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A Note to the Reader

This book is intended for leaders and teams making decisions about business proposals, formal
tenders, and donor applications. It offers practical management guidance and should be read
alongside the requirements and rules governing each opportunity. It does not provide legal, tax,
or accounting advice.

Harbour Technical Services and Community Pathways are fictional organisations created for
the examples. Their situations, people, buyers, figures, and outcomes are illustrative. They are
not client accounts, endorsements, or claims about the author’s results.

The references identify the basis for selected factual points. Readers should check applicable
versions and current instructions before acting. The practical working tools may be adapted to

the scale and nature of the assignment.
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Introduction

The proposal reaches the executive on a crowded afternoon. The deadline is tomorrow. The team
has worked late, the price has changed twice, and several people are waiting for a signature.
Most pages look convincing. The opening promises dependable delivery. The schedule looks
tidy. The organisation’s experience appears impressive. A familiar question follows: “Are we
ready to submit?”

By this point, the most important decisions may already have been made without enough
attention. Someone accepted an uncertain requirement. Someone assumed that a specialist would
be available. A partner’s informal assurance became a firm commitment. A price was reduced
without changing the workload. The executive can improve a sentence, but a sentence cannot
repair a promise the organisation cannot keep.

This book is about those earlier decisions. It explains how to choose opportunities, develop
credible responses, and connect proposal work to the responsibilities that follow an award. Its
central argument is straightforward: a proposal should describe a commitment the organisation
has examined and is prepared to carry out. The word commitment is used here in a management
sense; the legal effect of an offer depends on its terms, the circumstances, and applicable law.
Good writing makes the intended undertaking understandable. Good judgment makes it worth
accepting.

The reader may be a business owner deciding whether to pursue a contract, a proposal
manager coordinating a tender, a technical specialist asked to explain a solution, or a nonprofit
leader evaluating a funding opportunity. Each brings a different perspective. The owner sees
growth and exposure. The proposal manager sees requirements and deadlines. The specialist sees

the practical work. The nonprofit leader sees a mission that must survive the funding
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arrangement. A useful process brings those perspectives together before they become competing
explanations after an award.

There are important differences between these settings. A commercial proposal may develop
through a series of conversations in which scope and price can be negotiated. A government
solicitation may prescribe the response structure, communication channel, eligibility conditions,
and evaluation method. A donor application may centre on public benefit, programme logic,
eligible expenditure, and reporting obligations. The same management questions can help in all
three settings, but their procedures are not interchangeable. Follow the actual invitation,
applicable rules, and award terms. Examples from one jurisdiction are not instructions for
another.

You will not find a universal winning formula here. Buyers have different priorities,
competitors have different strengths, and capable teams sometimes lose. Nor will you be asked to
hide uncertainty under polished language. The aim is to help you make better decisions with the
information available, explain the remaining uncertainty honestly, and avoid turning preventable
confusion into an expensive commitment.

The chapters follow the life of an opportunity. They begin with qualification and buyer
understanding, move through solution design, evidence, team responsibilities, compliance,
pricing, and writing, and end with review, submission, delivery, and team development.
Executive responsibility runs through the whole sequence. Delegation is essential, but it should
leave people with clear authority and a way to raise difficult questions.

Two fictional organisations appear throughout. Harbour Technical Services is a small
provider of business systems and technical support. It is considering a contract to support a

network of service offices. Community Pathways is a nonprofit developing a skills and
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employment programme. These organisations, their people, buyers, figures, and situations are
invented for illustration. Their cases are not accounts of my clients or claims about my results.
The details are deliberately ordinary because most proposal problems begin in ordinary
decisions.

You can read the book in sequence or begin with the decision you face today. If an
opportunity has just arrived, start with the first two chapters. If the response is already underway,
examine the chapters on evidence, commercial commitments, and review. If you have just won,
give the handover chapter as much attention as the celebration. The appendices provide compact
working tools that you can adapt without turning the whole process into an administrative
burden.

Use the questions in this book in conversation. Ask a colleague to explain an assumption.
Invite a delivery manager to challenge the timetable. Let someone who did not write the proposal
read it as a buyer would. You do not need a large department to practise this discipline. You need
a willingness to slow down at the points where an unexamined decision would create more work
later.

The next proposal on your desk may be an excellent opportunity. It may also be an attractive
distraction. Before you ask how to make it persuasive, give yourself permission to decide which

it is.
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1 Choose the Work You Can Stand Behind

An opportunity can look valuable before anyone has understood it. The contract is large, the
buyer is recognisable, or the funding announcement appears closely related to your mission.
Excitement creates momentum. A team starts collecting documents, a senior person mentions the
opportunity in a meeting, and declining it begins to feel like retreat.

Qualification works best before that momentum becomes a substitute for judgment. Its
purpose is to decide whether a serious investment of time is justified. It should examine the work
itself, the buyer’s requirements, the organisation’s ability to compete, and the consequences of
success. A proposal is a use of scarce capacity even when no external fee is paid. Staff time,

leadership attention, partner effort, and displaced work all belong in the decision.

Separate eligibility from attractiveness

Begin with conditions that can stop the pursuit. Does the organisation meet the stated eligibility
requirements? Can it provide the required licences, registrations, certifications, financial
information, or relevant experience? Can it comply with the permitted delivery location and
timetable? Are consortium arrangements allowed? Read the wording carefully. A requirement
applying to the prime contractor may not be satisfied by a partner’s credentials.

When a requirement is unclear, record the uncertainty and use the authorised clarification
channel. Do not quietly reinterpret it because your team wants to proceed. If a condition cannot
be met, persuasion will not make the condition disappear. Where exceptions or alternatives are
expressly permitted, document the basis for using them. Where they are not, do not build a

response around the hope that the evaluator will overlook the problem.
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Once eligibility is understood, ask whether the work is attractive. A technically eligible
opportunity may still be a poor choice. It may require a delivery model that damages existing
commitments, expose the organisation to payment terms it cannot finance, or pull a nonprofit
into activities outside its purpose. A useful qualification conversation leaves room for “we could
compete, but we should not pursue this.”

Harbour receives an invitation to support twelve offices. The scope includes remote
assistance, scheduled maintenance, and emergency visits. Its managers have experience with
similar systems, and the headline value interests the owner. Then the operations lead asks who
will cover the most distant sites. The answer is a local subcontractor whom nobody has yet
assessed. That does not automatically end the pursuit. It identifies a condition that must be

resolved before enthusiasm becomes a staffing promise.

Make the unknowns visible

A qualification note does not need to be elaborate. One or two pages can describe the buyer’s
need, the delivery obligation, the commercial position, the evidence of fit, and the unresolved
questions. Distinguish a fact from an assumption. “The tender requires weekend coverage” is a
fact if the document says so. “The buyer probably expects only occasional weekend calls” is an
assumption, even if a salesperson has heard it before.

Assign an owner and a decision date to each uncertainty that could change the pursuit.
Harbour might give its operations lead two days to confirm regional coverage and its finance
lead a day to assess the cash needed before client payments arrive. Harbour records a conditional
decision: proceed only if regional coverage is confirmed at a cost the model can support before
technical drafting begins. The proposed subcontractor cannot guarantee emergency visits. A

second provider can, subject to an agreed service boundary. Harbour verifies that boundary
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against the requirement, updates the cost model, and approves the pursuit. Had neither provider
met the condition, the decision would have been to stop.

Qualification should also consider why the buyer would choose you. This question deserves
a concrete answer. Relevant experience, a credible implementation approach, an appropriate
local presence, or a demonstrably useful service model may support a competitive position. “We
will write a strong proposal” does not establish one. Writing can reveal an advantage, but it
cannot manufacture experience or remove a capacity gap.

Avoid false precision. A scoring sheet that awards points for fit, relationships, margin, and
capacity can organise discussion, but its final number is not a prediction. Five weak assumptions
do not become reliable because they have been averaged. Preserve the reasons behind each score,

especially when one major condition could outweigh the total.

Count the cost of pursuit

Consider what the response will consume. A complex tender may need technical design, partner
negotiations, legal review, costing, references, and several rounds of approval. Estimate the
effort in people and time before promising a submission. The estimate will be imperfect, but it
forces an important comparison with other work.

Suppose Harbour expects the pursuit to require eighty staff hours. Those hours might
otherwise support an existing client renewal or fix a recurring delivery problem. The tender
could still deserve priority, but the choice should be explicit. When everything is treated as
urgent, the organisation often pays for pursuit through work that nobody formally agreed to
postpone.

The same discipline applies to grants. Community Pathways finds a funding call for a new

training initiative. The grant could cover direct programme activity but would leave substantial
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coordination and reporting work unfunded. Its leadership must decide whether those costs can be
responsibly supported elsewhere. Calling them overhead does not make them optional. A

programme can be mission-aligned and financially unsustainable at the same time.

Decide with conditions

A qualification decision can be yes, no, or yes if specified conditions are met. A conditional
decision is useful only when the conditions are real. Write what must be established, who will
establish it, and when the pursuit stops if the answer is unsatisfactory. Otherwise, “conditional
approval” becomes a polite way to avoid deciding.

Give someone authority to stop the response when new information changes the case. An
addendum may increase scope. A required specialist may become unavailable. A partner may
refuse the terms. The earlier decision does not obligate the team to continue regardless. Time
already spent is information about cost, not proof that more time should be spent.

