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Praise for The Shredder Test

“Every now and then, a book comes along which remedies a 
neglected or misunderstood topic with its clear, concise and 
commonsense approach.  The Shredder Test is one of those books.  
Although it can be read in a few hours, it is equally likely to sit on 
the bookshelf of anyone involved in writing proposals as a handy 
reference for years to come.  I will certainly be adopting many of its 
recommendations immediately.” 

— Jon Manning,   
Managing Director, PricingProphets.com 

“Robyn is a wonderful mentor.  Her book The Shredder Test has 
become one of Placard’s “bibles” and we refer to it when writing all 
our bids.”  

 — Tess Barone,  
National Sales & Marketing Manager, Placard

“The Shredder Test distils what most make complex into something 
critical and compelling – that is the ability to be persuasive! A 
perfectly weighted document.”  

— Elliot Epstein,  
Salient Communications

 
“Finally an easy to read, insightful and pragmatic book on writing 
winning proposals. We recently won a highly competitive tender for 
a new client and one of the positive comments we received about 
our proposal was how much they valued us providing an Evaluation 
Criteria Summary Sheet - it was regarded as a differentiator amongst 
the proposals evaluated.“  

—Angela Orsaris,  
Managing Director, The Market Intelligence Co
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“Robyn tells it like it is and provides insightful advice, linked to a 
practical sales approach.  This book doesn’t present you with a 
proposal template and insult your intelligence by claiming this is all 
you need.  It takes you on a sales journey so that you understand 
how the proposal fits within the complex business sale.  It rightly 
paints the proposal as the culmination of a process not just a 
means to an end and, surprisingly for a business book, it is a very 
enjoyable read.”  

—Leon McCormack,  
Director Business Development, InSync Surveys

 

“The Shredder Test will far exceed the expectations of anyone who 
reads it – it’s bound to contribute to your proposal writing skills, 
your sales outcomes and your whole approach to selling.  Robyn’s 
easy to read and comprehensive guide holds valuable insights 
and tips to ensure successful proposal writing is at your fingertips. 
The Shredder Tests removes the ‘fear factor’, offering a simple and 
structured approach to pitching for business.  A “must have” sales 
induction tool for those employing sales professionals in any 
capacity.”  

— Tracey Gordon,  
Journalist, Success Business Magazine

“As a copywriter I read everything I can on writing for business. In 
this book I’ve found many powerful tips and tactics I’ve never seen 
before. The section on creating a Credentials Proposition Statement 
alone was worth the price of the book.“

—Charles Cuninghame,  
Text-Centric 
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Trademarks   |

Persuasive Tender and Proposal Writing™, Bid Compliance and Competitiveness 
Kick-Start Program™, Bid Leadership Program™ and the Credentials 
Proposition™ and White Pebbles™ methodologies are trademarks of Robyn 
Haydon. All rights reserved.

All other company, brand and product names are trademarks, registered 
trademarks or service marks of their respective holders.

|  Disclaimer

The case studies and examples presented in The Shredder Test are based on real-
life issues observed in  Robyn Haydon’s practice over many years.  Each has 
been fictionalised and paraphrased in order to protect client confidentiality and 
best illustrate the point at hand and none can be directly attributed to a specific 
client or engagement. 
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|  Introduction

Pitching for business is a high-stakes game and when you’re sitting 
on the supply side of the fence, it often feels that the deck is stacked 
against you.   Customers are getting more sophisticated.  Professional 
procurement practices are now the norm rather than the exception.   

So the ability to write a successful proposal has become an important 
business skill.  Whether you work for yourself or someone else, the 
future of your job – or your business – may well depend on it. 

In the sales process, your written proposal is where the rubber hits the 
road.  It confirms where you’ve come from with a prospect, and directs 
where you’re about to go.  And it’s the final step before a prospect 
becomes a customer.

But a good proposal is a difficult document to write.  And for the most 
part, we aren’t taught how to write proposals - we learn by trial and error 
– often the hard way. 

These may be the reasons why you have picked up this book.  They are 
definitely why I wrote it.

I have specialised in the development of successful bids, tender 
responses and sales proposals for almost 20 years. Every day, I work side 
by side with the business development leaders of sizeable organisations 
on critical pitches, including retention projects, when they just can’t 
afford to come second. In my Persuasive Tender & Proposal Writing 
and Bid Leadership programs, I also train and coach individuals who 
recognise that being able to write successful proposals is important to 
their careers.
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And over the years, I have realised a number of things.

Many people hate the thought of sitting down to write a proposal.  These 
same people, though, find it easy to explain their ideas in person. 
  
Writing a proposal is just like having a conversation with a buyer.  The 
only difference is that it’s done in writing, rather than face to face.
 
Writing a successful proposal is mostly about thinking.  The actual 
wordsmithing part is far less important to the final result than many 
people imagine.  

Like any skill, proposal writing can be learned. If you can speak, you can 
write a proposal.  That’s because speaking and writing come from the 
same skill base; the skill of authorship. And the more often you write, 
the better your proposals will be.

