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A note to the reader

This book is for proposal leads, technical reviewers, managers and executives who need to 

examine a draft together and decide what should happen next. It concentrates on the work of 

review: preparing people, making useful findings, resolving disagreement, checking revisions 

and recording an accountable decision. It can support a business tender, a donor application or an 

internal proposal. Each setting has different rules, and those rules take priority over the suggested 

methods here.

Alder Project Services, Eastbank Cultural Trust and all the people in the continuing case are 

fictional. Every document, requirement, conversation and outcome in that case was created for 

teaching. They do not describe a client, an actual procurement or the author's professional 

results. Other exercises are also fictional. References to one, four, six or eight weeks belong to 

those exercises and are not recommended industry schedules.

The practical tools, review categories and suggested meeting arrangements are the author's 

synthesis. They are not certification standards, legal tests or an official evaluation system. 

Selected primary sources are identified in the notes to explain a few relevant distinctions. Their 

institutional scope is kept separate from the methods suggested in this book. Guidance was 

checked in October 2026; readers should consult the current opportunity documents and 

applicable requirements before acting.

This is management guidance. It does not replace legal, financial, technical, safeguarding or 

other specialist advice when a proposal creates consequential obligations. A well-run internal 

review also cannot guarantee an award. Its more immediate purpose is to make the organisation's 

decision better informed and the submitted promises easier to defend.
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Introduction

You ask six people to review a proposal. One corrects the punctuation. Another rewrites the 

opening paragraph. A third says the team sounds capable. The operations colleague notices a 

delivery problem but assumes someone else has already discussed it. By the end of the afternoon, 

the file contains many comments and the executive has less time to decide.

The number of comments does not tell you whether the proposal has received a useful review. 

Some drafts need extensive revision. Others need one uncomfortable question answered before 

any more writing is worthwhile. A team can polish a document while leaving its most 

consequential assumption untouched.

This book starts with the people around that draft. They bring different knowledge, different 

incentives and different amounts of time. Some helped write it. Some will have to deliver it. A 

senior colleague may believe the opportunity matters enough to justify extra effort. An 

independent reader may see a promise the authors no longer notice. The review lead has to make 

those contributions usable without pretending that everyone has the same job.

A useful review leaves a clear account of what was examined, what was found and what the 

organisation decided to do. The account does not need to be long. It needs enough detail for 

someone else to understand the basis of the decision. When a concern is resolved, the record 

should show the evidence that resolved it. When it remains open, the person responsible for 

approval should see it in plain language.

There is a practical sequence to this work. First, decide which questions the current review must 

answer. Assign readers who can judge those questions and give them a stable version of the 

draft. Let them form an initial view before the meeting. During the discussion, separate 

important findings from preferences, identify the evidence that would change a judgement and 

assign the next action. Afterwards, verify the revised material and present any remaining choices 

to the person authorised to make them.

The continuing case follows Alder Project Services, a fictional team preparing a response to 

Eastbank Cultural Trust. The Trust wants to redesign the visitor information service at three 

venues. The draft promises a four-week launch and answers to all visitor enquiries within one 
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business day. These claims sound reassuring until the reviewers ask exactly what they mean and 

what work would make them true.

Samira leads the proposal. Daniel understands the proposed service. Leena examines financial 

implications. Tom understands day-to-day operations. Mira reads independently of the drafting 

group. Ruth, the executive sponsor, must decide whether the organisation should authorise the 

response. Six named roles make the discussion easier to follow. They do not imply that every 

proposal needs six separate people.

The case has a deliberate limit. The team does not solve every concern by finding spare capacity 

or negotiating a convenient exception. It eventually reaches a decision not to submit. That 

outcome lets us examine a form of review that is easy to undervalue: one that protects the 

organisation from a promise it cannot currently support. Later, a separate, clearly marked 

exercise shows how release checks would work for a proposal that had actually earned approval.

Read the chapters in order if you are building a review practice for the first time. If a draft is 

already waiting, begin with the chapter that matches your immediate difficulty. Chapter 3 helps a 

reviewer replace a vague comment with an actionable finding. Chapter 5 helps a chair handle a 

crowded or uncomfortable discussion. Chapter 7 explains how to bring unresolved matters to an 

executive without hiding the recommendation in a pile of attachments.

One distinction matters throughout. An internal reviewer can help an author improve a proposal 

before submission. An external evaluator may be required to assess only the submitted material 

under the issuer's rules. NIH's current reviewer guide, for example, tells its scientific reviewers to 

explain their assessment and evaluate the application as presented rather than redesigning it. That 

is a specific external-review role, not a restriction on your own drafting workshop. [1] Be clear 

about which role you are asking someone to perform.

The chapters that follow return to a simple question: after this review, can the next person act 

with a clearer understanding of the evidence and the remaining uncertainty? If the answer is yes, 

the review has done useful work. If the answer is no, another round of comments may only make 

the file longer.
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1 Decide what this review must settle

A proposal review starts before anyone opens the draft. It starts when the person arranging the 

review decides what the team needs to learn. That decision shapes who should read, what they 

should receive, and how much work their comments create. Without it, a meeting can produce a 

crowded document and leave the most important question untouched.

A reviewer may spend an hour improving the introduction while another questions the delivery 

approach. Both may have done careful work. The difficulty is that they were answering different 

requests. The proposal lead now has to infer which comments deserve attention, whether the 

underlying approach remains open, and what the meeting was supposed to establish. The time 

used for review has created another coordination task.

Define the decision before requesting comments. Keep it close to the present draft. Perhaps the 

team needs to determine whether the service explanation is clear enough for an independent 

reader to challenge it. Perhaps it needs to identify unresolved statements before a decision-maker 

considers approval. Each purpose calls for a different kind of reading. Neither requires every 

reviewer to inspect every feature of the document.

The methods in this book are internal management recommendations. They do not replace an 

issuer's instructions, evaluation approach, required approvals, or submission conditions. Where a 

proposal must follow a specified process, establish that process first. Use the review practices 

here to help people work responsibly within it.

Begin with a shared situation
Samira is preparing the first shared review of Alder's service account for Eastbank Cultural 

Trust. Her colleagues bring different knowledge and authority, and Mira has not been involved in 

developing the draft. The immediate task is to make good use of those different perspectives.

The fictional issuer requires full service at all three venues within six weeks. Alder’s developing 

proposal includes a proposed four-week launch. It also promises “all visitor enquiries answered 

within one business day.” Both of Alder’s commitments are untested. The six-week requirement 

and the shorter proposed launch must remain distinct in the team’s discussion. A partner 

confirmation remains pending. These points deserve attention, but their presence does not tell us 
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what a particular review should decide. The team could examine whether readers notice the 

uncertainty, whether the delivery account explains the commitments, or what questions need 

answers before approval. Those are related purposes with different outputs.

Suppose Samira sends the team a message saying, “Please review the proposal and flag any 

concerns.” Daniel may take this as an invitation to improve the service concept. Tom may check 

the sequence of operational activities. Leena may look for statements whose implications have 

not been examined. Mira may ask what a visitor would actually experience. Ruth may expect an 

overall recommendation. None of these responses would be surprising. The request has left the 

central choice to six separate interpretations.

A more useful invitation would explain that this review must identify which statements require 

further investigation before the proposal can be considered for approval. It would name the three 

known uncertainties without limiting reviewers to them. It would also say that reviewers should 

describe any additional concern they find, rather than silently rewriting the service offer. This 

gives the team a common destination while leaving room for discovery.

Write the question in ordinary language
A review purpose should survive being read aloud. If the sentence contains several abstract 

nouns and nobody can explain what would count as an answer, it needs another pass. “Conduct a 

strategic quality assessment” sounds substantial, yet tells a reader little about where to 

concentrate.

For Alder, a workable question might be: “What remains unclear, unsupported, or disputed in the 

account of how this service would begin and operate?” That question directs attention to a 

recognisable part of the proposal. It also accommodates different findings. Mira might find a 

confusing explanation. Tom might identify a dependency. Daniel might disagree with an 

interpretation of the proposed service. The review can capture all three without pretending that 

they are the same problem.

The question should also identify the boundary of the session. A team reviewing the service 

account does not need to reconsider its entire organisational strategy. Nor should the boundary 

prevent someone from raising an issue that makes the chosen scope untenable. Samira can invite 

reviewers to record such issues separately and explain why they affect the current review. This 

keeps the main task workable without encouraging people to hide inconvenient information.
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A common source of drift is the word “final.” A final review might mean the last opportunity to 

change wording, a leadership decision, or a check that agreed changes appear correctly. Those 

activities have different requirements. Replace the label with a sentence about the expected 

result. If the team is checking implementation of earlier decisions, provide those decisions. If it is 

being asked to judge unresolved matters, identify who has authority to make that judgement.

Describe the output before the discussion
The purpose becomes practical when reviewers know what they must return. My 

recommendation is to ask for a short set of findings linked to passages, plus any questions that 

prevent a reliable judgement. A finding should explain what the reader observed and why it 

matters. The next chapters develop this form in detail. At this stage, the important point is that a 

collection of rewritten paragraphs is a different output.

Samira could ask each reviewer to bring their most consequential findings about the service 

account, while recording smaller wording issues in the document. She should avoid setting a 

quota that encourages people to manufacture concerns or suppress genuine ones. The aim is to 

make attention visible. Someone who found one substantial issue should be able to say so 

without adding weak comments to appear thorough.

Reviewers also need to know what happens to unanswered questions. If Tom needs information 

that the draft does not contain, the review should preserve that gap as a question. It should not 

require him to estimate an answer merely so the meeting can move on. A request for a clear 

output can accidentally reward false certainty when the leader insists that every concern arrive 

with a completed solution.

The expected output should be realistic for the material provided. A reader can assess whether 

the draft explains the proposed launch. Assessing whether that launch is achievable may require 

information outside the draft. Samira must distinguish those requests. Otherwise, confidence in 

the writing may be mistaken for confidence in the work described.

Match the review to the stage of the draft
A developing draft deserves a different reading from a stable one. Early material may contain 

deliberate gaps, provisional headings, or unresolved alternatives. Later material should make the 

organisation's intended offer increasingly clear. Asking for publication-level wording on unstable 
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content can waste effort. Asking only broad questions when the document is nearly settled can 

leave important detail unexamined.

Maturity should be described rather than implied by a version number. Samira might tell readers 

that the service narrative is ready for challenge, the launch description is provisional, and the 

partner statement awaits confirmation. That short explanation helps them separate known 

unfinished work from discoveries. It also prevents a provisional passage from acquiring apparent 

authority simply because it is formatted like the rest of the proposal.

Known gaps still belong in the review. A label saying “to be confirmed” tells reviewers that 

someone recognises an uncertainty. It does not establish who is dealing with it, what depends on 

it, or when a decision will be needed. Reviewers can usefully test whether the gap is described 

clearly enough for those next steps. They should avoid treating the label as permission to ignore 

the subject.

