, schedule a call, and dive into your pitch about sales training and CRM 

optimization. But three weeks later, you get the dreaded "we've decided to go with someone else" 

email. 

What went wrong? You assumed they knew exactly what they wanted. But unfortunately most 

prospects don't really know what they actually need. They know something's broken, but they 

can't pinpoint what or how to fix it. Without understanding the type of their goal, you can't 

develop a compelling core theme that addresses their real situation. 

As salespeople, we need to become detectives before we become solution providers. This chapter 

will show you how to figure out what your customer really wants even when they don't know it 

themselves. 

The customer clarity spectrum 

Not all prospects are created equal. Some know exactly what's wrong and how to fix it. Others 

just have a nagging feeling that something's off. Understanding where your prospect sits on the 

clarity spectrum is crucial for crafting proposals that actually get accepted. 

Think of it like this: you're not feeling well. You might: 

-​ Know you have a headache and need aspirin (clear problem, clear solution) 

-​ Feel lousy but need a doctor to diagnose what's wrong (vague problem, need 

investigation) 

-​ Know you have diabetes but need help creating a treatment plan (clear problem, need 

strategy) 

Business prospects work the same way. They exist on a spectrum from "completely clueless" to 

"crystal clear." your job is to figure out where they sit and respond accordingly. This clarity 

directly impacts how you'll craft your core theme. After all, you can't build a compelling 

narrative around transformation if you don't know what type of change they actually need. 
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The good news? We can classify the situation into only three types of situations you'll encounter. 

The three goal types framework 

Every business goal falls into one of three buckets: Insight, Planning, or Implementation. 

Each requires a completely different approach, and mixing them up is a recipe for disaster. 

Insight goal: "what's really going on here?" 

What it is: a deep dive to uncover whether change is even necessary. This can be workshops, 

assessments, audits, or market research. 

Buyer's mindset: "We have a hunch something's wrong, but we need proof before we act." 

Example: A manufacturing company was losing sales but couldn't figure out why. Sales blamed 

marketing for poor leads. Marketing blamed sales for poor follow-up. The CEO hired me to 

conduct a sales process audit. Turns out, their biggest problem was a 4-day delay between lead 

generation and first contact. Simple fix, but nobody saw it until we dug in. 

Red flags that suggest you need an Insight goal: 

-​ multiple stakeholders have different theories about the problem 

-​ they use vague language like "optimize" or "improve efficiency" 

-​ they can't give you specific success metrics 

-​ internal teams are pointing fingers at each other 

Typical deliverables: research reports, assessment findings, workshop summaries, gap 

analyses 
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Planning goals: "how do we fix this?" 

What it is: Strategy development for a known problem. You're not investigating whether 

change is needed, you're figuring out how to make it happen. 

Buyer's mindset: "We know we need to change. Now show us exactly how to do it." 

Example: A healthcare startup saw telehealth visits exploding but had no strategy for scaling 

their sales team. They didn't need me to tell them telehealth was booming as they could see it in 

their numbers. They needed a concrete roadmap for hiring, training, and organizing a larger 

sales force. 

Red flags that suggest you need a Planning goal: 

-​ they clearly articulate the problem but have no solution 

-​ they say things like "we know we need x, but how do we get there?" 

-​ they have data showing the problem but no strategy to address it 

-​ multiple failed attempts to solve the issue on their own 

Typical deliverables: strategic roadmaps, implementation timelines, process documentation, 

training curricula 

Implementation goals: "help us get it done" 

What it is: hands-on execution support. They know what needs to happen and have a plan, 

they just need help making it real. 

Buyer's mindset: "We know what to do and how to do it. We just need extra hands, a solution 

or expertise to execute." 

Example: A consulting firm had developed a detailed proposal template but needed help 

customizing it for different industries and training their team to use it effectively. They didn't 

need strategy, they needed execution support and training. 
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Red flags that suggest you need an Implementation goal: 

-​ they have a clear plan but lack internal capacity 

-​ they've done similar projects before but need specialized skills 

-​ they're focused on timelines and resource allocation, not strategy 

-​ they ask detailed questions about your team and methodologies 

Typical deliverables: installation of systems, trained teams, operational processes, ongoing 

support 

When goals get mixed up 

Here's where many salespeople mess up: they assume every prospect wants Implementation. 

After all, that's usually where the big money is and likely what your company is selling. But 

selling Implementation to someone who needs Insight is like performing surgery on someone 

who hasn't been diagnosed yet. 

The "false implementation" trap 

A prospect says, "we want you to implement a new CRM system." sounds like Implementation, 

right? But when you dig deeper, you discover: 

-​ three different departments want three different systems 

-​ no one has mapped their current sales process 

-​ they haven't defined success metrics 

-​ the CEO, sales manager, and IT director all have different goals 

This isn't an Implementation goal. It's an Insight goal disguised as Implementation. If you 

propose a CRM implementation, you'll either lose the deal or win a project that is destined to 

fail. 
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The right response 

When you suspect goal type confusion, slow down and ask diagnostic questions: 

For suspected false Implementation: 

-​ "Before we talk about solutions, help me understand what's driving this initiative." 

-​ "What does success look like, specifically?" 

-​ "Who else is involved in this decision, and are they all aligned on the outcome?" 

-​ "What have you tried before, and how did it work out?" 

For suspected false Planning: 

-​ "Do you have buy-in from all stakeholders that this is the right direction?" 

-​ "How confident are you that this is the real problem?" 

-​ "What evidence do you have that this approach will work?" 

Identifying your company's goal type capabilities 

Self-assessment: what do you really offer? 

Before you can properly diagnose your prospect's needs, you need honest clarity about what 

your company actually delivers. Many sales teams think they offer all three goal types, but in 

reality, they're strongest in just one or two areas. 

The goal type audit questions: 

For Insight capabilities: 

-​ Do you have methodologies for research and assessment? 

-​ Can you deliver value even if the prospect decides not to implement? 

-​ Are you comfortable being paid for analysis and unearthing more questions than 

answers? 

-​ Do you have tools, frameworks, or processes for uncovering problems? 
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For Planning capabilities: 

-​ Can you create detailed roadmaps and strategies? 

-​ Do you have experience translating problems into actionable plans? 

-​ Can you design solutions and get paid, even if you won't necessarily implement them? 

-​ Are you skilled at stakeholder alignment and change management? 

For Implementation capabilities: 

-​ Do you have the team and resources to execute plans? 

-​ Can you deliver tangible, measurable outcomes? 

-​ Are you set up for project management and delivery? 

-​ Do you have proven methodologies or technologies for getting things done? 

The three company archetypes 

The specialist: you excel at one goal type and should focus there 

Example: a cybersecurity firm that only does penetration testing (Insight) or a marketing 

agency that only executes campaigns (Implementation) 

The adapter: you can handle 2 goal types but with different approaches 

Example: a consulting firm that can assess problems (Insight) and create strategies 

(Planning) but partners for implementation 

The full-stack provider: you genuinely offer all three goal types 

Example: large consulting firms or agencies with multiple practice areas 

Red flags: when you're stretching too far 

Warning signs you're claiming capabilities you don't have: 

-​ you consistently lose deals in certain goal types 
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-​ clients seem disappointed with deliverables in specific areas 

-​ you find yourself subcontracting work you claimed to do in-house 

-​ your team feels uncomfortable with certain types of projects 

-​ you have no case studies or testimonials for the goal type the client needs 

Working with management to expand your offerings 

If you're primarily an Implementation company but keep losing deals because prospects need 

Insight or Planning first, it's time to have a strategic conversation with leadership. Here's how to 

approach it: 

The business case for gateway services: present the revenue opportunity: "we're losing $x 

in implementation deals because prospects need planning first. A simple planning workshop 

could capture these deals and lead to larger implementation projects." 

Low-risk options to propose: 

For Insight gaps: 

-​ discovery workshops: half-day or full-day sessions to uncover the real problem 

-​ assessment partnerships: team up with specialists who can handle the diagnostic phase 

-​ pilot programs: small-scale diagnostic projects that prove your implementation 

approach 

For Planning gaps: 

-​ strategy sessions: facilitated workshops to create roadmaps for implementation 

-​ hybrid proposals: include a planning phase at the beginning of implementation projects 

-​ consulting partnerships: bring in strategic partners while you handle execution 

Making the ask: "I'm seeing qualified prospects who need [Insight/Planning] before they're 

ready for our core services. Can we explore offering [specific service] as a gateway to our main 

implementation work? I estimate it could increase our win rate by x% and our average deal size 

by y%." 
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Start small and prove value: don't ask for a complete service line overhaul. Propose a pilot 

program with 2-3 clients to test the concept. Once you prove the approach works, you can 

expand the offering. 

The key is positioning these additions not as distractions from your core business, but as 

strategic investments that make your core offering more successful. 

Qualifying and positioning your response 

Once you've identified the true goal type, you have three options: 

Option 1: you're a perfect match 

Great! Your expertise aligns with their needs. Proceed with confidence. 

Option 2: you're close but not perfect 

Maybe they need insight, but you specialize in implementation. Here's what to do: 

Create a gateway offering: develop a smaller insight or planning goal that leads to your core 

implementation work. For example, offer a "sales process assessment" (insight) that naturally 

leads to "sales team training" (implementation). See the "expand your offerings" above for more 

options. 

Benefits of the gateway approach: 

-​ you establish clarity around what should be implemented 

-​ the customer commits to working with you 

-​ you build trust and demonstrate expertise 

-​ you control the project flow from discovery to execution 

-​ you gather the insights needed to craft a powerful core theme for the larger engagement 
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Option 3: you're wrong for this project 

Sometimes you have to walk away. If they need a multi-layered marketing strategy and you do 

marketing automation, don't try to force a fit. Refer them to someone who can help. They will 

remember your honesty later. 

A real-world example: the case of the invisible problem 

Let me tell you about a mid-sized marketing agency that I worked with. They were losing clients 

and the teams were at each other's throats. Sales blamed account management for poor client 

relationships. Account management blamed sales for setting wrong expectations. The creative 

team blamed everyone for promising things they couldn't deliver. 

The CEO told me, "we need sales training to help our team set better expectations." 

But I could smell a false implementation goal from a mile away. Instead of proposing training, I 

suggested we start with an insight goal to understand what was really happening. 

The Insight phase: we interviewed recent clients who'd left, current clients who were happy, 

and all internal team members. We analyzed the handoff process from sales to account 

management. We reviewed proposals, contracts, and project kickoff materials. 

The discovery was revealing: the problem wasn't sales skills. It was a complete breakdown 

in the handoff from sales to client services. Sales would promise one thing, but those details 

never made it to the account team. Clients felt bait-and-switched, which naturally didn't help 

retention. 

The planning phase: with the real problem identified, we developed a systematic handoff 

process including: 

-​ standardized client expectation documents 

-​ mandatory transition meetings 

-​ 30-day check-ins to ensure alignment 

-​ clear escalation procedures for scope changes 
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The implementation phase: we trained both teams on the new process, created templates 

and checklists, and monitored the first dozen handoffs to ensure adoption. 

Results: client retention improved from 68% to 91% within six months. The agency stopped 

bleeding customers and started growing again. 

If I had just delivered the sales training they originally requested, none of this would have 

happened. The real problem would have remained invisible, and they'd still be losing clients. 

Your goal type diagnostic toolkit 

Now that you understand the three goal types, here's how to quickly identify which one you're 

dealing with. Use these questions to quickly identify goal type: 

Quick diagnostic questions: 

1.​ "How confident are you that you've identified the root cause of this 

challenge?" 

-​ High confidence = Planning or Implementation 

-​ Low confidence = Insight 

2.​ "If you had unlimited resources, would you know exactly what to do?" 

-​ Yes = Implementation 

-​ No = Planning 

3.​ "What evidence do you have that this is the right solution?" 

-​ Lots of data = Planning or Implementation 

-​ Gut feeling = Insight 
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Common mistakes and how to avoid them 

Mistake #1: Taking their word for goal type 

Just because they say "implementation" doesn't mean that's what they need. Always probe 

deeper.​
Solution: use the diagnostic questions above before proposing anything. 

Mistake #2: Proposing only your specialty 

If you only do implementation but they need insight, don't force a square peg into a round hole.​
Solution: create gateway offerings or partner with others to provide complete solutions. 

Mistake #3: Underestimating Insight goals 

Many salespeople think insight goals are just "consulting fluff." But they're often the most 

valuable projects you'll ever do.​
Solution: position Insight goals as risk mitigation to help your customer avoid expensive 

mistakes in implementation. 

Mistake #4: Rushing to implementation 

When prospects are eager to jump to implementation, resist the urge to skip discovery.​
Solution: insist on at least a brief Insight phase, even if it's just a discussion or a short 

workshop where you explore the situation with more stakeholders. The worst that can happen is 

that you create more buy-in from the whole organization. 
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Action steps: put this framework to work 

This week: 

1.​ Review your current prospects and categorize each one as insight, planning, or 

implementation 

2.​ Identify mismatches where your proposed solution doesn't align with their true goal 

type 

3.​ Revise at least one proposal to better match the prospect's actual needs 

This month: 

1.​ Develop gateway offerings for goal types outside your core expertise 

2.​ Create diagnostic question scripts for your sales conversations 

3.​ Track proposal win rates by goal type to identify patterns 

This quarter: 

1.​ Work with management to handle goal types you can't serve directly 

2.​ Develop goal type -specific case studies and testimonials 

3.​ Train yourself and/or your team to recognize and respond to each goal type 
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Key takeaways 

A common mistake in proposal writing is solving the wrong problem. By understanding the 

three goal types and using diagnostic questions to uncover your prospect's true goal, you'll write 

proposals that prospects actually want to buy. 

Remember: 

-​ Insight goals uncover whether change is needed 

-​ Planning goals determine how to make change happen 

-​ Implementation goals execute the change 

Most prospects don't know which type they need. Your job is to figure it out and guide them in 

the right direction even if it means starting smaller than you'd like. 

The prospects who trust you to diagnose before you prescribe are the ones who become 

long-term clients. And when you understand their true goal type, you can craft core themes that 

resonate at every level of their organization. Long-term clients are worth far more than any 

single project. 
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Chapter 7: The value-first mindset 

Stop selling features. Start proving outcomes. Your proposals will never sound the 

same. 

A while ago now, I worked with a large financial software provider. One of their account 

executives wrote a proposal that looked perfect. Sixty-three slides of gleaming features, 

implementation timelines, and team bios. The client nodded through her presentation, asked 

thoughtful questions, and promised a decision within two weeks. 

Three weeks later, they went with a competitor whose proposal was half as long and twice as 

expensive. 

"We just couldn't see the value," the prospect explained when the account executive I was 

coaching pressed them for feedback. 

The kicker? The solution would have saved them $400k annually. The AE knew it, the customer 

needed it, but somehow the math never made it into her proposal in a way that felt real. 

Most of us learned to sell by showcasing what our solution does: its features, capabilities, and 

processes. But prospects don't buy what something does. They buy the value that it produces. 

This chapter is about flipping that script. Instead of leading with what you'll do, you'll learn to 

lead with what value you can provide. Instead of promising capabilities, you'll commit to 

outcomes. It's a fundamental shift in how you think about proposals, and once you make it, your 

win rate will explode. 

Why most proposals miss the mark 

When we default to talking about features and processes, we're essentially saying, "trust us, this 

will work out." But trust, however well-earned, isn't enough when someone's signing a check 

with lots of zeros. They need to see what their improved world will look like. 
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Consider these two proposal statements: 

Feature-focused: "our CRM implementation includes data migration, user training, and 

custom workflow configuration." 

Value-focused: "within 90 days, your sales team will cut proposal response time from 5 days 

to 24 hours, allowing you to bid on 40% more opportunities." 

Same project, different conversation. The first describes what you'll do. The second describes 

what they'll get. 

The value advantage 

When you lead with value, three things happen: 

You differentiate instantly. While competitors list features, you're the one actually 

answering the "so what?" question that's running through every prospect's mind. 

You force better discovery. You can't promise specific outcomes without understanding 

their current state. This naturally leads to deeper, more valuable conversations. 

You create accountability that builds trust. Counterintuitively, being specific about what 

you'll deliver makes prospects more confident, not more skeptical. 
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The five levels of value 

Not all value is created equal. Some outcomes are obvious within days; others take months to 

materialize. Some can be measured in dollars; others in satisfaction or capability. 

Understanding these different types of value helps you have more nuanced conversations with 

prospects and choose the right metrics for your proposal. 

Think of value as a ladder with five rungs: 

 

Level What it measures Example metrics When to use 

1. Reaction How stakeholders feel 

about your solution 

satisfaction scores, 

buy-in levels 

When adoption is 

crucial 

2. Learning What people 

understand or can do 

skill assessments, 

training completion 

When new capabilities 

are needed 

3. Application How the solution gets 

used day-to-day 

usage statistics, process 

compliance 

For any 

Implementation project 

4. Impact Business improvements 

from using the solution 

efficiency gains, quality 

improvements 

The sweet spot for most 

proposals 

5. Returns Financial gains 

compared to costs 

ROI, payback period, 

cost savings 

For significant 

investments and 

financial impacts 
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Higher levels are more compelling but harder to measure and deliver. Most proposals should 

focus on levels 3 and 4, with level 5 reserved for larger projects where you can collect solid data - 

which can take considerable effort. 

Making the connection 

Here's how these levels work together in practice. Imagine you're proposing a new project 

management system: 

-​ Level 1: "Teams will appreciate having all project information in one place" (reaction) 

-​ Level 2: "Project managers will learn to track dependencies more effectively" (learning) 

-​ Level 3: "95% of projects will use the new workflow within 60 days" (application) 

-​ Level 4: "Project delivery time will improve by 20%" (impact) 

-​ Level 5: "Faster delivery will generate $200k in additional revenue annually" (returns) 

Each level builds on the previous one. Happy teams are more likely to learn the system. People 

who understand it will actually use it. Consistent usage drives operational improvements. And 

those improvements can translate to financial gains. 

You don't need all five levels in every proposal. But understanding the progression helps you 

choose the right metrics for your situation. 
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Working with clients to define value 

Value propositions aren't created in isolation. They're developed in conversation with your 

prospect. This collaborative approach serves two purposes: it ensures your metrics actually 

matter to them, and it gets them invested in the outcomes you're promising. 

Start with their problem 

Before you can measure improvement, you need to understand the current state. But here's 

where some of us go wrong: we ask about their challenges and then immediately jump to our 

solution. Instead, dig deeper into how they currently measure the problem you're solving. 

"Tell me about your customer response times" is a decent discovery question. 

"How do you currently track response times, and what would you consider a meaningful 

improvement?" is better. 

The second question does two things: it uncovers their existing measurement capabilities (which 

you'll need for baseline data), and it starts the conversation about what success looks like. 

The three-question framework 

When discussing value with prospects, these three questions will take you further than any 

elaborate discovery methodology: 

1.​ "How do you currently measure [relevant area]?"​
This reveals their baseline data and measurement sophistication. 

2.​ "What would meaningful improvement look like?"​
This uncovers their aspirations and helps set realistic targets. 

3.​ "How would you know if we'd succeeded?"​
This forces them to think concretely about success criteria. 

These aren't one-time questions. You'll find yourself returning to them throughout the sales 

process as you refine your understanding of what matters most. 
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Finding the sweet spot 

The goal isn't to promise the moon. It's to find metrics that are meaningful to them and 

achievable for you. This usually means looking for improvements that: 

-​ Address their most pressing problem (not just any problem) 

-​ can be measured with data they already collect (or can easily start collecting) 

-​ represent realistic progress given their constraints and your experience 

Sometimes this means tempering their expectations. Maybe they're hoping for a 50% 

improvement but industry benchmarks or your experience suggest 15% is more realistic. Then 

you're better off setting the right expectation up front than over-promising and 

under-delivering. 

Overcoming the fear of promising outcomes 

Many of us resist making specific value commitments because we're afraid of not delivering. It 

feels safer to stick with vague promises about "improved efficiency" or "better alignment." 

But avoiding specific commitments doesn't reduce your risk. It just makes it harder to manage. 

The paradox of specificity 

When you promise specific outcomes, you might worry you're setting yourself up for failure. But 

the opposite is usually true. Specific commitments create several advantages: 

They make your proposal stand out. While competitors blend together with vague 

promises, you're the one who said exactly what would change. That specificity sticks in 

decision-makers' minds. 

They demonstrate deep understanding. Only someone who truly grasps the client's 

situation can commit to specific improvements. Vague promises suggest surface-level 

engagement. 
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They shift the conversation from cost to value. Instead of debating your fees, prospects 

start calculating the worth of your promised outcomes. "Is a 30% efficiency gain worth $75k?" is 

a much better conversation than "is this consultant worth $75k?" 

They give you permission to ask harder questions. When you're committing to specific 

results, prospects understand why you need detailed data about their current performance. This 

deeper discovery strengthens your entire proposal. 

They create urgency through clarity. "Improve operations" can wait until next quarter. 

"Cut processing time from 3 days to 6 hours" feels like something that should happen now. 

The expectation gap 

Here's what you might have missed: Avoiding specific promises doesn't eliminate 

expectations. It just makes them invisible and unmanageable. 

When you say "We'll improve your efficiency" instead of "We'll reduce processing time by 30%," 

the prospect doesn't think "Oh, they're not promising anything specific." Instead they will fill in 

the blanks themselves. Maybe they're imagining a 50% improvement. Maybe they're thinking 

about the efficiency gains their last vendor delivered. They will be projecting their own wishful 

thinking onto your vague promise. 

The problem is, you have no idea what they're expecting. And when the project ends, you'll be 

measured against their invisible benchmark, not your intended one. 

Consider this scenario: you promise "improved customer satisfaction" and deliver a 15% 

increase in satisfaction scores. Objectively, that's solid progress. But if the client was mentally 

expecting 40% improvement, your success feels like failure. You've met your unstated goal but 

missed their unspoken expectation. 

This is why vague promises are actually riskier than specific ones. With specific commitments, 

you can have an honest conversation about what's realistic. With vague promises, you're both 

operating with different definitions of success, and you won't discover the mismatch until it's too 

late to manage it. 
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The solution isn't to avoid commitments. It's to make the right commitments explicit and 

mutual. 

Starting small 

If you're new to making specific value commitments, start with outcomes you're confident about. 

Choose metrics from level 3 (application) where you have the most control. "We'll achieve 90% 

user adoption within 30 days" is easier to deliver than "we'll increase revenue by 25%." 

As you build confidence and track record, you can move up the value ladder to more ambitious 

(and more compelling) commitments. 

When things go sideways 

Despite your best efforts, sometimes you'll miss a target. When this happens, your value 

framework becomes an asset, not a liability. Instead of leaving the client wondering whether the 

project was successful, you have data to analyze what happened and what to do next. 

"We hit 85% adoption instead of our 95% target, and here's why..." is a much better conversation 

than "the project went well, I think." 

Using your theme to guide value selection 

Your proposal theme (which we covered in chapter 2) can help you choose which value levels to 

emphasize. A theme focused on speed naturally highlights time-based improvements and 

revenue acceleration. A quality-focused theme emphasizes risk mitigation and operational 

excellence. 

The key is consistency. If your theme promises "precision at every step," your value metrics 

should reflect precision outcomes like error reduction and quality improvements. If you're 

positioning around "accelerate to win," lead with time-based metrics and financial acceleration. 

Here's how different theme types naturally align with value levels: 
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Speed/efficiency themes → focus on level 4 (impact) improvements like cycle time 

reduction, then connect to level 5 (returns) through cost savings or revenue acceleration. 

Quality/precision themes → emphasize level 4 (impact) metrics around error reduction and 

consistency, supported by level 2 (learning) to show capability building. 

Growth/transformation themes → start with level 5 (returns) to show strategic value, 

backed by level 4 (impact) metrics that demonstrate competitive advantage. 

This isn't about forcing artificial connections. It's about recognizing that your theme suggests 

which improvements will matter most to your prospect, and your value metrics should reflect 

those priorities. 

Making it practical 

Understanding the value-first mindset is one thing. Actually implementing it in your daily sales 

routine is another. Here are three specific ways to start integrating this approach immediately. 

In discovery conversations 

Instead of asking "what challenges are you facing?" try "what metrics would need to improve for 

this project to be considered a success?" It's a subtle shift, but it moves the conversation toward 

measurable outcomes from the very beginning. 

Your proposal theme can guide which value levels to emphasize, but the fundamental approach 

remains the same - measure outcomes, not activities. 

In proposal writing 

Before you write a single sentence about your solution, draft a one-paragraph "success scenario" 

that describes the client's improved situation in specific, measurable terms. 
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In presentations 

Open with the outcome, not the approach. Instead of "let me walk you through our 

methodology," try "by the end of this project, here's exactly what will be different..." 

The ripple effect 

When you consistently lead with value and measurement, something interesting happens. Your 

prospects start viewing you differently. Instead of seeing you as a vendor who delivers services, 

they see you as a partner who delivers outcomes. 

This shift changes everything. You're invited into strategic conversations earlier. You're asked 

for advice beyond your immediate solution. You're trusted with bigger projects and larger 

budgets. 

More importantly, your proposals become easier to write because you're always clear on what 

success looks like. And they become easier for prospects to buy because the value is obvious. 

What's next 

The mindset shift we've covered in this chapter is foundational, but it's just the beginning. 

Understanding that you should measure value is different from knowing how to measure it 

effectively. 

In the next chapter, we'll get practical. You'll learn specific techniques for setting measurable 

targets, building ROI  arguments that prospects actually believe, and creating measurement 

plans that survive the chaos of real-world implementation. 

But first, take a moment to reflect on your current approach. When you think about your last few 

proposals, were you selling features or selling outcomes? Were you asking prospects to trust that 

the end-result is good, or were you showing them exactly what they'd get? 

The shift to a value-first mindset isn't just about better proposals. It's about becoming the kind 

of salesperson that prospects seek out when they have their most important problems to solve. 
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Try this next 

Before moving to the next chapter, pick one current opportunity and rewrite your value 

proposition using the principles from this chapter: 

1.​ Identify their measurement baseline: what do they currently track that relates to 

your solution? 

2.​ Choose your level: which of the five value levels makes the most sense for this project? 

3.​ Draft your outcome statement: write one sentence that describes the specific 

improvement they'll see. 

4.​ Test it: ask yourself, "if I delivered exactly this outcome, would they consider the project 

a success?" 

If you can answer "yes" to that last question, you're ready to build a proposal around proving 

that outcome. That's what we'll tackle next. 
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Chapter 8: Measuring and proving value 

Turn your value promises into bulletproof business cases that prospects can't 

ignore. 

Now that you've embraced the value-first mindset, it's time to get tactical. This chapter is your 

toolbox for translating good intentions into great proposals. Proposals that don't just promise 

value, but prove it with the kind of specificity that makes procurement departments nod and 

CFOs reach for their pens. 

In chapter 7, we established that prospects buy outcomes, not features. But promising outcomes 

isn't enough. You have to prove you can deliver them. And that proof comes through 

measurement. 

Think about it from your prospect's perspective. When you say "we'll improve your efficiency," 

they're thinking: "By how much? How will we know? What if it doesn't work?" The salesperson 

who answers them wins the deal. 

Providing a plan for how you will measure the value that you are promising transforms your 

proposals from hopeful promises into business cases. It's the difference between "trust us" and 

"here's exactly what will happen." and in a world where every vendor claims they'll deliver value, 

the one who can show how they will prove it wins. 

We'll cover three critical skills: setting targets that are ambitious yet achievable, building ROI  

arguments that actually hold up to scrutiny, and creating measurement plans that survive 

contact with reality. 

The SMART framework 

You've probably heard of SMART goals before, but have you applied them in your proposals? 

Here's how to use SMART targets to create compelling value propositions that resonate with 

your prospects. 
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Specific: get precise about what changes 

Vague promises are the enemy of compelling proposals. "Improved efficiency" could mean 

anything. "Reduced response time from 48 hours to 6 hours" creates a clear picture of success. 

But specificity goes beyond just adding numbers. The best specific targets connect directly to the 

prospect's overriding problem: 

Weak: "increase productivity by 20%" ​
Strong: "reduce time spent on manual data entry from 3 hours to 45 minutes daily per person, 

freeing up 2.25 hours for client-facing work" 

The second version is specific about what productivity means in their context and why it 

matters. 

Measurable: use their data, not yours 

The best metrics use data the client already collects or can easily start collecting. This serves two 

purposes: it makes your baseline reliable, and it ensures they can track progress after you're 

gone. 

Ask questions like: 

-​ "How do you currently track [relevant metric]?" 

-​ "Who owns this data in your organization?" 

-​ "How often do you review these numbers?" 

If they don't currently measure something that's crucial to your value proposition, build data 

collection into your project plan. Don't assume they'll start tracking it on their own. 
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Achievable: base targets on evidence 

This is where many proposals fall apart. We get excited about possibilities and promise 

improvements that sound great but aren't grounded in reality. 

Your targets should be based on: 

-​ Your experience: what have you achieved with similar clients? 

-​ Industry benchmarks: what do peer organizations typically accomplish? 

-​ Their constraints: what's realistic given their resources and timeline? 

If you're promising a 30% improvement, be prepared to explain why 30% is the right number. 

"Other clients have seen 25-40% improvements, and based on your current processes, we're 

targeting the middle of that range" is much more credible than "30% seems like a good goal." 

Realistic: account for their reality 

Achievable and realistic might sound like the same thing, but they're not. Achievable is about 

what's theoretically possible. Realistic is about what's practically possible given their specific 

situation. 

Consider their: 

-​ Change tolerance: how much disruption can they handle? 

-​ Internal resources: what can their team realistically commit to? 

-​ Competing priorities: what else is happening that might affect the project? 

-​ Historical performance: how successful have they been with similar initiatives? 

A 50% improvement might be achievable from a technical standpoint but unrealistic if they're 

already managing two other major projects. 
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Timely: choose the right horizon 

The timeline for your targets should match the decision-maker's planning horizon and urgency 

level. A CFO thinking about annual budgets needs different timelines than an operations 

manager dealing with a crisis. 

Consider multiple time horizons: 

-​ Quick wins: what can you show within 30-60 days? 

-​ Project completion: what will be different when the main work is done? 

-​ Long-term impact: what's the 12-month outlook? 

SMART targets in action 

Let's see how this works with an example. Say you are proposing a customer service training 

program to a SaaS company struggling with churn. 

Before SMART: "Our training will improve customer satisfaction and reduce churn." 

After SMART: "Based on your current 12% monthly churn rate and 6.2 customer satisfaction 

score, our program will reduce churn to 8% within 90 days of completion (a 33% improvement) 

and increase satisfaction scores to 7.5. This target is based on results from three similar SaaS 

clients and accounts for your current support team capacity and q4 product launch timeline." 

Notice how the smart version addresses each element: 

-​ Specific: clear metrics (churn rate, satisfaction score) 

-​ Measurable: uses their existing data sources 

-​ Achievable: based on peer results (evidence provided) 

-​ Realistic: accounts for their capacity and timing constraints 

-​ Timely: 90-day timeline matches their urgency 
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Why this matters for proposals 

SMART targets transform your proposal from a service description into a business case. 