When you decline, preserve the reason without making the record defensive. “Unable to
establish regional response coverage within the required mobilisation period” is more useful than
“too risky.” The specific reason may guide a future partnership or capability investment. It also
helps distinguish a one-off mismatch from a recurring strategic limitation.

Executives set the tone here. If every decline is treated as a failure of ambition, teams learn
to conceal doubts. If every concern ends the pursuit, teams learn to avoid worthwhile challenges.
The better standard is proportionate judgment: identify what matters, test it honestly, and make a
decision someone is prepared to own.

Your next qualification meeting should end with more than permission to write. It should
leave the team knowing why the opportunity deserves attention, which conditions remain open,

and what would make you change your mind.
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2 Understand the Buyer Before Designing the Answer

A buyer’s request describes a need, but it rarely contains the whole story of how the need
developed. A support contract may follow repeated service interruptions. A training programme
may respond to weak employment outcomes rather than a shortage of workshops. A consultancy
assignment may reflect a decision that leadership has postponed for months. Understanding that
context helps you explain a relevant solution, provided you keep evidence separate from
speculation.

Start with the material the buyer has made available. Read the invitation, terms of reference,
statement of work, evaluation criteria, schedules, and attachments as one set. Then examine
relevant public information: annual reports, strategic plans, published service standards, previous
award notices, or approved programme documents. The goal is to understand the decision the

buyer is trying to make, not to collect facts that merely decorate the introduction.

Read for the decision

Ask what must improve if the work succeeds. For Harbour’s prospective buyer, the answer may
be reliable office operations, a visible record of support requests, and clearer responsibility for
recurring faults. Those outcomes are more useful than a broad statement that the buyer needs
excellent technical support. They point toward practical design choices: rules for sorting
incoming requests by urgency, escalation routes, reporting, preventative maintenance, and user
guidance. Harbour can then compare options. Continuing separate local arrangements preserves
familiarity but leaves reporting fragmented. Adding a common reporting method would address
visibility with less operational change. A coordinated support service could also clarify

responsibility, but would require a more demanding transition. The proposal should explain why
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the selected option fits the buyer’s priorities rather than assuming that the most extensive service
offers the best value.

Next, identify what the buyer needs to believe before selecting a provider. It may need
confidence that coverage can begin on time, that information will be handled appropriately, that
the proposed personnel understand the systems, and that the price covers the promised service.
Map each concern to evidence you can provide. This step connects buyer understanding to the
structure of the response.

Do not assume that the person who encourages your participation controls the decision.
Commercial purchases may involve a business sponsor, technical reviewers, procurement staff,
finance, and legal advisers. Public procurement may define formal roles and restrict contact.
Donor decisions may involve programme staff and separate review committees. These

participants may consider different risks, but the response must remain consistent across them.

Use conversations responsibly

When conversation is permitted, ask questions that improve your understanding of the work.
What happens when the current service fails? Which parts of the transition are most difficult?
What information will be available at mobilisation? How will acceptable delivery be
demonstrated? Questions about consequences and constraints tend to reveal more than a request
for a broad description of “pain points.”

In a formal competition, respect the stated communication process. Do not seek private
advantages from people who should not be discussing the procurement. If information is material
to the response, ask through the designated channel and check the formal answer or amendment.
An informal comment should not override the issued requirements. Applicable procedures differ,

and the governing documents determine what communication is allowed.
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In commercial work, a discovery conversation may legitimately shape the proposal. Even
there, confirm important understandings. A buyer’s statement that “our team will manage the
data” could mean that it will supply clean files, correct errors, approve access, or merely send
what it has. Restate the responsibility in plain language and ask whether your understanding is

accurate. Many delivery disputes begin with a phrase that both parties believed was clear.

Test your interpretation

Create a short account of the situation in your own words. Describe the present condition, the
required improvement, the main constraints, and the evidence on which that interpretation rests.
Then invite a colleague to challenge it. Which statements are directly supported? Which are
reasonable inferences? Which depend on a conversation that has not been documented?

Harbour initially interprets the invitation as a request for faster responses. A closer reading
shows that the buyer also wants consistent reporting across offices. The incumbent arrangement
appears fragmented, but the documents do not establish why. Harbour can propose a common
reporting method without accusing the existing provider of poor performance. It can address a
visible requirement without inventing a story about the buyer’s internal problems.

This restraint improves credibility. A proposal that claims to know a buyer’s hidden
frustrations can sound presumptuous. A proposal that explains an observed requirement and its
practical consequences gives the buyer something it can verify. Where the evidence is limited,
state the assumption and show how the team will test it early in delivery, if the solicitation allows

that approach.

10
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Keep beneficiaries in view

In grant-funded programmes, the funder is not the only audience whose needs matter. The people
expected to benefit from the programme may have different priorities, constraints, and measures
of success. Community Pathways cannot assume that a donor’s interest in skills training
establishes demand for its proposed course. It needs a reasonable account of who needs the
service, what prevents participation, and whether employers or other relevant stakeholders value
the intended skills.

Evidence might include existing programme records, suitable published research,
consultations conducted with appropriate consent, or a documented needs assessment. Explain
the limitations. A small consultation can identify concerns without proving how common they
are across a whole region. An older labour-market report may provide context without
establishing current vacancies. Careful qualification of evidence is part of understanding the
problem.

Avoid collecting personal information simply because it might make the application feel
more vivid. Use the minimum appropriate information, protect it, and obtain the permissions
required for its intended use. A moving individual story can distract from a weak programme
design, and an identifiable story can create harm if shared carelessly. Aggregate information or a

clearly labelled illustrative example may be more suitable.

Turn understanding into choices

Research has earned its place when it changes the response. If the buyer’s main concern is
transition risk, show mobilisation responsibilities and checkpoints. If remote locations create

service delays, explain coverage realistically. If participation barriers threaten a programme,

11
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build suitable support into the design and budget. Do not leave important findings in a
background section while presenting a generic solution elsewhere.

There is also a point at which further research has diminishing value. You will rarely know
everything before bidding. Identify the missing information that could change the decision or
price, seek it through the proper route, and handle any remaining uncertainty openly. Additional
facts that do not affect the approach need not crowd the proposal.

Before the team begins drafting in earnest, ask each section owner to state the buyer’s
decision in a sentence. Different answers can be useful. They may expose an overlooked
stakeholder or a genuine tension in the requirements. Resolve those differences early. A proposal
assembled from incompatible views of the problem will remain disjointed however carefully it is

edited.

12



Shahzad / The Proposal Commitment

3 Design a Solution That Can Be Delivered

The solution section often begins too soon. Someone opens an old proposal, changes the buyer’s
name, and adapts the service description. Reuse can save time, but it also makes yesterday’s
decisions look inevitable. A previous approach may depend on different staffing, easier access,
better data, or a more flexible timetable. Before borrowing its language, examine whether its
operating conditions still apply.

Design begins with the required result and works backwards to the activities, resources,
dependencies, and decisions that make it possible. The level of detail should match the
assignment. A modest advisory engagement does not require the same planning as a multi-site
implementation. Both require enough thinking to show who will do the work, what they need,

and how completion will be recognised.

Describe the work between the milestones

Milestones are useful, but a schedule containing only “mobilise, implement, evaluate” says little
about delivery. Ask what happens inside each stage. Mobilisation might include access
approvals, asset verification, staff orientation, a record of the service’s starting condition, and
confirmation of escalation contacts. Implementation might require testing and user acceptance
before a change is rolled out. Evaluation might depend on information that must be collected
from the first week.

For Harbour, a sensible design begins with an inventory of the supported environment. The
team needs to know which devices and applications fall within scope, which sites have reliable
connectivity, and who can authorise changes. If those details are unavailable before bidding, the

response must handle the uncertainty in a way the competition permits. A proposed discovery

13
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period is useful only if it does not evade a requirement for a firm, fully defined service from the
start.

Connect each activity to an owner and an output. “The service lead validates the asset
register with the buyer’s nominated contact” is more informative than “a comprehensive
assessment will be undertaken.” It explains responsibility and creates something that can be

checked. You can then estimate the effort and identify what happens if the register is incomplete.

Examine dependencies openly

Delivery depends on more than your team. The buyer may need to provide access, approve
designs, supply data, release staff for training, or respond to decisions. Partners may need to
provide specialist coverage. External events may affect travel or equipment availability.
Dependencies should appear in the plan, the commercial assumptions, and the risk discussion
where relevant.

Be careful about placing excessive responsibility on the buyer. A long list of assumptions
can make a proposal appear protected while leaving the actual service poorly designed. Ask
whether each dependency is necessary, whether it can reasonably be met, and what your team
will do to reduce its impact. If a buyer approval is required within two working days, explain the
decision package and escalation route that make that period realistic.

Harbour’s draft originally assumes that every office has a trained local contact. The buyer
has not said this. The team can seek clarification and examine an alternative involving a short
orientation session. That alternative carries effort and cost. Identifying it during design is

preferable to discovering after award that the support model depends on people who do not exist.