The review copy needs a stable identity. Give readers the same version, identify any supporting 

material, and state how later changes will be handled. If Daniel revises the service section while 

Mira reads an earlier copy, their discussion may concern two different documents. A brief pause 

in editing, or a clearly controlled record of changes, helps the team know what its findings 

actually refer to.

Leave enough room for an uncomfortable answer
A review loses value when its acceptable conclusion has already been chosen. The leader may 

genuinely want challenge while signalling that substantial change would be unwelcome. Phrases 

such as “We only need reassurance” or “Please avoid reopening anything” can make an 

unresolved issue sound like an inconvenience rather than information.

Samira does not need to invite unlimited reconsideration. She does need to make space for a 

reviewer to say that the available material cannot support the requested judgement. That answer 

may be uncomfortable because it creates work. It remains more useful than a reassuring 

conclusion built on assumptions that nobody has examined.

Ruth's participation matters here. If she expects a recommendation, she should also be prepared 

to hear the limits of that recommendation. A team can report that it has reviewed the clarity of 

the service account while leaving the feasibility of the launch unresolved. That distinction 
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protects the meaning of the work completed. It also keeps an internal review from becoming an 

accidental approval.

At this point in Alder's case, the four-week launch, the response commitment, and the partner 

confirmation remain open. The first review's job is to make the relevant questions visible and 

assign the right attention. Later decisions will require more than agreement that the prose sounds 

convincing.

Practice preparing the review invitation
Choose one section of a proposal you are entitled to use, or use Alder's service account. Write an 

invitation of no more than one short paragraph. State the question the review must answer, the 

version to read, the material's current maturity, and the form of response you need. Include a 

sentence explaining how reviewers should raise a concern outside the intended scope.

Read your invitation as someone with little background in the draft. Could that person explain 

what they are expected to return? Could they report insufficient information without appearing to 

have failed? Revise any wording that leaves either answer uncertain. Before you send the 

invitation, identify who will receive the findings and who can decide what follows. The 

invitation is ready when those responsibilities are clear enough for the review to begin.
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2 Give reviewers different jobs

Once the purpose is clear, the next question is who should examine what. A team may have six 

readers and still miss a consequential problem because all six are looking for the same kind of 

weakness. Shared experience makes collaboration easier, but it can also produce shared 

assumptions. More readers add value when they bring meaningfully different attention to the 

draft.

Assigning different jobs does not mean dividing the document into isolated territories. A service 

promise can have implications for operations, resources, reader understanding, and executive 

responsibility at the same time. The team needs several views of that promise. What it should 

avoid is six people duplicating the same surface edit while nobody tests its meaning.

Give each reviewer a primary question, the material needed to answer it, and a clear limit on the 

conclusion they can draw. A role describes the attention expected from the person during this 

review. It does not make that person the sole owner of every issue touching their profession.

Start with questions then assign people
It is tempting to allocate review work by job title. Finance reads the financial section. Operations 

reads the delivery section. Leadership reads the summary. This arrangement is convenient, but 

the proposal's important statements may cross all three sections. Readers can become highly 

familiar with their allocated pages while missing how those pages interact.

For Alder's service review, Samira can begin with the questions. Does the account explain the 

service clearly? Do the proposed activities connect in a plausible sequence? Which statements 

depend on information that remains unavailable? Where could a reader reasonably infer 

something Alder has not intended to offer? The questions reveal the expertise needed more 

clearly than the section headings do.

Daniel can examine whether the narrative represents the proposed service accurately. Tom can 

examine the operational sequence and dependencies described. Leena can look for statements 

whose resource implications need to be referred for further examination, without turning this 

review into a fresh budget exercise. Mira can test what the draft communicates to someone 

outside its development. Ruth can identify which unresolved matters require a sponsor's decision 



The Proposal Review Room

9

or further advice. Samira can maintain the common purpose and make sure findings are captured 

accurately.

These assignments give each person a starting point. They should not prohibit someone from 

noticing a problem elsewhere. If Mira sees inconsistent language about the launch, she can report 

it even if Tom owns the primary operational reading. The role makes responsibility clearer; it 

should never become a reason to disregard relevant evidence.

Make room for the author without making the author the judge
Authors possess knowledge that other reviewers need. Daniel may understand why the service 

description uses a particular term or where a proposed activity fits. Removing him from the 

process would discard useful context. Yet asking him to be the sole judge of whether his own 

explanation is sufficient would create a predictable limitation.

A useful arrangement gives the author responsibility for explaining intent and identifying the 

basis of a statement. Other reviewers remain responsible for reporting what the text actually 

communicates and what their assigned question reveals. Daniel can explain what he meant by a 

launch. Mira can still report that the draft led her to a different understanding. His explanation 

does not erase her reading.

The distinction is especially important during live discussion. An articulate author may supply a 

missing explanation so smoothly that the team forgets it was absent from the document. Samira 

should ask whether the new explanation is already available to the eventual reader. If it is not, 

the review has discovered a communication gap, even when the group now understands the 

author's intention.

Authors also need permission to say that a question requires investigation. An immediate answer 

is not always available, and a review should not become a test of how confidently someone can 

defend a draft. Daniel's contribution can include “I need to verify that connection” or “That was 

an assumption in the working version.” These responses give the team a more accurate picture of 

the material.

Use independence carefully
Independent reading is valuable because it introduces a person who has not absorbed the team's 

background explanations. Independence has several dimensions. A person may be independent 
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of drafting while still reporting to the sponsor. They may have no interest in the proposed 

approach while lacking the technical knowledge to judge it. Naming these limits helps the team 

use the reading appropriately.

Mira's first pass can be conducted without a long briefing from Daniel. She should receive the 

review purpose, the relevant draft, and any material the intended reader would reasonably have. 

She can record her initial interpretation before hearing the team's explanations. This preserves 

information that would disappear once she becomes familiar with the internal discussion.

After that first pass, a conversation with the authors may be highly useful. Independence does 

not require permanent distance or an adversarial manner. The sequence matters: first capture 

what the material communicates, then explore why the team wrote it that way. If Samira explains 

every difficult passage in advance, Mira can no longer show which explanations the document 

itself fails to provide.

Mira's independence does not make all her conclusions correct. She may misread a clear passage 

or lack relevant context that the intended audience would possess. The team should examine her 

evidence and the circumstances of her reading. It should also resist dismissing an awkward 

observation simply because the person making it is unfamiliar with the project. Unfamiliarity is 

part of the reason she was invited.

Adapt the roles to a small team
Many organisations cannot assign six people to a proposal. A two-person team may need to 

combine writing, coordination, operational review, and approval preparation. The useful 

principle is to preserve different checks as far as the circumstances allow, while being honest 

about what has been combined.

Two people can begin by reading separately against different questions. They can then exchange 

their interpretations before either revises the shared document. A writer can make a later pass 

focused only on statements that depend on another party. The second person can read the same 

material for unclear scope. These are purposeful changes of attention, although neither should be 

described as fully independent verification.

Where authorised and practical, a person outside the drafting pair can conduct a limited check of 

a consequential passage. The request should specify the question and provide enough context to 
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answer it. There is no need to ask an occasional reader to certify the whole proposal. A narrow, 

competent check can be more useful than a broad endorsement from someone who has seen only 

the summary.

Access still needs care. Sharing a proposal with an outside reader may expose information they 

are not entitled to receive. Follow the organisation's permissions and any applicable obligations 

before circulating material. A shortage of reviewers does not justify broadening access casually. 

If a necessary check cannot be obtained, record the limitation for the responsible decision-maker 

rather than describing the work as independently reviewed.

Keep authority visible
Reviewing, recommending, and approving are separate responsibilities even when one person 

performs more than one of them. A reviewer may identify a concern without having authority to 

alter the offer. An author may propose a change without being entitled to approve its 

consequences. Confusion about these boundaries can turn an ordinary edit into an unrecognised 

organisational decision.

Ruth's sponsorship gives her an important role, but it should not be assumed to cover every 

decision. Alder must use its actual approval arrangements. In this fictional case, the review team 

can identify matters that need Ruth's attention without inventing powers she has not been given. 

Where another authority would be required, the review should make that need visible.

Seniority can also affect what gets said. If Ruth begins the meeting by announcing that the draft 

looks ready, less senior reviewers may soften their findings. Samira can ask reviewers to record 

their initial observations before the meeting and let them explain those observations before 

inviting an overall sponsor response. This is an author-recommended facilitation practice, not a 

guarantee that every concern will emerge.

The chair should protect disagreement that remains relevant and evidence-based. Daniel and 

Tom may interpret a dependency differently. Samira does not need to settle the issue by counting 

supporters. She needs to capture each interpretation, the information behind it, and the question 

that would distinguish between them. Later chapters consider how those findings become 

revision and decision work.
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Practice assigning a useful second view
Take the invitation you wrote in Chapter 1. Choose three questions the review needs to answer 

and assign a primary reader to each. Explain why that person can contribute, what material they 

need, and where their judgement is limited. If your real team has fewer than three people, assign 

separate reading passes and state clearly which checks lack independence.

Now choose one consequential statement, such as Alder's proposed four-week launch. Identify 

who wrote or shaped it, who can examine its operational meaning, and who can report what an 

unfamiliar reader would understand. Check whether these are genuinely different views or the 

same assumption repeated by different people. Adjust the assignments where possible. Where a 

gap remains, include it in the review plan so the eventual decision-maker can see the limits of the 

work.
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3 Teach the team what a useful finding looks like

A reviewer notices that something feels wrong. The sentence seems too strong, a dependency 

appears to be missing, or the explanation leaves them uncertain. That moment is the beginning of 

useful work. The team still needs the concern expressed in a form that another person can 

understand, examine, and act on.

Many review comments stop too early. “Weak,” “unclear,” and “needs work” communicate 

dissatisfaction without explaining its source. The author must guess whether to add evidence, 

narrow a claim, restructure a paragraph, or defend the existing text. Even a correct instinct 

becomes expensive when the person receiving it has to reconstruct the reviewer's reasoning.

Teach a simple finding form: identify the passage, describe the observation, explain the 

consequence for understanding or decision-making, and state the question or next examination 

needed. Use enough detail to make the concern testable. The form is a thinking aid, so a short 

comment can satisfy it without becoming a miniature report.

Begin with something another reader can locate
A finding needs an anchor. This might be a section heading, a short quotation, or a stable 

comment location in the review copy. Avoid depending entirely on page numbers when the draft 

is still moving. A person working from a revised layout should be able to recognise the statement 

under discussion.