Who should read this book?

If you need to write or contribute to bids, tender responses or sales 
proposals - and particularly if proposal-writing is just one of many 
things you have to do to be successful in your job - then this book is for 
you. I wrote it with two main kinds of people in mind.

	•	The first is those with revenue line responsibility – people whose 
job directly depends on making sales.  Depending on your 
industry, you might be a sales director, partner in a professional 
services firm, salesperson, business owner, or solo professional. 
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	•	The second is those who aren’t in “sales”, but who are called 
upon to contribute to a proposal on behalf of their business or 
organisation. We all share responsibility for making a sale, and 
you have an important role to play.

The Shredder Test passes on valuable lessons I’ve learned through 
working with my clients, many of whom share the same aspirations 
and challenges you do.   It is most suitable for people who have limited 
experience in writing proposals, and who are seeking to improve their 
knowledge, skills and success.

How will this book help you?

There is no quick fix or “one size fits all” approach to writing a winning 
sales proposal. (Chapter 2 explains why).  But if you are serious about 
improving your proposal-writing skills, you will find plenty of practical 
help in this book.

The Shredder Test:

•	 Will help you to see what you’re selling from the purchaser’s 
point of view. 

•	 Will help you to recognise where you’re at in the sales process, 
and if a proposal is really what your prospect expects or needs 
to see.

 
•	 Exposes the most common proposal-writing pitfalls and offers 

simple suggestions to avoid them.
 

S H R E D D E R | Introduction
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•	 Contains many practical examples and real-life stories that will 
help you to hone your proposal-writing strategies and skills.

Pitching for business is a complex activity, and no book can expect to 
provide all of the answers.
  
But it’s my hope that this book will encourage you to think differently 
about the way you pitch for business and give you renewed enthusiasm 
and confidence for tackling the task of writing proposals.

—ROBYN HAYDON

P.S.  If you have feedback, ideas or pitching challenges to share, I would 
love to hear from you.  Drop me a line at info@robynhaydon.com.
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Chapter 1 |  Signs – 
is the prospect ready to buy?

This chapter explores the hurdles to clear before putting pen to paper – and 
why the words “send me a proposal” almost always mean that the prospect 
isn’t yet ready to buy. 
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Every time you seek to sell something to a prospective customer, 
regardless of whether you’re the only one talking to them or whether 
you’re competing against dozens of others in a widely advertised public 
tender, there are distinct phases of decision-making that the prospect 
will go through before deciding to do business with you.

Each stage moves the purchaser closer to an intention to buy.

To move from one stage to another, you need to get some kind of 
agreement from the purchaser.  This is called an “advance”.  An advance 
could be agreeing to introduce you to the final decision-maker (the 
person who signs the cheques); agreeing to test your product; or writing 
you a formal brief to respond to.   

Experienced salespeople understand this well.  What may be less well 
understood is that written pitch materials – such as credentials, case 
studies and proposals – are only useful when they are introduced at 
the right moment; the moment when the prospect actually needs the 
information they contain.  

That’s because the primary purpose of written pitch materials is to 
support, shape and encourage the sale.  They don’t actually make it for 
you.  Pitched at the wrong time, a proposal can even work against you.

The fact that prospects tend to call all kinds of written information a 
“proposal” can make things even more confusing.  But a proposal can 
be very clearly defined. 

S H R E D D E R | Chapter 1—Signs
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A proposal is anything with a price on it.  A proposal fully reveals your 
hand, and forces a decision from the prospect.  So before you decide to 
submit one, you will want to be at least 80% certain that the proposal 
will net you a sale.   

To clarify this, let’s look more closely at the stages that a sale will usually 
follow, particularly the stages before submitting a proposal. 
 
The following diagram shows the seven stages of most business-to 
business-sales – from stranger to customer.  The “milestone”, or primary 
activity, of each stage is also described here. 

These stages are easy to identify if you are in a formal, competitive pitch.  
The italicised sections under stages 3, 4 and 5 describe the documents 
you might expect to receive from a prospective customer at this point 
– RFIs, EOIs, RFPs, and RFTs (more on those later).

But let’s say you aren’t in a formal, competitive pitch.  You may in fact be 
the only one who is talking to the prospect.  But although these stages 
may be harder to spot, the prospect will still make their buying decision 
in this basic order. Here, the onus is more firmly on the supplier to make 
sure that they have identified and satisfied the prospect’s likely needs 
– including the need for information - before moving on to the next 
stage.  

In the early stages (stages 1-3), you’re just getting to know each other, 
and the prospect doesn’t yet know whether they have a problem that you 
can help them solve.
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In a formal, competitive purchasing situation, this is where the prospect 
will issue an RFI (Request for Information) or an EOI (Expression of 
Interest) document.  

They do this to find out who is capable of supplying a particular product 
or service and the range of options they offer.  EOIs and RFIs are used 
to narrow down the purchaser’s requirements and produce a shortlist of 
potential suppliers who will receive the formal “brief ” (the Request for 
Proposal or Request for Tender), if they decide to issue one.