14
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Choose the right level of certainty

Some assignments permit a fixed approach because the work is well understood. Others contain
substantial uncertainty. Do not describe the latter as fully predictable merely to sound confident.
Where allowed, staged discovery, pilot activity, or decision checkpoints can help the buyer
manage uncertainty. Explain what each stage will establish and which later decisions depend on
it.

A pilot needs a purpose beyond making the proposal look innovative. What question will it
answer? What conditions will count as satisfactory? Who decides whether to expand, adjust, or
stop? If the pilot cannot change any decision, it may be an extra activity without practical value.
If the solicitation requires immediate full delivery, a pilot that delays the obligation may be
unsuitable regardless of its technical appeal.

Avoid making every uncertainty a reason to postpone commitment. Buyers also need usable
offers. The task is to distinguish uncertainty you can manage through professional execution
from uncertainty that materially changes the scope or price. This distinction takes technical

judgment, which is why solution design cannot be delegated entirely to the writer.

Build measurement into the approach

Community Pathways proposes a skills programme. Its first draft lists courses, trainers,
attendance, and certificates. These are meaningful activities and outputs, but they do not by
themselves demonstrate improved employment prospects. The programme needs a credible
explanation of how the training connects to useful skills, access to opportunities, and subsequent

outcomes.

15
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A practical results chain states the intended change and the steps expected to contribute to it.
It also identifies assumptions, such as employer demand or participants’ ability to attend. These
assumptions deserve evidence and continuing attention.

For Community Pathways, the proposed chain runs from practical training and assessed
skills to better-prepared applications and, where opportunities exist, employment. One indicator
could be the proportion of enrolled participants who demonstrate all specified tasks in a final
practical assessment. Define the tasks and assessment standard before delivery; retain the
assessment record and report non-completion separately. This can show demonstrated skills. It
cannot establish that the programme caused later employment. The organisation may influence
an outcome without controlling every factor that affects it. Its proposal should reflect that
limitation rather than claiming that course completion guarantees employment.

Choose indicators that can support decisions. Attendance can reveal participation problems.
Assessment results can show whether learners demonstrate the intended skills. Follow-up
information may indicate whether those skills are being used. Each measure needs a definition, a
source, a collection method, and a responsible person. Measurement that cannot be collected

affordably or ethically should be reconsidered before it becomes a reporting obligation.

Let constraints improve the design

Constraints are often treated as obstacles to an ideal solution. They can also help the team make
disciplined choices. Limited travel funds may support a mixed delivery method where
appropriate. A short mobilisation period may require using established tools rather than
introducing an unfamiliar platform. Limited buyer capacity may mean simplifying reporting so

that essential information is actually reviewed.

16
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The important test is whether the choice still meets the need. Do not present a cheaper
method as equally suitable without examining the consequences. Remote support may work well
for some faults and poorly for others. Group training may be efficient while leaving participants
with different starting skills insufficiently supported. Explain the trade-off and address the
resulting risk.

Before writing the polished solution, walk through a normal delivery week and a difficult
one. Who receives the work? Who makes decisions? What happens when a key person is absent
or an input is late? A plan that survives those questions has earned a stronger claim to credibility

than one that merely fills the required number of pages.

17
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4 Make Claims That the Evidence Can Carry

A proposal asks the buyer to believe something about the future. Evidence helps the buyer decide
whether that belief is reasonable. The evidence may concern previous work, the competence of
proposed personnel, the performance of a method, or the resources available for delivery. Its
value depends on relevance and accuracy, not on how impressive it sounds in isolation.

b N1s

The most dangerous claims are often familiar phrases. “Proven results,” “unmatched
expertise,” and “seamless implementation” can survive several edits because they sound normal
in business writing. Ask what each phrase means, how it could be checked, and whether the

supporting material justifies it. If the answer is unclear, replace the phrase with a narrower

statement that the organisation can defend.

Match the evidence to the claim

An organisation that has delivered training is not automatically qualified to build a national
training system. A specialist who contributed to a large project did not necessarily manage the
whole contract. A successful project from years ago may be relevant, but the people and methods
responsible may no longer be available. Evidence needs enough context to prevent a reader from
drawing an unjustified conclusion.

For each major claim, identify the source, the exact fact supported, and any limitation. A
completion certificate may confirm acceptance of specified work. It may not establish long-term
impact. A client reference may support reliability in one setting without proving performance
across every location. An internal service report may show response times, but the measurement

definition and period matter.

18
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Harbour wants to say that its team has extensive multi-site experience. The evidence shows
that two proposed staff members previously supported dispersed offices while employed
elsewhere. That experience can be described accurately if permitted and verifiable. It should not
be presented as Harbour’s corporate contract history. The distinction matters to a buyer

evaluating the organisation separately from its personnel.

Write useful experience examples

A strong example helps the reader understand a comparable challenge, the work performed, and
the result that can be substantiated. Provide enough detail to show relevance without exposing
confidential information. Explain your organisation’s actual role, the scope it controlled, and the
period involved. Where a partner or consortium delivered the wider project, make that clear.

Select examples for similarity to the present requirement. A smaller assignment with
comparable operating conditions may be more useful than a prestigious but unrelated project. If
the buyer asks for experience of rural delivery, a list of large urban clients may leave the
important question unanswered. If it asks for a particular technical capability, describe where
that capability was used and who performed the work.

Results should be stated with their measurement basis. A reduction in support backlog
means more when the starting backlog, measurement period, and definition are available.
Without those facts, avoid a percentage that creates a misleading impression. Where only
completion or acceptance is documented, state that outcome rather than inventing a wider
business effect.

Do not turn a confidentiality obligation into vague boasting. If a client cannot be named, use
a permitted description and explain the available verification route where appropriate. Obtain

permission before using references, testimonials, logos, or identifiable case material when

19
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required. The fact that information exists inside your organisation does not establish that it can

be published in a proposal.

Manage evidence before the deadline

An evidence library can reduce repeated requests and help prevent inconsistent claims. It should
contain approved project descriptions, current personnel information, relevant certificates,
permitted references, and supporting records. Give each item an owner, a review date, and a note
on permitted use. Archive material that has become obsolete rather than allowing it to compete
with current information.

Keep the library proportionate. A small organisation can begin with a controlled folder and a
simple index. The important feature is that someone knows which version is reliable. A
sophisticated platform filled with unverified claims is less useful than a modest collection that
has been checked.

Protect access appropriately. Some evidence contains commercially sensitive information or
personal data. Store and share it through approved methods, with access limited to people who
need it. When using external drafting or analysis tools, follow organisational policy and the
terms governing the information. Convenience does not justify copying restricted client records

into an unapproved service.

Handle gaps without disguise

Every organisation has limits. A new firm may have capable personnel but little corporate
history. An established firm may lack experience in the buyer’s specific environment. A
nonprofit may have a plausible programme design but no direct evidence from the intended

location. The response should address these gaps honestly and within the competition’s rules.

20
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Possible responses include a suitable partnership, a narrower role, relevant transferable
experience, or an allowed validation stage. None should be used to imply that an unmet
mandatory criterion has been satisfied. If the required evidence does not exist, the qualification
decision may need to change. This is disappointing, but a misleading response creates a larger
problem.

Community Pathways has evidence that its earlier workshops were well attended. It does not
have reliable employment follow-up data. In a new application, it can describe attendance
accurately and propose a feasible follow-up method. It cannot treat participant satisfaction as
proof that employment improved. The gap becomes a reason to improve measurement, rather

than a reason to stretch the wording.

Review the strength of the language

During review, underline words that imply certainty, scale, comparison, or causation. Terms

b AN1Y

such as “all,” “always,” “leading,” “guaranteed,” and “caused” deserve particular attention. They
may be justified in some contexts, but they require evidence suited to their strength. A sentence
can become more credible when one overreaching word is removed.

Executives should apply the same discipline to their own contributions. A senior person’s
recollection is a useful lead for verification, not an exemption from it. Invite the team to check
important facts without treating the request as disloyalty. Organisations become more persuasive
when accuracy is a shared standard rather than a last-minute burden assigned to the editor.

Say precisely what the organisation has done, what it knows, and what it will commit to

doing. Leave the reader with evidence it can trust and a clear understanding of where the

evidence ends.
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5 Give People Clear Responsibility

A proposal team can include capable people and still work badly. Technical staff wait for
pricing. Finance waits for scope. The writer waits for everyone. The executive appears near the
deadline and asks for a different approach. Nobody intended to create the delay, but
responsibility was never organised around the decisions that the response required.

The team needs more than a list of contributors. It needs a clear account of who owns the
response, who owns each substantive commitment, who can approve changes, and how
unresolved issues reach the right person. In a small organisation, one person may hold several
roles. That makes the distinctions more important because it is easy to approve your own
assumption without noticing that it needs a separate review. A sole operator can ask a suitably
qualified colleague or adviser to check the few assumptions carrying the greatest exposure, under
appropriate confidentiality arrangements. If independent review is unavailable, use a separate
scheduled pass through the original requirements and calculations, while recognising that self-

review offers less challenge.

Appoint an accountable proposal lead
The proposal lead coordinates the process, maintains the schedule, and keeps the response
aligned with the requirements. This person should be able to obtain decisions and raise conflicts.
Giving someone responsibility for the deadline while withholding access to the people who
control scope and price is an unfair arrangement.