When prospects see specific, evidence-based targets, they stop wondering "Will this 

work?" and start calculating "Is this improvement worth the investment?" That shift in 

thinking is where large deals get won. 
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Building bulletproof ROI  arguments 

ROI calculations can make or break a proposal, but most salespeople either avoid them entirely 

or present them so optimistically that they hurt rather than help credibility. Here's how to build 

ROI arguments that prospects actually believe. 

When to include ROI  

Not every proposal needs a detailed ROI calculation. Use this to guide your decision: 

Include detailed ROI  when: 

-​ investment is >$50k or represents significant budget allocation 

-​ you have solid data on current costs and potential savings 

-​ the decision-maker is financially oriented (cfo, business owner) 

-​ competitors are likely making financial arguments 

Focus on operational impact when: 

-​ investment is relatively small 

-​ benefits are primarily qualitative (better collaboration, reduced stress) 

-​ you lack reliable cost data 

-​ the decision-maker is operationally focused 
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The four components of credible ROI  

1. Complete cost picture 

Most ROI calculations fail because they understate costs. You should include: 

-​ direct project costs (your fees, software, equipment) 

-​ indirect costs (client time for training, testing, data collection) 

-​ opportunity costs (what they can't do while this project is happening) 

-​ risk costs (contingency for delays or scope changes) 

Example: For a CRM implementation, don't just count the software license and setup fees. 

Include the 200 hours of client time for data cleanup, testing, and training. At their internal cost 

of $75/hour, that's $15k they need to factor in. 

Don't be afraid to include all costs because you think your competition won't - which might 

make you look expensive. Instead they will make you look good: you are the only vendor who is 

honest and looks at the whole picture. 

2. Conservative benefit estimates 

Use the most conservative credible estimate for benefits. It's better to under-promise and 

over-deliver than the reverse. 

Techniques for conservative estimates: 

-​ use the low end of benchmark ranges 

-​ apply a "confidence factor" (multiply benefits by 0.8 if you're 80% confident) 

-​ phase benefits over time rather than assuming immediate impact 

-​ account for adoption curves (not everyone will use the solution effectively immediately) 

3. Transparent assumptions 

List every major assumption your ROI calculation depends on, and explain why each 

assumption is reasonable. 
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Example assumptions section: "this ROI calculation assumes: 

-​ 85% user adoption within 60 days (based on similar implementations) 

-​ current manual process takes 2.3 hours per transaction (per your operations manager) 

-​ $65/hour fully-loaded cost for administrative staff (per your hr data) 

-​ no major process changes during implementation period" 

Every decision maker knows that ROI calculations are to a degree based on speculation. It is 

better to own up to that than try to give the impression that you can foresee the future. 

4. Sensitivity analysis 

Show how your ROI changes if key assumptions are different. This demonstrates that you've 

thought through the risks and that your conclusion is robust. 

"If adoption reaches only 70% instead of 85%, ROI drops from 240% to 180% which is still a 

strong business case." 

ROI presentation best practices 

Lead with the conclusion: "This project will pay for itself in 8 months and generate $340k in 

net benefits over 24 months." 

Show your work: Include a simple table or chart that breaks down costs and benefits by 

category. 

Address the obvious objections: "You might be wondering if these savings are realistic 

given your past experience with technology projects. Here's why we're confident..." 

Provide multiple views: Show ROI over different time periods (12 months, 24 months, 36 

months) so prospects can choose the horizon that matches their planning cycle. 
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Why this matters for proposals 

ROI calculations separate serious vendors from wishful thinkers. When you present a 

well-researched ROI with conservative assumptions and sensitivity analysis, you're 

showing prospects you understand their business, not just your solution. This financial 

rigor often determines who gets invited to final presentations. 

Creating measurement plans that work 

A good measurement plan does more than just track progress. It creates accountability, enables 

course correction, and builds trust with your client. Including a measurement plan in your 

proposal shows prospects you're serious about delivering results, proves you've thought beyond 

implementation to actual outcomes, and gives them confidence in your accountability. It states 

that you prepared to follow up on your value promises by actually measuring if the value is 

delivered. 

The three-phase approach 

Phase 1: Establish baseline (pre-project) 

Document current performance before you change anything. This creates an undeniable 

reference point for measuring improvement. 

Key activities: 

-​ collect 2-3 months of historical data when possible, or state that you will collect it 

-​ document measurement methods and data sources 

-​ get client agreement on baseline numbers 

-​ identify any data quality issues that need addressing 

Phase 2: Track progress (during project)  

Express that you will monitor leading indicators that predict whether you'll hit your targets. This 

allows for mid-course corrections. 
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Key activities: 

-​ weekly or bi-weekly data collection 

-​ monthly progress reviews with client stakeholders 

-​ early warning system for potential issues 

-​ adjustment protocol when targets look at risk 

Phase 3: confirm results (post-project)  

State how you will compare the final results to the baseline and the targets. This creates 

accountability and material for future proposals. 

Key activities: 

-​ final data collection and analysis 

-​ results presentation to stakeholders 

-​ lessons learned documentation 

-​ success story development (with client permission) 

Choosing the right metrics for each goal type 

Different projects call for different measurement approaches, depending on what type of goal 

the project is after: 

Insight projects (research, analysis, strategy development) 

-​ Primary focus: level 2 (learning) and level 4 (impact forecasting) 

-​ Key metrics: stakeholder understanding, quality of recommendations, projected 

impact of implementing recommendations 

-​ Example: "The executive team will rate strategic clarity as 8+ out of 10, and 

recommendations will project 10% increase in customer satisfaction if implemented" 

Planning projects (roadmaps, implementation plans, pilot programs) 

-​ Primary focus: level 3 (application) and level 4 (impact) 
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-​ Key metrics: plan quality, pilot results, stakeholder buy-in for full implementation 

-​ Example: "pilot program will achieve 90% user adoption and 15% efficiency 

improvement, validating full rollout business case" 

Implementation projects (system installations, process changes, training programs) 

-​ Primary focus: level 3 (application), level 4 (impact), and level 5 (returns) for larger 

projects 

-​ Key metrics: usage rates, operational improvements, financial returns 

-​ Example: "95% user adoption within 60 days, 25% faster processing time, $200k 

annual cost savings" 

Data collection strategies 

Use existing systems when possible. The best metrics leverage data the client already 

collects. This reduces implementation burden and ensures sustainability. 

Create simple tracking when necessary. If you need new data, design the simplest 

possible collection method. A weekly email with three numbers is better than a complex 

dashboard that never gets updated. 

Assign ownership clearly. Someone specific needs to be responsible for each metric. "The 

team will track this" means no one will track it. 

Build in review cycles. Schedule regular check-ins to review progress and address any data 

collection issues before they become problems. 

Why this matters for proposals 

Measurement plans are your insurance policy against scope creep and unrealistic 

expectations. When you define exactly how success will be measured upfront, you're 

protecting both yourself and your client from the "that's not what we expected" 

conversation that kills relationships. Plus, prospects who see detailed measurement plans 

know you're not planning to disappear after implementation. 
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Aligning metrics with your core theme 

Your measurement plan should prove that you're delivering on your core theme. When metrics 

and messaging pull in different directions, you confuse the value story. 

For example, if your theme is "accelerate to win," but your primary metrics focus on cost 

reduction, you're measuring the wrong things. The disconnect undermines your story and leaves 

prospects wondering what you're really about. 

Making your measurements tell your story 

The fix is straightforward: ensure your smart targets and measurement plan directly 

demonstrate delivery of your theme. Here's how to make it work: 

Step 1: decompose your theme 

Break your theme into measurable components. For example: 

-​ theme: "accelerate to win" 

-​ acceleration = reduced time metrics 

-​ winning = increased success rates 

-​ connection = faster response correlates with more wins 

Step 2: select primary and supporting metrics  

Primary metrics directly measure theme delivery: 

-​ response time (acceleration) 

-​ win rate when first to respond (winning) 

-​ revenue from fast-response opportunities (combined impact) 

Supporting metrics prove the mechanism works: 

-​ system login frequency (adoption) 

-​ data retrieval time (efficiency) 
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-​ proposal quality scores (not sacrificing quality for speed) 

Step 3: frame targets using theme language ​
Instead of generic SMART targets, use theme-reinforcing language: 

-​ generic: "reduce process time by 50%" 

-​ theme-aligned: "accelerate customer response from 48 hours to same-day, positioning 

you to win 40% more competitive deals" 

Common theme-metric misalignments 

Watch out for these disconnects: 

Mismatch example 1: 

-​ theme: "premium quality service" 

-​ wrong metric focus: cost reduction, efficiency gains 

-​ right metric focus: quality scores, customer satisfaction, premium pricing achieved 

Mismatch example 2: 

-​ theme: "scale without limits" 

-​ wrong metric focus: current state optimization 

-​ right metric focus: capacity increases, flexibility measures, growth enablement 

Building your theme-aligned measurement plan 

Structure your measurement plan to tell your theme's story: 

Pre-project baseline: establish the problem your theme addresses 

-​ current response time: 4.3 days average 

-​ deals lost to faster competitors: 35% 

-​ revenue impact: $2.4m annually 
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Progress milestones: show theme coming to life 

-​ week 4: response time at 24 hours 

-​ week 8: response time at 4 hours 

-​ week 12: sustained same-day response 

Success metrics: prove theme delivery 

-​ 90% of responses within 4 hours 

-​ win rate increased by 40% when first to respond 

-​ $800k in new revenue from previously lost opportunities 

Each measurement reinforces that you're delivering on your thematic promise. This alignment 

makes your proposal feel coherent and credible rather than scattered and generic. 
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Diagnostic tools and templates 

Here are three practical tools you can use immediately to improve your value measurement 

discussions with prospects. 

Tool 1: Value discovery worksheet 

Use this during discovery calls to systematically explore measurement opportunities: 

Current state questions: 

-​ What metrics do you currently track in [relevant area]? 

-​ How often do you review these numbers? 

-​ What would you consider good vs. Poor performance? 

-​ Who owns this data in your organization? 

Future state questions: 

-​ What would meaningful improvement look like? 

-​ How would you prioritize different types of improvements? 

-​ What constraints should we consider when setting targets? 

-​ How would you know if this project was successful? 

Measurement questions: 

-​ How reliable is your current data? 

-​ Are there any metrics you'd like to start tracking? 

-​ Who would need to see progress reports? 

-​ How often would you want updates? 
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Tool 2: ROI worksheet template 

Project: _______________  

Time horizon: _____ months 

Costs: 

-​ direct fees: $______ 

-​ software/tools: $______ 

-​ client time (______ hours × $______ rate): $______ 

-​ training/change management: $______ 

-​ contingency (10%): $______ 

-​ total investment: $______ 

Annual benefits: 

-​ cost savings from : $ 

-​ revenue increase from : $ 

-​ productivity gains: $______ 

-​ other quantifiable benefits: $______ 

-​ total annual benefits: $______ 

ROI calculation: 

-​ net benefits (benefits - costs): $______ 

-​ ROI percentage: _____% 

-​ payback period: ______ months 

Key assumptions: 

1.​  

2.​  

3.​
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Tool 3: Measurement plan template 

Project goal: [one sentence describing the main objective]  

Core theme: [how this project delivers on your theme] 

Success metrics: 

Metric Current 

performance 

Target Data source Review 

frequency 

Owner 

      

      

      

Measurement timeline: 

-​ baseline data collection: [dates] 

-​ progress reviews: [frequency and dates] 

-​ final assessment: [date] 

Reporting: 

-​ who receives updates: ________________ 

-​ update format: ________________ 

-​ escalation triggers: ________________ 
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Common pitfalls and how to avoid them 

Even with good frameworks, measurement plans can go wrong. Here are the most common 

mistakes and how to avoid them. 

Pitfall 1: Too many metrics 

The mistake: including every possible metric to cover all bases. 

Why it backfires: dilutes focus and makes tracking burdensome.  

The fix: choose 1-3 primary metrics that directly address the overriding problem and support 

your theme. 

Pitfall 2: Unrealistic baselines 

The mistake: using best-case or worst-case performance as your baseline. 

Why it backfires: makes improvement targets unrealistic.  

The fix: use average performance over 2-3 months, excluding obvious outliers. 

Pitfall 3: Ignoring external factors 

The mistake: assuming all performance changes are due to your project.  

Why it backfires: sets you up to take credit for improvements you didn't cause (or blame for 

problems you didn't create).  

The fix: document major external factors that could affect your metrics. 
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Pitfall 4: No mid-course corrections 

The mistake: setting targets at the beginning and not revisiting them.  

Why it backfires: prevents learning and adjustment when circumstances change.  

The fix: build review points into your plan where targets can be adjusted if needed. 
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Putting it all together 

Let's walk through an example that shows how these tools work together in practice. 

Situation: you're proposing a sales process improvement for a B2B services company. They're 

struggling with long sales cycles and low close rates. 

Discovery findings: 

-​ Current average sales cycle: 4.5 months 

-​ Current close rate: 18% 

-​ 6-person sales team generating $2.4m annually 

-​ CRM tracks all relevant data 

-​ Sales VP wants 20% revenue growth next year 

Core theme: "Accelerate revenue capture with systematic qualification that closes deals faster 

while competitors are still chasing unqualified prospects." 

Smart targets (theme-aligned): 

-​ Accelerate average sales cycle from 4.5 to 3.2 months (29% improvement) 

-​ Increase close rate from 18% to 24% through better qualification (33% improvement) 

-​ Timeline: 90 days for full implementation, 180 days to achieve targets 

ROI calculation: 

-​ Project cost: $65k (consulting + CRM upgrades + training) 

-​ Shorter cycles = 40% more opportunities per year per rep 

-​ Higher close rate = 33% more wins per opportunity 

-​ Combined effect = ~85% more revenue capacity 

-​ Conservative estimate: 35% actual revenue increase = $840k additional annual revenue 

-​ ROI: 1,192% over 12 months 

 

106 



Measurement plan: 

-​ Baseline: 6 months of historical data from CRM 

-​ Progress tracking: monthly pipeline reviews focused on cycle time and qualification 

quality 

-​ Success metrics: CRM -generated reports on cycle time and close rates, plus new 

qualification scorecard 

-​ Owner: Sales VP with weekly updates to CEO 

We're measuring both speed (acceleration) and effectiveness (better qualification). This directly 

supports the "accelerate revenue capture" promise of the core theme. The measurements tell a 

coherent story about transformation rather than just tracking random improvements. 

This example shows how the frameworks work together to create a compelling, credible value 

proposition that addresses a real business problem with specific, measurable outcomes that 

prove your theme. 
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Your next steps 

You now have the tools to transform your proposals from feature lists into value-driven business 

cases. But like any skill, you get better with practice. 

Start small. Pick your next proposal and apply just one technique from this chapter. Maybe 

creating smart targets or building a simple ROI calculation. See how prospects respond 

differently when you lead with specific outcomes instead of general capabilities or features. 

As you get used to value-first proposals, you can start to add some thoughts about actually 

measuring the value you are promising. A clear measurement plan gives more credibility to your 

story. As you get more used to measurements, you can start to verify that they actually support 

the core theme. 

As you get comfortable with these tools, you'll find that your discovery conversations naturally 

become more valuable. You'll ask better questions, uncover more compelling opportunities, and 

position yourself as the person who understands not just what needs to be done, but why it 

matters and what the result will be. 

The goal isn't to become a financial analyst or a project management expert. The goal is to 

become the salesperson who makes it easy for prospects to say yes because the value is obvious, 

the metrics are clear, and the path to success is unmistakable. 

That's a powerful competitive advantage, and it's available to anyone willing to shift from selling 

what they do to proving what they'll change. 
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Chapter 9: Building solution outlines 

Picture this: you're sitting across from a group of executives, and someone asks, "how exactly 

will you deliver what you're promising?" Your competitor just spent twenty minutes walking 

through a detailed plan that clearly showed they understood the client's situation and exactly 

how they'd address it. Your turn. 

If you're reaching for generic talking points about "leveraging best practices" and "following 

proven methodologies," you've already lost. What separates forgettable proposals from winning 

ones isn't just what you promise. It's showing exactly how you'll deliver on those promises in a 

sequence that makes sense for what the client actually needs. 

That's where a solution outline becomes your best weapon. And here's the thing: you should 

write it yourself. You're the one who sat in those discovery meetings. You heard how they 

described their pain points. You know what keeps their executives up at night. Your technical 

experts can fill in the configuration details later, but the strategic framework is yours to own. 

What is a solution outline and why it matters 

Think of a solution outline as the bridge between your promise and your client's confidence. It's 

not a detailed project plan or a technical specification. It's a clear, logical explanation of how 

you'll approach solving their specific problem. 

When clients can't visualize how you'll deliver, they default to the safest choice. And "safe" is 

rarely the vendor who gave the most compelling presentation. It's usually the one who made the 

work feel most real and manageable. Or the biggest one with the most references. 

Consider how you feel when someone says, "don't worry, I'll handle everything" versus when 

they say, "here's exactly what I'll do first, here's what that will tell us, and here's how that sets us 

up for the next step." The second approach doesn't just sound more professional—it creates 

trust. That's what your solution outline should accomplish. 
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What makes a solution outline work 

An effective solution outline does four things: 

1.​ Shows you listened: it reflects back the client's priorities in their own words 

2.​ Proves you have a plan: it breaks down complex work into logical, manageable steps 

3.​ Builds confidence: it demonstrates that every piece of work serves a clear purpose 

4.​ Feels inevitable: each step feels obvious once the client has read it 

Think of it as showing your work, like you learned in math class. The answer matters, but how 

you got there is what gives top grades. 

Let's look at two approaches to the same project: 

The generic approach: 

"We'll conduct a comprehensive analysis of your current state, design an optimized 

future state solution, and execute a phased implementation with change 

management best practices." 

The specific approach: 

"You mentioned that your sales team is losing deals because they can't access 

customer history quickly enough. We'll start by mapping exactly where these delays 

happen in your current process—that's what's causing the real pain. Then we'll 

configure our platform to put that information at their fingertips. The pilot will be 

with your highest-volume reps first, so you can see revenue impact within sixty 

days." 

Which one sounds like someone was actually listening? 
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Adapting this framework for product-based solutions 

Before we dive into the breakdown method, let's address something important. If you're selling 

software, hardware, or other pre-built solutions, everything in this chapter still applies to you. 

You're just working with different building blocks. 

When you're selling a product-based solution, your "solution outline" is really an 

"implementation and adoption plan." You're not designing something from scratch. You're 

showing how you'll configure, deploy, and integrate what you've already built to solve their 

specific problem. 

Your advantage is that you have a proven solution that works. So your challenge becomes 

showing how that proven solution will work specifically for them, in their environment, with 

their constraints. 

The same client who says "We've tried CRM systems before and they never stick" needs to 

understand how your implementation approach will be different. They need to see that you're 

not just installing software, that you're solving their specific adoption and workflow challenges. 

Product sellers often make this mistake: they spend all their time explaining what their 

product does and almost no time explaining how they'll make it work in the client's specific 

situation. Features tell, but implementation plans sell. Use the solution outline to accomplish 

that. 

The foundation: how to break down any solution 

Before you can create compelling solution outlines, you need to master the breakdown method. 

This works whether you're solving a simple problem or laying the groundwork for something 

more complex—and whether you're building something custom or implementing something 

pre-built. 
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The breakdown method 

The trick is to keep asking "How?" until you reach specific, concrete actions that a client could 

explain to their colleague. 

Level 1 (Goal): Reduce your sales cycle time 

Client thinks: "Sure, but how exactly?" 

Level 2 (Major actions): Identify current bottlenecks and streamline handoff processes 

Client thinks: "Okay, but what does that actually involve?" 

Level 3 (Specific tasks): 

-​ Time each step in your current sales process from lead to close 

-​ Interview your top 5 reps about where they get stuck during customer calls 

-​ Map the handoff points between marketing, sales, and customer success 

-​ Configure our platform's workflow automation to eliminate the three biggest delays 

Notice how level 3 gets specific enough that the client can picture exactly what's happening? 

That's what you should strive for. 

The rule: Keep breaking down each action until a client could explain to their colleague exactly 

what you're going to do. If they'd still be guessing, you need to go deeper. 

The four-layer structure 

Every effective solution outline follows this pattern: 

1.​ Goal: what you're ultimately trying to achieve 

2.​ Major actions: the big steps needed to reach that goal 

3.​ Specific tasks: the concrete activities within each major action 

4.​ Supporting work: the coordination and management that makes everything work 
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Let's see this in action with a straightforward example: 

Example: CRM implementation for a growing sales team 

Goal: Get your 15-person sales team fully operational on our CRM platform so they can 

eliminate the data chaos that's slowing down your deals. 

Major action 1: Configure the system for your specific workflow 

-​ import your existing customer data without losing critical information 

-​ set up user permissions so reps see what they need, managers see everything 

-​ configure the custom dashboards your sales director described in our meeting 

Major action 2: Train your team without disrupting current sales 

-​ start with your two most tech-savvy reps as pilot users 

-​ run group training sessions during your normal monday team meetings 

-​ provide one-on-one coaching for anyone who needs extra support 

Major action 3: Ensure smooth adoption and optimization 

-​ monitor usage for the first 30 days to catch problems early 

-​ adjust configurations based on real user feedback 

-​ set up automated reports so your sales director gets the visibility she needs 

Supporting work throughout: 

-​ weekly check-ins with your sales director to address concerns 

-​ direct email support for reps during the transition period 

-​ monthly optimization reviews to fine-tune the system 

See how this tells a story? You can visualize exactly what's going to happen, when, and why each 

step matters. 
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Common breakdown mistakes 

Mistake #1: Stopping at level 2 

"We'll analyze your current process and implement improvements." Okay, but how? What does 

implementation actually involve? 

Mistake #2: Skipping the supporting work  

You focus on the core tasks but forget about communication, coordination, and course 

correction. Projects don't manage themselves. 

Mistake #3: using generic language  

"Leverage best practices" and "Utilize proven methodologies" don't tell the client anything 

specific about what you'll actually do. 

Mistake #4: making it about your process instead of their outcome  

The client doesn't care about your methodology. They care about solving their problem. 

Mistake #5: product feature lists instead of implementation steps  

"Our platform includes advanced analytics, workflow automation, and integration capabilities" 

tells them what you have, not how you'll make it work for them. 
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Putting it on a timeline 

You've broken down your solution into clear, logical steps. But there's one question every client 

will ask: "When will this actually happen?" 

A timeline isn't just about showing when things will be done. It's about proving you understand 

how work really flows. Clients have budgets that unlock on specific dates, busy seasons when 

they can't afford disruptions, and executives who need to report progress to their boards. Your 

timeline shows you get it. 

What clients really want from your timeline 

Confidence in your estimates: they've been burned by vendors who promised the moon and 

delivered late. Show them you understand how long things actually take. 

Visibility into dependencies: they need to know when their team will be required, when 

decisions need to be made, and when they'll start seeing results. 

A story about value delivery: don't just show when tasks will be complete—show when 

they'll start experiencing benefits. 

Building timelines that work 

Start with their constraints, not your convenience 

Before you think about your delivery schedule, understand their calendar: 

-​ When do their budgets reset? (You don't want to span fiscal years unnecessarily) 

-​ What are their busy seasons? (Don't plan training during year-end close) 

-​ When do they need to report progress? (Align milestones with their board meetings) 

-​ What other projects are they juggling? (Your project isn't their only priority) 
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Work backwards from what matters most 

Ask yourself: when do they need to start seeing value? Then work backwards. 

If they need the sales team using the new CRM by the start of Q2 (their biggest sales quarter), 

don't start your timeline with "Week 1: project kickoff." start with "March 30: sales team fully 

operational on new system" and work backwards from there. 

A simple timeline example 

Let's put a CRM implementation on a timeline: 

CRM implementation timeline 

Week 1-2: system setup and configuration​
├── week 1: core system configuration (parallel with week 2)​
├── week 2: custom dashboard creation (parallel with week 1)​
└── milestone: configured system ready for pilot 

Week 3-4: pilot testing with core users​
├── week 3: austin team pilot launch​
├── week 4: feedback collection and adjustments​
└── milestone: system validated and refined 

Week 5-6: full team rollout​
├── week 5: company-wide training and launch​
├── week 6: support and troubleshooting​
└── milestone: all users operational 

Week 7-8: optimization and handoff​
├── week 7-8: usage monitoring and refinements​
└── milestone: optimized system and project complete 
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Key value delivery points: 

-​ Week 2: system configured and ready for testing 

-​ Week 4: pilot successful and ready for full rollout 

-​ Week 6: full team operational on new system 

-​ Week 8: project complete and ongoing support transitioned 

Notice what this timeline communicates: 

-​ Realistic pacing: nothing feels rushed or unrealistic 

-​ Clear dependencies: you can't start the pilot until configuration is done 

-​ Value delivery points: they see benefits starting in week 4, not week 8 

-​ Client involvement: clear points where their team needs to be available 

Common timeline mistakes that kill credibility 

Mistake #1: being overly optimistic to win the deal  

Yes, you want to be competitive. But if you promise 8 weeks and deliver in 12, you've damaged 

the relationship permanently. Better to promise 10 weeks and deliver in 9. 

Mistake #2: forgetting about their calendar 

Your project timeline can't pretend their business stops for your convenience. If they're in retail, 

don't plan major changes during the holiday season. 

Mistake #3: too much detail for a proposal 

Your timeline should show major phases and key milestones, not every single task. Save the 

detailed project schedule for after you win the business or for a separate technical document. 
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Mistake #4: not showing when value starts 

Clients don't just want to know when the project will be done. They want to know when they'll 

start seeing benefits. Make those value delivery points visible. 

Mistake #5: ignoring adoption reality  

Your software might technically work in week 2, but it takes time for teams to change habits. 

Build adoption time into your timeline, don't pretend everyone will be productive immediately. 
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Working with your technical team 

You're probably not the one who will configure the systems, deliver the training, or manage the 

technical deployment. Your implementation experts will handle that. But the solution outline is 

your responsibility because you're the one who heard the client's real concerns and priorities. 

Here's how to work with your team effectively while maintaining ownership of the outline. 

Who decides what 

You decide: 

-​ how to structure the major actions based on what you heard in discovery 

-​ what supporting work is needed based on client culture and concerns 

-​ how to position each phase to build confidence and address their real priorities 

-​ the story that connects all the pieces together 

Your technical team decides: 

-​ specific configuration steps and system requirements 

-​ detailed task breakdowns within each major action 

-​ technical dependencies and realistic duration estimates 

-​ resource requirements and skill sets needed 

You collaborate on: 

-​ translating technical deliverables into business language 

-​ identifying potential risks and how to communicate them 

-​ creating realistic timelines that account for both technical and human factors 

-​ ensuring the solution outline tells a compelling story from start to finish 

The key is maintaining control of the customer's story while leveraging the technical expertise of 

your team. You own the "why" and "what." they own the "how" and "with what tools." 
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A simple collaboration process 

Step 1: You create the outline structure based on discovery 

-​ write the goal in the client's language 

-​ identify the major actions that feel logical to the client 

-​ note any supporting work that addresses their cultural concerns 

Step 2: You collaborate with the technical team to fill in the details 

-​ break down major actions into specific tasks 

-​ estimate realistic timelines for each component 

-​ identify dependencies and resource requirements 

Step 3: You review and refine the story 

-​ ensure technical language translates to business value 

-​ verify the sequence makes sense to a non-expert 

-​ add any missing elements that address client concerns 

Step 4: Test it with your team 

-​ walk through the outline as if presenting to the client 

-​ identify any sections that feel unclear or unconvincing 

-​ make sure everyone understands their role in delivery 
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Real-world examples across different solution types 

Let's look at how this framework applies across different types of product-based solutions: 

SaaS platform implementation 

Goal: replace your current manual approval process with our automated workflow platform to 

eliminate the 3-day delays that are frustrating your customers. 

Major action 1: map and configure your approval workflows 

-​ document your current approval steps for each service type 

-​ configure our workflow engine to match your existing approval hierarchy 

-​ set up automated notifications for each stakeholder group 

Major action 2: integrate with your existing systems 

-​ connect our platform to your customer portal for seamless handoffs 

-​ set up single sign-on so users don't need new passwords 

-​ configure data sync with your billing system 

Major action 3: train users and measure adoption 

-​ train approval managers on the new dashboard and exception handling 

-​ train customer service reps on status tracking and customer communication 

-​ monitor approval times weekly to ensure we're hitting the 24-hour target 
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Hardware infrastructure deployment 

Goal: install and configure our new server infrastructure to eliminate the downtime issues that 

have been disrupting your manufacturing schedules. 

Major action 1: prepare your environment and deploy hardware 

-​ conduct site survey and prep work during your scheduled maintenance window 

-​ install redundant servers and networking equipment 

-​ configure backup systems and failover protocols 

Major action 2: migrate systems with zero production impact 

-​ set up parallel systems and test all critical applications 

-​ migrate data during off-peak hours over three weekends 

-​ validate performance benchmarks before switching production traffic 

Major action 3: train your IT team and establish ongoing support 

-​ train your network administrators on monitoring and maintenance procedures 

-​ document troubleshooting procedures for common scenarios 

-​ establish 24/7 support protocols and escalation procedures 

Notice how each example focuses on the client's specific problem (delays, downtime) and shows 

exactly how the solution will address it? 
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Your solution outline checklist 

Before you finalize any solution outline, run through this checklist: 

Foundation validation: 

​ Is each step clearly connected to achieving their stated goal? 

​ Can you explain why each step comes in this order? 

​ Have you broken down actions until they're specific and concrete? 

Client focus: 

​ could the client have written this description of their problem? 

​ Are you using their terms, not your company's buzzwords? 

​ Would their executives recognize this as their priority? 

Confidence and credibility: 

​ Is it specific enough that they believe you've done this work before? 

​ Does it account for their unique constraints and priorities? 

​ Would this plan make sense to someone who wasn't in your discovery meetings? 

Timeline and practicality: 

​ Does your timeline account for their business calendar and constraints? 

​ Are your value delivery points visible and meaningful? 

​ Have you included the supporting work that makes projects succeed? 

Implementation reality: 

​ Do you actually have the people and skills to deliver what you're proposing? 

​ Are your estimates realistic when accounting for client availability? 

​ Have you included enough change management for the scope of work? 

Product-specific validation: 

​ Have you shown how your standard solution will work in their specific environment? 

​ Are you addressing adoption challenges, not just technical deployment? 

​ Have you connected product features to their business outcomes? 

123 



Making it practical: start this week 

Here's how to put this framework into practice immediately: 

This week: pick one current prospect and practice the breakdown method. Take their stated 

goal and break it down to level 3 specificity. Then ask yourself: would they feel confident this 

plan will work? 

Next two weeks: create a simple template based on the four-layer structure that you can 

customize for different implementation scenarios. Having the framework in place makes it 

easier to focus on the client-specific details. 

