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About the Author  
Robyn is a business development consultant whose customers have won hundreds of millions of dollars worth 

of business with some of Australia’s largest corporate and government buyers. She specialises in helping 

people to navigate the treacherous waters of the competitive bidding and tendering system.  

Since 2001 Robyn has worked on high-stakes bids and competitive tenders with more than 150 organisations, 

including in professional services markets like engineering, 

environmental and heritage management, project management, 

market research, management consulting, marketing services, and 

real estate services. She is a regular workshop presenter for Consult 

Australia, Engineering Education Australia, and The Executive 

Connection (TEC) and the author of three books on business 

development, including bestseller The Shredder Test – a step-by-

step guide to writing winning proposals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In most organisations that win business through 

competitive submissions, there has already been a 

considerable investment in proposals. You probably 

already have a proposal process, and a proposal team, and 

you understand how important these submissions are. The 

big question you need to answer now is not about 

proposal investment, it’s about proposal engagement – 

and nowhere is this more important than in professional 

services firms, who rely on fee earners to generate income. 
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When I wrote my first book The Shredder Test in 2007, I wanted to help people who found 

themselves in the position of having to write proposals to win work.  

In the decade since, many things have changed. We still have to write proposals to win work, but they are less 

likely to be small, one-page quote letters, and more likely to be huge, time-consuming tender responses. 

The Shredder Test went on to become an Australian Institute of Management bestseller, and over the years I've 

had fantastic feedback from people who found it exceptionally useful.  

Although competitive tenders existed back then, and I was working on many myself, they weren’t nearly as 

commonplace and pervasive as they are now.  

In the decade since The Shredder Test was published, I have worked on hundreds of bids and tenders for 

multi-million dollar opportunities.  

What I've learned through doing this work is that there is a big difference in writing to win a competitive tender 

– where the buyer is directing the buying discussion, and you know you're going to face stiff competition – and 

where you’re directing the buying discussion yourself, making you the frontrunner from the start.  

These days, competitive tenders are the norm – and the second type of proposal is, 
unfortunately, the exception. 
Today, if you want to win work of any size and scale with business or with government, you’ll be doing it 

through some kind of competitive submission. Australia’s Federal government alone spends more than $60 

billion a year buying goods and services through competitive tenders. 

So how do you stand out in a crowded environment where the buyer is going to be assessing many 

submissions as well as yours, maybe a handful, or maybe hundreds?  

How do you figure out what they really want, when the tender doesn't really give you good information and 

when you don't know the buyer? 

What happens when they won't answer any of your questions, or when they will, but the answers come too late 

to be useful?  

How do you motivate your team to keep going in the face of difficult specifications, deadlines, and stress?  

How do you keep up your energy and enthusiasm for what can, at time, seem like a particularly thankless task?  

A lot of things have been said about competitive tendering – most of them not very complimentary, and some 
of them just plain wrong. 

Maybe you’ve heard a few of these hoary old chestnuts: 

“Only relationships will win you business.” Relationships will always be important in sales, but the 

way relationships are transacted has completely changed. These days, the relationship is built on the other side 

of winning the business – not beforehand.  
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“Tenders are a waste of time.” Heard mostly from old sales hacks who are terrified by the thought of 

competitive tenders and have never, ever won one. If you want business on any size and scale, you’ll need to 

bid via a competitive tender. Don’t let anyone hoodwink you into believing otherwise. 

“If you didn't write the tender you’ll never win it.” Pure fantasy. Buyers haven’t let prospective 

suppliers dictate their tender specifications for a long time – one reason why the scope of work is often so 

incomplete and difficult to understand.  

“Just pump out as many tenders as you can – eventually you’ll win one.” Another attempt to 

dismiss the importance of submissions, and their role in winning you work. Putting junior people on the job and 

cranking out a pile of tenders is a good way to drain your bank account. Not, however, a great way to win 

business. 

“Only the cheapest supplier will ever win a tender.” True, if you’re in a market that is highly 

commoditised and where the product is easy to understand.  

Absolutely false, if you’re in a complex services market like professional services, delivering an output that has a 

high degree of visibility and risk for the buyer. 

The way we win business might have changed forever, but our thinking often hasn’t.  