The lead does not need to be the most senior executive or the best technical specialist. The

role requires organisation, judgment, and enough authority to prevent unresolved work from
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disappearing between departments. It also requires restraint. The lead should not invent technical
details or commercial assumptions simply to complete a section on time.

At the start, agree on the decision route. If technical and commercial owners disagree, who
resolves the issue? If a partner misses a commitment, who can change the approach? If the
proposed price no longer supports delivery, who can stop the bid? These questions become

harder when the deadline is close and everyone is already tired.

Assign ownership of commitments

Give the technical owner responsibility for the proposed method, resources, schedule, and
delivery assumptions. Give the commercial owner responsibility for costs, price, cash-flow
implications, and the consistency of commercial terms. Assign a person to coordinate
compliance and document control. Identify who will approve legal or contractual matters
requiring specialist review.

The writer’s job is to make these decisions clear and coherent. Writing can reveal a missing
decision, but it should not conceal the absence. If the solution has no agreed escalation route, the
writer should ask for one rather than add a plausible paragraph from an old response. A smooth
sentence can make an unresolved issue harder to detect.

For Harbour, the operations lead owns the coverage plan. The finance lead owns the cost
model. The proposal lead owns the response schedule and requirement register. The owner
makes the final decision on material commercial exposure. These roles can overlap in practice,

but the team knows who must approve each commitment.
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Plan backwards from a usable submission

The external deadline is only one point in the schedule. Work backwards through upload, final
checks, approval, review, integration, and section drafting. Include dependencies such as partner
documents and reference permissions. Leave space for revisions that may change substance
rather than merely correct spelling.

An internal deadline should have a purpose. “Draft due Tuesday” is less useful than
“complete technical draft due Tuesday so reviewers can test the staffing and schedule before the
price is approved.” Explain what the next person needs and in what condition. A page containing
placeholders is not a complete draft if the reviewer must assess commitments that the
placeholders conceal.

Do not allocate every available hour to production. People need time to read, challenge, and
decide. The appropriate review period depends on complexity, but zero review time is a decision
to accept preventable risk. If the timetable is impossible, reduce pursuit scope where allowed,

add suitable resources, or reconsider the bid. Pretending the plan fits does not create more time.

Make meetings earn their place

A short coordination meeting should answer what changed, what is blocked, and which decisions
are needed. Avoid asking everyone to recite work that is already visible in the schedule. Discuss
the items that affect others: a revised requirement, a price implication, an unavailable specialist,
or an assumption that has proved wrong.

Record decisions in a place the whole team can find. Include the decision, owner, date, and
effect on the response. This protects the team from repeated debate and incompatible versions. It

also helps an absent contributor understand why the approach changed.
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When a disagreement persists, identify its type. Is it a factual dispute that needs evidence, a
technical judgment, a commercial trade-off, or an authority question? Treating all disagreements
as matters of wording wastes time. The editor cannot reconcile two different staffing plans by

making the paragraphs sound similar.

Protect the team from avoidable disruption

Executives often see a proposal late because they are busy. They may then suggest a new
message, an additional service, or a price reduction. Some changes are necessary. Others create
work without improving the buyer’s decision. Ask what problem the change solves and what else
it affects before directing the team to make it.

If an executive adds a commitment, the relevant owners must assess it. A free workshop still
requires preparation, people, scheduling, and possibly travel. An accelerated mobilisation period
still changes workload. Seniority should not allow a promise to bypass the same discipline
applied to every other promise.

People also need a way to raise concerns without being labelled negative. A team that is
punished for bad news will deliver the news later, when fewer options remain. Thank
contributors for identifying a material issue early, then require a practical assessment of
alternatives. Candour and accountability can coexist.

At the end of the pursuit, judge the process as well as the result. A lost bid may have been
well managed. A won bid may have depended on unsustainable effort and hidden risk. The team
deserves to learn from both, rather than being praised or blamed solely because of the buyer’s

decision.
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6 Treat Compliance as Part of the Solution

Compliance work has a reputation for being dull. It is often assigned after the team has discussed
strategy, approach, and price. By then, a missed condition can require major changes. A response
limit may affect the structure. A required form may define the commercial offer. A mandatory
qualification may change the staffing plan. Reading the instructions carefully is part of designing
a viable response.

For a formal competition, build the response from the issued requirements. Extract each
material obligation into a working register. Record where it appears, what the response must
provide, who owns it, and where the final answer will be found. Include administrative
requirements alongside technical ones. A missing signature or an incorrect submission format

can matter as much as a weak method, depending on the governing process.

Read the documents as a connected set

Requirements may be distributed across the main invitation, forms, annexes, draft contract,
pricing schedules, and later amendments. An instruction in one section may qualify wording in
another. If the documents state an order of precedence, meaning which document governs when
provisions conflict, record it. If two requirements appear inconsistent and no clear resolution is
provided, seek clarification through the permitted route.

Do not assume that a familiar tender title means familiar obligations. Even a repeat buyer
may revise service levels, insurance requirements, pricing structure, or delivery locations.
Compare the current documents with any reusable material before adapting it. Old content can be

useful evidence, but it is an unreliable substitute for reading the new request.
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Distinguish mandatory conditions from evaluation criteria and general background. A
mandatory condition may determine whether a response can proceed. An evaluation criterion
may affect how the response is assessed. Background can explain the setting without creating a
separate deliverable. The precise treatment depends on the documents and applicable rules, so
avoid deciding from the tone of a sentence alone.

The published evaluation approach should shape the evidence plan. If implementation
methodology carries substantial importance, give it the detail needed to demonstrate feasibility.
If the buyer prescribes section order and page limits, work within them. A persuasive
arrangement that prevents the evaluator from finding a required answer is a poor arrangement.

Specific public procurement frameworks reinforce this principle, although their scope
differs. World Bank procurement regulations for covered investment-project financing address
evaluation criteria and written changes to procurement documents. Applicable United States
federal negotiated-procurement provisions similarly connect evaluation to the solicitation’s
stated factors. These are examples of why governing documents matter, not a single procedure

for every buyer. [2, 3]

Make the register usable
A requirement register should help people act. Avoid copying hundreds of lines into a
spreadsheet without deciding what each line requires. Split compound requirements where
separate answers or evidence are needed. Preserve the exact source location so a reviewer can
return to the original wording rather than relying entirely on your interpretation.

For example, a clause might require a mobilisation plan, named personnel, and evidence that
support can begin on a particular date. Treating it as one vague item labelled “mobilisation”

makes omissions easy. Separate the plan, the personnel information, and the readiness evidence,
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while keeping their connection visible. Assign each to an owner and identify the response
location.

Use status labels that mean something. “In progress” can conceal a blocked item for days.
More useful descriptions include “evidence requested from partner,” “draft complete, technical
approval pending,” or “confirmed in final response.” Keep the register current enough that the
proposal lead can use it to identify risk rather than merely demonstrate that a process exists.

Harbour discovers that the buyer requests evidence of named backup personnel. Its original
plan mentions an available pool of staff, but provides no names. The register makes the gap
visible before final review. The team can confirm suitable personnel and permissions or ask
whether the proposed arrangement is acceptable, rather than relying on an evaluator to infer

compliance.

Control changes and exceptions

Assign someone to monitor the official source for amendments and clarification responses during
the pursuit. Record when each item was received, what it changes, and which parts of the
response are affected. A deadline extension may arrive with a revised scope. Reading only the
new date can leave the team bidding on the wrong work.

When a change arrives, examine its effects across the response. A new site changes more
than the location list. It may affect travel, staffing, mobilisation, price, risk, and partner
responsibilities. Update the requirement register and decision log together so that the team can
see both the instruction and its consequences.

Exceptions require particular care. Some commercial proposals invite negotiation; some
formal competitions allow qualifications in a specified format; others may treat a material

deviation as unacceptable. Do not hide an exception in a footnote or assume it will be negotiated

28



Shahzad / The Proposal Commitment

after selection. Determine what the process permits, make the issue explicit where allowed, and
obtain appropriate approval before accepting exposure the organisation cannot manage.

Contract terms deserve substantive attention. Payment conditions, liability, warranties,
ownership of work, confidentiality, termination, and dispute provisions can change the
commercial decision. This book does not provide legal advice. Obtain qualified advice where the
consequences or wording require it. The executive’s job is to ensure the review happens early

enough to influence the decision.

Keep compliance and credibility together

A technically compliant answer can still be unconvincing. A statement that repeats the
requirement without explaining the method may satisfy little beyond acknowledging that the
words were read. Conversely, an imaginative solution can fail if it omits mandatory material.
Review for both completeness and substance.

Ask two separate questions about each important requirement: have we provided what was
requested, and have we made the answer credible? If the buyer asks how incidents will be
escalated, identify the trigger, responsible role, communication route, and expected action as
appropriate. A promise to use best practice leaves the evaluator to supply the missing design.

Compliance is therefore a shared responsibility. The coordinator tracks requirements,
specialists explain how they will be met, commercial staff assess their cost, and the executive
accepts the resulting commitment. When those responsibilities remain connected, compliance

becomes less of a late-stage inspection and more of a way to prevent avoidable mistakes.
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7 Know What the Price Commits You To

Price is a decision about the resources available for delivery and the exposure the organisation is
willing to accept. A proposal can be persuasive, compliant, and well designed while still being
commercially unsound. This happens when cost assumptions remain hidden, payment timing is
ignored, or a price reduction is treated as a writing change.