This month: practice working backwards from your clients' key dates when building timelines. 

Start noticing how their business calendars affect when they can absorb change. 

Ready for more complex situations? 

This chapter covered the fundamentals: how to create clear, credible solution outlines for 

straightforward implementation work. You've learned to break down complex work into logical 

steps, build realistic timelines, and work effectively with your technical team. 

But what happens when a client needs more than just implementation? What if they're not sure 

what's really wrong, or they need strategy before they can execute? What if you're competing 

against much larger firms and need to differentiate through your approach? 

That's where advanced solution architecture comes in. That's what we'll cover in chapter 10. 
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The bottom line 

Solution outlines are about proving you listened, demonstrating you understand what needs to 

be done, and building confidence that you can deliver value in a logical sequence. The best 

solution outlines feel almost inevitable to the client: "of course that's the work we need, and of 

course that's how you'd approach it." When you get that reaction, you know you've nailed both 

the listening and the structuring. 

Master the basic breakdown method first. Get comfortable with the four-layer structure. Build 

timelines that respect their reality, not just your convenience. And don't forget the supporting 

work. That's often what separates vendors who deliver smooth projects from those who create 

chaos. 

The framework is straightforward, but simple doesn't mean easy. It takes discipline to get 

specific instead of staying generic, to focus on their outcomes instead of your process, and to 

break things down until a client could explain your plan to their colleague. But the prospects 

who trust you to make complex work feel manageable are the ones who become long-term 

clients. 

Start with the basics and build from there. You'll be surprised how much more confident you feel 

in front of executives when you can clearly explain not just what you'll do, but exactly how you'll 

do it. 
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Chapter 10: Solution architecture 

You've mastered the basics of solution outlines. You can break down your solution into clear, 

logical steps. You understand when a client needs insight, planning, or implementation work. 

Your timelines make sense, and your proposals feel credible. 

But something's still missing. Your proposals sound professional, but they don't feel inevitable. 

Clients nod along, but they don't lean forward with excitement. You're winning some deals, but 

you're not standing out from competitors who might have similar capabilities. 

This is where solution architecture comes in. It's about making every element of your solution 

outline work harder, from the words you choose to the way you sequence your approach. 

Whether you're proposing an implementation project, configuring a complex platform 

deployment, or designing a multi-phase transformation journey, these techniques will help you 

create proposals that feel both strategic and irresistible. 

The foundation: aligning with your core theme 

Remember the core theme from chapter 2? That central promise that runs through your entire 

proposal? Experienced proposal writers weave their theme into every element of their solution 

outline. 

Think about it this way: if your core theme is "accelerate time to market," then every action in 

your solution outline should either directly speed things up or eliminate delays. If your theme is 

"reduce operational risk," then every step should either identify risks or put safeguards in place. 

This isn't about being clever with language. It's about creating a coherent story where every 

piece reinforces your central idea. 
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Thematic language throughout your solution 

Let's say your core theme is "eliminate revenue leaks." Here's how that theme should influence 

your solution language: 

Generic version: 

-​ Goal: improve your sales process efficiency 

-​ Major action 1: analyze current performance metrics 

-​ Major action 2: implement process improvements 

-​ Supporting work: regular progress meetings 

Thematically aligned version: 

-​ Goal: seal the revenue leaks in your sales process 

-​ Major action 1: identify where opportunities slip through the cracks 

-​ Major action 2: configure safeguards to capture revenue at risk 

-​ Supporting work: revenue recovery monitoring and course correction 

See the difference? The second version reinforces your theme in every line. A client reading this 

can't help but think about revenue they're currently losing. Which in turn makes your solution 

feel more urgent and valuable. 

This works whether you're building something custom or deploying an existing platform. The 

language shifts based on your approach: 

For custom solutions: "Install safeguards to capture revenue at risk" for product 

solutions: "Configure our platform's alert system to capture revenue at risk" 

Same theme, same impact, different execution method. 
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Thematic milestone naming 

Standard milestone names are forgettable. Thematic milestone names turn your timeline into a 

story of transformation: 

Standard milestones: 

-​ Week 3: assessment complete 

-​ Week 6: strategy delivered 

-​ Week 12: implementation complete 

"Accelerate to win" theme: 

-​ Week 3: speed bottlenecks identified and prioritized 

-​ Week 6: fast-response strategy validated and approved 

-​ Week 12: sustained competitive speed advantage achieved 

"Revenue recovery" theme: 

-​ Week 3: revenue leak sources quantified and ranked 

-​ Week 6: revenue recovery plan finalized and approved 

-​ Week 12: monthly revenue capture improved by x% 

The theme integration test 

For every element of your solution outline, ask yourself: 

1.​ Does this language connect to our theme? 

2.​ Would a skeptical executive see how this advances our central promise? 

3.​ If I removed all references to our company, would the theme still be obvious? 

If you answer "no" to any question, revise to make the theme more visible. 
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Advanced structuring: when clients need more than one goal type 

Remember the goal types (Insight, Planning and Implementation) from chapter 6? If your 

company offers multiple goal types, you have a powerful opportunity to design solutions that 

address the client's complete transformation journey. 

Even if a client only wants to start with one goal type, showing that you understand the bigger 

picture often makes you the obvious choice for that first step. 

Understanding the value progression 

The key to multi-goal thinking is showing how each type of work builds value for the next. Don't 

present them as separate projects. Instead, present them as a logical progression where each 

phase makes the next one more effective and less risky. 

The natural sequence: 

-​ Insight provides the foundation for good planning 

-​ Planning makes implementation faster and more likely to succeed 

-​ Implementation without proper insight and planning often fails (and clients know 

this) 

Think about it from the client's perspective. They've probably been burned by vendors who 

jumped straight to implementation without really understanding the problem. Or they've paid 

for strategies that looked great on paper but fell apart when they tried to execute them. 

Example: Sterling Tech's growth challenge 

The situation: Sterling Tech, a mid-sized software company, is struggling to scale their sales 

team. They've grown from 5 to 25 reps in two years, but revenue hasn't scaled proportionally. 

The CEO wants "a complete solution to the problem." 
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Solution outline: 

Goal: scale sterling's sales team performance to match their headcount growth, 

with sustainable processes that support continued expansion 

Phase 1: Performance diagnostic (Insight - weeks 1-3) 

What's really causing the revenue lag? 

Major action 1.1: map the current sales ecosystem 

-​ analyze last 18 months of sales data to identify performance patterns 

-​ interview reps, managers, and marketing to understand workflow gaps 

-​ document current territory assignments and lead distribution process 

Major action 1.2: identify scaling bottlenecks 

-​ shadow high performers and struggling reps during actual prospect calls 

-​ map the actual sales process (not the theoretical one in your playbook) 

-​ time key activities: prospecting, qualifying, closing, onboarding 

Major action 1.3: assess system and process gaps 

-​ evaluate current CRM usage and data quality 

-​ review training materials and onboarding process 

-​ identify where informal knowledge isn't being captured 

Why this phase matters: we're not making assumptions about what's broken. We're measuring 

exactly where scaling has created problems. 
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Phase 2: Scaling strategy development (Planning - weeks 4-6) 

Design a growth-ready sales operation 

Major action 2.1: create the optimal territory and role structure 

-​ model different territory configurations based on account size and geography 

-​ design role specialization that eliminates overlap (inside vs. Field vs. Account 

management) 

-​ build compensation plan that incentivizes the right behaviors 

Major action 2.2: develop scalable processes and systems 

-​ design standardized sales process that works for both new and experienced reps 

-​ create onboarding program that reduces ramp time from 6 months to 3 months 

-​ build management reporting that gives visibility without micromanagement 

Major action 2.3: plan implementation sequence and change management 

-​ sequence changes to minimize disruption (territory changes, then training, then 

systems) 

-​ identify early adopters who can help model new behaviors 

-​ create communication plan for announcing changes 

Why this phase matters: your team will adopt changes faster when they understand the 

reasoning and see their input reflected in the design. 
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Phase 3: implementation and optimization (Implementation - weeks 7-18) 

Execute the scaling plan with support and course correction 

Major action 3.1: deploy new structure and processes 

-​ implement territory realignment with clear transition support 

-​ launch enhanced onboarding program with first cohort of new hires 

-​ roll out updated CRM workflows and reporting dashboards 

Major action 3.2: train and support adoption 

-​ deliver role-specific training for inside sales, field sales, and managers 

-​ provide coaching support during first 90 days of new process 

-​ create peer mentoring program to reinforce new behaviors 

Major action 3.3: monitor results and optimize 

-​ track leading indicators: activity levels, pipeline quality, conversion rates 

-​ hold monthly optimization reviews to fine-tune processes 

-​ document lessons learned for next scaling phase 

 

Why this phase matters: scaling isn't a one-time event. You're building the foundation for 

continued growth. 
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Supporting activities throughout: 

-​ bi-weekly steering committee meetings (because the CEO wants visibility without 

being overwhelmed by details) 

-​ monthly all-hands updates (because transparency helps with change adoption) 

-​ quarterly performance reviews (because you need to measure what's working and 

adjust what isn't) 

Notice how each phase builds logically on the previous one, and how the supporting activities 

match their organizational culture and communication preferences? 

The strategic advantage of full journey thinking 

Even when clients only want to start with one goal type, showing that you understand their 

complete transformation journey creates several advantages: 

Confidence in your expertise: you're not just a vendor who does one thing well. You're a 

strategic partner who understands how change really works. 

Risk mitigation: clients see that you've thought through the downstream implications of what 

you're proposing. 

Natural expansion path: when they're ready for the next phase, you're the obvious choice 

because you designed the overall approach. 

Competitive differentiation: most vendors only show expertise in their specialty. You show 

expertise in transformation. 
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When to show the full journey vs. focus on one phase 

Show the complete journey when: 

-​ the client mentions multiple challenges that span goal types 

-​ you're competing against larger firms with broader capabilities 

-​ the client has been burned by piecemeal approaches before 

-​ budget and timeline allow for comprehensive solutions 

Focus on one phase when: 

-​ budget constraints limit their appetite for larger commitments 

-​ they need to prove value before getting approval for broader initiatives 

-​ multiple stakeholders need convincing and you want to start with a win 

-​ your relationship is new and you want to build trust incrementally 

You can think like a multi-goal provider even when you're only proposing one goal type. Show 

that you understand the bigger picture, then focus your detailed proposal on the piece they're 

ready to tackle. 
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Advanced timeline techniques 

Basic timelines show when things will happen. Advanced timelines tell a story about value 

creation, risk mitigation, and competitive advantage. They become part of your sales strategy, 

not just your project plan. 

Working backwards from what matters most 

Don't start with "Week 1: project kickoff." Start with the moment that matters most to your 

client and work backwards. 

If their board meeting is in Q4: "October 15: present measurable improvement in sales 

productivity to board" becomes your anchor point. Everything else builds toward that moment. 

If they're launching a new product in march: "February 1: sales team fully trained and 

certified on new product positioning" drives your entire timeline. 

If they're facing a competitive threat: "60 days: demonstrable improvement in win rates 

against [specific competitor]" becomes the forcing function that determines your approach. 

Working backwards forces you to be honest about what's actually achievable and what's just 

wishful thinking. 

Show parallel work when it makes sense 

Clients like seeing that you're not doing everything sequentially when you could be working in 

parallel. It shows efficiency and gets them to value faster. 

But there's a trap: don't fake parallelism just to look faster. If one task truly depends on 

another, show that dependency clearly. 
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Good parallelism: 

-​ while you're configuring the system, you can also be preparing training materials 

-​ while the pilot team is testing, you can be setting up support processes 

-​ while you're migrating data, you can be creating user documentation 

Product-specific parallelism: 

-​ while deploying hardware, you can be configuring software 

-​ while setting up integrations, you can be preparing user accounts 

-​ while running system tests, you can be training administrators 

Fake parallelism: 

-​ "designing the strategy while gathering requirements" (you can't design what you don't 

understand) 

-​ "training users while configuring the system" (you can't train on something that doesn't 

exist yet) 

-​ "creating reports while collecting data" (you can't report on data you haven't gathered) 

The test: ask yourself if the parallel activities truly don't depend on each other. If there's any 

dependency, show it sequentially. 

Managing complex stakeholder calendars 

Advanced timelines account for the messy reality of organizational life. People go on vacation. 

Budgets freeze at year-end. New priorities emerge and derail everything. 

Build in buffer time for the human elements: 

-​ executive travel schedules 

-​ department budget cycles 

-​ seasonal business constraints 

-​ other major initiatives competing for attention 
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Example: enterprise software implementation timeline 

Q4 year 1: foundation phase​
├── October: requirements gathering (avoid november travel season)​
├── November: system design (while exec team is traveling)​
├── December: infrastructure setup (during budget freeze)​
└── Milestone: technical foundation complete 

Q1 year 2: pilot implementation​
├── January: pilot deployment (post-holiday focus)​
├── February: user testing and feedback​
├── March: refinement and optimization​
└── Milestone: proven system ready for rollout 

Q2 year 2: full deployment​
├── april: company-wide rollout​
├── may: training and support intensive​
├── june: performance monitoring and tuning​
└── milestone: full adoption achieved 

Value delivery timeline: 

-​ December: technical infrastructure validated 

-​ March: pilot success demonstrated 

-​ June: company-wide productivity improvement measured 

-​ September: ROI  targets achieved and documented 

Notice how this timeline respects organizational rhythms? No major training during holiday 

travel. No budget requests during fiscal year-end chaos. No complex rollouts during the busy 

season. 
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Strategic positioning for different solution types 

Your positioning strategy should adapt based on whether you're delivering custom solutions, 

implementing existing products, or some combination. Each approach has different competitive 

advantages you can leverage. 

Making single-goal solutions feel strategic 

For Insight projects: position them as risk mitigation and strategic foundation-setting. 

"Before you invest in any sales transformation, let's make sure we're solving the 

right problem. Our diagnostic will give you the data-driven foundation you need to 

justify the investment to your board and ensure any solution actually works." 

For Planning projects: emphasize the cost of wrong decisions and the value of getting it right 

the first time. 

"A solid strategy now prevents expensive course corrections later. We'll design your 

approach so it scales with your growth plans, not just your current needs." 

For Implementation projects: focus on speed, expertise, and risk reduction. 

Custom implementation:"You could figure this out yourself, but it would take six months 

and potentially disrupt your current performance. We'll have you operational in six weeks with 

minimal risk to your existing revenue." 

Product implementation:Our platform has been proven in over 200 similar deployments. 

We'll configure it specifically for your workflow and have you seeing results in half the time it 

would take to build something custom." 
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Advanced technique: gateway offerings 

Here's a sophisticated approach that works whether you offer one goal type or many: position 

your proposed work as the smart starting point for a larger transformation, even if you're only 

contracted for the first step. 

The gateway advantage: 

-​ shows strategic thinking beyond the immediate project 

-​ reduces the client's perception of risk (they're not committing to everything upfront) 

-​ positions you for future work when they're ready 

-​ demonstrates that you understand their complete challenge 

Example gateway sequences: 

For custom solution providers: 

-​ current proposal: "sales process speed audit" (2-week insight project) 

-​ natural next step: "speed optimization strategy" (4-week planning project) 

-​ future opportunity: "sales acceleration implementation" (12-week implementation 

project) 

For product solution providers: 

-​ current proposal: "platform readiness assessment" (1-week insight project) 

-​ natural next step: "deployment strategy & configuration plan" (2-week planning 

project) 

-​ future opportunity: "full platform implementation" (8-week implementation project) 

Notice how this works even if you only do implementation work? You're showing clients that you 

understand how good implementation depends on proper preparation, which makes your 

implementation work feel more valuable and strategic. 
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Competitive differentiation through solution architecture 

Sometimes you're not competing on features or price, you're competing on approach. The way 

you structure your solution can make you the obvious choice even when larger competitors have 

more resources. 

Competing against larger firms 

Big consulting firms have processes, methodologies, and lots of smart people. But they often 

struggle with flexibility and client-specific customization. Your solution architecture can 

highlight these weaknesses. 

Where large firms are vulnerable: 

-​ rigid methodologies that don't adapt to unique situations 

-​ junior staff executing while senior people sell 

-​ standard approaches that ignore industry-specific constraints 

-​ long timelines driven by their needs, not client urgency 

How to position your approach: 

-​ emphasize customization: "our approach is designed specifically for your industry's 

compliance requirements" 

-​ highlight speed: "while larger firms need 6 months to gather requirements, we can have 

initial insights in 3 weeks" 

-​ show direct senior involvement: "the person presenting this proposal will be directly 

involved in execution" 

-​ demonstrate agility: "we can adjust our approach based on what we learn, not force you 

to fit our standard methodology" 
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Product solutions vs. custom solutions positioning 

If you're selling products, you have different competitive advantages to emphasize: 

Product solution advantages: 

-​ proven track record: "this solution is already working for companies like yours" 

-​ faster deployment: "no development time means faster results" 

-​ lower risk: "you're not paying to debug our learning process" 

-​ ongoing innovation: "you benefit from improvements we make for all clients" 

Custom solution advantages: 

-​ perfect fit: "built exactly for your unique requirements" 

-​ competitive differentiation: "your solution won't look like your competitors'" 

-​ full control: "you own the intellectual property" 

-​ no compromises: "every feature serves your specific needs" 

Using strategic thinking competitively 

Even when proposing straightforward implementation work, you can demonstrate strategic 

thinking that sets you apart: 

For custom solutions:  

Instead of: "We'll build your new CRM system"  

Try: "we'll build your CRM system as the foundation for your planned expansion into the 

northeast market, ensuring the architecture can handle 50% growth without requiring 

redevelopment" 
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For product solutions:  

Instead of: "We'll implement our CRM platform"  

Try: "We'll configure our CRM platform specifically for your planned expansion into the 

northeast market, ensuring scalability settings can handle 50% growth without requiring 

reconfiguration" 

This approach works because it shows you're thinking beyond the immediate project to their 

larger business objectives. 
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Quality control and advanced validation 

As your solution outlines become more sophisticated, the potential for disconnects and logical 

gaps increases. Experienced proposal writers use systematic validation techniques to ensure 

their solutions hold up under scrutiny. 

Pressure-testing solution logic 

Before you submit any complex proposal, run it through these stress tests: 

The skeptical executive test: read your solution outline as if you're a skeptical executive 

who's been burned by empty promises before. What would you question? Where would you push 

back? 

The competitor response test: how would your main competitor attack your approach? 

What would they say is wrong with your methodology or timeline? Build defenses into your 

solution. 

The resource reality test: do you actually have the people and skills needed to deliver what 

you're proposing? Don't let your enthusiasm override your capacity. 

The client change test: what happens if key stakeholders leave? If budgets get cut? If 

priorities shift? How resilient is your approach to organizational turbulence? 

Anticipating client objections through design 

Advanced solution architects don't just respond to objections. They prevent them by addressing 

concerns proactively in the solution design. 
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Common client concerns and design responses: 

"This feels too risky" 

-​ build pilot phases that prove value before full commitment 

-​ include multiple checkpoints where they can adjust or exit 

-​ reference similar situations where your approach worked 

-​ offer guarantees or risk-sharing arrangements 

"The timeline feels too aggressive" 

-​ show parallel work streams that accelerate delivery 

-​ highlight early value delivery points 

-​ compare your timeline to their cost of delay 

-​ include contingency plans for potential obstacles 

"We've tried this before and it didn't work" 

-​ acknowledge their previous experience explicitly 

-​ show how your approach differs from what they tried before 

-​ include specific measures to avoid previous failure points 

-​ build in more change management and adoption support 

"Your firm seems too small for this" 

-​ emphasize partner relationships that extend your capabilities 

-​ highlight senior-level involvement throughout the project 

-​ show track record with similar-sized challenges 

-​ focus on agility and responsiveness as advantages 
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Product-specific objections: 

"We need something more customized" 

-​ show the configuration options available 

-​ highlight how you'll adapt the platform to their workflow 

-​ emphasize that proven solutions reduce implementation risk 

-​ demonstrate successful customizations for similar clients 

"This seems like overkill for our needs" 

-​ break down the solution to show they only pay for what they use 

-​ offer phased implementation that starts with core features 

-​ show how the platform can grow with their business 

-​ emphasize that comprehensive solutions prevent future integration headaches 
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Implementation excellence 

The best solution outlines don't just win the deal. They set your team up for successful delivery. 

Think about project execution while you're designing the sales approach. 

Building solution outlines that set up success 

Include implementation reality checks: 

-​ Are your timelines realistic when accounting for client availability? 

-​ Do your deliverables match what the client actually needs to move forward? 

-​ Have you included enough change management for the scope of transformation? 

-​ Is your team structure appropriate for the client's decision-making style? 

Design for course correction: 

-​ build in regular review points where you can adjust approach 

-​ include mechanisms for gathering and incorporating feedback 

-​ plan for scope adjustments without derailing the entire project 

-​ create early warning systems for potential problems 

Set appropriate expectations: 

-​ be clear about what requires client involvement vs. What you'll handle independently 

-​ specify decision points and approval requirements 

-​ outline communication cadence and reporting structure 

-​ define success metrics that everyone can agree on 
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Common advanced mistakes to avoid 

Mistake #1: over-engineering the solution 

Just because you can design a complex, multi-phase approach doesn't mean you should. 

Sometimes the client really does just need simple implementation work. 

Mistake #2: gateway addiction 

Not every situation needs a gateway approach. Sometimes you should just propose the solution 

the client needs. 

Mistake #3: competitive obsession  

Don't structure your entire approach around beating a specific competitor. Focus on client value 

first, competitive positioning second. 

Mistake #4: complexity for its own sake 

Advanced techniques should make your solutions more effective, not more impressive. If a 

simple approach works better, use it. 

Mistake #5: product feature creep  

Just because your platform can do something doesn't mean you should include it in every 

proposal. Focus on the features that solve their specific problems. 
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Your solution architecture checklist 

Before you finalize any advanced solution outline, run through this checklist: 

Theme integration: 

​ Is your core theme visible in major actions, milestones, and supporting work? 

​ Would someone reading this understand your central promise without seeing your company 

name? 

​ Does every element advance your theme in some way? 

Strategic positioning: 

​ Have you connected your proposed work to their larger business objectives? 

​ Does your approach demonstrate understanding beyond the immediate project? 

​ Are you positioned as a strategic partner, not just a vendor? 

Competitive differentiation: 

​ What makes your approach unique compared to other providers? 

​ Have you highlighted advantages that larger/smaller competitors can't match? 

​ Are your differentiators meaningful to the client's success? 

Implementation readiness: 

​ Can your team actually deliver what you're proposing? 

​ Have you built in flexibility for course corrections? 

​ Are your timelines realistic given client constraints and availability? 

Solution type alignment: 

​ Does your positioning match your solution type (custom vs. Product)? 

​ Have you emphasized the right competitive advantages for your approach? 

​ Are you addressing the specific concerns clients have about your solution type? 
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Making it practical: start this week 

Here's how to put these advanced techniques into practice immediately: 

This week: take your most recent proposal and rewrite one section using thematic language. 

See how it changes the feel of your solution outline. 

Next two weeks: practice the gateway approach with a current prospect. Even if you're only 

proposing one goal type, show that you understand what comes next. 

This month: work backwards from a client's key deadline to build a timeline. Notice how this 

changes your approach to sequencing work. 

The bottom line 

Solution architecture is about making every element of your proposal work harder to build 

confidence, demonstrate strategic thinking, and differentiate your approach. 

The techniques in this chapter will help you win deals you couldn't win with basic approaches. 

They'll also position you as the kind of strategic partner that clients want to work with 

repeatedly. But they also carry more risk as sophisticated solutions can fail in sophisticated 

ways. 

Use your judgment about when the situation warrants advanced techniques and when simpler 

approaches will serve you better. The prospects who trust you to architect sophisticated 

solutions become your best long-term clients. They bring you into strategic conversations, 

introduce you to their networks, and give you opportunities to build substantial businesses. 

That's the real payoff for mastering advanced solution architecture: not just winning more deals, 

but winning the right kinds of deals with the right kinds of clients. 
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Chapter 11: Writing the Situation and Objectives 

blocks 

Now that you've gathered intelligence about your prospect's situation, it's time to move from 

discovery to delivery. The following chapters will show you how to transform all those 

conversations, insights, and scribbled notes into a proposal that actually persuades. 

Most salespeople treat proposal writing like a necessary evil, something to rush through so they 

can get back to "real" selling. But smart sellers know better. Your proposal is your chance to 

prove you truly understand your prospects' world and can guide them to a better future. 

This chapter focuses on crafting a background section that does exactly that. When done right, it 

makes buyers think, "finally, someone who gets it." We combine the situation block and the 

objectives block into one smooth section that sets up the rest of the proposal. 

The three components of a "background" section 

Your background section needs to accomplish three things: capture their reality, deepen their 

thinking, and point toward a solution. Here's how to structure it: 

1.​ Story 

2.​ Key challenges 

3.​ Closing (objectives & value) 

Think of these as the setup, the exploration, and the bridge. Each serves a distinct purpose, but 

together they create something more powerful than the sum of their parts. They also help you 

weave your core theme from chapter 4 throughout the section. 
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1. The story component 

The story component isn't about spinning a tale. It's about reflecting their reality back to them in 

a way that makes them feel understood. Your story should weave together four elements: 

-​ Situation: how did they get here? Maybe it's a market shift, a merger, or a new product 

launch that missed the mark. 

-​ Core problem: what's the central issue they described to you? Lost market share, rising 

costs, or an untapped revenue stream? 

-​ Implications: what happens if nothing changes? Revenue decline, competitive 

disadvantage, or growth that stalls? 

-​ Past attempts: if they've tried solutions before, acknowledge why those efforts fell 

short. 

Notice anything familiar? The first three elements are the same as the first three steps of spin 

selling: situation, problem, and implication. Good discovery and good proposal writing use the 

same logic. 

The idea here is to turn these elements into a brief narrative rather than a bulleted list. When 

that CFO mentioned her finance team "pulling data from three systems for too long," work that 

detail in. It shows you were listening, not just waiting for your turn to talk. 

Keep your story tight: two to three paragraphs maximum. Include just enough detail so they 

think, "yes, that's exactly us" without drowning them in information they already know. 

As you write, pay attention to the language you use. This is where your core theme starts to 

emerge naturally. If speed is critical to their success, words like "delay," "bottleneck," and 

"acceleration" will naturally appear. If precision matters most, you'll find yourself writing about 

"consistency," "accuracy," and "eliminating gaps." you are aligning what your prospect has told 

you with how you can help them. 
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2. The key challenges component 

After you've captured their attention with the story, it's time to go deeper. This section explores 

the complexity and implications of their core problem. There are several ways to approach this, 

depending on your buyer's personality and the situation: 

The strategic questions approach: best for analytical buyers who appreciate thorough 

exploration. Frame two to five crucial questions using "we" language to signal partnership: "how 

might we integrate existing tools without major disruptions?" feels different than "how can you 

integrate..." 

Example questions: 

-​ "Which metrics will best reveal the underlying drivers of these cost overruns?" 

-​ "What level of cross-department coordination is realistic given current bandwidth?" 

-​ "How do we balance quick wins with long-term transformation?" 

Avoid questions that are really just statements in disguise ("don't you think efficiency is 

important?") or ones that have obvious answers ("would you like to reduce costs?"). Similarly, 

avoid challenges that could apply to any company in their industry. 

The critical issues approach: better for action-oriented buyers who want direct 

problem-solving. Present the key challenges as statements: "integration must happen without 

disrupting current workflows" or "any solution needs to account for the complexity of three 

legacy systems." 

Critical issues example: 

-​ "The current system creates three critical bottlenecks that compound during peak 

periods." 

-​ "Manual processes increase error rates while consuming resources that could drive 

growth." 

-​ "Without unified data, different departments operate with conflicting information." 
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The stakeholder perspectives approach: effective when you're dealing with a buying 

committee. Acknowledge different viewpoints: from a CFO perspective, cost control remains 

paramount. Operations worries about implementation risk. The CEO wants competitive 

advantage. 

Stakeholder perspectives example: 

-​ "Sales needs faster response times to compete effectively."" 

-​ "Operations requires bulletproof processes that won't break under pressure. 

-​ "Finance wants measurable ROI  within the first year." 

Whichever approach you choose, this section should reflect different dimensions of their core 

problem. The CFO cares about cost control, the vp of operations worries about implementation 

risk, and the CEO wants to know about competitive advantage. Show that you've considered all 

their concerns. 

This is also where your core theme starts to crystallize. If your theme is about acceleration, 

explore speed, timing, and competitive advantage. If it's about precision, dig into quality, 

consistency, and eliminating errors. 

3. The closing component: objectives & value 

Now comes the bridge. You've painted their current reality and explored the key challenges. 

Time to point toward what "better" looks like. 

Your closing should: 

1.​ State clear objectives: "we aim to reduce cycle times by 40%, stabilize quality metrics 

across regions, and improve cross-team collaboration." 

2.​ Connect to value: show how these objectives translate into real business 

wins—improved efficiency, cost savings, competitive advantage. 

3.​ Set up your solution: create a logical flow into the next section where you'll outline 

your approach. 
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This is where your core theme crystallizes. If you've been building toward a theme of "precision 

at every step," your objectives should reflect systematic excellence and flawless execution. If 

acceleration is your theme, focus on speed, responsiveness, and competitive timing. 

Be specific about success metrics and value, but don't overdo it. You're defining what victory 

looks like, not proving you can deliver it or stating how the value is measured (both come later). 

Your core theme: the thread that ties it all together 

As you write your background section, your core theme should emerge naturally from the 

client's situation. This isn't something you impose, it's something you discover by paying 

attention to what matters most to them. 

Maybe they're drowning in manual processes while competitors automate everything. Your core 

theme might be about "systematic efficiency." Perhaps they're making costly errors because 

information gets lost between departments. Your theme could center on "seamless integration." 

Your core theme should address their core problem and speak to what keeps key stakeholders 

awake at night. The cfo's budget concerns, the operations manager's quality worries, the ceo's 

competitive fears. A strong theme touches all of these. 
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Putting it all together 

Use the information from your discovery conversations to populate each component. That 

means your notes from stakeholder interviews, RFP details, and those casual comments made 

during site visits all become raw material. 

-​ Story: pull key facts and telling details about their current challenges, using language 

that hints at your core theme 

-​ Key challenges: convert your understanding into the format that best fits your 

buyer—whether that's strategic questions, direct challenges, or stakeholder perspectives 

-​ Closing: transform the big-picture problem into concrete objectives that reflect your 

core theme 

The goal isn't to impress them with how much you know. It's to demonstrate how clearly you see 

their situation and how thoughtfully you approach solving it. 

Why this matters (and why many proposals fail) 

A strong background section gives you three competitive advantages: 

You demonstrate genuine understanding: buyers can immediately tell whether you've 

done your homework or you're winging it with generic content. 

You respect their intelligence: a logical, well-structured narrative shows you value their 

time and expertise. 

You earn the right to propose: only after proving you understand their world can you 

credibly suggest how to improve it. 