Consider a weak comment on Alder's service account: “This deadline is unrealistic.” The 

reviewer may have an important concern, but the comment asserts a conclusion without 

identifying its basis. It could refer to the launch, the response commitment, or another time 

reference. It also leaves the author unsure whether the reviewer has contrary evidence or simply 

a different expectation.

A more useful comment would say: “The service overview proposes a four-week launch. The 

passage does not explain what marks the start of that period or which activities must be 

completed before launch. I cannot assess the sequence from this description. Please identify 

those points and the basis for the proposed duration.” This comment preserves the concern while 

showing what the draft currently fails to establish.
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The improved version does not prove that four weeks is impossible. It identifies a limitation in 

the available account. If Tom has separate evidence that changes the assessment, he should 

identify it through an authorised source the team can examine. Until then, the finding should 

remain precise about what is known and what is still a question.

Separate the text from your inference
Readers make inferences continually. The problem arises when an inference is reported as 

though it were an explicit statement. “The proposal promises immediate implementation” may be 

the reviewer's interpretation of a launch sentence rather than wording the proposal actually uses. 

That distinction affects the response.

A useful finding can say, “I read this as meaning that the full service would be operating at all 

three venues by the end of the stated period.” The reviewer can then explain which words 

produced that reading and ask whether it matches the intended offer. This gives the author 

something concrete to examine. It also allows other readers to say whether they reached the same 

interpretation.

For Alder's response commitment, a weak comment might be: “Too ambitious. Make it more 

realistic.” An improved comment would be: “The phrase ‘all visitor enquiries answered within 

one business day’ leaves me uncertain about what counts as an answer. I cannot tell whether the 

commitment means acknowledgement or a substantive response. The distinction changes what a 

reader may expect. Please define the intended meaning and identify what still needs to be 

tested.”

Here the reviewer has named an ambiguity without choosing the organisation's eventual promise. 

The next step may involve service design, operational examination, and a decision about 

wording. A reviewer who immediately replaces “all” with “most” would be making a substantive 

proposal of their own. That proposal may deserve consideration, but it should be recognised as a 

proposal and examined accordingly.

Explain why the finding matters
A comment becomes easier to prioritise when it explains its effect. “Add detail” asks for more 

words. “The reader cannot see who handles enquiries that need input from another venue” 
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identifies a specific gap in understanding. The latter gives the team a reason to consider 

additional explanation and a way to judge whether a revision helps.

Consequences should remain proportionate to the evidence. Avoid writing that an issue “will 

lose the proposal” when the reviewer cannot know that. Internal teams are rarely helped by 

exaggerated predictions. A finding can be consequential without claiming certainty about an 

evaluator's reaction. It may show that two passages communicate different offers or that an 

unresolved dependency is presented as settled.

The pending partner confirmation illustrates this discipline. A weak comment would say: 

“Partner section is risky.” A more useful version is: “The draft's wording presents the partner's 

involvement as confirmed, while the case record says confirmation is pending. A reader could 

understand this as an established arrangement. Please reconcile the wording and the recorded 

status before this passage is treated as settled.” This is a conditional example of a finding: it 

applies only if the draft actually contains that representation.

The reviewer should not embellish the observation with assumptions about why the confirmation 

is pending. They should not imply that the partner will decline or that the team has acted 

improperly. The immediate issue is the relationship between the wording and the known status. 

Keeping that relationship clear helps people examine the problem without a distracting argument 

about motives.

Ask for a next step that fits the uncertainty
A useful finding does not always contain the solution. Some concerns can be addressed through a 

small clarification. Others require information, a specialist view, or a decision among 

alternatives. Asking every reviewer to supply replacement wording can encourage premature 

resolution.

“Please define this term” may be appropriate when the intended meaning is already agreed. 

“Please establish which meaning the team intends before revising the paragraph” is more 

appropriate when the underlying choice remains open. Both requests can lead to better writing. 

They ask for different work in a different order.

Reviewers can suggest solutions, provided they label them as suggestions. A comment might say 

that one possible revision is to state the condition explicitly, then ask the responsible people to 
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determine whether that condition reflects the intended offer. This helps the author without 

quietly transferring decision authority to the person who wrote the comment.

For the Alder case, the initial findings should preserve the unresolved launch, response 

commitment, and partner confirmation. The team can describe the examination needed for each. 

It should avoid making those uncertainties disappear through elegant wording alone. A sentence 

can become more readable while the question beneath it remains unanswered.

Calibrate before reviewing the whole draft
Teams can learn the finding form through a short shared exercise before the full review. Choose 

a passage with a recognisable ambiguity. Ask people to write their observations separately, then 

compare them. Look for differences in what they noticed, what they inferred, and what they 

asked the author to do.

The purpose is to establish a usable standard, while preserving different judgements. One 

reviewer may focus on reader understanding and another on missing support. Both findings can 

be useful. A concern should be challenged when its basis is unclear, its consequence is 

overstated, or its requested action exceeds what the reviewer can justify.

Samira can model that challenge with a neutral question: “Which part of the draft leads you to 

that conclusion?” Another useful question is, “What would we need to see to examine this 

concern?” These questions invite precision. They work better than asking a reviewer to defend 

how serious they feel the issue is.

Good calibration also includes comments on passages that work. “Strong section” is pleasant but 

offers little guidance. A more useful observation explains that the passage identifies the activity, 

the responsible role, and the link to the next stage clearly enough for the assigned review 

question. Such comments tell authors what to preserve. They also help prevent an unnecessary 

rewrite from removing an explanation that readers already find useful.

Practice rewriting three comments
Use these three comments as starting points: “The launch is unrealistic”; “This promise needs 

work”; and “We should strengthen the partner paragraph.” Rewrite each as a finding on Alder's 

fictional draft. Identify the wording you are examining, distinguish an observation from an 
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inference, explain the consequence, and request a proportionate next step. Do not invent 

evidence that resolves the underlying uncertainty.

Read the rewritten comments from the author's position. Can you tell what information or 

decision is needed? Is any suggested wording clearly labelled as a suggestion? Have you claimed 

more than the available material supports? Then ask a second reader to describe the task each 

comment creates. If their interpretation differs from yours, revise the finding until the next step is 

clear. The aim is a review conversation in which people can spend their effort examining the 

proposal rather than decoding one another's comments.
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4 Read the draft before the meeting

A review meeting begins with the reading that happens before anyone enters the room. If the first 

encounter with a proposal is a presentation by its author, the author's explanation can fill gaps 

that remain on the page. A reader may understand the proposal because someone has described 

what it was intended to say. The eventual evaluator will receive the submitted words, tables and 

attachments. Your review should give those materials a fair test on their own.

Give reviewers a stable version and a clear purpose. Tell them which decisions the review must 

inform, what is still being developed and where supporting information can be found. Avoid a 

long introduction defending difficult choices. A short account of the proposal's stage is enough. 

If the launch schedule has not been tested, say so. If a partner has not confirmed its contribution, 

make that status visible. Reviewers should know where uncertainty exists without being coached 

to excuse it.

The preparation period needs to fit the reading task. Asking for a serious review of a substantial 

draft shortly before a meeting creates an unreliable result, however willing the reviewers are. 

When time is limited, narrow the assignment openly. One person might examine the service 

promise and its supporting method while another reads the full response for conflicting 

statements. State the coverage that this arrangement leaves incomplete. An unread section cannot 

quietly inherit the assurance earned elsewhere.

Give each reader an independent first pass
Ask reviewers to record their first observations before seeing colleagues' comments. Shared 

comments are useful later, but an early forceful view can shape everybody's reading. Once a 

respected service lead says the method is clear, a less experienced reader may assume that their 

own confusion is the problem. Independent reading gives the team a better chance of discovering 

where knowledgeable people reach different interpretations.

This does not require a complicated system. A clean copy and a private note can be sufficient. 

Ask each reader to describe what they think the team is promising, what makes them doubt it and 

what information would resolve that doubt. Encourage a brief summary written without copying 

the draft. If two careful readers describe different services, the difference deserves attention even 

when neither has found an obvious drafting error.
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The first pass should also preserve strengths. A reviewer who finds a clear explanation of 

responsibilities should identify why it works. That explanation may provide a useful model for a 

weaker section. Positive observations become valuable when they name something the team can 

protect during revision. General praise offers less guidance, particularly when later edits change 

the very passage that made the original draft convincing.

After the independent pass, let reviewers consult supporting material and one another as needed. 

The sequence matters. Their initial notes preserve the unassisted reading; subsequent 

investigation improves the accuracy of the finding. A reader can then say, for example, that the 

appendix explains a qualification which the main service description never mentions. That is 

more precise than claiming that no qualification exists anywhere.

Describe the consequence before choosing a category
Three simple distinctions can help a team direct its attention: critical, material and editorial. 

These are optional internal review terms, not universal procurement definitions. An issuer may 

use similar words differently. Agree what they mean in your review and keep the explanation 

close enough that new participants can use it.

A critical finding threatens the basis for proceeding with the proposal as it stands. It might 

concern an undeliverable commitment, a conflict with an explicit requirement or an unsupported 

statement whose consequences cannot responsibly be accepted. A material finding could 

significantly affect the reader's understanding, assessment or confidence, but does not yet 

establish that the proposal cannot proceed. An editorial finding concerns presentation or 

language without changing the underlying commitment or its meaning.

The distinction depends on consequences. A missing word can reverse a service promise and 

become critical. Several awkward paragraphs may remain editorial if the meaning is secure. 

Equally, a vague expression such as “full support” can carry a material or critical issue that 

polished wording alone will not resolve. Ask what a reasonable reader could conclude and what 

the team would then have to do.

Keep uncertainty separate from severity. A potentially serious finding may still need 

investigation. Calling it “critical, pending confirmation of the schedule” conveys more than 

assigning a numerical confidence score which nobody can explain. Useful language includes 
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“supported by the current draft,” “contradicted by the service plan” and “not yet established.” 

Each phrase tells the next person what kind of work remains.

A finding becomes easier to use when it includes the relevant passage, the concern, the likely 

consequence and the question to be answered. Avoid turning it immediately into the reviewer's 

preferred replacement sentence. Early rewriting can conceal a disagreement about the actual 

service. Establish what the team can responsibly promise before deciding how elegantly to 

describe it.

Three readings of one promise
Alder's draft proposes a four-week launch and says that “all visitor enquiries” will be “answered 

within one business day.” The delivery partner's confirmation is still pending as the team begins 

its independent reading.

Samira distributes a clean draft for independent reading. Mira writes down her interpretation 

before speaking with Daniel: a visitor should receive the information needed to settle their 

enquiry by the next business day, regardless of which venue they contact. She also reads the 

launch description as making the complete proposed service available at all three venues after 

four weeks. These are reasonable interpretations of the words before her.