Start with the work. Estimate the people, time, travel, equipment, software, facilities, partner
services, management, quality assurance, and reporting the approach requires. Use the same
scope and schedule that appear in the technical response. If the budget describes a smaller

service than the narrative, one of them is wrong.

Build a traceable cost model

Each material cost should have a basis: a quoted rate, a documented estimate, a known quantity,
or an explicit assumption. Keep the model understandable enough that another competent person
can follow it. A complex spreadsheet is not evidence of rigour if nobody can explain why a
figure is there.

Consider a simplified fictional Harbour service package priced in illustrative currency units.
Delivery labour is estimated at 40,000, specialist support at 12,000, travel at 6,000, and tools at
4,000. These direct costs total 62,000. Management and other allocated support add 8,000,
bringing the estimated cost to 70,000. An internal allowance of 5,000 for identified uncertainty
produces a planning cost of 75,000. These figures are invented for learning, exclude taxes, and
imply no recommended rates or margins.

At a selling price of 90,000, the difference between price and that planning cost is 15,000.

As a share of the selling price, it is about 16.7 percent. As a share of the planning cost, it is a 20
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percent markup. These are planning calculations after an internal uncertainty allowance, not a
classification of reported accounting profit. Margin and markup answer different questions.
Confusing them can produce a price that fails to meet the organisation’s intended return.

Now suppose the buyer asks for a price of 82,000 with unchanged scope. The difference
falls to 7,000, or about 8.5 percent of the selling price. The team must decide whether that return
is acceptable and whether the cost estimate remains credible. Calling the reduction a strategic
discount does not answer either question. If the team removes the uncertainty allowance merely
to preserve an attractive percentage, the delivery uncertainty still exists.

This example uses an internal planning allowance, not a claim that a contingency line is
permitted in every submitted budget. Buyers and funders may prescribe how costs must be
presented or treated. Maintain the internal view needed for responsible decisions while following

the permitted external format accurately.

Test the cash as well as the total

A profitable assignment can create cash pressure. Labour and travel may need to be paid before
the buyer accepts an invoice. A milestone may depend on an approval that takes longer than
expected. Retention, where part of payment is held back under the agreement, or other payment
conditions may delay receipt. Examine when money is expected to leave and arrive, not only
whether total revenue exceeds total cost.

For Harbour, a three-month mobilisation and service period might require substantial
expenditure before the first payment. The finance lead should estimate the funding gap under the
expected schedule and a reasonable delayed-payment scenario. Return to the original 90,000
price for this timing example, and assume the full 75,000 planning cost is spent. For the

simplified timing test, assume outflows of 25,000 at the end of each of three months, with 30,000
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received after the second month’s outflow and 60,000 after the third. The largest funding gap
before a receipt is 50,000. If the first receipt slips until after the third month’s expenditure, the
gap reaches 75,000. Actual forecasts need the organisation’s real payment dates and available
cash; this example shows why a positive overall return does not settle the financing question.
Include currencies, taxes, and exchange assumptions where relevant. Identify whether
quoted partner costs remain valid through the expected award and start dates. If a supplier quote
expires before the buyer is expected to decide, the price carries an exposure that should be
assessed. Obtain appropriate finance or tax advice instead of relying on a generic calculation

when the treatment is uncertain.

Agree what the price includes

Scope should be described in terms the buyer and delivery team can both use. Define the service
boundary, deliverables, assumptions, buyer responsibilities, and permitted exclusions. In a
commercial proposal, this may form the basis for negotiation. In a formal tender, it must respect
the prescribed terms and rules on qualifications.

Technical support is especially vulnerable to broad phrases. “Unlimited support” can mean
unlimited requests during defined hours, unlimited effort, support for an unlimited number of
users, or something else entirely. If you use such language, define it accurately and ensure the
operating model can support it. A broad promise that was intended as friendly sales language can
become a source of serious disagreement.

Explain how changes will be handled where the arrangement permits it. A useful process
identifies the requested change, assesses its effect on scope, time, resources, and price, and

obtains approval from authorised people before implementation. The specific contractual effect
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depends on the agreement. Operational goodwill should not become an uncontrolled

accumulation of additional work.

Give donor budgets equal discipline

A donor budget must support the programme and satisfy the applicable funding conditions. A
necessary cost is not automatically an eligible cost. Check the call, budget instructions, award
terms, and relevant rules for cost categories, allocation, documentation, indirect costs such as
shared administration, required contributions from the applicant or other sources, procurement,
and approval requirements. For example, United States federal-assistance cost principles impose
defined conditions on covered costs. Those conditions are not a universal rulebook for all
funders. [4]

Community Pathways includes training sessions and materials but initially omits follow-up
data collection. Yet its narrative promises six-month outcome reporting. The budget review
exposes the inconsistency. The programme must provide a feasible, permitted way to fund the
work, adjust the promise where allowed, or reconsider the design. Leaving the cost out of the
budget does not remove the obligation from the narrative.

Be equally careful with in-kind contributions and volunteer time. Do not present hoped-for
support as committed support. Where contributions are required or claimed, establish the
applicable valuation, documentation, and eligibility rules. The organisation needs to know which
resources are actually available and which depend on future decisions.

Before approval, ask the delivery owner to confirm that the budget supports the method and
the commercial owner to confirm that the method fits the budget. Then examine the remaining
exposure explicitly. The approval should identify the economic assumptions behind the final

price.
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8 Write for a Reader Who Must Decide

A proposal reader may be tired, interrupted, and comparing several responses. Your task is to
make the relevant answer easy to find and evaluate. Clear writing respects that situation. It does
not require reducing every idea to a slogan or repeating the buyer’s name in every paragraph. It
requires a coherent account of the need, the proposed work, the evidence, and the decision being
requested.

Write after the important choices have been made, while allowing the act of writing to
expose gaps. If you cannot explain the approach simply, examine whether the underlying
decision is clear. Some subjects are genuinely complex, and precision may require technical
detail. Complexity in the subject is a reason to guide the reader carefully, not a reason to obscure

who will do what.

Give the opening a useful job
An executive summary should help the reader understand the proposal as a whole. State the
relevant need, the proposed response, why the approach is credible, and the important
commercial or delivery conditions, to the extent the instructions permit. It should accurately
reflect the detailed offer. New commitments do not belong in a summary simply because a senior
contributor likes the wording.

Harbour’s first opening reads: “Harbour Technical Services is delighted to offer a
comprehensive, innovative, and world-class solution that exceeds expectations.” The sentence
provides no evidence and no useful description of the work. It also promises more than the team

has defined.
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A more useful opening would be: “Harbour proposes a single support process for the twelve
service offices, with remote triage, scheduled maintenance, and defined escalation for faults
requiring an on-site visit. The mobilisation plan establishes the asset record, named contacts, and
reporting method before routine service begins.” The reader can understand and test this
proposed commitment.

The summary need not repeat every detail. Select what matters to the decision and direct the
reader to the relevant sections. If a material assumption affects feasibility or price, do not bury it
far from the promise it qualifies. The full response should elaborate the summary, rather than

quietly contradict it.

Build paragraphs around answers

Begin a substantive paragraph with the answer the evaluator needs. Then explain the method or
reasoning and provide relevant evidence. This is a writing habit, not a rigid template for every
paragraph. Vary the form when the subject requires explanation, comparison, or a short example.
Consider a requirement asking how service requests will be prioritised. An answer might
begin by describing the priority categories and the conditions that trigger them. It can then
explain who assigns priority, how disputed classifications are resolved, and how performance is
reported. A short sample answer could read: “The service desk assigns priority from the reported
operational effect. An office-wide interruption is escalated immediately to the service lead; an
individual user issue enters the standard queue unless its effect justifies escalation. The service
lead resolves disputed classifications and records the reason. Monthly reporting shows volumes
and performance by priority.” Exact categories and response targets would follow the agreed

requirement. The answer gives the evaluator an operating method to examine.
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Use verbs that reveal responsibility. “The programme manager reviews attendance each
week” is clearer than “attendance monitoring is undertaken on a regular basis.” Passive voice has
legitimate uses, especially when the actor is unknown or unimportant. In a proposal, however,
the actor often matters because the reader is assessing whether responsibility has been assigned.

Choose concrete nouns where possible. Terms such as excellence, transformation, and
capacity building can be meaningful, but they need an explanation of the work they describe. If a
sentence could appear unchanged in proposals for unrelated services, it probably needs more

specific content.

Connect the narrative and the technical detail

The proposal should have an intelligible thread: the buyer faces a defined situation, the approach
addresses it, the organisation has a credible basis for delivering, and the offer states the
commitment clearly. This thread does not require dramatic storytelling. In a formal response, it
can emerge through precise answers in the buyer’s required order.

Use the same terms throughout. If the technical section calls a role the service manager and
the staffing schedule calls it the project coordinator, clarify whether they are the same person. If
one section describes monthly reporting and another says quarterly, resolve the inconsistency.
Terminology is part of design because inconsistent names can conceal inconsistent
responsibilities.