Too many of us are under-investing in our proposal effort, and persist in following out-
dated sales advice that belongs in the last century - when market conditions were 
completely different. 
In professional services organisations that win business through competitive submissions, there has already 

been a considerable investment in proposals. You probably already have a proposal process, and a proposal 

team, and you understand how important these submissions are.  

The big question we need to answer now is not about proposal investment, it’s about proposal engagement.  

By “engagement”, I mean the level of energy, enthusiasm and effort you are getting from your people. And 

nowhere is employee engagement more important than in professional services firms, who rely on fee earners 

to generate income. 

A 2010 Towers Watson Global Workforce Study of 116,600 employees across 20 professional services firms 

found that the level of employee engagement is a direct reflection of the bond, or attachment, between 

employee and employer. 

This in turn determines an employee’s willingness to give discretionary effort, which is the kind of effort your 

proposals almost certainly rely on. 

When I talk to leaders in professional services firms, they readily admit that proposals chew up a big chunk of 

their firm’s productive time. When you’re not on a billable job, you are usually pitching for one. 

Although there may be a lot of activity going on, leaders often express concern about the unevenness of 

proposal quality.  
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Even if you have proposal specialists on staff to support you, these people are often fully occupied managing 

submissions for huge opportunities, or “mega-bids”. These are the kind of submissions that get everyone’s 

effort and attention, and typically, are done very well. 

The real issue is not the mega-bids; it’s the proposals your people have to tackle while sitting alone in a 

cubicle, usually without specialist help and support.  

These are typically for the smaller-fee jobs that are the bread and butter of professional services firms. The 

quality of these proposals can very enormously, along with the results.  

Every now and again, I find that the persistent, low-grade level of worry professional services leaders secretly 

harbour about this situation will explode into full-blown frustration. This might have already happened to you. 

You are looking at sales pipeline reports that tell you there should be a huge amount of business in the horizon, 

and then suddenly it all evaporates – into nothing.  

Leaders often struggle to find a resolution to this issue, but it does exist – and it starts with delving deeper into 

the mindset and culture your people, to find out what’s really going on for them. 

Chances are, you’ll find that your people simply are not seeing the connection between 
the proposal and the opportunity, and that they view proposals as one of their most 
brain-draining, mind-numbing chores.   
At any given time, there are three kinds of work your people could be doing: 

1. Top of the list is engaging work that they love, and want more of; it’s what made them decide to enter 
the profession in the first place. Engaging work builds careers and reputations, and it motivates people to 
stay in their current job – or to change employers. 
 

2. Then there is routine work. This is the kind of work they learned how to do years ago, and that you 
probably hired them for. Most people understand that this is part of their value proposition to an 
employer, and they usually don’t mind doing routine work for you, up to a point, provided that it keeps 
them gainfully employed and their skills up-to-date. 
 

3. And finally, there is marginal and painful work - the kind they complain about and try to avoid. In 
many firms, proposals fall into this category; they have become the marginal and painful work your people 
just don’t want to do. 
 
Don’t think for a minute that this isn’t affecting you. In a professional services firm, people are your prime 

saleable asset. And the best people go where the best work is.  

Therefore, your proposal effort is the engine that is driving the success of your 
business. So when was the last time it had any kind of servicing and maintenance? 
As a leader, the first step you can take to improve your company’s proposals is to examine where your training 

investment is going. 

According to Harvard Business Review, US companies spend $70 billion a year on training, and an average of 

$1500 per person each year per salesperson – almost 20% more than workers in other functions. 
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Yet only a tiny fraction of that (if anything) goes to proposals. When I turn up to train teams on proposals and 

ask how much development they’ve had in this area, the most common answer is “none”. 

This is surprising, given that a recent report in Training magazine found that professional services firms actually 

spend more on training than most businesses. Diana O’Brien, managing principal of Deloitte University – into 

which Deloitte invests $300m a year – explains it this way: 

“As a professional services firm, we offer our clients one product: the talent and expertise of our people. If 

we didn’t invest in the development of our professionals, it would be akin to a manufacturer not upgrading 

equipment, yet still expecting improved productivity.” 

