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How to Not Write Proposals Like an Amateur
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What is our job as a Proposal Professional?

To win in today’s competitive environment, we must

▪ Pursue a distinctive and compelling win strategy (“why us”), that is expertly executed in 
capture, and convincingly documented in the proposal

▪ All three conditions are necessary; no single one is sufficient to win

Our job is to express our win strategy in the proposal by 

1. Transferring knowledge

2. with few interpretive errors

3. that creates long-term retention

4. to persuade the reader to pick us

5. and relieve them from boredom



©1996–2023 APMP Western Chapter. All Rights Reserved

To accomplish these five steps

Our writing must engage the reader on a journey from
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What we must do as authors

As authors, we have the burden of logical reasoning and must provide a clear path from facts 
and data to understanding and persuasion:

▪ If the reader must draw their own conclusions, we have left the door open for interpretative 
errors and have created frustration

Evaluators read our proposals based on four levels:

▪ Our narrative must capture complexity and nuance while communicating insights clearly and 
concisely

▪ Graphics should inform and take the reader each step of the way down our path of logical 
reasoning
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Are we amateurs?

▪ So many things can go wrong when we write proposals:

―Our writing style can be bloated and self-centered leaving the reader to not liking you

―The words we use can be cryptic and abstruse leaving the reader confused

―The syntax we use can be convoluted and ambiguous leaving the reader to guess at our 
meaning

―The sequence of sentences and paragraphs can be disjointed and choppy making the 
reader miss the main idea and tune out

▪ We tend to write in a style and manner we have honed over years just like our signatures, and 
we continue to do so out of habit even though we are aware that we may not be achieving our 
objectives of clearly informing, conveying judgment with persuasion, and inspiring the reader

▪ So, are we amateurs? Recent research suggests the smarter you are, the more likely you are to 
act irrationally and write like an amateur
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Our job is really, really, really hard

Because it’s hard, we easily fall into the temptation to

▪ Focus on the deadline over the story

▪ The process over the content

▪ Using what we’ve written for others

▪ Writing to ourselves instead of the customer

The real reason is not because it’s hard…

▪ Instead, the real reason that we sometimes write like 
amateurs is because of the Curse of Knowledge

▪ This curse makes it near impossible for us to think like 
communicate with the evaluators



©1996–2023 APMP Western Chapter. All Rights Reserved

The four traps of the curse of knowledge

Studies have concluded that 30% of GDP is linked to persuasion; but rather than persuade, 
business communication has become devoid of any meaning because of four traps:
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The obscurity trap

▪ Pride leads to Jargon: we try to impress versus inform, but end up using

jargon and terminology the reader doesn’t understand

▪ Purposeful Obfuscation (or MSU) leads to Bloat: we fear using concrete

language—creating evasiveness instead of persuasion—to manage risk/

liability or it’s simply because we don’t know what to write, so we end up

writing too much creating turgid mush

▪ Apathy leads to Romanticizing: we don’t know how to make the topic exciting since we don’t 

understand its importance to the reader, and our writing ends up gratuitously glamorizing 

ourselves or the client without substance

▪ If we focus on informing over impressing, we can avoid falling into the obscurity trap
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The anonymity trap

▪ Laziness leads to overuse of Templates and Pre-canned Material: you believe

that what worked before will work again, even though you know that the

customer is not the same and may have different objectives

▪ Lack of preparation and win strategy leads to Stating the Obvious: you don’t

know the customer well enough to differentiate your offering, but you still

believe that you will win, simply “because”

▪ How do you know when you have become anonymous? Replace your name with any of your 

competitors’ names and the proposal is still believable

▪ Your business personality is a part of why customers buy from you: If your proposal doesn’t 

reflect your business personality or is inauthentic to it, your customers will see right through it