Tom reads the same promise differently. He assumes that an answer can be an acknowledgement 

telling the visitor when a fuller response will follow. His reading reflects how an operational 

team might manage enquiries that need specialist input. Daniel expects the service team to 

resolve routine questions promptly and refer more complex ones. Neither qualification appears in 

the headline promise. The draft has allowed three experienced readers to carry three different 

commitments into the review.

Mira records the enquiry promise as a material finding with the potential to become critical once 

its intended meaning and delivery implications are established. Her note identifies the sentence, 

explains her reading and asks what happens when an enquiry needs information from the 

unconfirmed partner. She does not write that the team must replace “answered” with 

“acknowledged.” That wording could be part of a solution, but first the team must decide what 

service it actually proposes.
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Tom separately flags the four-week schedule. The supporting activities appear to describe one 

venue in detail, while the summary promises a launch across three. He cannot yet establish 

whether work at the other venues can run in parallel. He records a potentially critical schedule 

finding and asks for a venue-by-venue explanation of dependencies. His note concerns the basis 

for the promise rather than the visual quality of the timeline.

Leena notices that one paragraph uses “launch” to mean the start of service and another uses it to 

mean completion of all functions. She could have treated this as inconsistent terminology. 

Instead, she records the two meanings and explains that a terminology edit may change what the 

proposal commits Alder to deliver. Samira groups her observation with Tom's schedule finding 

while retaining both references. The team now has a coherent question to investigate rather than 

three disconnected requests to improve wording.

Before the meeting, Samira sends a short agenda naming the enquiry promise and launch 

sequence as decisions requiring attention. She preserves the independent notes and asks Daniel 

and Tom to bring the available operational evidence. She has not concluded that the draft is 

unacceptable or that either colleague's preferred interpretation should prevail. She has made the 

uncertainty specific enough for useful discussion.

Bring questions the meeting can answer
Preparation should reduce the time spent discovering what a comment means. If a reader writes 

“unclear,” ask which possible readings they see. If the comment says “unrealistic,” ask which 

dependency or capacity assumption creates that concern. The author may provide missing 

evidence before the meeting, allowing the reviewer to withdraw or narrow a finding. Preserve the 

explanation when that happens so the team can distinguish a resolved question from an 

overlooked one.

Do not require every reviewer to arrive with a solution. Someone can identify a real problem 

outside their own expertise. Their contribution is stronger when they define its boundaries 

honestly. The service specialist may be best placed to explain the delivery mechanism, while the 

independent reader remains well placed to test whether the resulting explanation is 

understandable.
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Practice preserving the first reading
Take a paragraph containing a delivery promise from a current draft, or use Alder's enquiry 

promise. Read it without its author's explanation. Write a short account of what a customer could 

reasonably expect, including who receives the service and when the obligation is satisfied. Then 

ask another reader to do the same independently. Compare the interpretations only after both are 

written.

Develop one finding from any difference you discover. Explain the consequence, choose a 

provisional category and identify the evidence needed to settle it. Resist rewriting the paragraph 

until that evidence is available. Finish by checking whether your finding would let an uninvolved 

colleague understand why it deserves meeting time. If it only communicates that you dislike the 

sentence, refine it until the underlying question is visible.
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5 Run a review that reaches decisions

A review meeting earns its place in the working day when it helps people reach decisions they 

could not reach reliably through isolated comments. Reading the draft aloud, collecting reactions 

and asking whether everyone is comfortable can consume the available time without changing 

the team's understanding. Participants may leave with different ideas about what was agreed, 

while the proposal lead inherits a large and conflicting set of edits.

Design the meeting around a small set of questions. Which concerns are established? Which 

remain uncertain? What must change? What further information is needed, and who can obtain 

it? Some questions will end in an immediate decision. Others should end in a defined 

investigation. The quality of the review depends on the clarity of those outcomes, including the 

limits on what the group can decide.

The meeting chair has a particular responsibility here. They protect the distinction between 

discussing an issue and disposing of it. A lively conversation about delivery dates is not evidence 

that the date has been agreed. An executive's willingness to accept a business risk does not 

establish what an issuer permits. A confident explanation can be useful, but the chair should ask 

what supports it and whether that support addresses the exact concern.

Make authority and participation visible
Before discussion begins, state who may decide the matters on the agenda. The proposal lead 

may coordinate revisions without having authority to accept a new delivery obligation. A service 

lead may assess feasibility while an executive sponsor decides whether the organisation is 

willing to offer the service. The issuer controls the interpretation or clarification of its own 

requirements through the applicable process. Keeping these roles clear prevents a room from 

claiming authority it does not possess.

If participants have not completed their preparation, allow a short silent reading period for the 

passages under discussion. Ask them to note a view before anyone speaks. This is a practical 

recovery step, not a substitute for adequate review of the whole proposal. Acknowledge any 

remaining coverage gap. Teams make better use of limited time when they know exactly what 

has and has not been examined.
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Invite the person who raised a finding to explain it briefly, then ask the relevant specialist to 

respond. Bring in other readers before the most senior participant gives a conclusion. This order 

can reduce the pressure to align with an executive's early view. It also gives the chair a chance to 

hear whether the draft creates the same difficulty for more than one person.

People should be able to change their minds without losing standing. A reviewer who withdraws 

a concern after seeing reliable evidence has helped the team. So has an author who accepts that a 

well-intended passage overpromises. Thank them for the clarification and record the reason. 

Avoid making the discussion a contest over whose original position survives.

Work through disagreement in the right order
When participants disagree, first establish what kind of disagreement they have. They may be 

reading the words differently, relying on different facts, recommending different options or 

expressing different tolerances for risk. These require different responses. Repeatedly asking 

everyone to explain their view can prolong a discussion when the missing step is simply to 

inspect the schedule together.

Restate each position in terms the person recognises. Then identify the evidence or authority that 

could distinguish between them. If two service specialists disagree about a dependency, ask them 

to describe the conditions under which their respective estimates hold. Their estimates may 

concern different versions of the service. If the disagreement concerns what the issuer will 

accept, internal preference will not resolve it.

Prioritise findings by their consequences and dependencies. A schedule question that changes the 

service description, staffing arrangements and partner responsibilities deserves early attention. 

Resolving ten easy wording comments first may feel productive while leaving every later section 

exposed to substantial change. Editorial work can continue separately when it does not distract 

the people needed for a material decision.

There will be moments when a meeting must stop debating an issue. Give it an explicit 

disposition: a decision with reasons, an investigation with an owner, or an unresolved matter 

requiring the proper authority. A time limit helps only if something reliable replaces the 

conversation. “Take it offline” is incomplete until the team knows who will do what, what 

evidence is expected and when the result must return.
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Discovering the shape of the launch
At Alder's review, Samira opens with the two prepared findings. She asks Mira to explain her 

reading of the enquiry promise before Daniel describes his intended service. Mira says that a 

visitor asking a question requiring partner input could reasonably expect a substantive answer 

within one business day. Daniel explains that the service design assumes acknowledgement 

within that period, with resolution depending on the enquiry. Tom agrees that this distinction is 

necessary for operations.

Ruth initially asks whether a clearer sentence will settle the issue. Samira points out that the team 

also needs to decide how it will describe resolution and communicate unresolved enquiries. 

Daniel accepts responsibility for defining the service states, including what counts as 

acknowledgement and what happens while information is awaited. Tom will test whether the 

proposed handling process can be operated. The meeting has identified a substantive service 

decision beneath the wording problem.

The launch discussion takes longer. Daniel's four-week estimate covers the first venue as a pilot. 

Tom's activity sequence shows that learning from the pilot, completing the remaining 

configuration and preparing all three venues for full functionality would require eight weeks. The 

draft has combined the pilot estimate with a three-venue promise. This is now an established 

problem in the proposal, rather than an independent reader's unsupported suspicion.

Samira brings the relevant fictional issuer requirement into the discussion: Eastbank requires full 

service across all three venues within six weeks. The group cannot reconcile this with its current 

eight-week full-functionality plan by choosing more persuasive language. Ruth asks whether all 

three venues could open with a narrower initial service by week six. Daniel and Tom identify a 

potentially feasible sequence in which limited initial service begins at each venue within six 

weeks and full functionality follows at eight weeks.

That option requires careful description. Daniel outlines the functions included in the initial 

service and the functions deferred. Tom explains the operational conditions that would have to 

hold. Leena asks whether the partner's pending confirmation affects either stage. Her question 

prevents the new sequence from acquiring an unjustified appearance of certainty merely because 

it is more detailed than the old one.
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The group agrees that the limited-service sequence is an option worth developing. It does not 

agree that Eastbank permits it. The stated six-week requirement calls for full service. The team 

needs an official answer on whether Eastbank will permit a phased alternative under its 

clarification process; it cannot assume an exception. Samira records this boundary plainly. The 

proposed sequence will remain conditional on clarification and on verification of the relevant 

delivery assumptions, including the partner's role.

Mira still worries that the word “launch” could hide the deferred functionality. Daniel thinks 

readers will understand a phased approach if the sequence is explained. Samira asks each to state 

what the draft would need to show. They agree that the main service description and schedule 

must distinguish the two stages and name the later functions. Mira's concern therefore changes 

the revision instructions without requiring Daniel to adopt her preferred sentence.

Ruth asks the room whether there are further concerns about developing the option. Samira gives 

each participant a brief opportunity to answer. Tom repeats the partner dependency. Leena wants 

to see that the same scope assumptions appear wherever resources are described. Mira asks that 

the unresolved permission question remain visible in the team's decision record. These are 

retained as conditions for further work. Nobody is asked to declare the proposal ready for 

submission.

Record outcomes without manufacturing agreement
The record of a review should let someone reconstruct the significant decisions without 

replaying the meeting. For each consequential finding, retain the conclusion or current status, its 

reason, any condition, the person responsible for the next step and the point at which it must 

return. A short account of the rejected option can be useful when the same attractive but 

unsupported idea is likely to reappear.

Read important outcomes back before moving on. Ask whether the summary accurately 

represents what was decided, rather than whether everybody is happy. Participants may support 

the next step while retaining a concern about its eventual outcome. Record a significant 

remaining objection in neutral language, together with the evidence or decision that would 

address it. Silence and fatigue should not be converted into agreement.

End with a brief account of what the meeting has established and what remains open. Someone 

who missed the discussion should be able to tell whether the team approved a change, 
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commissioned an investigation or identified a decision that belongs elsewhere. Final approval 

requires its own basis; a useful review meeting does not provide it automatically.

Practice chairing the difficult ten minutes
Use Alder's launch problem for a short discussion with colleagues. Assign one person to defend 

the four-week pilot estimate, another to examine full-service delivery and another to read the six-

week issuer requirement closely. Let a chair identify where the accounts differ, ask for the 

evidence behind them and guide the group to a recorded outcome. Keep the distinction between 

developing an option and accepting it visible.

Afterward, have each participant independently write what they believe the meeting decided. 