Technical detail should be sufficient for evaluation without becoming a catalogue of
everything the team knows. Explain why a feature matters to the requirement. A monitoring tool
may support earlier detection, but the proposal should also explain who responds to an alert and

what happens next. Technology does not eliminate the need for an operating process.
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For donor proposals, connect the needs assessment, activities, intended results, indicators,
budget, and risks. OECD evaluation terminology can help distinguish outputs, outcomes, and the
relationships between them. Use the funder’s definitions and required structure where specified,

and do not turn general evaluation criteria into an invented application-scoring system. [1, 5]

Edit without polishing away the truth

The first edit should test substance. Does the response answer the request? Are the claims
supported? Are assumptions visible? Are responsibilities and deliverables clear? Only then spend
significant effort on cadence, transitions, and word choice. Elegant language cannot compensate
for an unanswered requirement.

The next edit should remove friction. Shorten sentences that carry too many ideas. Replace
repetition with a cross-reference where appropriate. Delete background that does not help the
decision. Expand compressed technical statements that force the reader to guess. Concision
means keeping what matters at the length needed to understand it.

Read selected passages aloud. Awkward sentences often reveal themselves through speech.
Also ask a capable person outside the immediate writing team to explain the offer back to you. If
that explanation differs materially from what you intended, investigate the wording and the
underlying design.

Finally, check tone. The reader should encounter professional confidence, not pleading,
superiority, or exaggerated certainty. You can acknowledge a difficult requirement and explain a
credible response without promising effortless delivery. A buyer who understands the work may

trust a thoughtful limitation more than an unsupported assurance that nothing can go wrong.
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9 Review the Decision as Well as the Document

A final review can become a performance of diligence. Several senior people receive the draft,
make comments on the opening, and return it close to the deadline. The team resolves
contradictory wording preferences, corrects formatting, and calls the response approved.
Meanwhile, the staffing assumption and payment exposure remain unchanged because nobody
was explicitly asked to examine them.

Review should be designed around the risks of the response. Different readers serve
different purposes. A technical reviewer tests feasibility. A commercial reviewer tests the
economics and terms. A compliance reviewer checks the instructions. A reader unfamiliar with
the drafting tests clarity. One person can perform several functions, but the questions should

remain distinct.

Review early enough to change something

The first substantive review should occur while the solution and price can still be adjusted. A
short review of the proposed approach may prevent more rework than a detailed edit of a nearly
finished document. Ask whether the team has understood the requirement, whether the operating
model is credible, and whether the evidence is sufficient to justify the pursuit.

A later integrated review examines the complete offer. Reviewers need the governing
documents, evaluation approach, current cost assumptions, and unresolved issues appropriate to
their role. Sending only the prose limits what they can assess. They may reasonably conclude
that a sentence is clear without knowing that its commitment is unaffordable.

Set a review brief. State the questions to answer, the time available, and how comments

should be prioritised. A material issue that changes compliance or delivery should not be buried
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among punctuation corrections. Ask reviewers to distinguish required corrections, important

improvements, and optional preferences. The proposal lead can then allocate effort intelligently.

Read as the evaluator will read

Use the published criteria where available. For each criterion, identify the evidence the response
presents and the questions it leaves unanswered. Do not assign confident internal scores without
explaining their basis. An internal assessment can reveal weaknesses, but it does not predict the
buyer’s score or reveal how competitors will perform.

A reviewer should be able to locate the relevant answer without searching across several
disconnected sections. Cross-references can help, particularly when page limits constrain
repetition. Check that each reference works and points to the final section or attachment. A
response that says “see Appendix C” when the document contains only Appendices A and B
creates unnecessary doubt.

Look for unsupported transitions. The proposal may describe experience, then claim that the
experience ensures delivery. What connects them? Are the proposed people involved? Is the
setting comparable? Is the method explained? Review is strongest when it tests the reasoning
between statements rather than checking each statement in isolation.

For Community Pathways, a reviewer asks how participants will move from training to
employment opportunities. The draft has a detailed curriculum and ambitious outcome language
but no practical connection to employers. The team must improve the design or narrow the
outcome claim. Editing the phrase “employment pathway” will not create the missing

relationship.
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Reconcile the whole offer

Compare the technical narrative, staffing plan, schedule, pricing, forms, and draft agreement.
They should describe the same undertaking. Check names, quantities, dates, service periods,
deliverables, and assumptions. Material contradictions often arise because each section was
locally correct at a different stage of the pursuit.

Return to Harbour’s illustrative price of 82,000. During review, the owner suggests adding
four on-site workshops to strengthen the offer. The operations lead estimates additional effort
and travel. The commercial lead finds that the workshops would consume a significant part of
the remaining 7,000 difference between price and planning cost. The team now has an actual
decision: retain the existing offer, accept the lower return, or revise scope and price where the
process allows.

The important moment is not the arithmetic. It is the team’s ability to expose the
consequence of an apparently small addition. The owner may still approve it, but the approval
should be informed. A reviewer who merely adds the workshops to the executive summary has
changed the offer without completing the decision.

Also inspect the uncomfortable parts. Are exclusions consistent with the requirements? Are
partner commitments confirmed? Has the contract review identified terms that the organisation
cannot accept? Are there risks that the team has recorded internally but omitted from the
approval conversation? Review should make such matters easier to discuss, not provide a formal

occasion to ignore them.

Close comments with evidence
Every material review comment needs a disposition. The team may correct the response, reject

the suggestion with a reason, or escalate the issue for a decision. “Noted” is insufficient when the

40



Shahzad / The Proposal Commitment

comment identifies a delivery gap. Keep a concise record so that final approval is based on what
was resolved, not on the assumption that somebody handled it.

Avoid endless review. Reopening settled decisions without new evidence can destabilise the
response and exhaust the team. Once the integrated review is complete, control further changes.
Necessary corrections should continue, but optional improvements should be weighed against the
risk of introducing inconsistency at the last moment.

The executive approval should state what is being approved: the current scope, price, terms,
material assumptions, and accepted risks. Identify the final version. If a later change materially
alters those elements, obtain the relevant renewed approval. A signature on an earlier draft
should not become blanket authority for whatever appears in the submitted file.

Finally, review the final files themselves. Conversion can disturb tables, page counts, links,
and forms. Check that the file opens, the text is readable, required attachments are included, and
confidential comments or tracked changes have been handled appropriately. These are practical
checks, but they protect the substance the team has worked to establish.

Good review creates justified confidence. It may also conclude that the response should not
be submitted. That result can feel costly near a deadline, but it is sometimes the most useful

contribution a reviewer can make.
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10 Submit with Control and Respond with Care

The last hour of a proposal can expose weaknesses that have little to do with writing. A file
exceeds the upload limit. The portal expects separate technical and financial submissions. A
required account approval has not been completed. The person authorised to sign is unavailable.
Planning submission early makes these problems easier to prevent or handle.

Read the submission instructions early. Identify the destination, deadline, time zone, file
formats, size limits, naming requirements, signatures, and any separation of information. Check
whether registration or other access arrangements must be completed beforehand. Use authorised
accounts and approved information-handling practices. If the process requires actions that only a

particular person can perform, schedule that person’s involvement.

Prepare the route before the package

Where the system permits it, confirm access and understand the workflow before the final day.
This does not mean submitting an incomplete response or accepting new obligations without
approval. It means discovering practical requirements while there is time to address them. Some
systems have multiple steps between uploading a file and completing submission. Know what
confirms that the process is finished.

Set an internal target earlier than the official deadline, proportionate to the complexity and
available time. Do not teach the team to rely on an extension because a portal may be busy. If a
technical problem arises, use the official support or procurement contact route specified for that
process and preserve relevant evidence. Whether a late or alternative submission can be accepted

depends on the actual rules and circumstances.
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The submission owner should work from an approved package. Keep a clear list of the
required files and verify each against the final version. Similar filenames can conceal different
content. Open the files rather than trusting the labels. Confirm that the technical package does
not accidentally disclose pricing where separation is required, and that the commercial package
contains the intended figures.

Do not make last-minute changes in the upload folder without updating the controlled
master and obtaining any necessary approval. Otherwise, the organisation may not know which

promise it actually submitted. The final package should be reproducible from the retained record.

Preserve what was sent and what was received

Retain the submitted files, relevant confirmation, submission time, and final approvals in an
appropriate location. A receipt can confirm transmission or system acceptance without
establishing that the response is compliant or successful. Describe the status accurately when
reporting to leadership.

If the system allows replacement before the deadline, follow its actual process and verify
which version is active. Do not assume that a later upload automatically supersedes an earlier
file. Check whether both remain visible, whether withdrawal is required, and what confirmation
the system provides. Keep the record of any authorised replacement.

After submission, tell the team what has been confirmed and who will monitor the next
communication. People should not continue editing a submitted response as if those changes
have reached the buyer. Store later ideas separately for an authorised clarification, negotiation, or
future improvement.

Harbour’s proposal lead discovers during a pre-submission check that the pricing schedule

has been exported from an older workbook. The technical files are current, but the price file does
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not reflect the approved revision. Because the check occurs before upload, the team corrects the
file and verifies the total. The lesson is modest and important: the final artefact deserves the

same attention as the working draft.

Treat clarification as a defined process

A request for clarification may ask for an explanation, supporting evidence, confirmation, or
another permitted response. It should not be assumed to allow a material revision. The scope and
limits depend on the procurement procedure, request, and applicable rules. Read the request
closely and seek suitable advice when its consequences are unclear.