Most proposals skip this foundation and jump straight to features and benefits. They read like 

product brochures rather than thoughtful recommendations. Don't make that mistake. 
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Example: the struggling sales division 

Here's how this framework transforms a typical client situation into compelling proposal 

content: 

Story:​
Acme Corp's North American sales division has dropped 10% in revenue over two consecutive 

quarters. The recent merger brought new products and customer segments, but many reps feel 

overwhelmed trying to master unfamiliar offerings. Meanwhile, a half-deployed CRM system 

has left critical data scattered across multiple platforms. What should have been a growth 

catalyst has become a daily source of frustration. 

Key challenges:​
Three interconnected issues are compounding the revenue decline. First, sales reps lack 

confidence in the new product lines, leading to longer sales cycles and lower close rates. Second, 

the incomplete CRM migration means prospect data lives in multiple systems, making follow-up 

inconsistent and relationship management nearly impossible. Third, without unified reporting, 

sales leadership can't identify which strategies are working or where to focus coaching efforts. 

Closing:​
By unifying sales processes and establishing clear performance benchmarks, we aim to stabilize 

acme's revenue trajectory within 90 days, fully integrate the CRM for 25% higher productivity, 

and restore sales team confidence through targeted training and tools. Achieving these 

objectives will position acme for sustainable growth while giving reps the foundation they need 

to excel in the expanded market. 

 

Notice how the story captures their reality, the challenges show the complexity without 

overwhelming the reader, and the closing points toward measurable outcomes. The core 

theme—transformation through integration—emerges naturally without being forced. The buyer 

sees their problems reflected accurately and feels confident you can guide them forward. 
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Your next steps 

Before you write your background section, ask yourself: does this sound like it could apply to 

any company in their industry, or does it clearly describe this specific buyer's unique situation? 

If it's the former, you need to dig deeper into your discovery notes or go back and talk to your 

prospect. 

Your background section sets the tone for everything that follows. Get this right, and the rest of 

your proposal becomes much easier to write and much more likely to win. 

In the next chapter, we'll show you how these objectives flow naturally into a solution 

framework that positions your approach as the logical next step. 
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Chapter 12: Writing the Solution block 

In chapters 9 and 10 you did the hard work. You mapped the solution to their problems into a 

solution outline that makes logical sense. You've even put it on a timeline that accounts for their 

constraints and shows when they'll start seeing value. 

Now it's time to turn the outline and timeline into proposal copy that doesn't just inform, but 

persuades. 

Don't write something that sounds like this: 

"We will conduct discovery sessions to understand current state processes. 

Following analysis, we will design optimized workflows and implement the solution 

in phases with appropriate change management protocols. The project will be 

completed in 12 weeks with regular status updates." 

Technically accurate? Sure. Compelling? Not even close. 

The problem isn't what you're saying, it's how you're saying it. Your solution outline gave you the 

logical framework, and your timeline gave you the sequence. But logic and scheduling alone 

don't win proposals. You need to wrap that structure in reasoning that reminds the reader, at 

every turn, why they should care. 

From outline to persuasive copy 

Think about the difference between a recipe and a cooking show. The recipe gives you the steps 

in order: add flour, mix ingredients, bake for 20 minutes. But the cooking show tells you why 

each step matters: "we're adding the flour slowly so the mixture doesn't clump" and "this creates 

that golden crust you're looking for." 

Your solution outline is the recipe. Your timeline is the cooking schedule. Now you need to add 

the cooking show narration. 
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That's where the Why–How–What (WHW) framework comes in. It's a way to transform the 

logical steps and schedules into persuasive copy. 

The WHW framework: adding persuasive muscle 

Whw works by wrapping each element of your solution with context that matters to the buyer: 

-​ Why (rationale): Why is this step necessary? What problem does it solve? 

-​ How (execution): How will you actually do it? (This comes from your outline) 

-​ What (benefits): What does the buyer get when this step is complete? 

Your solution outline already gave you the how, and your timeline gave you the when. The WHW 

framework helps you add the why and what that turns those logical steps into compelling 

reasons to buy. 

Let's see how this works with an example. 

Converting outline to WHW: a quick example 

Remember the CRM project from chapter 9? Here's how the first section of that solution outline 

might look as a raw bullet point list: 

From the outline:  

Major action 1: set up the system for your specific workflow 

-​ import your existing customer data without losing critical information 

-​ configure user permissions so reps see what they need, managers see everything 

-​ build the custom dashboards your sales director sketched out in our meeting 

Now here's that same content enhanced with WHW: 
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Why: Your current system has customer data scattered across three different platforms, and 

your sales director mentioned that reps waste time switching between screens just to get basic 

account information. Before your team can start selling faster, we need to consolidate everything 

into one place with the right access for each role. 

How: We'll import all your existing customer data with full integrity checking to ensure nothing 

gets lost, configure user permissions so reps see their territories and prospects while managers 

get full pipeline visibility, and build those custom dashboards your sales director sketched out to 

give everyone exactly the information they need at a glance. 

What: Your reps will have complete customer history in one screen, managers will get real-time 

pipeline visibility without pestering the team for updates, and those custom dashboards will give 

your sales director the weekly metrics she needs for board meetings—all without anyone having 

to learn a complicated new interface. 

See the difference? The outline told them what you'd do. The WHW version tells them why it 

matters and what they get from it. 

WHW for product-based solutions 

If you're selling software, hardware, or other pre-built solutions, the WHW framework works 

exactly the same way. You're just explaining different types of "how" actions. Instead of "we'll 

design and build," you're saying "we'll configure and deploy." the persuasive power comes from 

the same place: showing why each step matters and what they get from it. 

For example:  

Why: "Your current system forces reps to log into three different platforms just to check a 

customer's payment status—that's why deals stall." 

How: "We'll configure our platform's unified dashboard to pull all that information into one 

screen, with single sign-on so they don't have to remember multiple passwords." 

What: "Your reps will have complete customer financial history in under 10 seconds, which 

means they can focus on solving problems instead of hunting for information." 
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The WHW framework remains powerful because clients don't just want to know what your 

product does. They want to understand how you'll make it work specifically for them. 

Weaving your theme through WHW 

The WHW framework becomes your vehicle for reinforcing the core theme naturally throughout 

your solution. Your theme provides the overarching story. WHW helps you tell it persuasively at 

every step. 

Here's how this works in practice. Let's say your theme is about acceleration, helping them "turn 

prospects into customers while competitors are still calculating." 

Theme-aligned Why:  

Instead of: "this step is necessary to understand your current processes." try: "speed starts with 

understanding exactly where time gets lost. This step identifies the specific bottlenecks that slow 

your response to customers." 

Theme-echoing How:  

Instead of: "interview five key users about their workflow" try: "conduct rapid-fire interviews 

with five power users to map time-drains" 

Theme-payoff What: 

Instead of: "documented understanding of current processes" try: "clear speed-improvement 

roadmap showing how to cut response time by 75%" 

The key is subtlety. You're not beating them over the head with your theme by spelling it out. 

You're letting it emerge naturally through the language and focus of your WHW structure. 

161 



Bringing your timeline to life with WHW 

Your timeline shows when things will happen and how long they'll take. But clients don't just 

want to know the schedule. They want to understand the reasoning behind it. You can use WHW 

to transform timeline facts into timeline confidence. 

Note that this is only necessary if your timeline is very complex or you need to emphasize certain 

parts of the timeline. In most cases a visual representation of the timeline with a short comment 

is enough. 

Timeline why: showing you understand their world 

Every timing decision you make can connect back to their specific constraints and priorities. You 

can do more than just show the schedule: you can explain why it's structured that way. 

Generic timeline explanation: 

"Pilot testing will occur in weeks 5-6, followed by full rollout in weeks 7-8." 

WHW-enhanced timeline explanation: 

Why: We've scheduled the pilot for January because you mentioned that's your 

slower period after the holiday push. This isn't just convenient timing. It means 

your Austin team can focus on learning the system without the pressure of peak 

sales season.  

How: Two weeks of pilot testing with your most adaptable reps, collecting feedback 

and making adjustments before company-wide rollout.  

What: By the time your busy Q2 season starts, your entire sales team will be fully 

operational on a system that's already been tested and refined with real customer 

interactions. 

This approach shows you listened during discovery and made smart decisions based on their 

business reality. 
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Milestone value: making progress tangible 

You can expand on the milestones in your timeline to tie them to the value that they bring. 

Instead of a list of milestones, you can explain what the client will experience at each milestone. 

This transforms your timeline from a project schedule into a value delivery story. 

Instead of: "week 4: system configuration complete"  

try this: "week 4: your new CRM is configured and ready for testing, with customer 

information displays designed around exactly how your reps described their call workflow." 

Instead of: "week 8: full team operational"  

try this: "week 8: every rep on your sales team can access complete customer history in under 

30 seconds, and your managers have real-time pipeline visibility for Monday team meetings." 

This helps the client visualize their improved future state, not just project completion. 

Don't forget the visual 

All this WHW enhancement of your timeline is powerful, but remember: most clients scan 

before they read. That beautifully crafted timeline explanation you just wrote? It needs a visual 

companion. 

Chapter 9 showed you how to create simple timeline graphics that executives can grasp in 30 

seconds. Don't skip this step. Your WHW-enhanced timeline copy tells the story, but a clean 

visual timeline gets attention and builds instant credibility. 

The combination is what works: the visual shows your plan at a glance, the WHW copy explains 

why it's smart. 
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Applying WHW at different levels 

You don't need to apply WHW to every single bullet point. That would make your proposal 

exhausting to read. Instead, think about three levels where WHW adds value: 

1. Major step level (most important) 

For each major step in your solution outline, always include why and what. This keeps the 

reader connected to purpose and outcomes as they read through your plan. 

Example: 

Step 2: configure the new system around their workflow​
Why: your current system forces reps to click through five screens to get basic 

customer information. We're not just installing new software—we're designing it 

around how your team actually works.​
How: [your actions from the outline]​
What: reps get the information they need in seconds, not minutes, which means 

more time selling and less time searching. 

2. Complex action level (when needed) 

If an action might seem unclear or unnecessary to the buyer, add Why and What context. 

When to use: 

-​ the action seems like extra work 

-​ it's expensive or time-consuming 

-​ it's something competitors might skip 

-​ the timing might seem wrong to the client 

For many cases, this is overkill. If you feel the need to go into more detail for technical buyers, 

you could consider adding a separate appendix that describes the solution in detail. 
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3. Overall solution level (opening and closing) 

You can look at the whole solution section as a big WHW story. Start the section with an overall 

why about the solution. The explanations of the major goals and the timeline becomes the how. 

Your last paragraph in the solution section of the proposal is the what. 

When to dial up the WHW 

Not every proposal needs the same level of explanation. Here's how to calibrate: 

Emphasize why more when: 

-​ you're competing against multiple vendors 

-​ the relationship is new or the buyer seems skeptical 

-​ your approach is different from what they've seen before 

-​ the project is complex or high-stakes 

-​ your timeline seems longer than they expected 

Emphasize what more when: 

-​ the buyer is focused on ROI  and measurable outcomes 

-​ you're competing on value, not just price 

-​ previous projects have failed to deliver expected results 

-​ multiple stakeholders need to see different benefits 

-​ you need to justify timeline decisions 

Keep it lighter when: 

-​ you have a strong track record with this client 

-​ the project is straightforward 

-​ speed is more important than detailed justification 

-​ the timeline is aggressive and you need to focus on execution confidence 
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A quick gut check: if you find yourself writing the same why or what for multiple actions, you're 

probably over-explaining. Vary your emphasis and trust that some steps are self-explanatory. 

The conversion process: making it practical 

Here's a simple process for converting your solution outline and timeline into WHW proposal 

copy: 

Step 1: mark your emphasis points  

Go through your outline and timeline and mark which major steps, actions, or timing decisions 

need why/what context. Not everything needs it. 

Step 2: write the How first  

Turn your outline bullets into clear, readable sentences. Include timeline references naturally. 

Don't worry about persuasion yet—just get the steps down in prose. 

Step 3: add Why and What 

For each marked section, ask: 

-​ "Why would they care about this step or timing?" (why) 

-​ "What's in it for them when this is done?" (what) 

-​ "What concerns might they have about this timeline?" (address proactively) 

Step 4: check the flow 

Read through the entire section. Does it feel natural, or are you over-explaining? 
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Common traps to avoid 

The feature list trap  

Don't just describe what your solution does. Explain what it does for them. "Advanced reporting 

capabilities" means nothing. "Reports that give your managers the pipeline visibility they need 

for Monday team meetings" means something. 

The process worship trap 

Your methodology might be brilliant, but the client doesn't buy methodology. They buy results. 

Lead with outcomes, not process purity. 

The over-explanation trap 

If you're explaining why you'll have a kickoff meeting or why you'll test before going live, you've 

probably gone too far. Some things are just good practice. 

The generic benefits trap  

"Increased efficiency" and "improved productivity" are meaningless. "Reduce call prep time 

from 10 minutes to 2 minutes" is specific and believable. 

The timeline excuse trap  

Don't use why to make excuses for long timelines. Use it to show why your timeline creates 

better outcomes. The difference: "this takes longer because..." vs. "This timing ensures..." 
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Testing your solution copy 

Before you hit send, run your solution section through these quick tests: 

The client language test: could they have written this description of their problem? If you're 

using your company's buzzwords instead of their real concerns, rewrite it. 

The outcome test: for each major step, can you clearly state what the client gets when it's 

complete? If not, add more What. 

The timeline confidence test: does your timeline explanation make them more confident in 

your approach, or does it sound like you're making excuses? Confidence comes from showing 

smart decisions, not defensive explanations. 

The natural test: read it out loud. If it sounds like a corporate presentation or something you 

would never say to a client, rewrite it to sound more natural. This doesn't mean that you should 

write the way you talk. It means that you should write like a person, not like a corporation or a 

robot. 
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Making it stick 

The WHW framework isn't about following a formula. It's about consistently connecting your 

logical plan to the client's emotional needs. They need to believe not just that your plan will 

work and that your timeline is realistic. They also need to believe that it will work given their 

constraints, their culture, and their specific situation. 

Your solution outline gave you the foundation. Your timeline gave you the sequence. WHW gives 

you the persuasion layer that turns a good plan into a winning proposal. 

Here's what I want you to try: take your last proposal and rewrite just one major section using 

the WHW framework. Include both the step-by-step actions and the timeline rationale. Don't 

change the substance. Just add the why and what context around your existing how. Then ask 

yourself: does this sound like someone who was really listening in those discovery meetings and 

thinking strategically about execution? 

That's the difference between a solution that informs and one that persuades. 
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Chapter 13: Writing the Expertise block 

The "expertise" block of your proposal answers a fundamental question: why are you the 

best-qualified company for this project? In this section, you shine a spotlight on the expertise 

that makes you stand out. But you need to go beyond a list of credentials. You should provide an 

argument that ties your expertise directly to the transformation you're promising to deliver. 

Your reader has skimmed through the "Situation", “Objectives” and "Solution" blocks already. If 

they're still reading at this point, they want proof that you can deliver. A strong "Expertise" 

section reassures them that you bring the right blend of experience, talent, and resources to 

solve their unique challenges. 

Why explicit expertise matters 

Some salespeople fall into the trap of only sprinkling qualifications randomly throughout a 

proposal, hoping the reader picks up on the clues. Others assume their expertise comes through 

implicitly, that a brilliant solution somehow speaks for itself. But decision makers look 

specifically for a direct statement of qualifications. If they can't easily locate it, they may assume 

you lack the necessary expertise or experience. 

Think about it from their perspective. They're about to invest significant money, time and trust 

in you and your team. They need to justify that decision to their boss, their board, or their 

budget committee. A clear, confident statement of your qualifications gives them the 

ammunition they need to champion your proposal internally. 

You're already demonstrating expertise throughout your proposal. Your "situation" section 

shows you understand the client's challenges and industry context. Your "solution" section 

outlines a sound methodology that reflects deep knowledge. These implicit signals 

matter—they're like opening acts that set the stage. 

But implicit signals are rarely enough on their own. Decision makers need explicit proof that you 

can deliver the specific transformation you're promising. 
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When I talk about expertise, I'm referring to two complementary elements:​
Abilities refer to qualities of people (personal experience, specialized knowledge, and relevant 

soft skills).​
Capabilities refer to qualities of your company (proprietary methods, unique processes, 

software features, integrations, and performance specifications). 

By presenting both abilities and capabilities, you paint a complete picture of your firm's overall 

strength. But both need to connect back to the specific transformation you're promising this 

client. 

Making expertise prove your core theme 

Your core theme should drive how you present your expertise. Think of it this way: your core 

theme is a promise you're making to the client. Your expertise section is where you prove you 

can keep that promise. 

Many proposals include impressive but irrelevant credentials. Others present expertise in 

generic terms that could describe almost any company or expert. Your core theme acts as a filter 

for which expertise to include and how you should present it. Since the core theme already 

incorporates stakeholder hot-buttons and evaluation criteria, you should choose expertise that 

speaks to them. 

Here's the selection process: 

1.​ Start with your core theme 

2.​ Ask: "What specific abilities and capabilities are needed to deliver this transformation?" 

3.​ Select only expertise that directly enables you to achieve this outcome 

4.​ Present that expertise in language that reinforces your main argument 
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Example: let's say your central promise is "eliminate production delays with predictive 

maintenance that catches problems before you even know they exist." your expertise section 

should then highlight: 

-​ Abilities: team members with predictive analytics expertise in manufacturing 

-​ Capabilities: proprietary monitoring systems that prevent downtime 

-​ Proof points: stories showing problem prevention and competitive advantage 

This approach ensures your expertise section feels cohesive and purposeful rather than generic. 

It's the difference between a shotgun blast of credentials and a laser-focused argument for why 

you're the obvious choice. 

The expertise filter 

Before including any expertise element, ask yourself: 

-​ Does this directly prove we can deliver our promised transformation? 

-​ How does this capability enable the specific outcome we're committing to? 

-​ Would a competitor easily be able to make the same claim about this expertise? 

If the expertise element doesn't strengthen your central argument, either rewrite it, reframe it or 

remove it. I know this feels wasteful. You've got impressive credentials that almost fit and you're 

in a hurry to get the proposal sent out. But your buyers aren't impressed by the breadth of your 

capabilities. They're convinced by the depth of your ability to solve their specific problem. 
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Structuring your expertise as proof of promise 

When you start thinking of your "expertise" section as proving that you can deliver the 

transformation promised in your core theme, your job becomes easier. It is to prove that claim 

with the most relevant evidence. 

You can do that by structuring your proof around your central promise: 

1.​ Promise restatement: [your transformation commitment] 

2.​ Abilities: we have the right team to deliver this specific transformation 

3.​ Capabilities: our methods directly enable this outcome 

4.​ Proof points: we've successfully delivered this type of transformation before 

Under each category, include evidence. That evidence might be brief case studies, client 

testimonials, or third-party endorsements. It might also highlight a person on your team who is 

uniquely equipped to address the client's situation. 

Example: central promise: "eliminate production delays with predictive maintenance that 

catches problems before you even know they exist." 

-​ Abilities: "Our team includes Marcus Rivera, who designed predictive maintenance 

systems for three major manufacturing companies, reducing their unplanned downtime 

by an average of 75%." 

-​ Capabilities: "Our predictive guard methodology uses iot sensors and machine learning 

to identify potential failures 2-4 weeks before they occur—compared to traditional 

maintenance schedules that react after problems surface." 

-​ Proof points: "Last year, we helped Manufacture Corp eliminate $800,000 in 

production delays by catching bearing failures and motor issues weeks before they would 

have caused line shutdowns." 

This structure quickly shows why your firm is more prepared than a generic competitor and 

does so in a way that directly reinforces your promise of transformation. 
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The people vs. process distinction 

When crafting your proof, think in terms of abilities and capabilities: 

-​ Abilities (people-focused): highlight specialized training, certifications, or industry 

background that directly enables you to deliver your promised outcome. If you're 

primarily selling services, you need to emphasize the people who will be involved. Every 

seasoned buyer knows that the quality of your work comes down to the individuals 

performing it. 

-​ Capabilities (process-focused): show how your proprietary tools, platform features, 

or methods directly produce the outcome you've committed to. If your promise centers 

on speed, emphasize streamlined processes. If it guarantees precision, spotlight your 

quality frameworks. 

Practical tip: if you're showcasing individual consultants or have multiple team members to 

highlight, include key details in the main proposal and put the full credentials in an appendix. 

The main text should focus on the expertise most directly tied to your central argument. 
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Expertise in product sales: what this looks like 

If you're selling software licenses or hardware rather than professional services, your expertise 

proof points will look different but the principle remains the same. You're still proving you can 

deliver the transformation you've promised, just with different types of evidence. 

Abilities: your "people proof" isn't about individual consultants on your team. Instead, focus 

on: 

-​ customer success track record in similar implementations 

-​ industry-specific knowledge that ensures smooth adoption 

-​ implementation methodology that minimizes business disruption 

-​ support and training programs that drive user adoption 

Capabilities your platform capabilities become the star of the show: 

-​ product features that directly enable the promised transformation 

-​ integration capabilities with their existing systems 

-​ performance specifications uptime, speed, scalability 

-​ security and compliance features that reduce risk 

-​ API flexibility and customization options 

Proof points: your case studies should emphasize different metrics: 

-​ deployment success time to go-live, user adoption rates 

-​ system performance uptime percentages, response times 

-​ business transformation cost savings, efficiency gains, compliance improvements 
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Example:  

Central promise: "Cut accounts receivable cycle time in half with automated invoice processing 

that eliminates manual errors." 

-​ Abilities: "Our implementation team has deployed automated AR solutions for 50+ 

mid-market companies, achieving average user adoption rates of 94% within 60 days." 

-​ Capabilities: "Our invoiceflow platform processes invoices 10x faster than manual 

methods, with built-in approval workflows and real-time integration to your existing erp 

system." 

-​ Proof points: "Tech Manufacturing Inc. reduced their AR cycle from 45 days to 22 days 

in the first quarter, improving cash flow by $1.2m while eliminating the invoice 

processing backlog that was consuming 15 hours of staff time weekly." 

The key difference is that you're proving transformation capability through product features and 

implementation expertise rather than individual consultant credentials. But you're still 

answering the same fundamental question: "why should we trust you to deliver what you've 

promised?" 
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Using case studies and proof points with the STAR framework 

A powerful way to write concise and compelling customer success stories is the STAR 

framework: situation, target, action, result. This approach ensures that each case study 

highlights the key points buyers look for without overwhelming them with detail. 

Situation 

Start by describing the client's environment and main challenge: 

-​ Context: what industry or market does the client operate in? 

-​ Problem or challenge: what obstacles were they facing? 

Example:​
"Manufacture Corp, a mid-sized automotive parts supplier, struggled with unexpected 

equipment failures that were costing them $50,000 per day in lost production." 

Keep it brief. A sentence or two grounds the reader in the client's reality. 

Target 

Clarify the specific goal or objective the client wanted to achieve: 

-​ Goal statement: what did success look like? 

-​ Metrics or milestones: include measurable targets when possible. 

Example:​
"They needed to reduce unplanned downtime by at least 60% to meet their aggressive 

production targets and maintain competitiveness." 
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Action 

Outline the steps you took to address the challenge. This is where you showcase your 

capabilities: 

-​ Method: how did your team tackle the issue? Mention key processes or specialized 

expertise. 

-​ Collaboration: include relevant partnerships that showcase your teamwork. 

Example:​
"Our team installed IoT sensors across their critical equipment and deployed our Predictive 

Guard analytics platform, working alongside their maintenance staff to interpret early warning 

signals and optimize repair schedules." 

Be concise. Give enough detail to prove competence without losing the reader in technicalities. 

Result 

Close with tangible outcomes, using data when available: 

-​ Quantitative: provide metrics where possible. 

-​ Qualitative: highlight intangible benefits like improved team morale. 

Example:​
"As a result, Manufacture Corp reduced unplanned downtime by 75% in the first six months, 

saving an estimated $800,000 in lost production while improving overall equipment 

effectiveness by 20%." 
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Rewriting case studies through the lens of your core theme 

The same case study can support different promises by emphasizing different aspects: 

Base case study facts: 

-​ implemented CRM for 200-person sales team 

-​ completed in 4 months 

-​ achieved 95% adoption 

-​ increased sales 30% 

Central promise: "Accelerate revenue growth with instant market responsiveness"  

Star version: "Rapidly deployed CRM for 200-person sales team in just 4 months, enabling 

immediate response to market opportunities and driving 30% revenue growth." 

Central promise: "eliminate operational risk through flawless execution"  

Star version: "Implemented CRM for a 200-person sales team with zero business disruption 

and 95% adoption—proving our methodology delivers results without risk." 

Notice how the same facts tell different stories depending on which transformation you're 

promising. 
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Making your existing materials work harder 

Here's how to leverage your existing content effectively: 

1.​ Relevance is central: if your existing material demonstrates the exact transformation 

your central promise delivers, consider using it almost verbatim (with proper 

permissions). If not, rewrite it to emphasize how it proves you can achieve this outcome. 

2.​ Summaries vs. Attachments: for lengthy documents, use a summary paragraph in 

the main body that explains why the longer text proves your argument. You can use the 

STAR method to summarize it. Attach the full materials as appendices for readers who 

want detail. 

3.​ Rewrite with your theme in mind: even when reusing case studies, tailor the 

language and use the star approach. Emphasize aspects that prove you can deliver your 

committed transformation. 
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Structuring your expertise section 

Here's a straightforward workflow you can adapt: 

Step 0: review your core theme​
Before writing, remind yourself of the transformation you're promising. Every element of your 

expertise section should prove you can deliver this specific outcome. 

1. Opening statement​
Restate your central promise and affirm that your team can deliver this transformation. Briefly 

preview the main proof points that follow. 

2. Abilities: the human factor​
If you're selling services, introduce key team members or roles. Highlight their relevant skills, 

certifications, and achievements that directly enable you to deliver your promised outcome. Use 

short bullet points for clarity. 

3. Capabilities: tools, methods, and frameworks​
Outline proprietary frameworks or technologies that directly produce your promised result. 

Show how these capabilities create the specific transformation you're committing to deliver. 

4. Proof points: case studies, testimonials, results​
Share concise star stories that demonstrate successful delivery of your promise. Offer relevant 

metrics or financial results when possible. Choose examples that prove you've delivered this type 

of transformation before. 

5. Tie-back to your promise​
Remind the reader how each proof point demonstrates your ability to deliver the promised 

transformation. This is where you close the loop between expertise, the customer's problem, and 

how you prove that you can deliver value. 
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A reality check 

Writing a compelling expertise section takes some effort. If you just copy and paste from your 

standard company materials or your last proposal, you won't be as persuasive as you could be. If 

you've done the work of developing a strong core theme, the expertise section is easier to write. 

The challenge isn't finding things to say about your qualifications. The challenge is choosing 

which qualifications best prove you can deliver your promised transformation and expressing 

them so they connect with the promise in your core theme. 

Ask yourself: does every paragraph in my expertise section prove I can deliver what I've 

promised? If not, cut it or rewrite it. 

Remember, your buyers aren't impressed by the breadth of your capabilities. They're convinced 

by the depth of your ability to solve their specific problem. Your core theme keeps you focused 

on what matters most. 

Rewriting materials is one of the strong points of generative ai. You can leverage a general 

chat-based AI like ChatGPT by feeding it an existing customer story and asking it to rewrite it. 

We are building a tool to do this that is already familiar with what you are selling. This way, you 

don't need to be an expert prompt engineer to get the AI to write good customer stories. You can 

check it out at https://effortlessproposals.com. 
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Expertise proof checklist 

Before finalizing your expertise section, run through this simple test: 

-​ Does every expertise element support our central promise? 

-​ Would a reader understand how this expertise enables us to deliver our commitment? 

-​ Have we removed expertise that doesn't strengthen our main argument? 

-​ Do our case studies demonstrate successful delivery of our promise in similar situations? 

-​ Can we explain why we're uniquely positioned to deliver this transformation? 

If you can check all these boxes, you've built the kind of expertise section that not only reassures 

buyers but gives them confidence to champion your proposal internally. 

Conclusion 

A well-written expertise section reassures buyers that they are in capable hands. It's your chance 

to prove you can deliver the specific transformation you've promised and demonstrate why 

you're uniquely qualified to do so. 

By organizing your expertise around your central promise, demonstrating both abilities (people) 

and capabilities (methods), and weaving in proof points that show transformation delivery, you 

position yourself as the obvious choice. More importantly, you give decision makers the 

evidence they need to justify their investment in your solution. 

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to write the "investment" block. But before moving on, 

take a moment to review your expertise section. Does it prove you can deliver what you've 

promised? Does it offer credible, specific evidence of that transformation? If the answer is yes, 

you're well on your way to building trust and winning the deal. 
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Key takeaways 

-​ Organize around your core theme: every element of your expertise section should 

prove you can deliver the specific transformation you're committing to. 

-​ Use your promise as a filter: include only expertise that directly supports your 

ability to deliver this outcome. 

-​ Structure as proof: organize your expertise as people proof, process proof, and 

performance proof of your central commitment. 

-​ Make it transformation-specific: show how your expertise enables the specific 

outcome you're promising, not just general capabilities. 

-​ Choose proof points strategically: use the star framework to create compelling case 

studies that demonstrate successful delivery. 

-​ Keep it relevant: your central promise already incorporates what matters most to this 

client, so expertise that proves you can deliver will naturally resonate. 
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Chapter 14: Writing the Investment block 

You've walked your buyer through your understanding of the situation, shown you know what 

the objectives are, outlined a solution, and showcased your expertise. Now comes the moment 

that separates confident salespeople from the ones who mumble through awkward silences: 

presenting the investment. 

Notice I said "investment," not "price" or "cost." That's not marketing fluff, it's psychology. 

When someone buys shares in a company, they don't say "I paid $400,000." They say "I 

invested in stocks." same money, different frame. Your job is to help buyers see the exchange 

you are proposing the same way. 

If you've developed a strong core theme that connects their problem to your unique solution, 

presenting the investment becomes the natural next step. It's not "here's what this costs", it's 

"here's what it will take to achieve the transformation we've been discussing." the investment 

should feel like the logical price of admission to the better future you've painted together. 

In this chapter, we'll focus on how to present your investment in a way that feels natural, 

justified, and expected. Because if your price comes as a shock, you've probably already lost. The 

best investment presentations feel like the logical conclusion to everything that came before. 

The "no surprise" rule 

I want to share a lesson I've learned the hard way: price surprises kill deals. I've watched 

countless salespeople craft beautiful proposals only to hand them over like they're passing a live 

grenade. When the buyer gets to the pricing page, their eyebrows shoot up, and suddenly your 

"partnership discussion" becomes a negotiation. 

The proposal should never be the first time your buyer sees a number. Here's how to plant the 

seeds early: 
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When you can discuss specific figures 

If you have pricing authority or clear pricing guidelines, bring up investment ranges during 

discovery. Not apologetically, but confidently. "Projects like this typically require an investment 

in the $50,000 to $80,000 range. Does that align with your thinking?" 