Compare those accounts with the chair's record. Any important difference is a reason to improve 

the read-back, the decision wording or the assignment of authority. Judge the exercise by 

whether the next person could act responsibly from the record, including knowing what they are 

still not authorised to assume.
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6 Turn comments into verified revisions

A review creates work for the people who revise the proposal. It also creates a responsibility to 

check that the work addressed the finding. A comment can be marked complete while its 

underlying problem survives in another paragraph, a table or an attachment. Conversely, a 

concern can be resolved through evidence without requiring a large textual change. The team 

needs a way to follow the issue from its original consequence to a justified conclusion.

Begin with a clear revision instruction. State the finding being addressed, the intended outcome 

and any conditions that the reviewer expects to remain visible. “Improve the launch section” 

gives the writer too much interpretation to do. “Distinguish the proposed initial service from full 

functionality, and retain the unresolved issuer clarification” provides a usable direction without 

dictating every sentence.

Give one person responsibility for coordinating each substantive revision. Other contributors 

may supply information or edit their own sections, but someone needs to bring those 

contributions together. Shared ownership can leave everyone believing that a colleague has 

checked the final result. The revision owner should be able to explain what changed, why it 

changed and what remains incomplete.

Separate making the change from verifying it
The person who understands a subject best is often the right revision owner. They are also 

familiar with the intended meaning and may read it into the revised words. Where capacity 

allows, assign another person to verify the result. The verifier checks whether the agreed 

outcome has been achieved and whether the change creates new problems. This role does not 

need to carry higher organisational rank than the writer.

Use independence where it contributes most. A six-person team cannot build a separate 

assurance function around every sentence. It can, however, avoid asking the author of a critical 

service promise to be its only reader. Pair a knowledgeable operational check with an 

independent reading when both feasibility and interpretation matter. Editorial corrections can 

receive a lighter check if their consequences are genuinely limited.
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Define what would count as sufficient verification before the owner begins. If the finding 

concerns an ambiguous promise, the verifier should be able to state the revised obligation 

without relying on a verbal explanation. If it concerns a schedule, the check needs the relevant 

dependencies and service stages as well as the final graphic. If it concerns an external 

permission, an internal rewrite cannot supply the missing permission.

Evidence should fit the claim. A specialist's explanation can establish how an estimate was built, 

while an official clarification may be needed to establish how an issuer will treat a proposed 

approach. A partner's confirmation may support its own contribution without resolving the entire 

delivery plan. Keep these boundaries clear so that a useful piece of evidence does not acquire 

more authority than it has.

Follow the change through the proposal
A substantive revision often changes more than its original paragraph. Readers encounter 

promises in summaries, diagrams, schedules, team descriptions and attachments. An old 

statement left in a prominent place can outweigh a careful qualification buried elsewhere. The 

owner should identify where the changed assumption appears and consider where it is implied, 

even if the exact words are absent.

A search for the old wording is a useful start. It will not find every consequence. A diagram may 

imply that all functions begin together. A staffing description may assume the original sequence. 

A case example may portray a level of service which the revised proposal no longer offers. Read 

these parts as a prospective customer would, asking what commitment each creates.

Avoid solving inconsistency by spreading a weak qualification everywhere. If a proposal's 

central offer is uncertain, repeating “subject to confirmation” throughout can leave the reader 

unable to understand what is actually offered. The team should distinguish the settled description 

from the unresolved decision and determine how that uncertainty can properly be handled before 

submission. That judgement belongs with the appropriate decision-makers and the issuer's 

applicable rules.

Keep changes reviewable. Use the tools available to show the prior text, the revised text and the 

reason for the change, or provide a short revision note when the format makes comparison 

difficult. Large unannounced rewrites force a verifier to discover which assumptions have 
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moved. If the owner has changed more than the review requested, say so and explain why the 

additional changes were necessary.

An improved draft with an open question
After Alder's meeting, Daniel owns the service revision and Tom checks the operational account. 

Daniel removes the single broad promise that all enquiries will be answered within one business 

day. He writes a distinction between acknowledgement and resolution, explains the handling of 

enquiries requiring further information and describes how the visitor will be told that a matter is 

still being worked on. He does not invent a universal resolution deadline that the team has not 

tested. A fictional working excerpt now reads: “The service will acknowledge visitor enquiries 

within one business day. Where an enquiry needs further information, the acknowledgement will 

explain the next step and when the visitor can expect an update.” Tom still needs to test that 

process and its timing against the proposed operating arrangements. Clearer wording does not, 

on its own, establish capacity.

Mira then reads the revised service description without Daniel's explanation. She can now 

describe what a visitor receives within one business day and recognise that substantive resolution 

may take longer. However, she finds the original “all enquiries answered” promise still present in 

the executive summary. Daniel updates that passage and examines the remaining references. The 

verifier's first pass has found a real contradiction, despite a sound revision in the main section.

The schedule requires a different outcome. Tom prepares an internal option showing limited 

initial service across all three venues within six weeks and full functionality at eight weeks. 

Daniel names the functions assigned to each stage. Samira ensures that the working draft labels 

this as a proposed arrangement awaiting clarification. The team has improved the account of its 

proposed option, but Eastbank's fictional requirement still calls for full service across all three 

venues within six weeks. The narrower initial service does not satisfy the stated full-service 

requirement. It remains an internal alternative unless Eastbank formally permits that approach 

through its stated process.

Ruth asks whether the schedule finding can now be closed because the original four-week claim 

has been removed. Samira separates the work into two related matters. The contradiction created 

by describing the pilot estimate as an all-venue launch has been corrected in the current working 
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version, subject to verification across the document. The acceptability of the replacement 

approach remains open. Completion of the first revision does not resolve the second question.

Leena checks the related resource descriptions for the assumptions used in the two-stage option. 

Tom checks that the activity sequence does not quietly depend on the partner having already 

agreed. The partner confirmation is still pending, so the record retains that dependency. Any 

formal clarification request would also need to follow Eastbank's stated route and timing. The 

internal review process does not grant permission to use an unofficial route or assume an answer.

During verification, Mira notices a diagram headed “Complete visitor information service: week 

six.” Its blocks include functions which Daniel's revised description places at week eight. Samira 

reopens the cross-document consistency finding and assigns the diagram correction to Daniel. 

She does not treat the reopening as evidence that the whole review failed. It is a specific 

discovery that the earlier completion claim was too broad.

After the diagram is corrected, Mira checks the relevant passages and visual together. Her 

verification note says which version she examined and that it consistently distinguishes the 

proposed initial and full-service stages. It also states that no official clarification has established 

whether Eastbank permits the arrangement. This is a useful, bounded conclusion. It gives the 

next decision-maker reliable information without suggesting that the proposal has received final 

approval.

Reopen findings when their basis changes
A finding should reopen when new evidence undermines its conclusion, the verified wording 

changes materially or a related revision removes the condition on which closure depended. Make 

reopening ordinary and specific. State what changed and which part of the previous conclusion 

can no longer be relied on. That is more useful than leaving a closed label in place because the 

team wants to preserve a reassuring completion count.

At the same time, protect the team from circular debate. A reviewer who reintroduces an old 

preference should explain what new information, overlooked consequence or changed text 

warrants another decision. A documented choice can remain valid even when someone would 

personally choose differently. The chair or proposal lead can preserve the earlier reasoning while 

inviting evidence that genuinely challenges it.
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Near a deadline, the temptation is to accept changes because they look small. A word such as 

“all,” “guaranteed” or “complete” can materially expand a promise. Route late changes 

according to their consequences, and recheck affected sections when necessary. If time runs out 

before a consequential revision can be verified, report that limitation to the person responsible 

for the later approval decision. Do not translate “edited” into “checked” for convenience.

Practice checking the promise after the edit
Ask a colleague to revise a short service description in response to one substantive finding. Give 

the agreed outcome and the supporting information, then appoint a different person to verify it. 

The verifier should read the revised text independently, describe the promise it now makes and 

inspect at least one related section where the same assumption could appear.

Finish with a short verification note identifying the version, the evidence considered and any 

remaining limitation. If the revision is sufficient, explain why. If it is incomplete, identify the 

missing outcome and return it to the owner. If new information has changed the problem, reopen 

the finding explicitly. The exercise succeeds when another person can see both the progress 

made and the judgement that still remains.
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7 Give executives a decision they can make

An executive review should end with an intelligible decision. The people doing the work should 

know what has been authorised, which version it concerns, and what would require the decision 

to be reconsidered. A room full of experienced people can discuss a proposal for an hour without 

establishing any of these things. The discussion may be thoughtful, but its practical result 

remains uncertain.

The proposal lead helps by making the decision visible before the meeting begins. A useful 

opening might say that the team recommends submission of an identified version, asks 

permission to continue work subject to specific evidence, or recommends ending the pursuit. 

Each request has a different consequence. Asking an executive to “review the proposal” leaves 

those consequences for everyone to infer.

Prepare the decision before the meeting
An executive needs a clear route into the material. Begin with the recommendation and the 

reason it matters. Describe the requirement that creates the decision, the relevant evidence, and 

the unresolved issue that could change the recommendation. Provide access to supporting 

material so the executive can inspect it without searching through an unstructured collection of 

comments.

This approach requires some editorial courage. The proposal lead may have spent days 

improving language that has little bearing on the final decision. A single unresolved delivery 

commitment may deserve more attention than all those improvements. The executive summary 

for the review should give that commitment appropriate prominence, even when doing so makes 

the proposal seem less comfortable than the polished draft suggests.

Include meaningful alternatives. If the team cannot meet a required deadline, “submit anyway” 

and “work harder” do not become credible alternatives merely because they appear in separate 

paragraphs. An alternative needs a plausible account of how it meets the relevant constraint, who 

would deliver it, and what remains unverified. Where the evidence supports only one responsible 

recommendation, say so plainly. Manufactured balance can obscure the decision.
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Distinguish information that is established from the team's interpretation of it. An issuer's formal 

clarification can establish what the requirement means. A delivery review can support the team's 

judgement about whether its available capacity is sufficient. Neither should be presented as 

though it establishes the other. A decision brief becomes easier to challenge when readers can 

see where source material ends and judgement begins.

The amount of detail should follow the decision. A short brief may be enough for a familiar 

proposal with no material exceptions. An unusual commitment may need a fuller discussion. 

Length alone offers little assurance. Ask whether the executive could explain the 

recommendation accurately to someone who had not attended the drafting meetings.

Make conditional decisions usable
Conditional approval can be helpful when a limited piece of evidence remains outstanding. It 

becomes dangerous when the condition is so broad that nobody knows whether it has been met. 

“Approved subject to a satisfactory delivery plan” gives substantial discretion to whoever 

happens to interpret “satisfactory” at the deadline.