Assign an owner and record the deadline immediately. Compare the proposed reply with the
submitted offer. Does it explain the existing commitment, add a new one, or change price, scope,
personnel, or terms? Involve the relevant technical, commercial, and approval owners before
responding. A short email can carry a consequential promise.

Answer the question directly. Provide the requested evidence in the required format and
avoid adding unrelated sales material. If the information is unavailable, establish why and what
response is permitted. Never fabricate a certificate, reference, date, or record to make the
clarification appear complete.

In a commercial negotiation, changes may be broader and more flexible. Still, keep a clear
record of what has changed and what remains subject to agreement. An encouraging
conversation is not proof that all terms are settled. Confirm the authorised version and obtain

appropriate review before entering a commitment.
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Keep conduct beyond question

Pressure to win can make poor ideas sound practical. Someone may suggest approaching an
evaluator privately, offering an inappropriate benefit, or obtaining a competitor’s confidential
information. Decline such conduct and follow the applicable integrity rules and reporting
procedures. The prospect of one contract does not justify compromising the organisation’s
standards.

Relationships remain valuable when developed openly and appropriately. Understanding a
market, attending permitted briefings, delivering well, and asking thoughtful questions can all
help an organisation compete responsibly. The boundary is not whether a relationship exists; it is
whether the conduct respects the process and the rights of others.

Submission marks the end of one stage. It should leave the organisation with a reliable
record, a named contact, and a clear way to handle what comes next. That calm is usually the

result of preparation rather than luck.
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11 Carry the Promise into Delivery

An award announcement can create a brief gap in attention. The pursuit team celebrates and
moves to the next opportunity. The delivery team receives the proposal, perhaps with a short
email saying that the client is ready to begin. Assumptions that were obvious during drafting are
no longer obvious. Negotiated changes may sit in separate correspondence. The new project
starts with avoidable uncertainty.

Plan the handover before the award. Identify who will receive the work and what they will
need to know. The proposal is an important record, but it may not be the whole agreement. The
governing contract, award documents, clarifications, and subsequent authorised changes must be
understood together, with the applicable order of precedence and appropriate advice where

needed.

Transfer decisions as well as files

A useful handover explains the problem the buyer wants solved, the promised deliverables, the
delivery model, and the important assumptions. It also identifies the agreed price, payment
conditions, reporting obligations, acceptance process, partner commitments, and unresolved
matters. Include the reasons behind decisions that the delivery team might otherwise reverse
without understanding their consequences.

For Harbour, the handover should explain why certain site visits are scheduled, which faults
are escalated to specialists, and what the price assumes about the supported environment. It
should identify the approved personnel and any restrictions on substitution. The team needs the
actual service commitments, not a general description that says the proposal was built around

responsiveness.
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Use a conversation with the delivery owner, not only a document transfer. Ask that person to
explain the work back in practical terms. What happens in the first week? What must the buyer
provide? What could prevent the first milestone? Differences between the pursuit and delivery
interpretations should be resolved before they become differences between the organisation and
the client.

If award terms differ from what was proposed, assess the changes before accepting or acting
on them. Do not let the excitement of selection bypass the approval discipline used during
bidding. The fact that the organisation wanted the work does not mean every variation is

acceptable.

Begin with the information needed to manage

Mobilisation should establish the operational baseline, contacts, reporting arrangements, and
decision authority appropriate to the assignment. Confirm how progress and issues will be
communicated. If the proposal promised a particular measurement approach, put it into practice
early enough to collect the necessary information.

Community Pathways cannot wait until its final report to discover that it lacks a reliable
starting measure. If the programme intends to assess changes in skills or later use of training, the
collection method must be designed and implemented at the appropriate time. Participation,
consent, confidentiality, and data quality need attention alongside the indicator itself.

Avoid collecting more data than the programme can use responsibly. Every additional field
creates work and may increase privacy risk. Relevant guidance on protecting personal
information emphasises minimising unnecessary collection and applying safeguards suited to
context. Applicable law, donor terms, and organisational policy still require their own

assessment. [6]
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For technical services, a baseline may include the asset register, known issues, current
service volumes, and agreed reporting definitions. Without common definitions, the supplier and
buyer can look at the same activity and reach different conclusions about performance. Resolve

these differences early and record the agreed basis.

Notice drift before it becomes a dispute

Delivery rarely follows every assumption exactly. New requirements emerge, staff change, and
dependencies arrive late. The issue is how the team recognises and manages those changes.
Encourage staff to record requests and assess their effect before casually accepting additional
work.

A client may ask Harbour to support a new application that was not included in the priced
environment. The request could be reasonable and commercially attractive. It still needs an
assessment of capability, effort, risk, and the relevant approval process. An informal agreement
by a helpful technician can create expectations that the organisation has not examined.

Use the agreed change process. Where the contract or procedure imposes particular
restrictions, follow them. Keep communication factual and constructive: describe the request, its
implications, and the available options. The aim is to preserve a workable relationship while
keeping the commitment understood by both sides.

Internal performance information should also return to the proposal function. If mobilisation
regularly takes longer than estimates, future responses need better assumptions. If reporting
consumes more effort than expected, future budgets need to reflect it. Proposal quality improves

when delivery evidence changes the next offer.
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Learn from awards and losses

After a decision, seek feedback through the channels and time limits available. Some
procurement procedures provide formal debriefing arrangements; others do not. Check
immediately rather than assuming a universal entitlement or deadline. United States federal
negotiated-procurement provisions, for example, define particular debriefing processes, but they
should not be generalised to every competition. [3]

Treat feedback as evidence with limits. A buyer’s explanation may identify a weakness, but
it may not reveal every factor that affected the decision. Compare it with the submitted response
and the team’s own record. Avoid concluding that a single sentence caused the loss or that price
was decisive unless the available evidence supports that conclusion.

Ask what the organisation should change. A lost opportunity may reveal a capability gap,
weak evidence, poor qualification, or an unclear method. It may also reflect a strong competitor
or a mismatch that could not reasonably have been overcome. A useful review separates
controllable improvements from speculation.

Winning deserves the same examination. Was the opportunity well chosen? Did the
approved price support delivery? Were commitments understood at handover? Did the pursuit
depend on unsustainable overtime or an unverified assumption? A win is welcome, but it does
not certify every decision made along the way.

Close the learning loop with a specific change and an owner. Update a cost assumption,
improve an evidence record, revise a review question, or change qualification criteria. A long
lessons-learned document that leaves the next proposal unchanged has not yet improved the

work.
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12 Lead a Team That Can Exercise Judgment

The strongest proposal process is one that people can use without waiting for an executive to
rescue every difficult decision. This requires more than templates. People need to understand
what good judgment looks like, which decisions they can make, and when they should seek help.
They also need feedback that develops their ability rather than simply corrects the current
document.

An executive who rewrites every section may improve a few responses while keeping the
team dependent. An executive who delegates everything without clear standards may discover
problems too late. The useful middle ground is deliberate coaching: make the reasoning visible,
give people appropriate responsibility, and review the decisions that carry material

consequences.

Teach through real decisions

Use a current opportunity to explain how you think. Show why a requirement matters, what
evidence changes your view, and how you weigh a commercial trade-off. You do not need to
turn every meeting into a lesson. A short explanation at the right moment can help a colleague
make a better decision next time.

When a writer presents an unsupported claim, ask what evidence would make it fair. When a
technical owner proposes an ambitious schedule, ask which dependencies control it. When a
commercial lead recommends a discount, ask what return and exposure remain. These questions
invite analysis rather than guessing what wording will please the executive.

Be specific with feedback. “This is weak” gives the writer little direction. “The section

describes the tool but does not explain who responds to the alerts” identifies an actionable gap.
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“Make it more strategic” may mean several things. Explain the actual decision the reader needs
help making.

Give people a chance to revise. If you always supply the final answer, they learn your
preferred wording without necessarily learning the underlying judgment. Ask for an improved
approach, then discuss the choices. Where the deadline requires immediate intervention, return to

the learning afterward instead of letting urgency become the permanent working method.

Practise with manageable exercises

A short team session can examine one requirement and two possible answers. Ask participants
which answer is clearer, what evidence is missing, and what commitment each creates. The
discussion should focus on the buyer’s decision and the organisation’s ability to deliver, rather
than on personal preferences about style.

Another exercise can use a small cost model. Change a delivery quantity, payment date, or
staffing assumption and ask the team to trace the effects. This helps writers understand why
commercial changes need approval and helps finance staff see why an apparently minor
technical phrase matters.

For a nonprofit team, examine an intended outcome and work backwards through the
activities, assumptions, indicators, and budget. Ask which parts the organisation controls and
which it can only influence. This encourages credible programme design without reducing every
outcome to what is easiest to count.

Use fictional or properly authorised material for training. Remove confidential details where
appropriate and verify that remaining information does not identify people or clients

unintentionally. A useful exercise does not require exposing a real client’s sensitive records.
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Improve the system in small steps

You do not need to introduce every tool in this book at once. Begin where mistakes are costly or
repeated. If eligibility is often discovered late, improve qualification. If prices regularly fail to
cover promised work, connect technical and commercial review. If evidence is unreliable, assign
ownership of the most frequently used claims.