You're not committing to exact numbers. You're calibrating expectations. If they say "we were 

thinking more like $20,000," you can either adjust scope, sell them on a larger solution or 

gracefully bow out before wasting everyone's time. 

When you can't quote exact numbers 

In some situations you genuinely don't know the final investment until you've done more 

analysis. That's fine, but you still need to set expectations. Use comparative language: "this is 

similar to the implementation we did for [comparable situation], which was about a $60,000 

investment." 

Or give them context: "For the scope you're describing, most clients invest between $40,000 

and $100,000, depending on complexity." 

The "initial overview" strategy 

Sometimes you find yourself in a tricky spot: the client wants something in writing, but you're 

not ready to quote a final investment. Maybe you need time to coordinate with your team on 

pricing. Maybe your boss needs to approve the numbers. Or maybe the client simply won't give 

you a meeting to present your proposal properly. 

Sending out a proposal with a number the client has not heard before is a bad idea. But there's 

an elegant solution that keeps the sales process moving while protecting you from the dreaded 

"sticker shock" email response. 

Send a complete proposal, but leave out the investment/pricing section entirely. 
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I'm serious. Include everything else: your understanding of their situation, the proposed 

solution, implementation timeline, your team's qualifications, expected outcomes. Just leave out 

the investment block. Instead, include a simple note like: "we're finalizing the investment 

details based on our discussions and will schedule a brief call this week to review the proposal 

and discuss next steps." 

Then call them within 24-48 hours. 

Here's how that conversation typically goes: 

You: "Hi Sarah, I wanted to make sure you received the proposal and see what questions you 

had about our approach."  

Them: "Yes, it looks comprehensive. But I noticed there's no pricing in here."  

You: "That's right. I wanted to walk through the investment with you personally so I could 

explain how we arrived at the numbers and answer any questions. Do you have 15 minutes now, 

or would you prefer to schedule a quick call?" 

Why this works 

You control the pricing conversation. Instead of Sarah opening an email, seeing a big 

number, and immediately forwarding it to her boss with the note "too expensive," you get to 

present the investment in context. You can watch her reaction, address concerns in real-time, 

and adjust your approach based on her response. 

You can gauge their interest first. If they hate everything about your solution, why waste 

time discussing investment? But if they're excited about your approach, they're much more 

likely to see your investment as reasonable. 

You avoid the comparison trap. When proposals with pricing get forwarded around 

organizations, they often end up in spreadsheets next to competitors' numbers, stripped of all 

context. Your approach forces a conversation instead of a comparison. 
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You get them more committed. The rest of the proposal shows you understand their 

problem, you have a solution and expertise to deliver it. If they are serious about improving their 

situation, this will make them more committed to you. 

When to use this strategy 

You need time to finalize pricing: maybe your technical team discovered complexity that 

affects the investment, or you need executive approval for a discount. Better to delay the price 

conversation than quote something you can't honor. 

You can't get a presentation meeting: some clients insist on "something in writing first." 

fine. Give them everything except the number that will derail the conversation before it starts. 

The deal involves multiple stakeholders: if you know your proposal will be shared with 

people who weren't part of the sales process, you want to control how the investment gets 

introduced to those new voices. 

You're competing against much cheaper alternatives: if you suspect they're comparing 

you to bargain-basement options, you need the chance to frame your investment before they see 

the number. 

The follow-up call 

When you call to discuss the investment, structure it like this: 

1.​ Confirm their interest: "What did you think of our approach? Does this solve the 

problems we discussed?" 

2.​ Set the context: "Based on the scope we outlined—the full implementation, training, 

and support your total investment would be $75,000." 

3.​ Immediately provide structure: "That breaks down to about $1,500 per user for a 

complete solution that handles everything from setup through training." 

4.​ Ask for their reaction: "How does that align with your thinking?" 

Notice how you're presenting investment in a structured way, not just throwing out a number. 
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The golden rule 

Here's my golden rule about presenting price: you should never give a price without 

"being in the room" and getting the reaction. 

"Being in the room" doesn't necessarily mean physically present, a video call or phone 

conversation counts. The point is that you need to see or hear their response so you can address 

concerns immediately. 

When someone reads a price in an email, they have time to build up objections, share it with 

skeptical colleagues, and convince themselves it's too expensive. When you present investment 

in conversation, you can handle objections before they calcify into deal-killers. The number is 

important, but the conversation around the number is what closes deals. 

Investment structure by offering 

Not all investments are structured the same way, and how you present them depends on what 

you're actually selling. Understanding these differences helps you choose the right presentation 

format and manage buyer expectations about pricing flexibility. 

Products: fixed pricing, configuration focus 

when you're selling software licenses, equipment, or other standardized offerings, your pricing 

structure is typically fixed. You can focus on showing how you've configured the right solution 

for their needs. 

Structure your investment around configuration logic: 

-​ Core platform: base functionality that everyone needs 

-​ User licensing: scalable pricing based on team size 

-​ Feature modules: optional capabilities based on their requirements 

-​ Setup and training: implementation services to get them running 
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Presentation approach: "This investment reflects the configuration we discussed: [number] 

users with [specific modules] plus complete setup. The total investment is $48,000, structured 

as $36,000 for licensing and $12,000 for implementation." 

The emphasis is on why this configuration makes sense for their situation, not on justifying 

the pricing itself. 

For subscription products: the key decision is whether to lead with monthly or annual 

figures. If your buyer thinks in annual budgets, lead with the yearly total: "your annual 

investment is $84,000, or $7,000 monthly." if they're focused on cash flow, flip it: "your 

monthly investment is $7,000, totaling $84,000 annually." Watch their language during 

discovery, budget conversations usually reveal which frame they prefer. 

Services: flexible pricing, scope-based structure 

With consulting, implementation, or custom services, you have more pricing flexibility but also 

more explaining to do. The buyer needs to understand what drives your investment and where 

adjustments are possible. 

Structure your investment around scope elements: 

-​ Discovery and planning: what it takes to understand their situation 

-​ Implementation phases: logical chunks of work with clear deliverables 

-​ Knowledge transfer: training and documentation to sustain results 

-​ Contingency: buffer for reasonable scope adjustments 

Presentation approach: "Your total investment is $125,000, structured in three phases: 

discovery ($25,000), implementation ($75,000), and knowledge transfer ($25,000). This 

approach lets us adjust scope between phases based on what we learn." 

The emphasis is on scope clarity and how the structure serves their needs, making it 

easy to discuss adjustments if needed. 

For retainer relationships: present the monthly commitment first, then explain the 

rationale: "Your monthly investment is $15,000, which gives you dedicated access to our senior 
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team plus priority response. Most clients find this more cost-effective than project-by-project 

engagement." then address the commitment period: "We typically structure this as a 12-month 

engagement, giving you predictable budgeting and us the ability to drive meaningful results." 

Bundles: strategic packaging, synergy emphasis 

When you combine products and services like software plus implementation, equipment plus 

training or ongoing support plus consulting, your investment structure needs to show both 

component value and bundle logic. 

Structure your investment around bundle rationale: 

-​ Individual components: what each piece would cost separately 

-​ Bundle integration: why combining them creates efficiencies 

-​ Savings demonstration: clear math on bundle vs. Separate purchases 

-​ Simplicity premium: value of single vendor, single contract 

 

Presentation approach: "Your complete solution investment is $275,000. Purchasing these 

components separately would total $320,000, but bundling them saves $45,000 while giving 

you single-point accountability and integrated implementation." 

The emphasis is on economic logic and operational simplicity, not feature comparison. 

For mixed one-time and recurring bundles: lead with the first-year total, then clarify the 

ongoing commitment: "Your first-year investment is $180,000, which includes the platform 

setup ($60,000 one-time) plus annual licensing and support ($120,000 annually). In 

subsequent years, your investment is $120,000 annually." This approach shows the complete 

picture without overwhelming them with multiple numbers. 
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Bundle size strategy: starting big vs. starting small 

One of the most common questions I get: "Should I lead with our biggest solution or start small 

and build up?" The answer depends on your buyer, but here's how to think about it: 

The case for starting big 

Most of the time, you want to anchor high. Here's why: 

Easier to go down than up: if your comprehensive bundle is $100,000 and they balk, you 

can always offer a scaled-back version for $60,000. But if you start at $60,000 and you learn 

that they need more, asking for $100,000 is a more difficult conversation. 

Complete solutions sell better: buyers often underestimate what they need. Starting with a 

comprehensive bundle helps them see the full scope of what success looks like. 

You avoid the "scope creep trap": when you start small, buyers often add requirements that 

end up costing more than if they'd bought the full solution upfront. 

When to start small 

Sometimes a smaller initial engagement makes sense: 

Risk-averse buyers: if they've never worked with you before and are nervous about a big 

commitment, a pilot project can build confidence. 

Budget-constrained situations: when budget is truly limited, a smaller engagement that 

delivers quick wins can open the door to larger investments later. 

Complex political environments: in organizations where multiple stakeholders need 

convincing, a smaller success can become your proof point for bigger initiatives. 
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Presenting investment as one clear number 

Here's a mistake I see constantly: salespeople who make buyers do math. They'll list seventeen 

line items and expect the prospect to add them up. Don't do this. Cognitive load is the enemy of 

decision-making. 

Lead with the total 

Your investment section should start with one prominently displayed figure. The question is: 

which number deserves that spotlight? 

For one-time investments: lead with the total project cost: "Your total investment: 

$75,000" 

For recurring investments: lead with the recurring figure that matches their planning cycle: 

"Your monthly investment: $6,500" (if they think monthly) "Your annual investment: 

$78,000" (if they budget annually) 

For mixed investments: lead with the first-year total, then immediately clarify: "Your 

first-year investment: $135,000" (setup and implementation: $45,000 one-time, plus 

$90,000 annual subscription) 

The goal is to give them one anchor number that makes sense for how they think about money, 

then provide the breakdown underneath. 

Make the breakdown meaningful 

When you break down your investment, group related items logically: 

Total investment: $75,000 

-​ Software and setup (40%): platform licensing and initial configuration - $30,000 

-​ Implementation services (35%): data migration, integration, and testing - $26,250 

-​ Training and support (25%): team training and 90-day support - $18,750 
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Notice how I included percentages? That's visual hierarchy. The eye processes the breakdown 

quickly without losing sight of the total. Your grouping should be reflected in how you structured 

the solution block. 

Recurring investment psychology 

Buyers think about recurring costs differently than one-time purchases. They're not just 

evaluating whether the solution is worth the money. They're evaluating whether it's worth the 

ongoing commitment. Address this directly: 

"Your monthly investment of $8,500 includes everything you need to maintain and optimize 

performance. Most clients find this replaces what they were already spending on [current 

inefficiencies] while delivering significantly better results." 

Connect the recurring cost to the ongoing value, not just the ongoing service. 

Avoid "death by line item" 

Resist the temptation to show every hour and every component. Nobody cares that configuration 

takes 8 hours while data mapping takes 12. They care about outcomes. Group your line items 

around deliverables, not activities. 
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Structuring mixed investment presentations 

Presenting solutions that combine one-time and recurring investments isn’t easy. The challenge 

isn't mathematical, it's psychological. Buyers need to understand both the immediate 

commitment and the ongoing relationship they're entering. 

The first-year framework 

When you have both setup costs and ongoing fees, lead with the complete first-year picture: 

"Your first-year investment: $180,000" 

Then immediately break down the investment structure: 

-​ Implementation and setup (one-time): $60,000 

-​ Annual platform and support: $120,000 

-​ Ongoing annual investment: $120,000 

This approach gives them the complete financial picture while clearly separating one-time from 

recurring costs. 

Addressing the "ongoing commitment" question 

Buyers often get nervous about recurring costs, even when they make perfect sense. Address this 

head-on: 

"The ongoing investment covers platform access, updates, and support—essentially ensuring 

your solution gets better over time rather than becoming obsolete. This is typically 60-70% less 

than what companies spend trying to maintain custom solutions internally." 

Frame the recurring cost as insurance against obsolescence, not just an ongoing expense. 
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When recurring costs seem high 

If your ongoing fees represent a significant portion of the total investment, help buyers 

understand the value distribution: 

"While the setup represents 35% of your first-year investment, the ongoing platform access 

represents 65%. That might seem backwards, but here's why it makes sense: the real value is in 

the ongoing capability, not just the initial implementation. You're investing in a solution that 

adapts and improves, not just something we install and walk away from." 

Multi-year presentations 

Sometimes you need to show investment over multiple years, especially for strategic initiatives. 

Use a simple table format: 

Investment summary: 

-​ Year 1: $180,000 (includes $60,000 setup) 

-​ Year 2: $120,000 

-​ Year 3: $120,000 

-​ Three-year total: $420,000 

Then immediately provide context: "Over three years, this represents less than the cost of one 

additional full-time employee, while delivering capabilities that would require an entire team to 

replicate internally." 

The "what if we cancel?" conversation 

Smart buyers will ask about termination, especially for recurring commitments. Be prepared to 

address this confidently: 

"Most clients continue because the value becomes obvious quickly. But if circumstances change, 

you have a 60-day termination clause after the first year. The setup investment obviously isn't 

refundable, but you're not locked into ongoing costs indefinitely." 
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Address the concern directly rather than hoping they won't think about it. 

Presenting add-on options 

Sometimes you need to present capabilities you didn't have time to discuss in detail during the 

sales process. Maybe you simply forgot, or maybe a team member points out that it would be a 

good idea. Handle these carefully. Too many options create decision paralysis. And bringing up 

things in writing that you haven't talked about before makes it impossible for you to judge their 

reaction to it. 

The best way to present new ideas is to write them in as add-on options. 

Keep options minimal 

Limit yourself to just a few meaningful add-ons: 

Core investment: $75,000 

Optional add-ons: 

-​ Advanced analytics package: real-time dashboard and custom reporting (+$15,000) 

-​ Extended support: 12 months of dedicated support instead of 3 months (+$8,000) 

Make sure the add-ons are presented separately and after the main investment. 

Make options feel optional 

Don't present add-ons like they're required. Use language that reinforces choice: 

"The core investment gives you everything needed to achieve your objectives. Some clients also 

choose to add..." 
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Provide clear value justification 

For each option, explain the specific benefit: 

"The advanced analytics package is particularly valuable for companies like yours that need to 

report to multiple stakeholders. It automatically generates the executive dashboards you 

mentioned during our discovery." 

Theme-aligned investment presentation 

You should utilize your core theme when presenting the pricing. Instead of presenting generic 

numbers, you're positioning it as the price of achieving the specific transformation you've been 

discussing throughout the sales process. 

Investment language that echoes your theme 

Different themes call for different investment presentation styles. Your theme should influence 

not just what you sell, but how you talk about paying for it. 

Efficiency/speed themes: time-based investment framing 

When your theme centers on acceleration or efficiency, frame investment in time-savings terms: 

"your investment in acceleration: $125,000" "the cost of staying fast: $6,500 monthly" 

Structure pricing around speed-related benefits: 

-​ Rapid deployment: front-loaded to minimize time-to-value 

-​ Express training: intensive but efficient knowledge transfer 

-​ Priority support: faster response when issues arise 

For recurring speed investments: "Your monthly acceleration investment of $8,500 ensures you 

stay ahead of slower competitors indefinitely, not just during implementation." 
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Growth/transformation themes: capacity investment framing 

When your theme focuses on growth or expansion, frame investment in capacity terms: "your 

growth investment: $275,000" "investment per new market: $25,000" 

Structure pricing around scalability: 

-​ Foundation phase: core capabilities that scale 

-​ Expansion modules: additional capacity as needed 

-​ Growth support: resources that scale with success 

For recurring growth investments: "your ongoing growth investment of $15,000 monthly 

scales with your success—supporting increased capacity without the overhead of hiring 

internally." 

Quality/precision themes: risk-reduction investment framing 

When your theme emphasizes precision or quality, frame investment in risk-reduction terms: 

"your precision investment: $150,000" "insurance against quality failures: $8,500 monthly" 

Structure pricing around quality assurance: 

-​ Quality foundation: systems that prevent problems 

-​ Validation processes: checkpoints that ensure accuracy 

-​ Quality support: resources to maintain standards 

For recurring quality investments: "Your monthly quality investment of $12,000 provides 

ongoing insurance against the compliance and accuracy risks that currently cost you more than 

this entire investment." 
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Theme-consistent payment structures 

Your theme can also influence how you structure payment terms:  

Speed themes: front-load payments to accelerate implementation.  

Growth themes: scale payments with implementation phases.  

Quality themes: performance-based payments tied to quality metrics. 

Common presentation mistakes to avoid 

Let me share some painful lessons I've learned (and mistakes I've watched others make): 

The apologetic presenter 

"I know this seems like a lot, but..." stop. You're undermining your own value before the 

conversation even starts. Present your investment with confidence. 

The feature-heavy justification 

"you're paying for 47 different features, including..." Nobody buys features. They buy outcomes. 

Focus on what the investment accomplishes, not what it includes. 

The endless options trap 

"we could do a or b or c, and then there's option d, plus you might want to consider e..." Decision 

paralysis is real. Keep choices simple and meaningful. 

The hidden costs reveal 

Never surprise buyers with "additional fees" or "implementation costs" after presenting your 

main investment. Build everything into your total figure upfront and then break it down. 
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The comparison disaster 

"We're more expensive than [competitor], but..." you just invited a price-focused conversation. 

Instead: "This investment reflects the complete solution you need to achieve your objectives." 

The recurring cost apology 

"The monthly fee might seem high, but..." Don't apologize for recurring revenue. Frame it as 

ongoing value: "Your monthly investment ensures continuous optimization and support." 

The multi-year overwhelm 

Showing five years of costs when they're trying to understand year one. Start with the immediate 

commitment, then address the longer term if they ask. 

Some examples 

Let me show you how this plays out across different scenarios: 

Example 1: SaaS product with implementation 

Situation: selling CRM software to a 50-person sales team 

Investment presentation: "Your first-year investment is $78,000. This includes complete 

setup and training ($18,000 one-time) plus annual platform access for unlimited users 

($60,000 annually). In subsequent years, your investment is $60,000 annually. At $1,200 per 

salesperson per year ongoing, this gives you enterprise capabilities at a fraction of building 

internally." 
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Example 2: Consulting engagement 

Situation: operations improvement consulting for a manufacturing company 

Investment presentation: "Your total investment is $125,000 over six months, structured in 

three phases: assessment ($30,000), implementation ($70,000), and sustainability ($25,000). 

This phased approach lets us adjust scope as we learn more about your operations while 

ensuring lasting results." 

Example 3: Recurring consulting retainer 

Situation: ongoing strategic consulting for a growing technology company 

Investment presentation: "Your monthly investment is $18,000, which provides dedicated 

access to our senior strategy team plus priority response for urgent issues. We structure this as a 

12-month engagement, giving you predictable budgeting and the time horizon needed to drive 

meaningful strategic progress. Your total annual investment is $216,000." 

Example 4: Mixed bundle deal 

Situation: software + implementation + ongoing support for digital transformation 

Investment presentation: "Your complete transformation investment is $285,000 in year 

one, then $180,000 annually thereafter. Year one includes platform licensing ($120,000), 

implementation services ($85,000), and comprehensive training ($80,000). The ongoing 

annual investment covers platform access, updates, and priority support. Purchasing separately 

would total $340,000 in year one, but the integrated approach saves $55,000 while giving you 

single-point accountability." 

Notice how each example leads with the most relevant total, provides logical breakdown, and 

immediately addresses the structure rationale. The recurring examples specifically address the 

ongoing value proposition. 
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Conclusion 

Presenting the investment isn't about justifying a number. It's about helping your buyer see the 

logical connection between their objectives and your solution. When you've done the 

groundwork properly, especially developing a strong core theme that resonates with their 

situation, the investment feels inevitable. 

Whether you're presenting a one-time project, an ongoing service, or a combination of both, the 

principles remain the same: no surprises, clear structure, confident presentation, and theme 

alignment. The specific tactics change based on what you're selling, but the psychology stays 

consistent. 

Key takeaways: 

-​ No surprises: set investment expectations early in the sales process, regardless of 

pricing structure 

-​ Lead with confidence: present your most relevant total investment prominently and 

without apology 

-​ Structure appropriately: match your presentation format to your offering type and 

their thinking patterns 

-​ Address recurring psychology: help buyers understand ongoing value, not just 

ongoing cost 

-​ Anchor strategically: use bundle size strategy to frame the conversation appropriately 

-​ Keep it simple: one clear anchor number with meaningful breakdown, minimal 

options 

-​ Stay theme-consistent: frame investment language around your transformation 

theme 

Your buyer isn't just evaluating the investment. They're evaluating their confidence in you and 

their commitment to change. When you present investment like the natural next step in solving 

their problem, you're not just closing a deal. You're beginning a partnership. 

The goal isn't to have the lowest price. It's to have the price that makes the most sense.  
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Chapter 15: Writing the Value block 

Transform your plans into value stories that make saying 'no' feel impossible. 

I was coaching Marcus, a software sales rep who'd been stuck on the same deal for four months. 

Three departments at his prospect company wanted the same workflow automation platform, 

but each conversation felt like he was speaking a different language. 

"I keep explaining the same benefits to everyone," he told me during one of our sessions, "but 

nobody seems excited. The CFO glazes over when I talk about team satisfaction. The operations 

director doesn't care about ROI calculations. And IT just wants to know if it'll break their 

systems." 

Marcus had fallen into the trap most salespeople never escape: one-size-fits-all value 

propositions. He was writing generic benefit statements and hoping something would stick with 

someone. 

We spent a few hours rewriting his approach. For the CFO meeting the following week, Marcus 

opened with: "This automation prevents $340k in annual overtime costs while eliminating the 

$85k you're currently spending on temporary contractors during peak periods. ROI of 280% 

within 18 months, with payback in month 11." 

For the operations director: "Your team will stop working weekends to catch up on data entry. 

The 23 hours per week they're currently spending on manual processing gets redirected to 

strategic work that actually moves the business forward. No more 'death by spreadsheet.'" 

For the IT manager: "Zero disruption to your existing systems. The platform connects through 

apis you already use, requires no server changes, and includes automated backup of all 

configuration settings. Your team stays focused on strategic projects instead of 

troubleshooting another integration." 

Same solution. Three completely different conversations that actually connected with what each 

person cared about. 

 

204 



Two weeks later, Marcus called me. "They're moving to final approvals," he said. "But here's the 

thing: the CFO said this was the first proposal where the numbers actually made sense to him. 

The operations director told her team she was excited about this project. And IT said they'd 

seldom see vendors that are this specific about technical impact." 

That's the power of strategic value writing. You're not changing your solution for different 

people. You're understanding what matters most to each stakeholder and positioning your value 

accordingly. You can back that positioning with the measurement rigor we established in 

chapter 8 with smart targets, credible ROI calculations, and bulletproof measurement plans. 

Then you will write proposals that prospects can't ignore. 

This chapter will show you how to write value sections that speak directly to what keeps each 

decision-maker up at night, while building a unified business case that moves the entire buying 

group toward "yes." 

The value writing framework: building on five levels 

Remember the five-level value framework from chapter 7? This is where you put it to use. Most 

proposals don't have value sections, and those that do jump randomly between emotional 

benefits and financial returns, creating confusion instead of clarity. Using the five-level 

approach you can be systematic about presenting value. 

Smart value writing uses the five levels strategically, choosing the right combination for each 

stakeholder while maintaining a coherent story. When you combine these levels with the 

SMART framework from chapter 8, your value statements transform from hopeful promises into 

credible commitments. 
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Here's how the levels work in practice: 

Level What it 

measures 

Best for Language 

pattern 

Measurement 

approach 

1. Reaction How 

stakeholders feel 

overcoming 

resistance 

"Your team will feel 

confident..." 

satisfaction 

surveys, feedback 

scores 

2. Learning New capabilities 

gained 

skill-based solutions "You'll master the 

ability to..." 

competency 

assessments, 

certification rates 

3. 

Application 

Usage and 

adoption 

implementation 

projects 

"95% of transactions 

will flow through..." 

system logs, usage 

analytics 

4. Impact Business 

improvements 

most proposals "Response time 

drops from 4 days to 

2 hours..." 

operational 

metrics, 

performance data 

5. Returns Financial gains significant 

investments 

"ROI of 240% with 

14-month 

payback..." 

financial reports, 

cost accounting 
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The stakeholder-level mapping 

Different stakeholders naturally gravitate toward different value levels: 

C-suite (levels 4 + 5): 

-​ strategic impact and financial returns 

-​ competitive positioning and market advantage 

-​ long-term capability building 

Operations managers (levels 3 + 4): 

-​ usage and adoption metrics 

-​ operational improvements and efficiency gains 

-​ team impact and process changes 

Technical leaders (levels 2 + 3): 

-​ learning and capability development 

-​ implementation success and system performance 

-​ integration and maintenance requirements 

End users (levels 1 + 2): 

-​ emotional response and satisfaction 

-​ skill building and confidence 

-​ day-to-day experience improvements 
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The strategic combination approach 

The five levels let you combine levels to present a deeper perspective into the value that you're 

presenting. 

For technical leaders (levels 2 + 3): "Your team will learn to configure complex workflows 

without coding (level 2), with 95% of new processes built using drag-and-drop tools instead of 

custom development within 60 days (level 3)." 

For operational leaders (levels 3 + 4): "Your team will process 100% of orders through 

the automated workflow within 60 days (level 3), reducing order-to-fulfillment time from 5 

days to 2 days while eliminating the data entry errors that currently affect 8% of transactions 

(level 4)." 

For financial leaders (levels 4 + 5): "Processing time improvements from 5 days to 2 days 

(level 4) free up 15 hours per week of staff time, worth $47,000 annually, while eliminating 

error-related refunds that cost $23,000 last year (level 5)." 

Notice how each combination addresses different concerns while reinforcing the same core 

improvement. And notice how the specific numbers (95%, 60 days, 5 days to 2 days) make the 

promises feel real instead of wishful. These aren't random numbers; they're SMART targets 

based on evidence and conservative assumptions. 
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Connecting levels to hot-buttons 

The real art here is connecting the emotional triggers you identified during discovery to 

measurable outcomes that prospects can track. 

Technical hot-button: "I hate dealing with system integrations" 

-​ Level 2 response: "You'll gain confidence in deployment knowing the system uses 

standard apis, with 100% compatibility verified through our pre-implementation testing 

protocol" 

-​ Level 3 response: "100% of data flows through existing connections without custom 

coding, confirmed through automated connectivity testing" 

-​ Level 4 response: "Integration time drops from 6 weeks to 3 days, measured through 

our milestone tracking system" 

Emotional hot-button: "My team is burning out from manual work" 

-​ Level 1 response: "Your team will feel relieved knowing the repetitive work is handled 

automatically, with satisfaction scores tracked monthly" 

-​ Level 4 response: "Manual processing time drops from 20 hours to 2 hours per week, 

freeing 18 hours for strategic work" 

-​ Level 5 response: "Eliminates $78,000 in annual overtime costs while improving 

work-life balance" 

When you combine emotional resonance with measurement specificity, you're not just 

promising to address their concerns. You're proving how they'll know when the problem is 

solved. 
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Writing ROI that actually sells 

Chapter 8 showed you how to calculate ROI using conservative assumptions and transparent 

methodology. Now let's talk about presenting those calculations in ways that build confidence 

instead of skepticism. 

You shouldn't treat ROI calculations like a math problem. Math problems present numbers 

without context, making prospects feel like they're being sold rather than helped. Great ROI  

writing tells a story that connects financial benefits to business transformation, using the 

credibility framework from chapter 8 and connecting to your core theme. 

Ensuring your value is big enough 

Before you get excited about a 15% ROI or 30-month payback, ask yourself: is this value 

compelling enough to justify the effort of making a decision? Most executives won't spend 

political capital and organizational energy on small improvements. 

Here's a reality check I learned from watching too many "almost wins" fizzle out: your proposed 

value needs to be at least 2x your cost to get serious attention. Not because the math doesn't 

work below that threshold, but because the decision-making effort itself has a cost. Committee 

meetings, evaluation processes, implementation coordination — all of this takes time and energy 

that executives could spend elsewhere. 

If you're proposing a $100k investment that saves $150k, you're technically right about positive 

ROI. But you're probably wrong about whether anyone will act on it. Smart prospects know that 

implementation never goes perfectly, adoption takes longer than expected, and benefits often 

take time to fully materialize. They need enough upside to absorb the inevitable bumps and still 

come out ahead. 

When your value proposition clears the 2x threshold, you're talking about something worth the 

hassle of change. 
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The three-part ROI narrative 

Part 1: current state cost  

Don't just state the baseline—help them feel the pain of the status quo while establishing the 

credible baseline we discussed in chapter 8. 

Weak: "Current processing costs are $340,000 annually." 

Strong: "Your current manual processing approach costs $340,000 annually based on your 

team's logged hours and fully-loaded wage rates, but the real cost is the opportunities you're 

missing while your team struggles with data entry instead of serving customers." 

Part 2: transformation story  

Show how the solution creates value, not just how it reduces costs. Include the conservative 

assumptions approach from chapter 8 to build credibility. 

Weak: "Our solution reduces processing time by 60%." 

Strong: "When processing time drops from 5 days to 2 days—a conservative 60% improvement 

based on similar client implementations—your team transforms from order-takers to strategic 

partners. Instead of explaining delays to frustrated customers, they're proactively solving 

problems and identifying new opportunities." 
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Part 3: financial impact  

Present the numbers as validation of the transformation, not the reason for it. Use the sensitivity 

analysis approach from chapter 8 to address skepticism. 

Weak: "This generates $240,000 in annual savings." 

Strong: "This transformation delivers $240,000 in annual value through reduced processing 

costs, eliminated overtime, and captured revenue opportunities that slip away under your 

current approach. Roi of 280% within 18 months, with full payback by month 11. Even if we 

achieve only 75% of projected improvements, ROI  remains strong at 210%." 

Presenting ROI calculations credibly 

Remember the ROI framework from chapter 8? Here's how to present those calculations in 

language that prospects actually believe: 

1. Lead with conservative assumptions  

"We're using conservative estimates based on industry benchmarks and your specific situation. 

While some clients see 40% improvements, we're projecting 25% to ensure we under-promise 

and over-deliver." 

2. Show your work simply  

Don't hide the calculation, but don't overwhelm with details either. 

Current state: 500 orders × 5 days processing × $68 daily cost = $170,000 monthly future 

state: 500 orders × 2 days processing × $68 daily cost = $68,000 monthly monthly savings: 

$102,000 annual impact: $1,224,000 
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3. Address probable skepticism  

"You might be wondering if these improvements are realistic given your past experience with 

automation projects. Here's why we're confident in these numbers..." (then reference your 

evidence from similar implementations and your transparent assumptions.) 