▪ Deliver a message you care about, and “own who you are,” and you can avoid falling into this 

trap
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The hard-sell trap

▪ Lack of confidence leads to using Superfluous Phrases: we’re not sure why the

customer should select us, so we make up for it with redundant self-praise

▪ Fear of losing leads to Empty Promises: we erode trust by offering promises

that are not credible or have no value or meaning to our customer

▪ How do you know when we’re selling too hard? When there is nothing left in

the proposal after we remove all the self-aggrandizing words and phrases

▪ If we don’t know our Value Proposition, which is all about our customer—not us—then all we can do 

is offer empty promises and superfluous writing

▪ Use Feature (what makes us different) – Benefit (why you should care) – Evidence (why you 

should believe us) to avoid falling into this trap: 

– Use Benefit – Feature – Evidence in the executive summary to get to the point quickly

– Use Feature – Benefit – Evidence in the detailed sections of the proposal to help create 

coherent logic in the narrative
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The tedium trap

• No customer intimacy or clear win strategy leads to Tedious Generalization: we
don’t know what is of interest and that differentiates us competitively, so we
write generalizations that are truisms but of little meaning to the reader

• How do we know when we have fallen into the tedium trap? When we end up
asking the question “so what, what was the point of the story?”

• Genuinely care about the customer and connect with them by making it clear
we understand their needs and issues

• Weave the story of “why us” through the proposal or our proposal will fade into mediocrity—we 
want to make it easy for our customer to decide

• Use pertinent facts and details to make the story come to life and use “magic words” that create 
intrigue and capture the reader’s attention. “Magic words” help change minds, engage the reader, 
and drive action by turning actions into identities, turning should into could, converting plausibility 
to certainties, and conveying timidness into confidence 

• Ghost our competitors to prompt the reader to ask questions about them
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We’ve got to have a process!
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Don’t start writing yet! Create an Annotated Mock-Up (AMU)
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We’ll need a structure

Alternative (Eliminated) 
Approaches

Meeting Schedule and 
Risk

Past Performance/Prior 
Experience

Why Us? 

The Heading

Thesis Statement

Understanding

Selected Approach, 
Features & Benefits
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Use graphics to tell complex stories
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Our job is to effectively communicate
with every reader!

▪ Text-oriented
▪ Detail-oriented

▪ Skimmers
▪ Graphics-oriented
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Action Captions—what’s the message?
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What type of graphic to use?

Choose the appropriate type of graphic:

1. Focus Boxes: top-level overview of the benefits of your 

approach and supports claims with facts and data

2. Flowcharts and organization charts: sequential or 

reporting relationships

3. Graphs: relationship of two or more variables and how 

those variables change

4. Illustrations and diagrams: give substance to conceptual 

objects and provide a level of detail that photographs 

cannot begin to show

5. Maps, plots, plans, and layouts: topographical 

relationships, including scale and distance

6. Photographs: convey realism and authenticity; show you 

have already built it!

7. Tables: explain comparisons, trends, and technical detail



©1996–2023 APMP Western Chapter. All Rights Reserved

Five keys to writing style
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Make your messages clear
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Short words, big messages
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So, how’s it looking?

How good is your proposal?

▪ Does it respond to the requirements and implement the win strategy?

▪ Does it SELL?

▪ Did you prove every claim?

Will the reader be able to answer these questions?

▪ What are you offering?

▪ How is it better?

▪ How are you going to do it?

▪ How is that better?

Why should the customer believe you?
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The 7Cs

You can download our 7 Cs 
as a wallchart by scanning 
the QR code in our “SMA 
Way: A Style Guide for 
Proposal Writers” book
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So, why write a style guide for proposal writers?
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Any questions?

dick.eassom@smawins.com

https://smawins.com 

Thanks to the SMA team of reviewers, graphic artists, and desktop 
publishers who supported The SMA Way:

Ajay Patel, CF APMP; Jacque Keats, CF APMP; Dr. Elizabeth Stillman, CF APMP; 
Patricia Ventura Parra; Tom Paisley; Xanat ML; and Estevan Garcia Téllez

mailto:dick.eassom@smawins.com
https://smawins.com/
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