A usable condition describes the evidence required, the person who will assess it, and the time by 

which that assessment must be complete. It also states what happens if the evidence does not 

arrive or proves insufficient. For example, permission to prepare a final package may depend on 

a named service lead verifying a particular resource commitment before the internal release 

point. Unless that verification is recorded, the package remains unreleased.

Separate permission to keep preparing from permission to submit. Teams often continue editing 

while awaiting a decision because some preparatory work is still useful. That activity can create 

the impression that approval is inevitable. Explicitly defining the permitted work prevents 

preparation from becoming an informal substitute for authorisation.

Every condition needs a boundary. The decision might expire when a stated internal deadline 

passes, when a named assumption changes, or when the proposal's scope is altered. Time alone 

may be insufficient. A partner confirmation received before the deadline would still fail the 

condition if it covered fewer responsibilities than the approved plan required.

Someone should own the final check. The owner records whether the condition was met and the 

evidence used. If an authorised executive has reserved that judgement, an editor should not make 
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it on the executive's behalf. Nor should silence be treated as approval merely because the team 

has run out of time. A good conditional decision can be followed by a person who was absent 

from the meeting without requiring guesswork.

Give dissent a place in the record
Responsible approval does not require everyone to have identical confidence. It does require the 

decision maker to understand material disagreement. A reviewer may accept the proposed 

approach while remaining concerned about one dependency. Another may believe the 

dependency makes submission unreasonable. Writing both positions down accurately can expose 

whether the disagreement concerns facts, interpretation, or the amount of uncertainty the 

organisation is willing to accept.

Invite the dissenting reviewer to state the concern in operational terms. What would have to be 

true for the proposal to work? Which part of that proposition lacks support? What evidence 

would change the reviewer's view? These questions give the executive something to examine. 

They also protect dissent from being reduced to a description of someone's personality or 

appetite for risk.

The executive can decide differently from a reviewer. The decision record should then explain 

the basis for doing so rather than implying that the concern vanished. Avoid recording consensus 

when none existed. At the same time, preserve only the relevant disagreement. A decision record 

is not a transcript of every hesitation or a permanent judgement on the people involved.

The Alder decision
Eastbank Cultural Trust's formal clarification settles the question that Alder Project Services has 

been investigating. The required visitor information service must be fully operational across all 

three venues within six weeks. A limited initial service followed by full functionality at eight 

weeks is not permitted.

Samira prepares Ruth's decision brief around this answer. The earlier four-week estimate covered 

only a pilot at one venue. Daniel and Tom's current assessment indicates eight weeks for full 

rollout across all three, subject to the unresolved partner dependency. The partner confirmation 

remains pending, and the team has no verified additional capacity that would make the required 
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six-week delivery credible. The clarification and the delivery assessment are linked separately in 

the brief.

Ruth asks whether the team could retain the six-week promise and resolve the remaining 

difficulties after selection. Daniel explains what remains unsupported. The issue concerns the 

work and capacity required for full operation across three venues. Replacing “eight” with “six” 

in the schedule would leave that work unchanged. Leena adds that approval of the proposal 

would not itself establish the availability of the resources the proposed commitment would 

require.

Samira acknowledges the work already invested. The team has clarified the visitor enquiry 

language, improved the service description, and challenged assumptions that originally passed 

through the draft. Those improvements make the situation easier to understand. They do not 

make the missing capacity available.

Mira asks that the decision record preserve the difference between a promising service concept 

and a supportable response to this particular requirement. This matters for future learning. If the 

record merely says “proposal unsuccessful,” a later team could assume Alder submitted and was 

rejected. If it says “team lacked confidence,” the specific delivery gap disappears.

Ruth declines submission. Samira records that Alder cannot currently substantiate full service 

across all three venues within the required six weeks, that the issuer has ruled out the phased 

approach, and that submission is therefore not authorised. The record identifies the reviewed 

material and the evidence supporting the decision. The team closes the pursuit without sending a 

proposal. The work ends with an explained decision and no award.

Decide with the effort already spent in view
A no-bid decision after substantial drafting is uncomfortable because the effort is visible and the 

avoided consequences are uncertain. The team may feel responsible for making that effort 

worthwhile. An executive can recognise the cost without allowing it to provide evidence for a 

future delivery promise.

Ask what the organisation can responsibly commit to from this point forward. Some completed 

work may be reusable after checking its relevance and permissions. Some will remain a cost of 
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examining the opportunity. Reuse should not require pretending that the original decision was 

positive.

Hypothetically, later verified resources could justify reconsidering a future choice. That would 

require a new assessment of capability, dependencies, timing, and applicable instructions. A 

possible future improvement cannot serve as present evidence. Nor does an internal approval 

mean that an issuer has accepted an offer, waived a requirement, or agreed to a proposed 

exception. Keep those separate events visible in the record.

Practice writing the decision in one page
Use the Alder facts at the point when the formal clarification arrives. Prepare a one-page 

decision brief for Ruth. Identify the decision requested, the controlling requirement, the evidence 

about delivery capability, the alternatives actually available, and your recommendation. Do not 

invent additional capacity or soften the clarification.

Ask a colleague to read only that page and explain what Alder is being asked to authorise. Then 

let the colleague inspect the evidence. Note whether their explanation changes. A large change 

may mean that the brief hid an important qualification or failed to distinguish a fact from an 

interpretation.

As a separate hypothetical, draft a conditional permission to continue preparation while awaiting 

a precisely described capacity assessment. Include its expiry, evidence owner, decision authority, 

and default outcome. Check whether someone unfamiliar with the discussion could tell that 

permission to prepare does not authorise submission. Finish by writing the actual no-bid record 

for the main case. Both the condition and the final decision should be understandable without 

reassuring language from their author.
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8 Protect the approved version

Approval attaches to something specific. It may concern a proposal package, an identified 

version of a narrative, or a set of commitments with expressly permitted adjustments. If the team 

cannot identify what was approved, it cannot reliably determine whether the document being 

released is still within that approval.

The final stage of review therefore needs a quieter kind of discipline. Most substantive 

disagreements should already have been resolved. The remaining task is to preserve the decision 

through editing, file conversion, packaging, and submission. Small changes during this period 

can have large effects because reviewers are often tired and the deadline is close.

Release controls should fit the team and the actual submission method. The practices described 

here are optional operating choices, and the issuer's instructions remain controlling. Their 

purpose is to help an organisation send what it has authorised and retain evidence of what 

happened.

Define the package that approval covers
A package can include more than the main document. An attachment may contain a different 

timetable. A response field may summarise a promise more strongly than the narrative. A 

covering message can introduce a commitment that never appeared in the reviewed material. The 

release boundary should include every component that communicates the offer.

Identify those components before approval where practical. The team should be able to locate 

each item without interpreting names such as “final latest” or asking which email attachment 

someone intended. A simple package record can identify the current files, their versions, the 

responsible owners, and the decision that permits release. The naming system matters less than 

consistent use.

Keep the approved source material available. Editing a duplicate for release may be useful, but 

only if the relationship between the approved material and the release copy remains clear. If a 

team uses one live collaborative file instead, it needs another reliable way to identify the 

approved state and see subsequent changes. Choose a method the team can operate under 

pressure.
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Separate judgement from release checks
The person who makes a late edit should, where feasible, have someone else check its effect. An 

executive sponsor should not become the only person verifying filenames, and a file preparer 

should not quietly inherit authority to change delivery commitments. These distinctions can be 

maintained even when a small team has few people.

For a six-person team, one person may prepare the release package, another compare it with the 

approved material, and the authorised sponsor resolve changes that exceed the permitted 

boundary. The same people may have contributed earlier to the proposal. Independence here can 

be practical rather than organisational: the checking person did not make the change being 

checked and knows what they are verifying.

When staffing prevents that separation, make the limitation visible. A deliberate second pass, a 

comparison against the preserved approval copy, and a documented escalation rule may still be 

useful. Do not describe a self-check as independent review. Clear language about the level of 

assurance helps an executive decide whether more attention is needed.

Each check should have a purpose. A content comparison asks whether the approved meaning 

survived. A visual inspection asks whether conversion damaged readability or concealed 

information. A package check asks whether the intended components are present and coherent. A 

submission check asks whether the authorised material reached the designated destination 

through the required process. Completing one does not automatically answer the others.

Decide which changes need renewed approval
Agree on the treatment of late changes before the final rush. A correction to a page reference 

may be within the editor's authority. A revised launch date may require the sponsor's decision. 

Even an apparently minor wording change can affect an obligation, so classification should 

follow its effect rather than the number of words altered.

The word “all” illustrates the problem. Adding it to a sentence can expand the promise 

substantially. Replacing “acknowledged” with “resolved” can turn a response process into a 

completion commitment. Removing a qualification from a heading or summary can alter what a 

reader reasonably understands, even if the qualification remains elsewhere in the document.
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A useful question is whether the change could alter an evaluator's understanding of the proposed 

service, its deliverability, or the organisation's commitment. If it could, seek the relevant review 

rather than treating the change as polish. When the effect is unclear, pause that change and ask 

the person responsible for the underlying subject.

After an approved substantive change, update every affected component and identify the new 

release version. Avoid granting approval to a sentence while overlooking the older sentence in an 

attachment. The record should show what changed and who authorised it, with enough context 

for a later reader to understand the decision. It need not preserve every keystroke.

Exercise on restoring an outdated promise
The following episode is a training-only alternate branch of the Alder case. In the actual case, 

Ruth declined submission and Alder sent no proposal. For this exercise alone, assume Alder has 

obtained and independently checked sufficient additional capacity, completed a credible six-

week full-service plan for all three venues, and received specific executive approval to release 

the identified package. Assume also that the required partner contribution has been confirmed 

and checked against that plan. These assumptions are invented for the exercise and do not change 

the main case outcome.

Samira prepares the approved materials for release. Daniel has carefully distinguished the 

handling of an enquiry from its eventual resolution. The approved service description explains 

the proposed acknowledgement arrangements and avoids promising that every enquiry can be 

resolved within one business day. Tom has checked that the full service described in the exercise 

corresponds to the verified six-week plan.

During packaging, an older service summary is copied into a short response field. It says that “all 

visitor enquiries” will be “answered within one business day.” The main narrative remains 

correct. The short field looks polished and familiar because the team has seen the sentence many 

times before. Nobody deliberately reopens the earlier decision.

Mira compares the response field with the approved material and stops the release. She identifies 

both problems: the old sentence has returned, and “answered” again leaves acknowledgement 

and resolution ambiguous. Samira initially sees this as a quick editorial correction. Mira agrees 

that the remedy may be small, but asks Daniel to confirm that the replacement preserves the 

approved service meaning.
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Daniel confirms the corrected wording. Samira checks the remaining components for the same 

inherited sentence, updates the release record, and prepares a new comparison. Ruth's approved 

scope remains the reference point. The exercise concludes with a checked package ready for an 

authorised release; it does not assume that anything has been submitted or accepted by Eastbank.