4. Provide multiple scenarios 

"In our base case scenario, ROI reaches 280%. Even if adoption takes longer than expected and 

we only achieve 75% of projected improvements, ROI still exceeds 190% — which represents a 

strong business case under any reasonable assumptions." 

This approach transforms ROI from a sales pitch into a business planning conversation. You're 

not trying to convince them with optimistic numbers; you're helping them understand the 

realistic financial impact of solving their problem. 

Multi-stakeholder value architecture 

If you try to be everything to everyone, you risk meaning nothing to anyone. The solution isn't 

separate value sections for each stakeholder. Instead, use strategic layering that addresses 

different concerns within a unified story backed by the measurement credibility we established 

in chapter 8. 
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Writing for multiple audiences simultaneously 

The trick is creating value language that works for multiple stakeholder types without diluting 

the message. Here's the pattern, enhanced with measurement thinking: 

Start with operational impact (level 4) - this grounds the discussion in business reality  

Connect to emotional benefits (level 1) - this addresses user concerns about change  

Escalate to financial returns (level 5) - this provides C-suite justification 

Include implementation confidence (level 3) - this addresses technical concerns 

Here's how it works in practice, with SMART targets integrated throughout: 

"Your customer service team will resolve cases in 4 hours instead of 18 hours (level 4), 

eliminating the daily stress of overwhelming backlogs and allowing them to focus on solving 

real customer problems instead of managing queues (level 1). This improvement prevents 

$67,000 monthly in escalation costs while positioning your organization to handle 40% 

growth without additional hiring (level 5). With 95% user adoption within 60 days based on 

our proven change management approach, you'll see results immediately rather than waiting 

months for behavior change (level 3)." 

Notice how the specific numbers — 4 hours vs. 18 Hours, $67,000 monthly, 40% growth, 95% 

adoption, 60 days — make each stakeholder's concerns feel addressed with concrete 

commitments rather than vague promises. 
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Measurement-backed value statements 

Here's where you can make real magic happen. When you combine stakeholder-specific value 

positioning with the measurement rigor from chapter 8, your value statements become 

believable. Instead of hoping prospects believe your promises, you're showing them exactly how 

they'll track your delivery. 

For CFO-focused value: "ROI of 280% within 18 months, measured through monthly cost 

accounting reports that track processing cost reductions, overtime elimination, and revenue 

capture improvements. We'll establish baseline costs in month one and provide quarterly 

progress reviews with your finance team." 

For operations-focused value: "Manual processing time drops from 32 hours to 6 hours 

per week, tracked through your existing time management system. Your team satisfaction 

scores—currently averaging 6.2 out of 10—will increase to 8+ within 90 days as repetitive 

work disappears and strategic contribution increases." 

For technical-focused value: "System integration completed within 3 days using standard 

apis, with 99.9% uptime maintained throughout deployment. All performance metrics tracked 

through automated monitoring with daily dashboards and immediate alerts for any issues." 

This approach transforms value statements from marketing language into project commitments. 

Each stakeholder sees not just what you'll deliver, but how they'll know when you've delivered it. 
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Addressing evaluation criteria through value positioning 

Remember those evaluation criteria from your discovery work that are part of the core theme? 

Your value section should demonstrate how you excel on their stated decision factors, using the 

measurement specificity that makes the discussion believable. 

Cost-focused evaluation: lead with level 5 (returns) and support with level 4 (impact) "ROI  

of 280% within 18 months driven by $240,000 annual savings from eliminated manual 

processing and 40% faster order fulfillment that captures revenue opportunities worth 

$680,000 annually. Payback achieved by month 11, with conservative assumptions and 

sensitivity analysis showing strong returns even under slower adoption scenarios." 

Quality-focused evaluation: emphasize level 4 (impact) metrics around accuracy and 

consistency "error rate drops from 8% to less than 0.5%, while processing consistency 

improves to 99.2% accuracy—the reliability standard that builds customer confidence and 

reduces support burden. Quality metrics tracked automatically with monthly reporting to 

your quality assurance team." 

Speed-focused evaluation: highlight level 4 (impact) time-based improvements "response 

time drops from 4 days to 2 hours, while quote generation accelerates from 3 days to 30 

minutes—the responsiveness that wins deals while competitors are still gathering information. 

Speed improvements measured continuously through system timestamps and customer 

satisfaction tracking." 

The key is demonstrating that you don't just meet their criteria but that you excel on the factors 

that matter most to their decision — and that you can prove it. 
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Advanced value integration techniques 

Once you've mastered the fundamentals, these techniques help you handle complex selling 

situations where multiple vendors are competing on similar capabilities. 

Competitive value positioning 

You rarely want to mention competitors directly. But you can position your value to highlight 

competitive advantages implicitly, especially when your measurement approach supports your 

arguments. 

Instead of: "Unlike competitor x, our solution provides real-time reporting" 

try: "Real-time visibility means making decisions based on current data, not yesterday's 

reports—critical when market conditions change faster than traditional reporting cycles can 

track. Dashboard updates every 5 minutes with automated alerts for significant changes." 

Instead of: "Competitor y requires extensive customization"  

try: "Our out-of-the-box functionality means you're seeing results in weeks, not 

months—crucial when you need to prove ROI before the next budget cycle. Implementation 

completed within 21 days with measurable improvements by day 30." 

This approach positions your advantages without seeming defensive or creating unnecessary 

competitor awareness, while the specific timelines and metrics make your value tangible. 
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Risk mitigation in value statements 

You can directly address the "what if" concerns that prospects have but rarely say out loud, using 

the sensitivity analysis approach from chapter 8: 

Acknowledge realistic variables: "these improvements assume current staffing levels and 

successful user training completion. We've built 20% buffers into our projections to account for 

typical implementation variables, and our experience shows that even delayed adoptions achieve 

strong ROI  within the first year." 

Show sensitivity analysis: "even if adoption reaches only 75% instead of our 90% target, ROI 

remains strong at 195% within 24 months. We've stress-tested these projections against various 

scenarios to ensure robust returns under realistic conditions." 

Include contingency planning: "our phased implementation approach means you'll see 

partial benefits within 30 days, reducing the risk of extended implementation with no value 

realization. Each phase delivers measurable improvements that validate the business case for 

subsequent phases." 

This transparency builds confidence rather than raising doubts because it shows you've thought 

through the real-world complexities they're worried about. And that you have plans to handle 

them. 
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Timeline and milestone integration 

When decision-makers are concerned about committing to a long project, you can show that you 

create value early by connecting your value promises to specific implementation milestones with 

measurement checkpoints: 

Phase 1 (days 1-30): foundation value "initial deployment delivers immediate relief from 

manual processing bottlenecks while building user confidence through quick wins. First 

productivity measurements show 15-20% time savings as basic automation activates." 

Phase 2 (days 31-60): operational value "full workflow automation reduces processing 

time by 60% while establishing sustainable productivity improvements. Operational metrics 

confirm target performance levels with user satisfaction scores reaching 8+ out of 10." 

Phase 3 (days 61-90): strategic value "advanced analytics capabilities enable proactive 

decision-making that creates lasting competitive advantage. Roi calculations show payback 

timeline accelerating as full benefits compound across all workflows." 

This approach makes your value promises feel concrete and achievable rather than abstract and 

distant, while the measurement milestones prove you're serious about tracking delivery. 
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Putting it all together: complete examples 

Let's see how these concepts work in practice with three complete value sections, each optimized 

for different stakeholder priorities while maintaining thematic consistency and measurement 

credibility. 

Example 1: CFO-focused value section 

Core theme: "Accelerate cash flow while competitors struggle with manual processes" 

Your current order-to-cash cycle takes 12 days on average, tying up $2.4 million in working 

capital and creating cash flow pressures that force you to delay strategic investments. Based 

on your financial data from the past six months, manual processing costs $340,000 annually 

in staff time and generates the 8% error rate that damages customer relationships and 

increases collection time. 

Our automated platform transforms this dynamic completely. Within 60 days of go-live, your 

order-to-cash cycle drops to 4 days—a 67% improvement that we'll track through your 

existing erp system's timestamp data. This acceleration frees up $1.6 million in working 

capital while eliminating 95% of processing errors, measured through automated validation 

reporting. 

The financial impact is substantial and measurable: $240,000 in annual processing cost 

savings tracked through payroll reports, $180,000 in improved cash flow value calculated 

using your 6.5% cost of capital, and $95,000 in eliminated error-related costs monitored 

through customer service tickets. Total annual benefit of $515,000 against a $185,000 

investment delivers ROI  of 278% within 18 months, with payback by month 11. 

More strategically, this operational excellence becomes your competitive advantage. While 

competitors struggle with manual inefficiencies, you'll be known for quality execution and 

rapid response. This builds a reputation that wins enterprise deals and commands premium 

pricing. We'll track competitive win rates and pricing premiums quarterly to measure this 

strategic value. 
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Example 2: Operations-focused value section 

Core theme: "Eliminate manual work that's burning out your team" 

Your processing team is drowning in manual work that adds no value to your customers or 

your business. Based on our time-and-motion analysis, they're spending 32 hours per week on 

data entry and validation—time that could be spent solving customer problems and identifying 

new opportunities. The constant pressure to keep up with manual processes is creating 

turnover risk and reducing the strategic contribution your team could be making. 

Our workflow automation eliminates this burden completely. Your team stops fighting 

spreadsheets and starts focusing on what they do best: building customer relationships and 

driving business growth. Manual processing time drops from 32 hours to 6 hours per week, 

and accuracy improves from 92% to 99.8%—both metrics tracked automatically through 

system logs and quality checkpoints. 

Within 90 days, your team will be processing 40% more orders with the same headcount while 

maintaining higher quality standards. They'll have time for the strategic analysis and 

customer engagement that makes their jobs more satisfying and your business more 

competitive. Employee satisfaction scores, currently averaging 5.8 out of 10, will increase to 

8+ as confirmed through quarterly surveys. 

The operational transformation includes: 26 hours per week of reclaimed time worth $67,000 

annually in productivity gains, 95% reduction in processing errors eliminating $23,000 in 

annual rework costs, and the team satisfaction that comes from doing meaningful work 

instead of manual drudgery. Your best people stay engaged, and your customers get the 

attention they deserve. 
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Example 3: technical leader-focused value section 

Core theme: "Seamless integration that strengthens your existing systems" 

Your current system landscape works, but adding new capabilities requires complex custom 

development that strains your team's bandwidth and creates maintenance burdens. You need 

workflow automation that integrates cleanly with your existing infrastructure without 

disrupting the stability you've worked hard to achieve. 

Our platform connects through standard APIs you already use and trust. No custom coding 

required, no server changes needed, and no disruption to your existing workflows. Integration 

testing completes within 72 hours using automated compatibility verification, and your team 

stays focused on strategic projects instead of troubleshooting another problematic integration. 

Implementation confidence comes from proven architecture: 99.9% uptime across 2,000+ 

installations, automated backup of all configurations with 15-minute recovery times, and 

monitoring that identifies issues before they affect users. Your existing security policies remain 

intact, and system performance actually improves through optimized data flows—all metrics 

tracked through your current monitoring tools. 

Within 45 days, you'll have full workflow automation running seamlessly alongside your 

current systems. Your team develops new capabilities through drag-and-drop configuration 

instead of custom development, reducing feature delivery time from weeks to hours. You gain 

the agility to adapt processes as business needs evolve—all while maintaining the system 

reliability that your organization depends on. 
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Testing your value story 

Before you send that proposal, run your value section through these six critical tests: 

The magnitude test 

Is the value large enough to justify the investment and decision-making effort? Your proposed 

benefits should be at least 2x your total cost to warrant executive attention and organizational 

energy. If you're not clearing this threshold, you need bigger problems to solve or lower-cost 

ways to solve them. 

The clarity test 

Can someone who's never met you understand exactly what will be different after your project 

succeeds? Read your value section to a colleague and ask them to explain the key benefits back 

to you. If they can't, you need more concrete outcomes and less abstract language. 

The credibility test 

Do your metrics and assumptions hold up to scrutiny? Challenge every number in your value 

section. Where did it come from? What assumptions does it depend on? Could a skeptical 

procurement person find holes in your logic? Remember the conservative assumptions and 

transparent methodology from chapter 8—better to address weaknesses now than during the 

evaluation. 

The compelling test 

Does it make the investment feel urgent and necessary? After reading your value section, would 

someone think "we need to do this" or "this would be nice to have"? Urgent problems get budget. 

Nice-to-have improvements get deferred. 
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The connection test 

Does it reinforce your core theme while addressing their hot-buttons and evaluation criteria? 

Your value section should feel like a natural extension of your solution, not a disconnected list of 

benefits. 

The measurement test 

Can you actually track what you're promising? This is where chapter 8's measurement planning 

becomes crucial. If you can't explain how you'll measure your value promises, prospects won't 

believe you can deliver them. Each major claim should connect to a specific, trackable metric 

that the client can monitor. 
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Making it stick 

The difference between proposals that win and proposals that place second often comes down to 

one thing: the value section makes saying "yes" feel inevitable rather than risky. 

When you combine the five-level framework with strategic theme integration, 

stakeholder-specific positioning, and the measurement credibility from chapter 8, you create 

value stories that prospects can't ignore. They stop comparing you to competitors and start 

figuring out how to make the project happen. 

Think about what that shift means for your sales process. Instead of defending your approach, 

you're discussing implementation details. Instead of competing on price, you're collaborating on 

success metrics. Instead of hoping they choose you, you're helping them build the internal 

business case to move forward. 

The measurement plan makes this transformation possible. When prospects see specific, 

trackable targets backed by conservative assumptions and transparent methodology, they stop 

wondering "will this work?" and start calculating "how quickly can we get started?" That's the 

confidence that closes deals. 

The goal is to help your prospects see the full value of what you're offering so they can make 

confident decisions that move their business forward. When you combine compelling 

storytelling with bulletproof measurement, your value block becomes the most powerful part of 

your proposal. 

 

225 



Try this next 

Take your most important current proposal and rewrite just the value section using this 

chapter's framework: 

1.​ Choose your level combination based on your primary stakeholder's priorities 

2.​ Integrate your core theme into every value statement 

3.​ Add smart targets from chapter 8's framework to make promises specific and 

measurable 

4.​ Include measurement approaches that show how you'll track delivery of the value 

5.​ Address their hot-buttons and evaluation criteria through specific, measurable 

outcomes 

6.​ Write your ROI  story as transformation narrative with conservative assumptions 

7.​ Test it with all six questions above 

Pay attention to how prospects respond differently when your value section speaks directly to 

what matters most to them while proving you can deliver what you promise. That's when you 

know you've moved from presenting features to telling value stories that close deals. 

The best value sections don't just describe what you'll deliver. They help prospects envision a 

future where their biggest problems are solved and their most important goals are achieved, 

with clear proof that you can make it happen. That's the kind of proposal that makes saying "no" 

feel impossible.  
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Chapter 16: Writing with clarity, confidence, and 

impact 

Some time back, I was coaching  Lisa who worked as a sales rep at a growing SaaS company. She 

lost a $28,000 deal because of a single paragraph. Her proposal was technically perfect: great 

solution, competitive pricing, solid ROI. But the executive summary described their approach 

with this sentence: "the implementation of our enterprise-grade solution will facilitate the 

optimization of your operational processes through the utilization of best-in-class 

methodologies." 

The client CEO later told her: "I had no idea what you were actually going to do for us." 

That's the thing about B2B proposals, they're not just documents. They're sales tools. And like 

any tool, they either work for you or against you. The difference often comes down to one simple 

principle: can a busy executive understand what you are saying in the first 30 seconds of 

reading? 

This chapter will show you how to write proposals that are easy to understand. Not because 

you'll become a better writer (though you will), but because you'll become better at writing about 

what your clients actually need to hear in a way that speaks to them. 

Why your writing is costing you deals 

When your proposal hits a decision maker's desk they scan the executive summary. If it's clear 

and compelling, they keep reading. If it's confusing or generic, they move to the next vendor. 

You've probably experienced this yourself. When you're reading client webpages, do you struggle 

through the dense, jargon-filled ones? Or do you gravitate toward the ones that immediately 

make sense? 

Your prospects do the same thing. And here's the brutal truth: most B2B proposals are hard 

to read. 
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Gartner research shows that 77% of B2B buyers describe their latest purchase as either 

"difficult" or "very complex." even more telling: 38% of buyers who start a purchase process 

never complete it. They simply choose not to choose because the process becomes too 

overwhelming. 

But where there is trouble, there's opportunity. While your competitors are drowning their 

prospects in corporate-speak, you can stand out by being clear. It's not about dumbing down 

your message. It's about respecting your reader's time and intelligence. 

The KISS principle: your secret weapon 

Keep it short and simple isn't just good advice, it's a competitive advantage. While everyone else 

is writing 47-page proposals, you're going to write ones that actually get read. 

I coached a mid-sized software company to win a competitive deal with a three-page proposal. 

Their competitors submitted 30-page documents that sat unread on the buyer's desk for weeks. 

The client CEO called within two hours after getting the proposal. Not because the solution was 

revolutionary, but because he immediately understood the solution and the value it provided. 

The clarity advantage 

When you write clearly, three things happen: 

1.​ Faster decisions: buyers don't postpone what they can quickly understand 

2.​ Easier internal selling: your champion can explain your solution without a manual 

3.​ Reduced risk perception: clear proposals feel more trustworthy than confusing ones 

But for some reason, we think that "professional" means "complicated." it doesn't. Professional 

means "correct, but easy to understand and easy to act on." 
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The five proposal killers (and how to fix them) 

After reviewing hundreds of proposals, I've identified five patterns that consistently kill deals. 

The good news is that they're all fixable. 

1. The jargon trap 

What it looks like: "We'll leverage best-in-class methodologies to optimize your operational 

efficiency through our enterprise-grade solution suite." 

Why it kills deals: nobody talks like this. When you use corporate-speak, you sound like every 

other vendor. Worse, you sound like you don't actually understand the client's business. 

The fix: use the client's language. If they call it "the shop floor," don't call it "the manufacturing 

environment." If they say "customers," don't say "end users." 

Before: "Our platform facilitates enhanced customer engagement through omnichannel 

optimization."  

After: "Your customers can reach you by phone, email, or chat, and your team sees their 

complete history instantly." 

2. The passive voice plague 

What it looks like: "implementation will be conducted by our team and results will be 

delivered within 30 days." 

Why it kills deals: passive voice hides who's responsible for what. In B2B sales, accountability 

matters. Buyers want to know who's going to do what, when. 

The fix: make people the subject of your sentences. Show who's taking action. 

Before: "the new system will be configured and training will be provided."  

After: "our technical team configures the system while your staff receives hands-on training." 
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3. The filler phrase epidemic 

What it looks like: "in order to ensure that we are able to provide you with the best possible 

solution, it is important to note that our team will conduct a thorough analysis..." 

Why it kills deals: filler phrases waste the reader's time. Busy executives interpret wordiness 

as lack of confidence or clarity of thought. 

The fix: cut ruthlessly. Every word should earn its place. 

Before: "Due to the fact that your current system is outdated, we believe it would be beneficial 

to implement our solution."  

After: "Your current system is outdated. Our solution fixes that." 

4. The weak opening 

What it looks like: "Thank you for the opportunity to submit this proposal. We are pleased to 

present our solution for your consideration." 

Why it kills deals: generic openings signal generic thinking. You've just told the buyer this 

could be any proposal for any company. 

The fix: start with insight about their specific situation. 

Before: "We are pleased to submit this proposal for your manufacturing optimization project."  

After: "Your Birmingham plant is operating at 73% efficiency which is 12% below industry 

average. Here's how we'll close that gap." 
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5. The company history novel 

What it looks like: "Founded in 1987 by visionary entrepreneurs john smith and mary 

johnson, our company began as a small startup in a garage in suburban Chicago. Over the past 

37 years, we've grown from two employees to over 2,500 dedicated professionals across 15 

countries. In 1992, we opened our first international office in london. By 1998, we had expanded 

to the asia-pacific region. In 2003, we achieved our first $100 million in revenue. Through 

strategic acquisitions in 2008, 2012, and 2016, we've continued to strengthen our market 

position..." 

Why it kills deals: your company's origin story doesn't solve the buyer's problem. Decision 

makers don't care that you started in a garage. They care whether you can fix their broken 

processes. Long company histories signal that you're more interested in talking about yourself 

than understanding their needs. 

The fix: keep company credibility brief and relevant. Connect your experience directly to their 

situation. 

After: "Founded in 1987, our company has grown from a small startup to a global leader with 

over 2,500 employees across 15 countries. We've successfully completed over 10,000 

implementations and serve fortune 500 companies worldwide. We've helped 47 manufacturing 

companies like yours reduce downtime by an average of 32%. Our 15 years of experience in the 

automotive supply chain gives us insight into the specific challenges you're facing with 

just-in-time delivery." 

The key is to make your credibility about them, not about you. Show relevant history that 

directly relates to solving their specific problem. 
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The voice that wins 

Your proposal should sound like a conversation between equals, not a presentation from a 

vendor to a buyer. Here's how to achieve that: 

Write like you talk 

Read your proposal aloud. If you wouldn't say it aloud in a meeting with your prospect, don't 

write it in your proposal. 

Formal: "It is our recommendation that your organization implement our solution." 

Conversational: "We recommend you implement our solution." 

Use "you" liberally 

Make the client the hero of your story. Use "you" and "your" twice as often as "we" and "our." 

Vendor-focused: "We will implement our solution and train your team."  

Customer-focused: "You'll see results within 30 days as your team masters the new system." 

Vary your rhythm 

Mix short and long sentences. Short sentences create urgency. Longer sentences provide 

explanation and context, helping the reader understand the nuances of your solution. If in 

doubt, write short sentences. 
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Sentence structure: your hidden advantage 

You don’t need a grammar textbook to write compelling proposals, but you do need to structure 

your sentences so readers grasp your point on the first pass. Here’s how: 

1.​ Put the important idea first 

-​ People assume whatever comes first is your priority. 

-​ Instead of: “it is important to note that there is a 15% operational cost 

reduction.” 

-​ write: “our solution cuts operational costs by 15%.” 

 

2.​ Use the active voice 90% of the time 

-​ The active voice clarifies who does what. 

-​ “Our team builds your new CRM portal” reads stronger than “Your new CRM 

portal will be built by our team.” 

 

3.​ Avoid embedded clauses 

-​ Complex layers in one sentence slow the reader down. 

-​ Break one long thought into two or three simpler statements. 

 

4.​ Keep sentences short (15–18 words on average) 

-​ Short, direct sentences let busy readers fly through your proposal without losing 

track of the main ideas. 
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The reality check: a quick transformation 

Let me show you how these principles work in practice. Here's a real paragraph from a losing 

proposal: 

Original: "In order to facilitate the optimization of your operational processes, our team will 

conduct a comprehensive analysis of your current state infrastructure and implement our 

best-in-class enterprise solution, which will result in improved efficiency and cost savings across 

your organization." 

Rewritten: "Your current processes are costing you time and money. We'll spend two weeks 

analyzing exactly where, then implement changes that cut your processing time by 40%. Based 

on your current volume, that saves $230k annually." 

Same information, but with active voice, shorter sentences and simpler words. Twice the impact. 

The original version sounds like it was written by committee. The rewritten version sounds like 

it was written by someone who understands the client's business and has a specific plan to 

improve it. 

Developing a consistent voice 

Proposals often involve multiple contributors - sales, technical consultants, management - 

which can result in a “Frankenstein” document where each section sounds different. You should 

make one last pass of editing as the “voice editor” to revise and unify the tone across different 

sections. 
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Your five-minute proposal scan 

Before you send any proposal, run it through this quick checklist: 

The clarity test 

-​ Can you read the proposal aloud without stumbling? 

-​ Would a 12-year-old understand what you're proposing to do? 

-​ Are there any sentences longer than 20 words? 

The value test 

-​ Does the proposal explain what's different when you're done? 

-​ Can you find three specific, measurable outcomes? 

-​ Have you connected features to business results? 

The human test 

-​ Does it sound like something you'd say in a meeting? 

-​ Are you using the client's language, not yours? 

-​ Would your internal champion be able to explain this to their boss? 

The action test 

-​ Is it clear what happens next? 

-​ Do you know who's responsible for what? 

-​ Are the timelines specific? 

If you can't answer "yes" to these questions, you're not ready to send the proposal yet. 
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Chapter takeaways 

The big idea: Your proposal is a sales tool, not a corporate presentation. Write it like one. 

The quick wins: 

-​ start with impact, not process 

-​ use your client's language, not your internal jargon 

-​ make every sentence pass the "so what?" test 

-​ read it aloud before you send it 

The long game: clear writing is clear thinking. The better you get at explaining your value 

simply, the better you get at selling it. 

Your next move: take your most recent proposal and rewrite just the executive summary 

using these principles. Show it to a colleague who knows nothing about the deal. If they can't 

immediately explain what you're proposing to do and why it matters, you're not done yet. 
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Chapter 17: The proposal writing blueprint - from 

blank page to winning document 

"Everything we've covered in this book comes down to one simple truth: customers 

don't buy solutions, they buy transformations." 

You've learned about buyer psychology, discovery techniques, and value frameworks. You 

understand core themes, stakeholder analysis, and competitive positioning. Now it's time to put 

it all together into a document that actually wins business. 

This chapter is your practical script. No theory, no background: just the step-by-step process for 

turning your discovery insights into proposals that make saying "yes" feel inevitable. 

The transformation framework: your north star 

Before you write a single word, you need to nail down the transformation logic. This is the 

foundation everything else builds on. Without it, you're just creating expensive marketing 

materials. 

The four-step transformation test 

Can you complete these sentences with specific, customer-stated information? 

1.​ Current situation: "Right now, they are..." 

2.​ Desired future: "They want to be..." 

3.​ Required change: "To get there, they need to..." 

4.​ Transformation value: "This change will..." 

If you can't fill in these blanks with the customer's own words, not your assumptions, you're not 

ready to write a proposal. Go back and have more conversations. 
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Red flags that kill transformation logic 

The generic problem: "they need to improve efficiency" 

Fix: "they're losing $47k monthly because manual invoice processing takes 5 days instead of 2" 

 

The assumed future: "they want to be more competitive" 

Fix: "they want to respond to RFPs in 24 hours instead of 5 days so they can bid 40% more 

opportunities" 

 

The vague change: "they need to optimize their processes" 

Fix: "they need to automate the three manual steps that create the 5-day delay" 

 

The weak value: "this will help them be more successful" 

Fix: "this will capture the $280k in opportunities they're currently losing to faster competitors" 

The transformation strength test 

Strong transformations have three characteristics: 

1.​ Urgency: staying the same costs more than changing 

2.​ Specificity: you can measure the before and after states 

3.​ Ownership: the customer has explicitly said they need this change 
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The six universal blocks: your proposal architecture 

Every winning proposal tells the same story using the same six blocks. Here's how they map to 

your transformation framework: 

Proposal block Transformation element Purpose 

Situation Current state Show you understand where 

they are 

Objectives Future state Confirm where they want to go 

Solution Required change Explain how to get there 

Expertise Change capability Prove you can execute the 

change 

Investment Change cost Price the transformation 

Value Transformation worth Justify why it's worth it 
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The logical flow that wins 

Each block builds on the previous one: 

Situation → Objectives: "here's where you are and where you want to go"  

Objectives → Solution: "here's the change required to get there"  

Solution → Expertise: "here's why we can execute this change"  

Expertise → Investment: "here's what this transformation costs"  

Investment → Value: "here's why it's worth every penny" 

When this flow works, buying feels inevitable. When it doesn't, you get "we need to think about 

it." 
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Your core theme: the thread that binds everything together 

Your core theme is your unique promise about the transformation. It emerges from four 

elements: 

1.​ Customer's core problem (in their words) 

2.​ Key stakeholder hot buttons (what keeps them awake) 

3.​ Organizational evaluation criteria (their official scorecard) 

4.​ Your unique competitive advantage (why you, not someone else) 

Theme development process 

Step 1: write down the customer's exact words about their problem  

Step 2: list what each key stakeholder cares about most  

Step 3: note their stated evaluation criteria  

Step 4: identify your unique advantage for this situation  

Step 5: synthesize into one sentence or paragraph that captures the transformation 

Example: 

-​ Problem: "we're losing deals because we can't get pricing back to prospects fast enough" 

-​ Hot buttons: revenue pressure, competitive disadvantage, team frustration 

-​ Criteria: speed, accuracy, minimal disruption 

-​ Advantage: industry-specific automation with 2-hour setup 

-​ Theme: "Accelerate revenue capture with instant, accurate pricing that turns prospects 

into customers while competitors are still calculating" 
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Section-by-section writing guide 

Background section: setting the transformation stage 

This section combines Situation and Objectives blocks to establish transformation necessity. 

Structure: 

1.​ Story (2-3 paragraphs): how they got here, what's broken, what happens if nothing 

changes 

2.​ Key challenges (3-5 points): deeper exploration of the transformation drivers 

3.​ Closing (1 paragraph): clear objectives that set up your solution 

Story component formula: 

-​ Opening: current situation in their context 

-​ Problem: the core issue driving need for change 

-​ Implications: what happens if they don't change 

-​ Past attempts: why previous efforts failed (if applicable) 

Example story opening: "Acme Corp's North American sales division has dropped 10% in 

revenue over two consecutive quarters. The recent merger brought new products and 

customer segments, but many reps feel overwhelmed trying to master unfamiliar offerings. 

Meanwhile, a half-deployed CRM system has left critical data scattered across multiple 

platforms. What should have been a growth catalyst has become a daily source of frustration." 

Key challenges options: 

-​ Strategic questions: "how might we integrate existing tools without major 

disruptions?" 

-​ Critical issues: "integration must happen without disrupting current workflows" 

-​ Stakeholder perspectives: "sales needs speed, operations needs reliability, finance 

needs ROI" 

Closing formula: state clear objectives that connect to transformation value and set up your 

solution. 
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Solution section: describing the change 

This is where you explain the transformation path. Start with your solution breakdown, then 

enhance it with the persuasive Why-How-What framework. 

Step 1: break down your solution 

Before writing anything, decompose your solution into logical steps by repeatedly asking "how?" 

until you reach specific, concrete actions. 

The breakdown method: 

-​ Level 1 (goal): what the customer ultimately wants to achieve 

-​ Level 2 (major steps): the big things that must happen to reach that goal 

-​ Level 3 (specific actions): the concrete steps that make each major step happen 

Example breakdown: 

-​ Goal: reduce customer service response time from 4 hours to 30 minutes 

-​ Major step: implement automated ticket routing system 

-​ Specific actions: 

-​ map current ticket categories 

-​ configure routing rules for each category 

-​ test routing with sample tickets 

-​ train agents on new workflow 

Keep breaking down until: 

-​ a client could explain to their colleague exactly what you're going to do 

-​ each action is concrete enough to visualize 

-​ the sequence makes logical sense 
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Step 2: apply Why-How-What framework 

Transform your breakdown into persuasive copy by wrapping each element with context: 

-​ Why: why is this step necessary for the transformation? 

-​ How: how will you execute it? (From your breakdown) 

-​ What: what transformation benefit does this create? 