Choose a change small enough to be used consistently. A one-page approval note may work
better than a complex system that nobody maintains. Once the habit is established, add detail
where it produces a clear benefit. The process should reduce avoidable uncertainty, not create
paperwork for its own sake.

Measure the work carefully. Win rate can be useful, but it should be interpreted alongside
the mix of opportunities pursued, the quality of qualification, and the time needed to see results.
A team that declines unsuitable bids may submit fewer responses while making better use of
capacity. A small number of awards can make percentages volatile.

Other useful observations may include late requirement changes, unresolved review issues,
estimate accuracy, submission errors, and the quality of handover. These measures should help
the team learn. If every metric becomes a target detached from purpose, people may optimise the

record while the underlying problem remains.

Make room for a principled no

Leadership is tested when a desirable opportunity conflicts with capacity or standards. The team
may have already invested effort. A buyer may be important. Revenue pressure may be real.
These conditions deserve respect, but they do not remove the consequences of an unrealistic

promise.
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Show that stopping can be a responsible decision. Explain the reason and what would need
to change for a future pursuit to make sense. Protect the person who raised the concern from
becoming the convenient explanation for a disappointing outcome. At the same time, require the
team to examine feasible alternatives rather than treating discomfort as proof that the work is
impossible.

The goal is a team that can distinguish a worthwhile stretch from an unsupported
commitment. A stretch has a reasoned plan, resources, clear assumptions, and an owner prepared
to manage the risk. An unsupported commitment depends on hope that the difficult parts will
somehow resolve themselves.

Your behaviour establishes the difference more powerfully than a policy. If you insist on
evidence for claims, people will prepare evidence. If you accept late additions without cost
review, people will learn that promises are flexible until delivery begins. If you ask what
changed after a lesson was recorded, improvement becomes part of the work.

Over time, the organisation should become easier to trust because its internal decisions are
more disciplined. The proposal then reflects a capability that exists beyond the document. It
carries the work of people who understand the commitment and have a reasonable basis for

making it.
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Conclusion

Return to the executive’s desk on the afternoon before submission. The proposal still needs a
signature. The deadline is still real. The difference is what the organisation now knows. It has
examined the opportunity, understood the buyer’s decision, designed a feasible response,
checked its claims, and connected the price to the work. Important uncertainties have names and
owners. The final approval can therefore mean something more than permission to upload a file.

This discipline does not remove competition or guarantee an award. It helps the organisation
avoid preventable mistakes and make a clearer case for work it is prepared to perform. It also
makes a decline more useful. A team can explain why an opportunity did not fit and what
capability, evidence, or commercial condition would need to change next time.

You may not be able to repair every weakness in the next proposal. Start with the decision
that carries the greatest consequence. Confirm a doubtful requirement. Test a staffing
assumption. Reconcile a promise with the budget. Ask the delivery owner to review the final
offer. A small correction made early can prevent a much larger correction after expectations have
been set.

The same approach strengthens executive work beyond proposals. Leaders are often asked
to approve plans assembled from different people’s assumptions. Clear ownership, relevant
evidence, and honest treatment of uncertainty help them decide whether those plans deserve
commitment. The method is useful because it keeps the decision close to the people and
resources that must carry it out.

There is a human benefit as well. Teams work better when they know what has been agreed,

why it matters, and how to raise a concern. Buyers benefit when an offer is understandable and
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supported. Partners benefit when responsibilities are explicit. None of this requires grand
language. It requires attention to ordinary details at the moment they become consequential.

Before you approve the next response, ask someone to explain the promise in plain
language. Listen for who will do the work, what the buyer will receive, what the price assumes,
and what remains uncertain. If the answer is coherent and supported, the writing has something
solid to express. If it is not, there is still a decision to make.

That is where better proposals begin.
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Appendix A Opportunity Decision Note
Use this note before committing significant pursuit effort. Keep the first version short and update
it when material information changes.

Opportunity and governing documents. Identify the buyer, reference, current document versions,

official deadline, and permitted communication route.

Required result. State what the buyer needs to receive and the improvement the work is intended
to support.

Eligibility. Record each condition that could prevent participation and the evidence that
establishes whether it is met.

Reason to compete. Explain the relevant capability, evidence, or delivery advantage that gives
the organisation a credible position.

Delivery and commercial exposure. Identify capacity constraints, partner dependencies, major

cost assumptions, payment timing, and terms requiring review.

Pursuit investment. Estimate the people and time required, identify displaced work, and name the
proposal lead.

Decision. Record proceed, decline, or proceed subject to conditions. For each condition, name
the owner, evidence required, decision date, and stop condition. Record the approving person
and date.
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Appendix B Requirement and Evidence Record

Use one record per material requirement, splitting compound requirements when separate
responses are needed.

Source. Document title, version, section, and the exact relevant wording.

Response obligation. What must be provided, in which form, and by when. Record whether it is
mandatory, evaluated, contextual, or serves more than one of these functions, according to the

governing documents.

Owner. The person responsible for obtaining the answer and the person authorised to approve its
substance.

Evidence. The supporting record, its source, date, relevance, limitations, and permitted use.

Distinguish organisational experience from individual experience.
Response location. The final section, form, or attachment that answers the requirement.

Status and verification. State what is complete, what remains unresolved, and who checked the

final answer against the source. Record the effect of any amendment.
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Appendix C Executive Approval Questions

1. Why does this opportunity deserve our capacity, and what would make us stop?
2. Which documents govern the response, and have all material changes been incorporated?

3. Does the proposed method meet the requirement with people and resources that can actually

be available?

4. Which claims carry the greatest weight, and what evidence supports them?

5. Does the price cover the promised work, and can we finance the expected payment timing?
6. Which terms, assumptions, exceptions, or dependencies require an explicit decision?

7. Do the technical response, staffing, schedule, budget, and forms describe the same
commitment?

8. Have material review comments been resolved and the actual submission files checked?
9. Who owns submission, clarification responses, and the delivery handover?

10. What exactly am I approving, in which version, and which risks am I accepting?
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Appendix D Delivery Handover Record
Hold a handover conversation and retain a concise record covering the items below. Use the
actual agreement and award documents, not the proposal alone.

Purpose and scope. Buyer need, agreed deliverables, service boundaries, acceptance conditions,
and the approved schedule.

People and authority. Delivery owner, client contacts, partner commitments, approval rights,

escalation route, and any personnel-substitution conditions.

Commercial basis. Agreed price, cost assumptions, payment conditions, invoicing evidence, and
the applicable change process.

Measurement and information. Starting measures, indicator definitions, reporting

responsibilities, data permissions, and storage requirements.

Open matters. Remaining dependencies, risks, decisions, owners, and dates. Confirm who will
resolve each item before it affects delivery.

Learning return. Identify which delivery facts should update future estimates, evidence,
qualification decisions, or proposal methods.
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Sources and Notes

The numbered references support specific factual points. The working tools and management
recommendations are the author’s practical synthesis. Sources were checked on 2 October 2026. Rules, agency
instructions, and award conditions can change; verify the version applicable to the actual opportunity. This
book provides management guidance, not legal, tax, or accounting advice.

1. OECD. Glossary of Key Terms in Evaluation and Results Based Management for Sustainable Development.

Second edition, 2023. See the entries for outputs, outcomes, results chain, and results framework.

https://doi.org/10.1787/632da462-en-fr-es

2. World Bank. Procurement Regulations for IPF Borrowers. Seventh edition, September 2025. See

applicability, clarifications and addenda, and evaluation criteria. These regulations apply within their stated

investment-project-financing scope. Online source

3. United States Federal Acquisition Regulation. Subpart 15.3, source selection; section 15.206, amendments;
and section 15.506, postaward debriefing. Read alongside the FAR Overhaul FAQs and applicable agency

deviations, since model text is adopted through agency action and numbering may differ. Online source ;
Related source ; Related source ; Related source

4. United States Office of Management and Budget. 2 CFR 200.403, Factors affecting allowability of costs. A

United States federal-assistance example, subject to applicability and award conditions. Online source

5. OECD. Better Criteria for Better Evaluation. Revised evaluation criteria definitions and principles for use,

2019. These intervention-evaluation criteria do not automatically constitute a funder’s application rubric.
https://doi.org/10.1787/15a9c26b-en

6. National Institute of Standards and Technology. Guide to Protecting the Confidentiality of Personally
Identifiable Information. Special Publication 800-122, 2010. Risk-based information-handling guidance, not a

comprehensive statement of current privacy law. Online source

For Pakistan federal procurement, consult the Public Procurement Regulatory Authority’s current rules and the

particular solicitation; confirm the applicable version and any transition provisions. Provincial and other

regimes require separate checks. Online source
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https://csrc.nist.gov/pubs/sp/800/122/final
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https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-2/subtitle-A/chapter-II/part-200/subpart-E/subject-group-ECFRea20080eff2ea53/section-200.403
https://www.acquisition.gov/far-overhaul/faqs
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/15.506
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/15.206
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/subpart-15.3
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/c84273d1b230aeb2b0b8134de5dc8cd7-0290012025/original/Procurement-Regulations-7th-Edition-Sep-2025.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/632da462-en-fr-es
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