The lesson is specific. A substantive review can reach a sound conclusion and still lose that 

conclusion during assembly. Familiarity with a sentence may make an error less noticeable. The 

final checker needs access to the approved meaning and enough authority to pause release when 

the package departs from it.

Preserve the evidence of release
Before a real submission, open the actual files intended for release. Check that the content is 

readable, the components are the intended ones, and visible summaries agree with the approved 

package. If the submission method involves entering text into separate fields, check the entered 

text in its destination where possible. A correct source document cannot establish that every 

transfer was correct.

If an unexpected error appears during submission, preserve the approved material and follow the 

issuer's instructions for the situation. Do not assume that a last-minute replacement, later email, 

or additional attachment is permitted. A technical problem can create pressure to improvise, but 

the review team's authority over its own files does not extend to changing the issuer's process.

Retain whatever confirmation the actual system provides and describe it accurately. A file 

appearing in a portal may establish that it was uploaded. A receipt may establish that a 

submission was recorded. Neither automatically establishes completeness, eligibility, evaluation 

success, or the issuer's acceptance of the proposed commitments. Record what the evidence 

supports and leave the remaining status open.

If a discrepancy is discovered after release, report it promptly to the person authorised to decide 

the response. Preserve the submitted version so the team can establish what was sent. Any 

correction or withdrawal should follow the applicable instructions and authority arrangements. 

Quietly replacing the internal copy would make the problem harder to understand later.
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Practice inspecting a release package
Create three short training components: a service narrative, a timetable, and a response-field 

summary. Use the alternate exercise assumptions explicitly. Give one participant the approved 

set and another a release copy containing the old enquiry sentence, an outdated timetable 

reference, and one harmless punctuation correction. These are exercise defects, not facts about 

Alder's actual submission.

Ask the checker to identify each difference, explain its possible effect, and decide who should 

review it. Require a written release decision after corrections. The decision should identify the 

package and the checks completed without claiming issuer acceptance.

Discuss which error was easiest to miss and why. If participants disagree about whether a change 

is substantive, examine the commitment it could communicate. Revise the team's change 

boundary in ordinary language. The exercise succeeds when the next checker can act more 

clearly, rather than when every participant produces the same label immediately.
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9 Train the next review team

A review process is easier to sustain when the knowledge behind it can move between people. 

Forms and checklists help preserve prompts, but they cannot fully explain why a reviewer 

paused at a particular sentence, pursued an apparently small inconsistency, or accepted an 

uncertainty that someone else considered serious. Training should make those judgements 

discussable.

The next team may include experienced specialists who are new to proposals, new colleagues 

who understand the writing but not the delivery environment, or managers who have previously 

seen only the final approval page. They need opportunities to practise the whole route from 

observation to decision. Simply asking them to attend a review meeting may expose them to the 

vocabulary without showing them how to use it.

Teach people to explain the concern
Begin with a short passage that contains a consequential ambiguity. Ask reviewers to state what 

they believe the passage commits the organisation to deliver. Let them work individually before 

discussing it. This gives less senior participants a chance to form their own interpretation before 

hearing the confident interpretation of a senior colleague.

Then ask each participant to identify the words supporting that interpretation. If two readers 

understand the same passage differently, the difference is material for discussion even before 

anyone decides which interpretation is preferable. The group can examine what a recipient would 

need to know and how the passage could make that meaning clearer.

Move from interpretation to evidence. A reviewer who says “this feels optimistic” should 

practise naming the work, assumption, or dependency behind the concern. A reviewer who says 

“this is fine” should be able to explain the basis for that confidence. Training should ask both 

comfortable and uncomfortable judgements to show their reasoning.

Finally, ask for an actionable comment. It should identify the issue, explain why it matters, and 

direct the team towards the evidence or decision needed. Avoid making the exercise a contest in 

forceful wording. A calm, precise question can be more useful than a dramatic warning that 

gives the author no route forward.
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Calibrate on decisions and evidence
Calibration means comparing how reviewers apply shared criteria to the same material and 

discussing meaningful differences. It does not require a scoring model. A group can compare 

whether a statement is supported, which uncertainty needs escalation, or what evidence would 

permit release.

Use a common packet so participants are not unknowingly working from different facts. Separate 

disagreement about the evidence from disagreement about its implications. Someone may have 

overlooked a source. Someone else may have read it and reasonably judged its limitations 

differently. Those situations need different coaching.

Do not force every difference into consensus. The aim is to improve the quality and transparency 

of judgement. Some concerns should remain visible for the authorised decision maker. A training 

session that rewards agreement with the senior person can teach reviewers to hide uncertainty 

while appearing well aligned.

Repeat selected exercises after people have practised, using comparable material where possible. 

Look for clearer explanations and more useful questions. If the second exercise is much easier, 

changed performance may reflect the material. Avoid claiming that one workshop has caused 

better real-world decisions merely because participants completed a familiar example more 

quickly.

Mentor through progressively larger responsibilities
A new reviewer can begin by observing an experienced reader's method. The mentor explains 

what they are checking, why a particular claim attracts attention, and which sources they would 

inspect. The purpose is to make judgement visible without presenting personal habits as 

universal rules.

Next, let the learner review a bounded section independently. The mentor can compare the two 

reviews and ask about differences. Starting with a manageable section allows time to examine 

the quality of comments rather than overwhelming the learner with a complete package and a 

near deadline.

Responsibility can expand as the learner demonstrates understanding. They might lead an 

evidence discussion, then prepare a recommendation, then check a release package with 
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supervision. Advancement should depend on the work shown and the organisation's actual 

authority arrangements. Completing a training exercise does not itself grant approval or 

submission authority.

Mentoring also gives experienced reviewers feedback. A learner may notice an unstated 

assumption in a familiar process or struggle with a term that senior colleagues use inconsistently. 

Invite that observation. Teaching becomes more useful when the process can be improved rather 

than merely transmitted.

Alder learns from the no bid
After Ruth's decision, Samira brings the six-person Alder team together to review what 

happened. She begins with the actual outcome: the team did not submit because it could not 

substantiate full service at all three venues within Eastbank's required six weeks. The discussion 

will examine how the team reached that understanding and what it should change next time.

Daniel places the original four-week statement beside the later delivery assessment. He explains 

that the earlier timetable described a pilot at one venue. The drafting process allowed that limited 

basis to become a broader promise. Tom traces the operational work that became visible when 

the team examined all three venues together. They discuss the point at which a reviewer could 

reasonably have asked for that explanation sooner.

Leena separates the unresolved partner confirmation from the timetable problem. Both mattered, 

but they were not interchangeable. A partner's eventual confirmation would need to specify what 

was being supplied and whether it changed the delivery assessment. The team should avoid 

teaching the next reviewer that any partner letter automatically closes a capability gap.

Mira brings the enquiry sentence to the discussion. Different readers had attached different 

meanings to “answered.” She asks the group to examine why the wording survived: it sounded 

familiar, suggested responsiveness, and did not initially make anyone describe the service 

operation beneath it. The team chooses to retain the passage as a training example, alongside the 

questions that exposed the ambiguity.

Ruth acknowledges that the late no-bid decision used substantial effort. She also makes clear that 

the team was expected to surface a material problem even after that effort had been spent. The 
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next improvement will be an earlier examination of major delivery promises, before the draft 

gives those promises the appearance of settled facts.

Samira assigns that improvement a practical owner and a place in the next review plan. The team 

will test whether asking for the delivery basis earlier produces a useful discussion at that stage. 

Nobody claims that the change will guarantee awards or eliminate late problems. The case leaves 

Alder with a clearer review practice and a decision it can explain, without inventing a winning 

outcome to justify the work.

Choose measures that prompt useful questions
Process measures should help a team inspect its work. They become less useful when people feel 

rewarded for making the numbers look favourable. Counting comments, for example, can show 

activity but says little by itself about whether the comments addressed important issues or helped 

someone act.

A team might track when material concerns were first identified, whether decision conditions 

were resolved before release, or how often approved commitments changed during packaging. 

Each measure needs a clear definition and enough context to interpret it. A late issue may reflect 

an avoidable omission, new issuer information, or evidence that was genuinely unavailable 

earlier.

Consider the handling of unresolved questions. Recording their age can help identify stalled 

decisions, but a short age is not automatically good. A team could close questions prematurely to 

improve the figure. Periodically examine a sample of closed questions and ask whether the 

recorded evidence really supports closure.

Use measures alongside concrete cases. If release changes increase, examine what changed and 

why. The increase could indicate weak earlier review, a new submission method, or better 

recording of changes that previously went unnoticed. The figure identifies a question for 

investigation. It does not establish the cause.

Winning and losing can inform learning when credible feedback is available, but neither 

provides a complete assessment of the review. A successful proposal may contain weaknesses. A 

well-reviewed proposal may be unsuccessful for reasons outside the team's knowledge. 

Likewise, a no-bid decision should not automatically be celebrated as money saved when the 
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alternative outcome cannot be established. Describe what is known and avoid converting 

uncertainty into a convenient success story.

Keep the measurement burden proportionate. A small team may learn more from a short, regular 

examination of consequential decisions than from maintaining an elaborate dashboard. Retire 

measures that nobody uses to make or examine decisions. Protect sensitive material in training 

records and share it only with people who have a legitimate reason to see it.

Practice running a review rehearsal
Give participants the Alder draft claims, the delivery assessment, and the formal clarification in 

stages. First ask them to interpret the service promises individually. Then have them identify the 

evidence they would request. Finally provide the clarification and ask the group to prepare Ruth's 

decision brief.

Rotate the roles of proposal lead, specialist reviewer, independent reader, and executive sponsor. 

Use the role to practise a responsibility rather than imitate a personality. The sponsor should 

explain the decision, the reviewer should make material dissent clear, and the proposal lead 

should record what is authorised.

During the debrief, compare the questions participants asked before seeing the later evidence. 

Avoid praising hindsight as though it were foresight. Ask which prompts could reasonably have 

helped at the earlier stage and which depended on information that was not yet available.

End by choosing one small change to test in the next review and deciding what observation 

would help assess its usefulness. Name the person who will return that observation to the team. 

The lasting value of training comes from this connection between practice and the next real 

decision, supported by people who are willing to examine their judgement again.
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Conclusion

A review becomes valuable through the decisions it changes. A reader finds an unsupported 

claim. The delivery lead explains a missing dependency. A revised paragraph becomes clearer 

because the team has first settled what the service can do. An executive sees that the remaining 

uncertainty is too important to accept. These are useful results even when the final file is shorter, 

the opportunity is declined or the team decides to stop.

The habits in this book require attention more than elaborate software. Give people a question 

they can judge. Ask for the evidence behind a finding. Make room for disagreement before the 

most senior person settles the discussion. Preserve the difference between a promise to fix 

something and evidence that it has been fixed. Keep the version being approved identifiable.