Major step example:  

Why: You mentioned deals stalling because reps can't access customer history during calls. 

Before we build anything new, we need to understand exactly where these delays happen. 

How: We'll meet with your top 5 reps to map specific delay points, shadow 3 reps during actual 

calls, and time information access. 

What: This gives us precise data on what's broken, so when we configure the new system, it 

eliminates actual bottlenecks rather than assumed ones. 

Specific action example:  

Why: Without knowing your most critical data points, we risk building displays that look good 

but don't match how your reps actually work. 

How: We'll map the five pieces of customer data your reps need most during calls, then design 

screen layouts that put that information where your reps naturally look. 

What: Reps get exactly what they need instantly, without hunting through multiple tabs or 

systems. 
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Step 3: add supporting work 

Projects need more than core work. Include the supporting activities that make transformation 

successful: 

-​ Kickoffs and check-ins: "weekly updates to keep your executives informed" (because 

they mentioned wanting visibility) 

-​ Pilot programs: "quick pilot with your austin team first" (because they're most open to 

change) 

-​ Risk mitigation: "dedicated support during month-end close" (because that's when 

they can't afford disruptions) 

Step 4: timeline integration 

Putting your solution steps on a timeline makes the reader believe that you know what you are 

doing. A timeline also provides instant understanding about how long the project will take to 

implement and how the steps are connected to each other. Visualize the timeline for quick 

skimming. 

Complete solution structure: 

1.​ Transformation goal: restate what success looks like 

2.​ Major step 1: Why → How (with specific actions) → What 

3.​ Major step 2: Why → How (with specific actions) → What 

4.​ More major steps if needed 

5.​ Supporting work: context-specific activities that ensure success 

6.​ Timeline: when transformation benefits become real 

 

245 



Expertise section: proving transformation capability 

Structure your expertise as proof that you can deliver this specific transformation. 

Three-part proof structure: 

1.​ Abilities: we have the right team for this transformation 

2.​ Capabilities: our methods / solutions directly enable this outcome 

3.​ Proof: we've successfully delivered this transformation before 

STAR framework for case studies: 

-​ Situation: client's transformation challenge 

-​ Target: specific transformation goal 

-​ Action: how you executed the change 

-​ Result: transformation outcome achieved 

Example: "Techcorp needed to accelerate their sales response time from 48 hours to 

same-day to compete with faster rivals. Our team implemented automated quote generation 

using their existing CRM data, enabling same-day responses for 95% of inquiries. Result: 40% 

increase in competitive wins within 90 days." 

 

246 



Investment section: pricing the transformation 

Present investment as the cost of achieving the transformation, not just buying deliverables. 

Lead with total: "Your transformation investment: $75,000" 

Structure by offering type: 

-​ Products: configuration logic around their needs 

-​ Services: scope elements with clear deliverables 

-​ Bundles: component value plus integration synergy 

Theme-aligned investment language: 

-​ Speed themes: "Your acceleration investment: $125,000" 

-​ Growth themes: "Your expansion investment: $275,000" 

-​ Quality themes: "Your precision investment: $150,000" 

Breakdown formula: group related items logically with percentages: 

-​ foundation phase (40%): core transformation capability 

-​ implementation phase (35%): change execution 

-​ optimization phase (25%): sustained transformation 
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Value section: quantifying transformation worth 

Use the five-level value framework strategically for different stakeholders. 

The five levels: 

1.​ Reaction: how stakeholders feel about the change 

2.​ Learning: new capabilities gained 

3.​ Application: how the transformation gets used 

4.​ Impact: business improvements from the change 

5.​ Returns: financial gains from transformation 

Stakeholder combinations: 

-​ End users: levels 1 + 2 (reaction + learning) 

-​ Technical: levels 2 + 3 (learning + application) 

-​ Operations: levels 3 + 4 (application + impact) 

-​ C-suite: levels 4 + 5 (impact + returns) 

ROI narrative structure: 

1.​ Current state cost: feel the pain of status quo 

2.​ Transformation story: show how change creates value 

3.​ Financial impact: present numbers as transformation validation 

Example: "Your current manual pricing costs $340,000 annually, but the real cost is the 

opportunities you're missing while competitors respond faster. When quote time drops from 3 

days to 2 hours, your team transforms from order-takers to competitive go-getters. This 

transformation delivers $680,000 in annual value through captured opportunities and 

reduced processing costs which has a ROI of 280% within 18 months." 
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Transformation quality control 

Before you write anything, run your transformation logic through these tests: 

The clarity test 

-​ Can you state their current situation in one sentence? 

-​ Can you describe their desired future in one sentence? 

-​ Can you explain the required change in one sentence? 

-​ Can you quantify the transformation value in one sentence? 

The customer language test 

-​ Are you using their exact words for the problem? 

-​ Would they recognize your description of their situation? 

-​ Does your solution address what they said needs to change? 

The urgency test 

-​ Why can't they wait six months to make this change? 

-​ What gets worse if they don't act now? 

-​ What opportunity do they miss by delaying? 

The specificity test 

-​ Can you measure the before and after states? 

-​ Do you have specific success metrics? 

-​ Are the transformation benefits concrete? 
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Writing mechanics that win 

The five proposal killers 

1. Jargon trap: corporate-speak that obscures meaning 

Fix: use customer's language, not yours 

 

2. Passive voice: hides who does what 

Fix: make people the subject of sentences 

 

3. Filler phrases: waste reader's time 

Fix: cut ruthlessly, every word must earn its place 

 

4. Weak openings: generic starts that could apply to anyone 

Fix: open with insight about their specific situation 

 

5. Company history novels: long backstories that don't solve problems 

Fix: keep credibility brief and relevant to their transformation 
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The clarity formula 

Sentence structure: 

-​ put important ideas first 

-​ use active voice 90% of the time 

-​ avoid embedded clauses 

-​ keep sentences to 15-18 words average 

 

Voice guidelines: 

-​ write like you talk, but correctly 

-​ use "you" twice as often as "we" 

-​ vary sentence length for rhythm 

-​ read aloud to test flow 
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The five-minute proposal scan 

Clarity test: 

-​ Can you read the proposal aloud without stumbling or feeling too formal? 

-​ Would a 12-year-old understand the transformation? 

-​ Are there sentences longer than 20 words? 

 

Transformation test: 

-​ Is the need for change obvious? 

-​ Are the transformation benefits specific? 

-​ Does each section advance the transformation story? 

 

Value test: 

-​ Can you find three measurable outcomes? 

-​ Are benefits connected to business results? 

-​ Does the ROI  story feel credible? 

 

Action test: 

-​ Is the first step clear? 

-​ Can you implement the solution? 

-​ Are timelines specific? 
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Practical implementation: your step-by-step process 

Phase 1: transformation foundation (before writing) 

Step 1: complete the four-step transformation test  

Step 2: develop your core theme  

Step 3: map stakeholder value priorities 

Step 4: gather proof points for expertise section 

 

Phase 2: structure creation (30 minutes) 

Step 1: create six section headers  

Step 2: write one-sentence purpose for each section  

Step 3: list key points for each section  

Step 4: check logical flow between sections 
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Phase 3: content development (section by section) 

Background section: 

-​ draft the story using customer's words 

-​ choose challenge format (questions, issues, or perspectives) 

-​ write closing that sets up solution 

 

Solution section: 

-​ apply why-how-what to major steps 

-​ integrate timeline milestones 

-​ connect each step to transformation progress 

 

Expertise section: 

-​ structure around transformation proof 

-​ use STAR framework for case studies 

-​ connect credentials to transformation capability 

 

Investment section: 

-​ lead with total transformation cost 

-​ group breakdown logically 

-​ use theme-aligned language 

 

Value section: 

-​ choose appropriate value levels 

-​ write ROI as transformation narrative 

-​ address multiple stakeholder priorities 
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Phase 4: quality control (15 minutes) 

Transformation check: 

-​ Does each section advance the transformation story of the core theme? 

-​ Is it clear why the change is necessary? 

-​ Are benefits specific and measurable? 

 

Clarity check: 

-​ Read aloud for flow 

-​ Check sentence length 

-​ Eliminate jargon and filler 

 

Completeness check: 

-​ Are all six blocks present? 

-​ Does logical flow work? 

-​ Are the next steps clear? 
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Quick reference tools 

Transformation assessment checklist 

Before writing, ensure you have: 

​ customer's exact problem statement 

​ their desired future state (in their words) 

​ specific change requirements 

​ quantifiable transformation benefits 

​ stakeholder hot buttons identified 

​ competitive advantages defined 
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Proposal structure template 

Background section: 

-​ Story: current situation → core problem → implications 

-​ Key challenges: [choose format based on buyer type] 

-​ Closing: objectives that set up solution 

Solution section: 

-​ Major step 1: Why → How → What 

-​ Major step 2: Why → How → What 

-​ Timeline: milestones as transformation progress, include visual 

Expertise section: 

-​ Abilities: team capabilities for this transformation 

-​ Capabilities: methods that enable this outcome 

-​ Proof points: STAR case studies 

Investment section: 

-​ Total transformation investment: $x 

-​ Logical breakdown with percentages 

-​ Theme-aligned language 

Value section: 

-​ Multi-level value for different stakeholders 

-​ ROI narrative structure 

-​ Justification of transformation worth  
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Section-by-section transformation guide 

Background: establish transformation necessity 

-​ Does the reader understand why change is urgent? 

-​ Are current state problems specific? 

-​ Is the desired future state clear? 

 

Solution: describe transformation path 

-​ Does each step advance the transformation? 

-​ Are transformation benefits obvious? 

-​ Is the change approach logical? 

 

Expertise: prove transformation capability 

-​ Does expertise directly enable this transformation? 

-​ Are case studies relevant to this change? 

-​ Is proof convincing for this specific outcome? 

 

Investment: price transformation value 

-​ Does investment feel proportional to transformation? 

-​ Is breakdown logical and clear? 

-​ Does language align with the core theme? 

 

Value: justify transformation worth 

-​ Are benefits specific to this transformation? 

-​ Do value levels match stakeholder priorities? 

-​ Is the ROI story credible and compelling? 
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Language that works vs. Language that kills 

Transformation language that works: 

-​ "When this change happens, you'll..." 

-​ "This transformation eliminates..." 

-​ "After implementation, your team will..." 

-​ "The result is a fundamental shift from..." 

 

Generic language that kills: 

-​ "Our solution provides..." 

-​ "We will help you optimize..." 

-​ "This platform enables..." 

-​ "You'll benefit from enhanced..." 

 

Urgency language that works: 

-​ "Every day without this change costs..." 

-​ "While your competitors struggle with..." 

-​ "Your window to capture this advantage..." 

-​ "The market is moving toward..." 

 

Weak urgency language: 

-​ "It would be beneficial to..." 

-​ "You might want to consider..." 

-​ "This could potentially help..." 

-​ "At some point, you'll need to..." 
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Common transformation mistakes and how to avoid them 

Mistake 1: assuming the need for change 

What it looks like: writing proposals based on what you think they need  

Why it kills deals: customer doesn't own the problem  

Fix: only write proposals for customer-stated transformation needs 

Mistake 2: weak transformation logic 

What it looks like: vague current state, unclear future state, generic change  

Why it kills deals: doesn't feel urgent or necessary  

Fix: use customer's specific language for all transformation elements 

Mistake 3: feature-focused solutions 

What it looks like: describing what your solution does instead of what it changes  

Why it kills deals: doesn't connect to transformation outcomes  

Fix: frame every solution element as transformation enablement 

Mistake 4: generic value propositions 

What it looks like: standard ROI calculations that could apply to anyone  

Why it kills deals: doesn't justify this specific transformation  

Fix: connect all value directly to their stated transformation needs 

Mistake 5: weak proof points 

What it looks like: general company credentials instead of transformation evidence  

Why it kills deals: doesn't prove you can deliver this specific change  

Fix: use only proof that demonstrates transformation capability 
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Check these before you send your proposal 

Foundation: 

​ customer has explicitly stated need for change 

​ transformation logic is clear and specific 

​ core theme connects to their transformation 

​ stakeholder value priorities identified 

Structure: 

​ all six blocks present and logical 

​ each section advances transformation story 

​ flow from current state to future state is clear 

​ change path is specific and achievable 

Content: 

​ customer's language used throughout 

​ transformation benefits are measurable 

​ proof points demonstrate transformation capability 

​ investment justified by transformation value 

Mechanics: 

​ writing is clear and conversational 

​ sentences average 15-18 words 

​ jargon eliminated 

​ active voice used consistently 

Quality: 

​ reads like a conversation, not a document 

​ transformation urgency is obvious 

​ next steps are clear 

​ competitive advantages are evident  
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The bottom line 

Your job isn't to write beautiful documents or showcase your capabilities. Your job is to help 

customers see that changing is better than staying the same, and that you're the best guide for 

that transformation. 

When you nail the transformation logic, everything else becomes easier. The solution becomes 

obvious. The value becomes clear. The investment becomes justified. The decision becomes 

inevitable. 

Remember: customers don't buy solutions, they buy transformations. Make yours impossible to 

ignore. 

Your next proposal starts with one question: "What transformation does this 

customer need, and why do they need it now?" 

Answer that, and winning becomes systematic. 
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Appendix A: Complete proposal example - Techflow 

solutions CRM implementation 

This appendix shows every step of the proposal writing process in action, from discovery 

insights to finished sections that win deals. 

 

The setup: discovery foundation 

Client profile: techflow solutions 

-​ company: B2B software company, 50 employees 

-​ industry: marketing automation tools for mid-market companies 

-​ growth stage: series b, expanding rapidly but sales process breaking down 

-​ key challenge: sales team can't keep up with growth demands 
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Key stakeholders identified 

Michael Helm - CEO 

-​ Role: final decision maker 

-​ Hot buttons:  board pressure for 35% growth: competitive positioning, scalable growth, 

investor confidence 

-​ Person: cares about sales and CRM (informed), visionary 

Sarah Andersen - VP Sales 

-​ Role: economic buyer 

-​ Hot buttons: team performance pressure: team productivity, quota achievement, rep 

frustration 

-​ Person: experienced sales manager (expert), pragmatic 

David Kim - IT director 

-​ Role: technical buyer 

-​ Hot buttons: system reliability, maintenance burden, security, integration concerns 

-​ Person: has built the previous system (expert), detail-oriented 
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Current situation (customer's words) 

"Our sales process is killing us. We're losing deals because it takes our reps 4.5 months to close 

anything, and half the time they can't even find the customer information they need during 

calls. We've got spreadsheets everywhere, our CRM is a mess, and good reps are getting 

frustrated because they can't do their jobs effectively. Meanwhile, our competitors are closing 

deals in 60 days while we're still trying to figure out what the customer bought from us last 

year." 

Transformation need analysis 

Current situation: manual sales process, scattered data, 4.5-month sales cycle, 18% close rate  

Desired future: streamlined process, unified data, 3-month cycle, 25% close rate  

Required change: CRM automation with workflow integration  

Transformation value: faster deals, higher close rates, happier reps 
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Transformation foundation work 

Four-step transformation test (completed) 

1. Current situation: "Right now, our sales reps are spending 40% of their time hunting for 

customer information instead of selling, and it's taking 4.5 months to close deals that should 

close in 3." 

2. Desired future: "We want our reps to have instant access to everything they need so they 

can close deals in 3 months with higher win rates." 

3. Required change: "We need to centralize all customer data and automate the workflow so 

reps can focus on selling instead of data entry." 

4. Transformation value: "This will let us handle 40% more opportunities with the same 

team while improving close rates, which gets us to our growth targets." 
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Core theme development process 

Step 1: customer's core problem "We're losing deals because our sales process is too slow 

and our reps can't access customer information quickly enough" 

Step 2: key stakeholder hot buttons 

-​ CEO: growth targets, competitive pressure, investor expectations 

-​ Sales VP: team productivity, quota achievement, rep retention 

-​ IT director: system integration, maintenance burden, security 

Step 3: evaluation criteria 

-​ speed to implementation and results 

-​ ROI  within 12 months 

-​ minimal disruption to current operations 

-​ proven solution with references 

Step 4: our unique advantage 

Industry-specific CRM with pre-built workflows for software companies, 30-day 

implementation, proven results with similar clients 

Core theme: "Accelerate revenue capture with instant customer intelligence that closes deals 

while competitors are still searching for data" 
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Stakeholder value mapping 

CEO (levels 4+5): strategic impact and financial returns 

-​ sales cycle reduction enables 40% more opportunities 

-​ competitive advantage through faster response 

-​ ROI  of 250% supports growth targets 

Sales VP (levels 3+4): usage and operational improvements 

-​ 95% user adoption within 30 days 

-​ call prep time from 15 minutes to 2 minutes 

-​ team satisfaction and retention 

IT director (levels 2+3): learning and implementation 

-​ team implements new system without coding 

-​ 99.9% uptime with automated backups 

-​ api integration with existing tools 
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Solution breakdown in action 

Level 1: transformation goal 

Goal: Accelerate Techflow's sales cycle from 4.5 months to 3 months while increasing close 

rates from 18% to 25% through unified customer intelligence and automated workflows. 

Level 2: major steps 

Major step 1: map current sales bottlenecks 

-​ identify where time gets lost in current process 

-​ document specific information gaps 

-​ understand rep workflow patterns 

Major step 2: configure CRM around their workflow 

-​ design customer intelligence screens 

-​ set up automated workflow triggers 

-​ create manager visibility dashboards 

Major step 3: pilot with high-performers 

-​ test with top 5 reps for 2 weeks 

-​ collect feedback and refine 

-​ build internal champions 

Major step 4: full rollout with support 

-​ train entire sales team 

-​ provide safety net during transition 

-​ optimize based on real usage 
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Level 3: specific actions (detailed breakdown) 

Major step 1: map current sales bottlenecks 

How do we identify where time gets lost? 

-​ Action 1.1: interview all 8 sales reps about daily workflow frustrations 

-​ Action 1.2: shadow 3 reps during actual customer calls to observe delays 

-​ Action 1.3: time how long it takes to access the 5 most-needed data points 

 

How do we document specific information gaps? 

-​ Action 1.4: audit current data sources (crm, spreadsheets, email) 

-​ Action 1.5: map customer journey touchpoints and data requirements 

-​ Action 1.6: identify which critical information is missing or scattered 

 

How do we understand rep workflow patterns? 

-​ Action 1.7: document typical call preparation sequence 

-​ Action 1.8: map follow-up activities and time requirements 

-​ Action 1.9: understand manager reporting and coaching needs 

 

 

270 



Major step 2: configure CRM around their workflow 

How do we design customer intelligence screens? 

-​ Action 2.1: create overview screens showing the 5 key data points reps need 

-​ Action 2.2: design call prep dashboards that populate automatically 

-​ Action 2.3: build mobile views for the 30% of team working remotely 

 

How do we set up automated workflow triggers? 

-​ Action 2.4: configure follow-up reminders based on deal stage 

-​ Action 2.5: set up alerts for stalled deals (14+ days no activity) 

-​ Action 2.6: create automated next-step suggestions based on customer behavior 

 

How do we create manager visibility dashboards? 

-​ Action 2.7: build pipeline reports for weekly sales meetings 

-​ Action 2.8: design coaching alerts for reps needing support 

-​ Action 2.9: create executive dashboards for board reporting 
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Major step 3: pilot with high-performers 

How do we test with top reps? 

-​ Action 3.1: select 5 top performers who embrace change 

-​ Action 3.2: provide intensive training on new workflows 

-​ Action 3.3: monitor usage and results for 2 weeks 

 

How do we collect feedback and refine? 

-​ Action 3.4: daily 15-minute check-ins during week 1 

-​ Action 3.5: formal feedback sessions at week 1 and week 2 

-​ Action 3.6: document what works vs. what needs adjustment 

 

How do we build internal champions? 

-​ Action 3.7: help pilot reps share wins with the broader team 

-​ Action 3.8: create success stories for company-wide rollout 

-​ Action 3.9: train pilot reps to mentor others during full rollout 
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Major step 4: full rollout with support 

How do we train the entire sales team? 

-​ Action 4.1: conduct role-specific training (inside sales, field sales, managers) 

-​ Action 4.2: focus on daily workflows, not system features 

-​ Action 4.3: provide job aids for most common tasks 

 

How do we provide a safety net during transition? 

-​ Action 4.4: keep old system running for 2 weeks as backup 

-​ Action 4.5: station support person on-site during first week 

-​ Action 4.6: create dedicated slack channel for quick questions 

 

How do we optimize based on real usage? 

-​ Action 4.7: monitor system usage patterns after 30 days 

-​ Action 4.8: adjust workflows based on actual vs. planned usage 

-​ Action 4.9: provide additional coaching for low-adoption users 
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Section-by-section writing examples 

Background section 

Story component 

Techflow Solutions has experienced explosive growth over the past 18 months, expanding from 

30 to 50 employees and adding three new product lines. While this growth has been exciting, it 

has exposed critical weaknesses in their sales process that are now limiting their ability to scale 

further. 

The company's sales team is drowning in manual work. Reps spend 40% of their time hunting 

for customer information across multiple spreadsheets, outdated CRM records, and email 

threads. A typical sales call requires 15 minutes of preparation just to gather basic customer 

history, and even then, critical information is often missing or outdated. This inefficiency has 

stretched their sales cycle to 4.5 months which is well above the industry average of 3.2 months. 

The problem is compounding. As techflow adds more customers and products, the data chaos 

grows worse. Reps report frustration with their inability to provide quick, accurate responses to 

customer questions. Management lacks visibility into pipeline health, making it difficult to 

forecast revenue or identify coaching opportunities. Meanwhile, competitors with streamlined 

processes are closing deals in 60-90 days while techflow is still gathering information for their 

proposals. 

Key challenges 

Three interconnected issues are preventing Techflow from achieving their growth potential: 

How can we accelerate decision-making when reps lack instant access to customer 

intelligence?  

Current information retrieval takes 10-15 minutes per customer interaction, creating delays that 

frustrate prospects and slow deal velocity. 
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How do we maintain service quality while scaling the team rapidly?  

New reps take 6 months to become productive because they must learn to navigate multiple 

disconnected systems before they can effectively sell. 

How can management provide effective coaching without real-time visibility into 

rep activities and pipeline health?  

Current reporting requires 2-3 hours of manual data compilation, making it impossible to 

identify and address performance issues quickly. 

Closing 

Our objective is to transform techflow's sales process from a manual, time-intensive operation 

into a streamlined, data-driven system that enables reps to focus on selling rather than 

searching. By implementing unified customer intelligence and automated workflows, we aim to 

reduce sales cycle time to 3 months, increase close rates from 18% to 25%, and improve team 

productivity by 40%. This transformation will position techflow to achieve their aggressive 

growth targets while maintaining the personalized service that differentiates them in the market. 
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Solution section 

Transformation goal 

Accelerate techflow's revenue capture by eliminating the information bottlenecks that currently 

extend sales cycles and frustrate both reps and prospects. 

Step 1: Map current sales bottlenecks (weeks 1-2) 

You mentioned that reps spend 40% of their time hunting for customer information instead of 

selling. Before we design any solution, we need to understand exactly where time gets lost and 

what information gaps create the biggest delays. 

We'll interview all 8 sales reps about their daily workflow frustrations, shadow 3 reps during 

actual customer calls to observe delays firsthand, and time how long it takes to access the 5 

most-needed data points. We'll also audit your current data sources and map customer journey 

touchpoints to identify which critical information is missing or scattered. 

This diagnostic gives us precise data on what's actually broken versus what we assume is broken. 

Instead of implementing a generic crm, we'll design a system that eliminates your specific 

bottlenecks and matches how your team actually works. 

Step 2: Configure CRM around their workflow (weeks 3-4) 

Your reps need customer intelligence at their fingertips, not buried in multiple systems. Rather 

than forcing them to learn new workflows, we'll configure the system around their existing 

patterns. 

We'll create customer overview screens showing the 5 key data points reps mentioned most, 

design call prep dashboards that populate automatically when they click a contact, and build 

mobile views for your remote team. We'll also set up automated workflow triggers for follow-up 

reminders based on deal stage and configure alerts for stalled deals. 
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Reps get instant access to everything they need for customer conversations. Call prep time drops 

from 15 minutes to 2 minutes, and the system proactively suggests next steps based on customer 

behavior. Your team becomes more responsive and professional in every interaction. 

Step 3: Pilot with high-performers (weeks 5-6) 

Rolling out to your entire team without testing creates unnecessary risk. By piloting with your 

top 5 reps first, we identify and fix issues before they affect your broader sales performance. 

We'll select your most adaptable high performers, provide intensive training on new workflows, 

and have them work in both systems for 2 weeks to compare performance. We'll hold daily 

check-ins during week 1 and formal feedback sessions to capture what works versus what needs 

adjustment. 

You get validated proof that the system works with your real customers and actual deals. Pilot 

reps become internal champions who can mentor others during rollout, and any configuration 

issues are resolved before affecting your entire team. 

Step 4: Full rollout with support (weeks 7-8) 

Your revenue can't stop while we implement, so we'll provide a safety net that ensures business 

continuity while your team adapts to the new system. 

We'll conduct role-specific training sessions focused on daily workflows rather than system 

features, keep your old system running for 2 weeks as backup, and station a support person 

on-site during the first week. We'll also create a dedicated slack channel for quick questions and 

monitor usage patterns to optimize based on real behavior. 

Your team transitions smoothly without losing deals or momentum. Within 30 days, reps are 

fully productive on the new system, and within 60 days, you're seeing measurable improvements 

in sales cycle time and close rates. 
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Supporting activities throughout 

Weekly executive updates: because Michael needs to report progress to the board, we'll 

provide weekly status reports that focus on business impact rather than technical details. 

Manager coaching support: because Sarah is concerned about team adoption, we'll work 

with sales managers to identify struggling users and provide targeted coaching. 

Technical integration monitoring: because David needs assurance about system reliability, 

we'll monitor all integrations and provide detailed uptime reports. 
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Implementation timeline 

                         Week 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8 

 

Map bottlenecks         ████████  

Configure CRM                   ████████ 

Pilot testing                           ████  

Full rollout                                ████  

Optimization                                    ████████ 

 

Key milestones:         ▲     ▲     ▲     ▲        ▲ 

                                start config pilot launch  complete 

 

Milestone details:  

Week 1: project kickoff and bottleneck analysis begins  

Week 3: CRM configuration starts based on workflow mapping  

Week 5: pilot testing with 5 top performers  

Week 7: full team rollout and training  

Week 8: optimization and ongoing support established 

Value delivery points:  

Week 2: current bottlenecks identified and prioritized  

Week 4: CRM configured for techflow's specific workflow  

Week 6: pilot proves 40% reduction in call prep time  

Week 8: full team operational with new system  

Week 12: target metrics achieved (3 month cycle, 25% close rate) 
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Expertise section 

Transformation promise 

"accelerate revenue capture with instant customer intelligence that closes deals while 

competitors are still searching for data" 

We have the right team for this transformation  

Lisa Silver, senior implementation consultant brings 8 years of experience specifically 

with B2B software companies. She led the CRM transformation at datacorp that reduced their 

sales cycle from 5.2 months to 3.1 months while increasing close rates by 35%. Lisa understands 

the unique challenges of scaling software sales teams and has helped 12 companies navigate 

similar transitions. 

Tim Smith, technical integration lead specializes in seamless CRM implementations that 

don't disrupt business operations. His background includes 15 CRM integrations with zero 

downtime, maintaining 99.9% uptime across all client installations. Marcus personally handles 

all API integrations and provides the technical reliability that it requires. 

Jennifer Baker, training director has trained over 200 sales reps on CRM adoption with 

average adoption rates of 95% within 30 days. Her background in adult learning ensures that 

training sticks and reps actually use the system daily, not just during the first week. 

Our methods directly enable this outcome  

Rapid revenue methodology: our proven 8-week implementation process is specifically 

designed for growing software companies. Unlike generic CRM implementations that take 6 

months, our methodology gets you to productivity in 60 days through parallel configuration and 

phased rollouts. 

Workflow-first design: we configure systems around how your team actually works, not how 

software companies think they should work. This approach eliminates the "system fighting" that 

causes most CRM implementations to fail. 
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Champion-based adoption: our pilot program creates internal advocates who drive adoption 

better than any external trainer. This peer-to-peer approach results in 40% faster adoption than 

traditional training methods. 

We've successfully delivered similar transformations  

Datacorp transformation 

Datacorp, a 60-person software company, was struggling with a 5 -month sales cycle and 

frustrated reps who spent 50% of their time on data entry instead of selling. They needed to 

reduce their cycle to 3 months while improving rep productivity and satisfaction. We 

implemented our rapid revenue methodology with workflow-first design and champion-based 

adoption, achieving a 3 -month average cycle within 90 days, increasing close rates by 35%, and 

improving rep satisfaction scores by 60%. 

Techstart success 

Techstart, a scaling SaaS company, was losing deals due to slow response times and inconsistent 

follow-up processes. They needed to accelerate response times and automate follow-up 

workflows to stay competitive. We configured automated triggers and mobile-first design for 

their field sales team, improving response time from 24 hours to 2 hours, which led to a 45% 

increase in qualified opportunities and 28% revenue growth. 

This expertise combination: experienced people, proven processes, and demonstrated results 

ensures we can deliver the acceleration transformation techflow needs to achieve their growth 

targets. 
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Investment section 

Your acceleration investment: $68,000 

Based on the transformation scope we've outlined with unified customer intelligence, automated 

workflows, and seamless team adoption your total investment is $68,000, structured to align 

with your implementation timeline and cash flow needs. 

Investment breakdown 

Foundation phase (40% - $27,200): core system configuration and data integration 

-​ CRM platform setup and customization 

-​ Data migration and cleansing 

-​ AP integrations with existing tools 

-​ Initial workflow automation configuration 

 

Transformation phase (35% - $23,800): implementation and adoption support 

-​ Pilot program management 

-​ Full team training and rollout 

-​ On-site support during transition 

-​ Workflow optimization and refinement 

 

Acceleration phase (25% - $17,000): sustained performance and optimization 

-​ 90-day success monitoring 

-​ Advanced feature training 

-​ Performance optimization 

-​ Ongoing support and adjustments 
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Why this structure works for Techflow 

This phased approach allows you to see transformation benefits within 30 days while spreading 

the investment across your implementation timeline. The structure also enables us to adjust 

scope between phases based on what we learn about your specific workflow patterns. 

Per rep, this investment is $1,360 and brings a complete transformation that handles everything 

from setup through optimization. The investment delivers enterprise-level capabilities at a 

fraction of the cost of building internally or using a traditional systems integrator. 

Value section 

Multi-stakeholder value 

Strategic growth acceleration 

This transformation directly supports your 35% growth target by eliminating the sales process 

bottlenecks that currently limit your team's capacity. When sales cycle time drops from 4.5 

months to 3 months, your team can handle 40% more opportunities with the same headcount. 

Combined with improved close rates from 18% to 25%, you're looking at 65% more closed deals 

annually, the growth acceleration that positions techflow as the market leader and impresses 

your board. 