Unfortunately, sales training investment in professional services firms usually goes exclusively into developing 

skills like consultative selling, presenting and negotiation.  

While these skills useful in face-to-face relationships, the relationship is what you get on the other side of a 
proposal - which is what gives you the opportunity to build the relationship in the first place. 
 

Proposals are a major expense for a professional services business, and are simply a 
sunk cost unless you win them. 

Let’s say you have 10 people in your team, all of whom need to produce proposals to win bread-and-butter 

work.  

If each of them spends one day each week, on average, working on proposals (20% of their working time), that 

means you are already investing in the equivalent of 2 FTE staff in this area.  

At an average salary cost of $150K, including on-costs, this means proposals already cost your team $300,000 a 

year in salaries alone. 

Compelling proposals win business, and your win rates will improve when your people know how to build 

proposals that are clear, competent, and convincing. Therefore, investing in feedback and training that 

improves your win rates not only boosts revenue, but also reduces your sunk costs. 

Let’s say your team pitches projects worth between $50K and $150K, on average.  

If each person wins only one more proposal than they would have otherwise without an investment in their 

training and development, at an average sell rate of $100K, your revenue will increase by $1 million – and this 

estimate is conservative. 

In professional services, we need to sell the job before we can do the job. 

Over the course of nearly two decades, I have worked with professional services teams in a wide range of 

industries, including engineering, environmental and heritage management, project management, market 

research, management consulting, marketing services, and real estate services. 

What professionals in any industry have in common is the desire to actually do the work they set out to do; the 

kind of engaging, satisfying work that will make all their study, their sacrifices, and their sweat and tears 

worthwhile. 



 
 

 
Proposal Engagement – The New Frontier For Professional Services Firms         
White Paper © Robyn Haydon. All rights reserved.                                                                          www.robynhaydon.com   

 
 

6 

Unfortunately, the need to first win this work through a bid or competitive tender tends to become a block and 

a barrier that gets in the way. As a result, professionals often loathe proposals, or at the very least, have 

become jaded, frustrated or exhausted by them.  

This usually comes down to some combination of these five things: 

1. They lack the time or skills to develop a strategy they know can win the work. 
 

2. They are bogged down by useless procedures that tick some internal box but add no actual value to 
the proposal. 

 
3. Any pre-written proposal content they can get hold of, which should make their life better, does the 

opposite, because it is patchy, poorly written or completely out of date. 
 

4. Although they are expected to write proposals to win work, they have never had any training or 
development to show them how. 

 
5. They have no reliable, ongoing source of mentoring or support. 

 

As a professional services leader, you have the opportunity to change the effect this is 
having on your team, and your ability to win the work you want. 

I deliver a range of proposals training and development programs to professional services firms, including the 

Pimp My Proposals program, which includes a detailed feedback report assessing your firm’s past 

proposals in three domain areas against fifteen criteria. The report usually raises three types of issues:  

1. Issues you already suspected might exist, giving these issues a voice and a shape that makes it easier 

to have the conversations needed to resolve them; 

2. Issues that come as a complete surprise, particularly when it comes to understanding how your firm’s 

proposals stack up compared to competitors; and 

3. Issues that have been hiding in plain sight, which - once identified - are quick and easy to fix. 

Since I first started doing this work with professional services firms, one of the most gratifying – and consistent 

– results has been way it re-boots the engagement of teams who previously saw proposals as boring 

paperwork, and not as a delivery system for the engaging work they really wanted to do.  

One participant, who had come into a workshop particularly fed-up and disinterested in proposals, had 

completely changed his tune by the end of the day. Here’s what he had to say: 

“I learned that we can challenge the norms we’ve been working to, and evolve and improve our proposals 

to win business. We need to change!” 

At the end of your day, it’s not the proposal itself that really matters – it’s the opportunity that lies waiting for 

you on the other side. Don’t let the proposal become the block and the barrier that sits between you, and the 

work that you and your team really deserve to do. 
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My proposals training and development programs for professionals are fast, engaging, tried and proven – and 
your team will love working with me.  
 
To arrange a meeting to talk about how I can help you to build proposal engagement in your team, contact me 
on 0407 833 904 or email robyn@robynhaydon.com 
 

 

 