The fictional Alder team has no award to announce at the end of its case. It has learned that its 

proposed service and the Trust's required schedule do not agree. By documenting that 

conclusion, the team can decide what capability to build and which future opportunities to 

consider. It also avoids handing colleagues an obligation based on a sentence that initially passed 

through the draft without its delivery basis being examined.

Start with the next review already on your calendar. Choose one improvement that would make it 

easier to reach a sound decision. You might send a clearer brief, ask each reader for an 

independent initial finding, or require a named verifier for one important revision. Observe what 

changes. Ask the people doing the work what they still could not judge. Build the next 

improvement from that answer.
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Working tools

These seven tools are optional working aids. They can be copied into a team document, adapted 

to an existing system or used as questions in a short meeting. None replaces an issuer's forms, an 

organisation's approval rules or specialist advice. The illustrative examples use the fictional 

Alder case. Blank fields are prompts for the reader and are intentionally unfilled.

Tool 1 The review brief
Use this brief before distributing the draft. A useful brief tells a reader what judgement is needed 

and what material supports it. It should be short enough to read before opening the proposal.

Opportunity and stage: ____________________

Decision this review must support: ____________________

Draft version and documents included: ____________________

Requirements or criteria relevant to this review: ____________________

Questions each reader should examine: ____________________

Known uncertainties and material not yet available: ____________________

Time for individual reading and time for discussion: ____________________

Person who will decide disputed issues: ____________________

How findings should be recorded and returned: ____________________

In Alder's review, the decision question is whether the proposed launch and enquiry 

commitments have a credible basis before they are presented for executive approval. Samira 

includes the current service narrative, the delivery sequence and the relevant Trust requirement. 

She identifies the pending partner confirmation. She does not call the pack complete merely 

because the narrative is readable.

If a reader receives a changed draft, tell them what changed and whether their earlier findings 

still refer to the current version. A silent replacement makes useful feedback difficult to interpret.
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Tool 2 A useful finding
Keep one finding focused on one issue that can be resolved or decided. Related effects may be 

listed beneath it, but avoid putting unrelated complaints into the same record.

Finding identifier: ____________________

Reviewed version and exact location: ____________________

What the draft says or omits: ____________________

Evidence or requirement used in the assessment: ____________________

Why the issue matters to this proposal: ____________________

Question or action needed: ____________________

Proposed priority and reason: ____________________

Owner, decision date and verifier: ____________________

Illustrative finding text reads: The service section promises answers to all visitor enquiries within 

one business day. It does not define whether an answer means acknowledgement or resolution. 

Those are different service commitments, and complex enquiries may need information from the 

Trust. Daniel and Tom should define the service and test the proposed wording against the 

operating method before the next approval review. Samira should check every repeated 

statement of the commitment after revision.

The finding does not declare the service impossible. It identifies an ambiguity and the work 

needed to judge it. If later evidence proves the proposed commitment cannot be delivered, update 

the finding and escalate the actual problem.
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Tool 3 A decision focused meeting agenda
Choose the duration to suit the work. The following order is a suggested structure, not a 

prescribed meeting length.

1. Confirm the draft version, the decision needed and what has not been reviewed.

2. Hear each reader's most consequential finding before beginning a line-by-line discussion.

3. Examine findings that could change submission, scope, staffing, price, timing or an important 

claim.

4. Agree the next action, owner, evidence required and verifier for each unresolved finding.

5. Record disagreements that need a named decision-maker or additional expertise.

6. Confirm the approval route and the status of the draft when the meeting ends.

If discussion of one issue consumes the available time, name the effect on the rest of the review. 

For example, the team may finish its launch discussion without reviewing the evidence section. 

Record the unreviewed section and arrange the necessary reading. Do not convert an unfinished 

agenda into an implied approval.

For a remote team, obtain written initial findings before the call and give readers an accessible 

way to contribute afterwards within the review window. Technical problems, language 

differences or a quiet style can otherwise make an important concern invisible. The chair should 

ask who has not yet been heard without forcing every person to repeat a point already settled.



The Proposal Review Room

52

Tool 4 A revision and verification record
Use this record when a finding leads to a change. Its purpose is to distinguish the author's 

completed action from another person's check of the result.

Finding identifier and agreed action: ____________________

Author responsible for the revision: ____________________

Changed version and locations: ____________________

Supporting evidence added or corrected: ____________________

Related sections checked for the same effect: ____________________

Verifier and date of check: ____________________

Verification result and any remaining limitation: ____________________

Status after verification: ____________________

In the fictional case, changing the enquiry promise in the service section is insufficient if the 

executive summary still contains the ambiguous promise that all enquiries will be answered 

within one business day. The verifier reads both locations and checks the operating description 

that explains the commitment. A spelling correction needs far less work. Apply the amount of 

verification that the consequence of the change warrants.

Useful status wording includes awaiting evidence, revision in progress, ready for verification, 

verified closed, and escalated for decision. These are optional labels. Define them if you use 

them, and do not let a label replace the explanation. A finding marked closed because the 

organisation has declined the opportunity is closed for a different reason from a finding resolved 

in an approved proposal.
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Tool 5 The executive review note
Write the note so that the decision-maker can find the recommendation before opening the 

supporting material. Keep technical detail available, with references specific enough to locate.

Decision requested and latest decision time: ____________________

Recommended action and reason: ____________________

Version and scope of the proposal covered: ____________________

Evidence that most affects the recommendation: ____________________

Unresolved matters and their consequences: ____________________

Other feasible options considered: ____________________

If approval is conditional, the exact conditions and expiry: ____________________

Who can verify each condition and who can authorise release: ____________________

Decision made, decision-maker and date: ____________________

For Alder, the final recommendation is to decline submission. Formal clarification requires full 

service across all three venues within six weeks. The team has not established a credible way to 

achieve that requirement. The proposed eight-week full-service plan cannot be made acceptable 

by changing its label. Ruth's record should identify that basis without suggesting that the Trust 

endorsed Alder's alternative.

An executive can accept some organisational risks within their authority. They cannot create an 

issuer's permission by recording an internal exception. Keep those two questions distinct when 

preparing the note.
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Tool 6 The approved file check
Use this only for a proposal that is authorised for release. The main Alder case is not submitted. 

This tool describes a separate general workflow.

Approval record and authorised scope: ____________________

Approved source version: ____________________

Exported files and version identifiers: ____________________

Material changes since approval and their authorisation: ____________________

Checks of file readability, attachments and repeated commitments: ____________________

Person authorised to submit and planned submission route: ____________________

Required receipt or validation evidence: ____________________

Evidence actually obtained and next check needed: ____________________

The last two fields deliberately distinguish expectation from observation. For example, 

Grants.gov separates a received application, which is awaiting validation, from a validated 

application and receipt by the agency. Its help guidance also recommends downloading the 

submitted application to verify its contents. [2] Other systems have their own statuses and 

correction rules. Read the instructions for the system you are using rather than assuming that a 

successful upload has completed the process.

Do not put credentials or unnecessary personal data into this record. Store the evidence in the 

organisation's authorised location with access limited to the people who need it.
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Tool 7 The learning review
Use this after a completed pursuit, a submission or a deliberate stop. Choose one or two changes 

the team can actually test on the next relevant assignment.

The most consequential issue discovered: ____________________

When it became visible and what evidence exposed it: ____________________

What helped the team judge it: ____________________

What delayed or distorted the judgement: ____________________

One change to the next review: ____________________

Owner and occasion for testing the change: ____________________

What observation will show whether it helped: ____________________

For Alder, a useful learning action is to test the full service definition and launch dependencies 

before circulating a confident completion date. On the next comparable opportunity, Samira can 

check whether the delivery lead has examined those dependencies before narrative review. That 

observation is more informative than simply counting comments or meetings.

If the next proposal is much smaller or uses a different delivery method, do not treat a lower 

comment count as proof of better review. Compare the kind of work and the conditions under 

which the team made its decision.
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Sources and notes

The review methods, tools and fictional teaching case are original management guidance 

developed for this book. The sources below support only the specific institutional examples and 

distinctions identified in the text. They do not certify the author's method or establish universal 

proposal rules. All links were checked on 5 October 2026 in Pakistan time.

1 The role of an external reviewer
National Institutes of Health. Evaluating Applications Under NIH's Simplified Review 

Framework for Research Project Grants. Release date shown in the document: 7 January 2026. 

The introduction asks reviewers to explain the reasons for their assessments and evaluate the 

application as presented. The guide describes a scientific peer-review role with its own criteria. It 

is cited in the Introduction to distinguish external evaluation from an internal workshop that can 

still revise a draft.

https://www.grants.nih.gov/sites/default/files/Simplified-Review-Reviewer-Guide-to-Evaluating-Applications.pdf

NIH's accompanying framework page explains that simplified review applies to most research 

project grants for application due dates on or after 25 January 2025. The specific activity codes 

and current funding notice determine applicability. The book does not reproduce NIH scores or 

recommend them for business bids.

https://www.grants.nih.gov/policy-and-compliance/policy-topics/peer-review/simplifying-review/framework

2 Receipt and validation
Grants.gov. Check Application Status. The current help page distinguishes receipt, validation 

and agency receipt, and explains how to download and check the submitted application. Cited in 

Tool 6 as a concrete example of why a release record should preserve the status actually 

observed. This is guidance for Grants.gov submissions; other portals have different rules.

https://www.grants.gov/help/applicants/check-application-status

3 Review stages depend on the opportunity
Grants.gov. Pre Award Phase. Its overview describes initial screening, programmatic assessment, 

financial review and award decisions while stressing variation among grants. This provides 

background for adapting the review roles in Chapters 1 and 2. An internal team should follow the 

https://www.grants.gov/help/applicants/check-application-status
https://www.grants.nih.gov/policy-and-compliance/policy-topics/peer-review/simplifying-review/framework
https://www.grants.nih.gov/sites/default/files/Simplified-Review-Reviewer-Guide-to-Evaluating-Applications.pdf
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particular opportunity's instructions rather than assuming every funder uses the same panel or 

scoring arrangement.

https://www.grants.gov/learn-grants/grants-101/pre-award-phase.html

4 Documenting risk and change
United States Government Accountability Office. Standards for Internal Control in the Federal 

Government, GAO 25 107721, published 15 May 2025. The 2025 revision, effective beginning 

with fiscal year 2026, includes documentation of risk assessments and a process for assessing 

significant changes. It is background reading for the records discussed in Chapters 6 through 8. 

Its formal scope is federal-agency internal control. The brief records proposed in this book are 

optional management tools, not a claim of Green Book compliance.

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-25-107721

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-25-107721
https://www.grants.gov/learn-grants/grants-101/pre-award-phase.html
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