Team productivity and satisfaction  

Your reps will stop fighting systems and start selling. Call prep time drops from 15 minutes to 2 

minutes, and automated workflows handle routine follow-ups. This frees up 16 hours per week 

per rep for actual selling activities. More importantly, your team's frustration with manual 

processes disappears, improving retention of your top performers and accelerating new hire 

productivity from 6 months to 3 months. 
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Reliable integration without headaches  

The system integrates seamlessly with your existing tools through standard apis, no custom 

coding required. You get 99.9% uptime with automated backups and monitoring that identifies 

issues before they affect users. Your team stays focused on strategic projects instead of 

troubleshooting CRM problems, and you maintain the security and reliability standards your 

organization depends on. 

Return on your investment 

Your current manual sales process costs $340,000 annually in lost productivity (40% of 8 reps' 

time at $85k each), but the real cost is the opportunities slipping away while your team searches 

for data instead of closing deals. 

When information access becomes instant and workflows become automated, your sales team 

transforms from administrators into revenue generators. Instead of spending 6 hours daily on 

data entry and information hunting, they invest that time in customer relationships and deal 

advancement. The result is a fundamental shift from reactive order-taking to proactive revenue 

acceleration. 
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Complete investment analysis: 

Direct project costs: $68,000 

-​ CRM platform and implementation services: $68,000 

-​ No additional software or equipment required 

 

Indirect costs: $48,100 

-​ Training time: 40 hours × 8 reps × $85/hour = $27,200 

-​ Testing and validation: 20 hours × 3 power users × $85/hour = $5,100 

-​ Data collection and migration support: 60 hours × 2 managers × $95/hour = $11,400 

-​ Project coordination: 40 hours × 1 project lead × $110/hour = $4,400 

 

Opportunity costs: $15,600 

-​ Reduced sales activity during 2-week transition: 16 hours × 8 reps × $85/hour = 

$10,880 

-​ Delayed deal advancement during system migration: estimated $4,720 in extended 

cycles 

 

Risk costs: $6,800 

-​ Contingency for implementation delays (10% of total): $6,800 

-​ Scope change buffer included in base pricing 

 

Total project investment: $138,500 

-​ Direct costs: $68,000 

-​ Indirect costs: $48,100 

-​ Opportunity costs: $15,600 

-​ Risk costs: $6,800 
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Annual benefits: 

 

Cost savings: $180,000 

-​ Productivity gains: $180,000 (eliminated manual work) 

 

Revenue gains: $265,000 

-​ Incremental revenue: $185,000 (40% more opportunities) 

-​ Revenue acceleration: $80,000 (faster deal closure) 

 

Total annual benefits: $445,000 

 

ROI calculation: 

-​ Net annual benefit: $445,000 - $138,500 = $306,500 

-​ ROI : ($306,500 ÷ $138,500) × 100 = 221% 

-​ Payback period: 4 months 

 

 

Conservative scenario analysis: even if we achieve only 75% of projected improvements: 

-​ sales cycle: 3.5 months instead of 3 months 

-​ productivity: 12 hours saved instead of 16 hours 

-​ close rate: 22% instead of 25% 

Result: $352,000 annual benefit, 203% ROI , 4-month payback 

This conservative scenario still delivers exceptional returns, demonstrating the transformation's 

value even under challenging conditions.  
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Success targets: 

Target 1: sales cycle acceleration  

Reduce average sales cycle from 4.5 months to 3 months after 4 months of use, tracked via CRM 

deal stage timestamps.  

Target 2: rep productivity improvement  

Reduce call prep time from 15 minutes to 2 minutes per customer interaction, time-track sample 

of 50 customer interactions monthly. Frees 16 hours/week per rep for selling activities after 2 

months of use.  

Target 3: close rate enhancement  

Increase close rate from 18% to 25%, tracked monthly via CRM opportunity reports. Achieved by 

6 months after implementation. 
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Measurement and follow-up plan: 

Month 1-2 (implementation phase): 

-​ weekly measurement of call prep time reduction 

-​ daily tracking of user adoption and system usage 

-​ bi-weekly progress reports to Sarah and Michael 

 

Month 3-4 (optimization phase): 

-​ monthly sales cycle analysis comparing pre/post implementation 

-​ quarterly close rate analysis with trend identification 

-​ monthly productivity reviews with individual reps 

 

Month 6+ (ongoing monitoring): 

-​ quarterly ROI validation reports 

-​ semi-annual success target review and adjustment 

-​ annual transformation impact assessment 
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Competitive advantage through speed 

While competitors struggle with 4-5 month sales cycles, Techflow becomes known for 

responsiveness and professionalism. Your reps access complete customer intelligence instantly, 

respond to questions within minutes instead of hours, and advance deals while competitors are 

still gathering information. This speed advantage compounds: faster response time leads to 

higher win rates, which leads to more referrals, which leads to faster growth. 

The strategic value extends beyond immediate ROI. You're building the scalable sales 

infrastructure that supports your next phase of growth, whether that's expanding into new 

markets, launching additional products, or scaling to 100+ employees. The transformation 

creates a sustainable competitive advantage that becomes harder for competitors to match over 

time. 
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Quality control in action 

Before/after comparisons 

Weak opening (before) 

"Thank you for the opportunity to submit this proposal. Techflow is a growing company that 

needs to improve their sales process. We are pleased to present our CRM solution for your 

consideration." 

Strong opening (after) 

"Techflow has experienced explosive growth over the past 18 months, but that growth has 

exposed critical weaknesses in their sales process. Reps spend 40% of their time hunting for 

customer information instead of selling, stretching sales cycles to 4.5 months while 

competitors close deals in 60-90 days." 

Why the difference matters: the strong version immediately demonstrates understanding of 

their specific situation and creates urgency for change. 

 

Weak value statement (before) 

"Our CRM system will improve your sales process efficiency and provide better customer data 

management capabilities." 

Strong value statement (after) 

"When sales cycle time drops from 4.5 months to 3 months, your team can handle 40% more 

opportunities with the same headcount, delivering $445,000 in annual value through 

productivity gains and revenue acceleration." 

Why the difference matters: the strong version provides specific, measurable outcomes tied 

to their business results. 
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Transformation tests applied 

Clarity test: ✓ can state transformation in one sentence: "accelerate techflow's revenue by 

eliminating information bottlenecks that extend sales cycles" 

Customer language test: ✓ uses their exact words: "hunting for customer information," 

"40% of their time," "4.5 months" 

Urgency test: ✓ clear cost of delay: competitors closing deals faster, growth targets at risk, 

team frustration 

Specificity test: ✓ measurable outcomes: 4.5 to 3 months, 18% to 25% close rate, $445,000 

value 

Common mistakes this proposal avoids 

Mistake 1: generic problem statements  

Avoided by: using techflow's specific language and data points 

 

Mistake 2: feature-focused solutions  

Avoided by: framing every solution element as transformation enablement 

 

Mistake 3: weak proof points 

Avoided by: using case studies that demonstrate identical transformations 

 

Mistake 4: vague value propositions  

Avoided by: connecting all value to their specific transformation needs 
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Templates and worksheets 

Transformation assessment worksheet 

Current situation: 

-​ specific problem: manual sales process, scattered data 

-​ measurable impact: 4.5-month cycle, 18% close rate 

-​ customer language: "hunting for customer information" 

 

Desired future: 

-​ specific outcome: streamlined process, unified data 

-​ measurable target: 3-month cycle, 25% close rate 

-​ customer language: "instant access to everything they need" 

 

Required change: 

-​ specific actions: CRM automation, workflow integration 

-​ success criteria: 40% productivity improvement 

-​ customer language: "focus on selling instead of data entry" 

 

Transformation value: 

-​ quantified benefit: $445,000 annual value 

-​ ROI  calculation: 221% within 18 months 

-​ strategic impact: sustainable competitive advantage 
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Quality control checklist 

Foundation: 

-​ [✓] customer explicitly stated need for change 

-​ [✓] transformation logic clear and specific 

-​ [✓] core theme connects to transformation 

-​ [✓] stakeholder value priorities identified 

 

Structure: 

-​ [✓] all six blocks present and logical 

-​ [✓] each block advances transformation story 

-​ [✓] flow from current to future state clear 

-​ [✓] transformation path specific and achievable 

 

Content: 

-​ [✓] customer's language used throughout 

-​ [✓] transformation benefits measurable 

-​ [✓] proof points demonstrate transformation capability 

-​ [✓] investment justified by transformation value 

 

Mechanics: 

-​ [✓] writing clear and conversational 

-​ [✓] sentences average 15-18 words 

-​ [✓] jargon eliminated 

-​ [✓] active voice used consistently 
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This complete example shows how discovery insights become winning proposals through 

systematic application of the transformation framework. The key is discipline. Every word 

should advance the transformation story and prove you can deliver what you promise. 
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Appendix B: Reading and answering RFPs 

RFPs can feel like a special kind of torture. They arrive with impossible deadlines, ask for 

everything under the sun, and often feel like they were written by committee — because they 

were. Yet they remain one of the most common paths to significant B2B deals, especially in 

government and large enterprise. 

Most salespeople dutifully check boxes, address requirements, and hope their features shine 

brightest. But winning RFPs isn't only about meeting the requirements. Most often your 

competitors can tick the boxes as well. To stand out you should understand what transformation 

the organization actually needs and prove you can deliver it. 

This appendix shows you how to apply everything from this book to the challenges of RFP 

responses. It assumes that you don't get to do stakeholder meetings or discovery calls. It's just 

you and the RFP document that may or may not reveal what they really need. 

Why RFPs still matter (even when they drive you crazy) 

RFPs persist because they solve real organizational problems, even if they create headaches for 

sellers. They provide: 

-​ Audit trails for large expenditures and regulated industries 

-​ Standardized comparisons when multiple stakeholders need to evaluate options or it 

is mandatory 

-​ Risk mitigation through documented processes and requirements 

-​ Political cover for decision-makers who need to show due diligence 

But here's the thing: every RFP is really asking the same question: "how will you help us 

transform from where we are now to where we want to be?" The challenge is figuring out what 

that transformation looks like when it's buried under layers of technical specifications and 

organization-speak. 
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The fundamental truth about RFPs 

Organizations don't issue RFPs because they're bored. They issue them because something isn't 

working, and they believe an external solution can fix it. Your job isn't only to respond to their 

list. It's to understand their transformation and prove you can deliver it. 

That should change how you approach RFP responses. 

Reading for transformation logic 

Before you write a single word, you need to extract the transformation story from the RFP. This 

isn't always easy. Some RFPs bury the real need under mountains of technical requirements. But 

the story is always there if you know how to look. 

Use the Situation → Future → Change ⇒ Value framework to decode what they actually 

need: 

The four-question RFP analysis 

1.​ Situation: what's broken, inefficient, or missing right now? 

2.​ Future: what will success look like when the change is complete? 

3.​ Change: what specific transformation do they need to make? 

4.​ Value: why is this transformation worth the effort and cost? 

Where to find each element 

Situation usually appears in: 

-​ background sections ("currently, our organization...") 

-​ problem statements ("due to recent challenges...") 

-​ performance metrics ("our current system takes 5 days to...") 
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Future vision appears in: 

-​ success criteria ("upon completion, users will...") 

-​ performance targets ("response time must improve to...") 

-​ strategic objectives ("this initiative supports our goal to...") 

Change requirements show up in: 

-​ technical specifications ("solution must provide...") 

-​ functional requirements ("the system shall...") 

-​ implementation timelines ("go-live date is...") 

Value expectations emerge from: 

-​ ROI  requirements ("payback period cannot exceed...") 

-​ efficiency gains ("reduce processing time by...") 

-​ risk mitigation ("ensure compliance with...") 
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An example 

Let's say an RFP includes this language: 

"Our current invoice processing system requires manual data entry, taking an average of 5 

days per invoice. Staff frequently work overtime during month-end close, and errors in 

manual entry have resulted in vendor payment delays. We seek an automated solution that 

can reduce processing time to 24 hours while maintaining accuracy above 99%." 

Transformation analysis: 

-​ Situation: manual invoice processing creates 5-day delays and overtime pressure 

-​ Future: 24-hour processing with 99%+ accuracy 

-​ Change: implement automated invoice processing system 

-​ Value: eliminate overtime costs, improve vendor relationships, reduce errors 

Notice how the transformation goes beyond "they need invoice software" to "they need to 

transform from manual, error-prone processes to automated, reliable ones." 

Red flags that signal weak transformation logic 

Some RFPs make this analysis nearly impossible: 

-​ Vague current state: "our current system is outdated" 

-​ Generic future vision: "we want to modernize our infrastructure" 

-​ Unclear change requirements: "solution should improve efficiency" 

-​ Missing value connection: no explanation of why this matters 

When you encounter these red flags, you have two choices: ask clarifying questions (if allowed) 

or decide whether the RFP is worth pursuing. Sometimes the smartest move is to walk away, 

especially if the proposal requires a substantial time commitment and includes financial or legal 

risks. 
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Identifying organizational priorities from RFP content 

If you can't meet stakeholders, you need to become a detective. The RFP language contains clues 

about what the organization really cares about. You just need to know where to look. 

The language pattern method 

Pay attention to what gets emphasized through repetition and positioning: 

Repeated words or phrases  

If "user-friendly" appears twelve times, that's not an accident. Someone is worried about 

adoption. If "security" dominates every section, compliance is probably their biggest concern. 

Evaluation criteria weights 

How they score responses reveal priorities. If technical capability is 60% of the scoring but cost 

is only 10%, they're willing to pay for the right solution. 

Timeline pressures 

Aggressive deadlines signal urgency. If they need implementation in 60 days, they're probably in 

crisis mode or have external pressure. 

Success metrics  

How they plan to measure results tells you what they actually care about. Are they tracking user 

adoption? Cost savings? Compliance metrics? Processing speed? 
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Reading between the lines 

"Must integrate with existing systems" often means: 

-​ they've been burned by implementations that disrupted workflows 

-​ change management is a major concern 

-​ they want minimal disruption during rollout 

"Proven track record in [industry]" suggests: 

-​ they believe their situation is unique 

-​ they've seen solutions fail in similar environments 

-​ industry expertise matters more than general capability 

"Scalable solution" typically indicates: 

-​ they're planning for growth 

-​ current systems are already strained 

-​ they don't want to repeat this buying process soon 

The five-level value framework in RFP context 

Even without stakeholder meetings, you can predict what different organizational levels care 

about: 

End users (mentioned in user requirements): ease of use, training, daily workflow impact​
Technical teams (evident in technical specs): integration, maintenance, security ​
Operations (shown in process requirements): efficiency, reliability, scalability ​
Management (revealed in success metrics): performance improvement, risk reduction ​
Executives (clear in business case): ROI , competitive advantage, strategic alignment 

Structure your response to address the value levels most prominent in the RFP language. 
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Developing your core theme from RFP content 

Your core theme is your unique promise about their transformation. It should connect their 

current situation to their desired future through your specific approach to change. 

The RFP theme formula 

Organizational problem + priority signals + evaluation criteria + your unique 

advantage = core theme 

Theme development process 

Step 1: extract the core problem from the RFP "what's the fundamental issue driving this 

RFP?" 

Step 2: identify the strongest priority signals "what does their language tell me they care about 

most?" 

Step 3: note their evaluation criteria "how will they judge success?" 

Step 4: define your unique advantage for this specific situation "why are we uniquely 

positioned to deliver this transformation?" 

Step 5: synthesize into a compelling theme "what's our unique promise for their 

transformation?" 

Example theme development 

RFP context: healthcare organization needs patient scheduling system 

Problem: "current scheduling system causes 30% no-show rate due to poor patient 

communication and conflicts" 
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Priority signals: patient satisfaction mentioned 8 times, staff efficiency emphasized in 

evaluation criteria 

Evaluation criteria: 40% implementation speed, 35% user adoption, 25% cost 

Unique advantage: healthcare-specific system with built-in patient engagement tools 

Core theme: "Transform patient scheduling from a source of frustration into a competitive 

advantage through rapid deployment of healthcare-optimized scheduling that patients actually 

use." 

Notice how this theme connects their current situation (frustration) to their desired future 

(competitive advantage) through your unique change approach (healthcare-optimized, rapid 

deployment). 

Mapping RFP requirements to the proposal structure 

Now you need to organize all this analysis into a proposal that tells a compelling transformation 

story. Use the six universal blocks, but adapt them for the RFP context. 

The RFP mapping process 

Step 1: list every requirement from the RFP 

Step 2: categorize by transformation framework element  

Step 3: assign to appropriate proposal section  

Step 4: identify gaps where transformation logic needs strengthening 
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Mapping template 

RFP content Transformation element Proposal block 

current system limitations situation background 

performance problems situation background 

technical requirements change solution 

implementation timeline change solution 

success criteria future background (objectives) 

ROI  expectations value value 

evaluation criteria value value 
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Common mapping challenges 

Requirements that don't fit the transformation: sometimes RFPs include legacy 

requirements that don't serve the real transformation. Address them briefly but don't let them 

dominate your narrative. 

Scattered transformation elements: large RFPs often repeat the same transformation 

elements across multiple sections. Consolidate them into a coherent story. 

Missing transformation pieces: if the RFP lacks clear situation or value statements, you 

may need to infer them from context and requirements. 
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Writing your RFP response using the six blocks 

Apply the approach summarized in chapter 16, but adapt it for the RFP constraints and 

opportunities. 

Background section: establishing transformation necessity 

Structure: 

-​ Current situation: synthesize their stated problems and constraints 

-​ Key challenges: organize their pain points logically 

-​ Objectives: connect their requirements to transformation goals 

RFP-specific approach: use their exact language where possible. If they say "current system 

creates bottlenecks," don't say "existing inefficiencies." mirror their terminology to show you 

understand their specific situation. 

Example opening: "Your current invoice processing system creates a 5-day bottleneck that 

cascades through your entire month-end close process. Manual data entry not only delays 

vendor payments but forces your accounting team into overtime cycles that undermine 

work-life balance and increase error rates. This isn't just a systems issue, it's a business 

continuity challenge that affects vendor relationships and team morale." 

Solution section: describing the transformation path 

Apply the Why-How-What framework to your solution elements: 

Why: Connect each solution component to their transformation needs  

How: Explain your specific approach to implementation  

What: Describe the transformation outcome this creates 

RFP-specific adaptation: Address requirements in logical groupings, not the order they 

appear in the RFP (unless it is mandatory or useful). Create a flow that tells the transformation 

story. 
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Example structure: 

1.​ Assessment and planning: understanding their current state 

2.​ System configuration: building their transformation capability 

3.​ Integration and testing: ensuring change doesn't disrupt operations 

4.​ Training and rollout: enabling their team to use the new capability 

5.​ Optimization: achieving full transformation value 

Expertise section: proving transformation capability 

Structure your proof around: 

-​ Abilities: team members who've delivered similar transformations 

-​ Capabilities: methods that enable this specific change 

-​ Proof points: results from comparable transformations 

RFP-specific focus: use case studies that match their industry, size, or specific challenges. If 

they're worried about user adoption, show how you've solved adoption problems. If they 

emphasize compliance, prove your compliance track record. 

Investment section: pricing the transformation 

Lead with the transformation price: "Your invoice processing transformation investment: 

$125,000" 

Structure by transformation phases: 

-​ Foundation (40%): assessment and core system setup 

-​ Implementation (35%): configuration and integration 

-​ Enablement (25%): training and optimization 

RFP-specific considerations: some RFPs require specific pricing formats. Adapt your 

structure to their requirements while maintaining transformation language. 
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Value section: quantifying transformation worth 

Connect value to their stated objectives: if they want 24-hour processing, show the value 

of speed. If they emphasize accuracy, quantify error reduction benefits. 

Use their metrics where possible: if they mentioned overtime costs, calculate overtime 

savings. If they cited vendor relationship issues, show relationship improvement value. 

Multi-level value for different organizational concerns. 

Show that you are willing to establish measurement points and have a plan for implementing the 

measurements. That will most certainly set you apart from the competition. 
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Common RFP pitfalls through a transformation lens 

Pitfall 1: responding to features instead of transformation 

What it looks like: checking off requirements without connecting to transformation outcomes 

Example: "Our system includes automated data entry, real-time reporting, and mobile access." 

Transformation fix: "When your team can process invoices in 24 hours instead of 5 days, 

they transform from reactive processors to proactive business partners who can focus on 

strategic vendor relationships instead of manual data entry." 

Pitfall 2: missing the situation → future → change logic 

What it looks like: jumping straight to solution without establishing transformation necessity 

Fix: always start with their current situation and desired future before explaining your change 

approach. 

Pitfall 3: ignoring organizational priority signals 

What it looks like: generic responses that don't address their specific concerns 

Fix: tailor your language and emphasis to match their priority signals. If they emphasize 

security, lead with security benefits. 

Pitfall 4: weak transformation value 

What it looks like: vague value claims that could apply to anyone 

Fix: connect all value directly to their stated transformation needs using their metrics and 

language. 
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When not to respond 

Sometimes the smartest move is to walk away. Here's when RFPs aren't worth pursuing: 

When transformation logic is missing 

If you can't extract a clear Situation → Future → Change ⇒ Value logic from the RFP, and 

clarifying questions aren't allowed, you're probably just a price check. 

Red flags: 

-​ vague problem statements 

-​ generic requirements that could apply to any organization 

-​ no clear success metrics 

-​ evaluation criteria focused only on price 

-​ no discussions with decision makers 

When the RFP feels like a competitor's playbook 

If requirements seem tailored to a specific vendor's capabilities, you're probably fighting an 

uphill battle. 

Signs of a rigged process: 

-​ highly specific technical requirements that match known competitor products 

-​ evaluation criteria that favor one approach over others 

-​ timeline that only an incumbent could meet 

-​ reference requirements that seem designed to exclude outsiders 
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When you can't deliver the transformation 

Be honest about your capabilities. If the RFP requires a transformation you can't deliver, don't 

waste time crafting a response. 

Ask yourself: 

-​ Can we actually deliver the change they need? 

-​ Do we have the right resources and expertise? 

-​ Would this be profitable for both parties? 

-​ Can we implement within their constraints? 

Strategic exceptions 

Sometimes you might respond even when odds are low: 

Relationship building: getting on their radar for future opportunities ​
Market intelligence: learning about their needs and competitors ​
Practice opportunity: improving your RFP response capabilities 

Just be clear about your real objectives and invest your time accordingly. 
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Transformation quality control 

Before submitting your response, test it against these criteria: 

The transformation clarity test 

​ Can you state their current situation in one sentence? 

​ Can you describe their desired future in one sentence? 

​ Can you explain the required change in one sentence? 

​ Can you quantify the transformation value in one sentence? 

The RFP alignment test 

​ Does your response address their priority signals? 

​ Are you using their language and terminology? 

​ Have you connected requirements to transformation outcomes? 

​ Does your proposal tell a coherent transformation story? 

The competitive advantage test 

​ Is your unique approach to their transformation clear? 

​ Have you differentiated from generic responses? 

​ Are your proof points relevant to their specific situation? 

​ Would they choose you based on transformation capability? 

The reality test 

​ Can you actually deliver what you're promising? 

​ Is the timeline realistic for both parties? 

​ Are you profitable at the proposed investment level? 

​ Would you want to work with this client? 
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Your RFP response process 

Here's your step-by-step approach for turning RFPs into winning proposals: 

Phase 1: transformation analysis 

Step 1: Read the entire RFP once for overall context  

Step 2: Extract Situation → Future  → Change⇒ value elements  

Step 3: Identify organizational priority signals  

Step 4: Assess transformation logic strength  

Step 5: Decide: respond or walk away? 

Phase 2: response planning 

Step 1: develop your core theme  

Step 2: map RFP requirements to proposal sections  

Step 3: identify proof points for expertise section  

Step 4: outline transformation value story  

Step 5: create response timeline 

Phase 3: writing 

Step 1: background section - establish transformation necessity 

Step 2: solution section - describe transformation path  

Step 3: expertise section - prove transformation capability  

Step 4: investment section - price the transformation  

Step 5: value section - quantify transformation worth 
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Phase 4: quality control 

Step 1: run transformation clarity test  

Step 2: check RFP alignment  

Step 3: verify competitive advantage  

Step 4: confirm reality test  

Step 5: final proofread and polish 

 

The bottom line 

RFPs are transformation requests disguised as vendor evaluations. Organizations don't issue 

them for fun. They issue them because something needs to change, and they believe an external 

partner can help. 

Your job isn't to just respond to their list of requirements. Your job is to understand their 

transformation needs and prove you can deliver the change they need. When you approach RFPs 

this way, you're not just another vendor. You're the partner who "gets it." 

The best RFP responses don't just answer questions. They tell transformation stories that make 

saying "yes" feel inevitable. That's how you turn procurement exercises into partnerships. 

Every RFP is asking the same fundamental question: "how will you help us transform from 

where we are to where we want to be?" answer that question compellingly, and you'll win more 

than your share of RFPs. 
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Appendix C: Suggested reading 

Go for no! Yes is the destination, no is how you get there 

Authors: Richard Fenton and Andrea Waltz​
Publication year: 2007​
Full title: Go for no! Yes is the destination, no is how you get there 

Description: This book presents a counterintuitive approach to sales success by reframing 

rejection as a positive step toward eventual success. The authors argue that salespeople should 

actively seek out "no" responses because they lead to more "yes" responses through increased 

activity and resilience. 

Relevance to proposal writing: The mindset shift from avoiding rejection to embracing it as 

part of the process helps maintain motivation and persistence when submitting proposals. The 

book's core message, that hearing "no" more often leads to hearing "yes" more often, directly 

applies to the proposal submission process where rejection rates can be high. Looking for 

information that might kill the deal as early as possible saves time in not writing as many 

proposals. 

 

Spin Selling 

Author: Neil Rackham​
Publication year: 1988​
Full title: Spin Selling 

Description: Based on extensive research involving over 35,000 sales calls, this book 

introduces the spin methodology (situation, problem, implication, need-payoff) for consultative 

selling. Rackham's approach focuses on asking strategic questions to uncover client needs rather 

than pushing product features. 
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Relevance to proposal writing: Fundamental for understanding how to structure proposals 

around client needs rather than service features. The spin questioning technique helps proposal 

writers gather the right information during pre-proposal discovery meetings and structure their 

responses to address the client's specific problems and desired outcomes. The book's emphasis 

on understanding the buying process is crucial for timing and positioning proposals effectively. 

 

Solution Selling: Creating buyers in difficult selling markets 

Author: Michael T. Bosworth​
Publication year: 1995​
Full title: Solution Selling: Creating buyers in difficult selling markets 

Description: This book presents a systematic approach to selling complex, high-value 

solutions by focusing on the customer's buying process rather than the seller's selling process. 

Bosworth emphasizes the importance of understanding buyer psychology and creating value 

through problem-solving. 

Relevance to proposal writing: Directly applicable to B2B proposal writing where complex 

solutions are being sold. The book's focus on understanding the buyer's journey and pain points 

is essential for crafting compelling proposals. The solution-selling methodology helps proposal 

writers structure their responses to demonstrate clear value and return on investment, moving 

beyond feature-based proposals to outcome-focused ones. 

 

Influence: The psychology of persuasion 

Author: Robert B. Cialdini​
Publication year: 1984 (various editions published since, with latest expanded edition in 

2021)​
Full title: Influence: the psychology of persuasion 
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Description: This seminal work identifies six universal principles of persuasion: reciprocity, 

commitment and consistency, social proof, liking, Authority, and scarcity. Based on extensive 

psychological research, the book explains how these principles work and how to use them 

ethically. 

Relevance to proposal writing: Critical for understanding how to structure proposals to be 

more persuasive and compelling. The six principles provide a framework for crafting proposals 

that naturally influence decision-makers. For example, using social proof through case studies, 

establishing Authority through credentials, and creating commitment through clear next steps. 

This book helps proposal writers understand the psychological factors that drive 

decision-making. 

 

The ultimate sales machine: turbocharge your business with 

relentless focus on 12 key strategies 

Author: Chet Holmes​
Publication year: 2007​
Full title: The ultimate sales machine: turbocharge your business with relentless focus on 12 

key strategies 

Description: Holmes presents a systematic approach to sales and business growth based on 

mastering a limited number of core strategies through repetitive practice. The book emphasizes 

the importance of education-based marketing and becoming a trusted advisor to clients. 

Relevance to proposal writing: Valuable for understanding how to position proposals as 

educational tools rather than sales pitches. The book's "dream 100" concept helps identify and 

target the most valuable prospects for proposal opportunities. Holmes' emphasis on 

education-based marketing translates directly to creating proposals that educate buyers about 

their problems and solutions, establishing the writer as a trusted advisor. 
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Kirkpatrick/Phillips 5 level evaluation model 

Authors: Donald Kirkpatrick and Jack Phillips​
Publication year: Kirkpatrick model originated in 1959; Phillips added the 5th level in the 

1990s​
Full title: the Kirkpatrick four-level training evaluation model  

Description: This evaluation framework measures training effectiveness across multiple 

levels: reaction, learning, behavior, results, and ROI  (added by phillips). The model provides a 

systematic approach to demonstrating the value and impact of training and development 

programs. 

Relevance to proposal writing: Essential for proposals involving training, development, or 

any initiative where ROI  measurement is critical. The five-level model provides a framework for 

structuring proposals to clearly demonstrate how success will be measured and what return on 

investment the client can expect. This systematic approach to evaluation helps proposal writers 

address one of the most common client concerns: "how will we know if this worked?" 

 

Thinking, fast and slow 

Author: Daniel Kahneman​
Publication year: 2011​
Full title: thinking, fast and slow 

Description: Nobel prize winner Kahneman explores the two systems of thinking that drive 

human decision-making: system 1 (fast, intuitive, emotional) and system 2 (slow, deliberate, 

logical). The book reveals how cognitive biases affect our judgments and decisions. 

Relevance to proposal writing: Crucial for understanding how decision-makers process 

information and make choices. The insights about cognitive biases help proposal writers 

structure their documents to work with, rather than against, natural human decision-making 

patterns. Understanding system 1 and system 2 thinking helps writers create proposals that are 

both emotionally compelling (system 1) and logically sound (system 2). 
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Million dollar consulting: The professional's guide to growing a 

practice 

Author: Alan Weiss​
Publication year: 1992 (multiple editions since, with 6th edition in 2022)​
Full title: million dollar consulting: the professional's guide to growing a practice 

Description: Weiss provides a comprehensive guide to building a successful consulting 

practice, focusing on value-based pricing, relationship building, and positioning oneself as a 

trusted advisor. The book emphasizes the importance of focusing on outcomes rather than 

activities. 

Relevance to proposal writing: Fundamental for consultants and service providers who 

need to write proposals that command premium fees. The book's emphasis on value-based 

pricing translates directly to creating proposals that focus on outcomes and benefits rather than 

time and materials. Weiss's approach to positioning and relationship building is essential for 

winning high-value proposal opportunities and establishing long-term client relationships. 
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