It’s important to realise that just because a prospect has issued an 
Expression of Interest or Request for Information, this doesn’t necessarily 
mean that they are ever going to buy.  Look closely and you’ll see that 
these documents are peppered with statements like this one:

“The purchaser reserves the right without advance notice, without 
explanation and for any cause whatsoever, not to proceed with this 
Expression of Interest for all or any part of the Service; to change the 
terms and procedures relating to the Expression of Interest process; 
to terminate negotiations with any Party prior to the dispatch of the 
Purchaser’s further treatment of the Expression of Interest submission; 
to reject or accept any Expression of Interest submission; not to enter 
into further discussion with a Party if that Party is unsuccessful in 
having their Expression of Interest submission considered or further 
treated.”

What a mouthful! Clearly, the prospect is making a pretty concerted 
effort not to be tied down to anything – even to an intention to buy.

It’s only at stage 4, where the prospect releases a formal Request for 
Proposal or Request for Tender, that their intention to buy becomes 
clearer.

If you’re not in a competitive pitch, it’s in these early stages that you will 
most often hear the prospect say “send me a proposal”.  
 
Be warned!  This is a real trap to watch out for.  

S H R E D D E R | Chapter 1—Signs
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Prospects tend to call all kinds of written information a “proposal”.  
A true proposal – something with a price on it - only works when it 
confirms how you will work with or supply to the prospect.  If you are 
still talking about why, the time isn’t right.

Here is an example that shows why submitting a proposal before a 
prospect is ready to buy is actually a big waste 
of (your) time. 

When first starting out in consulting, I had little 
experience in face-to-face selling, but suddenly 
it was me up front and centre with potential 
clients.  

An early opportunity with a company in the chemicals industry looked 
promising.  The discussion with Brian, the Australian head of the 
business, seemed to go well.  Brian said he was keen to have me work 
on a few projects with his company and asked me to meet with his State 
Manager, Pete.  

Pete and I met several times, each for a couple of hours, and together we 
worked on options for some of the more pressing problems we agreed 
that the company faced.

After the third meeting, Pete asked me to submit a proposal.  I was 
pretty excited by this and could already see myself with my first really 
big client. 

So I spent many hours putting together the most thorough proposal you 
could possibly imagine, had it professionally printed and bound and on 
Pete’s desk within 48 hours of his request.

And then I heard nothing.  

Four weeks later, Pete admitted that whilst he and Brian would love to 
go ahead, the regional head office didn’t see the urgency of the problems 
and weren’t willing to provide any funding for the work. Ouch! 

A proposal 
sums up your 

agreement with 
a prospective 

customer.   
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It doesn’t matter how much theory you know, sometimes you need to 
make the mistake yourself to learn the lesson.   And this is one I learned 
the hard way.  Clearly, this sale was in the early stages, and there was  
a lot of work still to do before it had any chance of going ahead.  

To explore options with a prospect, there are 
other, more productive ways to fulfil a need 
for written information without calling it a 
“proposal”.

What you can do really depends on the stage 
that you’re up to.  Here are some alternatives to 
consider.

Stage 1 – Develop relationship

In Stage 1, you’re just getting to know each other.  You want to find out 
if the prospect has a need for what you’re selling, and the prospect wants 
to know if it’s worth their time to meet with you.
 
At this stage in the sale, you will want to get the prospect talking 
about themselves as much as possible.  However, they may still want 
information from you in order to grant a meeting.

So what can you do to get to Stage 2 (Identify opportunities & issues)?

Here, you’re looking to find ways to convince the prospect that a meeting 
with you is worth their time.  Targeted marketing material can be used 
to build credibility and start the process of dialogue between you.  

S H R E D D E R | Chapter 1—Signs

A proposal isn’t 
the only kind 

of document 
that will help 

advance a sale. 
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This means general credibility-building information about you and your 
business, and how you have helped others with similar needs.  Examples 
include:
 

•	 Your web site.

•	 A few case studies of how you have helped others in the same 
industry, or who face similar problems.

•	 Testimonials or client letters.

•	 White papers or articles on topics that are related to your offer 
and that may be of interest to them.

•	 Press clippings or any other favourable publicity that your 
company has received.

Stage 2 – Identify opportunities and issues

By Stage 2, you’ve established that it’s worth talking to each other.  You 
think the prospect has a need for what you offer and they think it’s worth 
spending some of their valuable time with you.

Yet at this point, you don’t know exactly what the prospect wants. You 
don’t know if they can afford to buy what you’re selling.  And you still 
don’t have any firm commitment of their interest.
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So what can you do to get to Stage 3 (Pitch credentials and possible 
solution)?

This is a stage for verbal discussion, and it is all about the prospect.  
You will want to ask questions to help you discover the problems that 
the prospect is facing, and learn enough so that you can pitch the right 
solutions to them.  

We won’t be talking in detail about face-to-face selling techniques 
here.  Books and training courses that focus on consultative selling 
have further information in this area. The iconic sales book SPIN 
Selling, by Neil Rackham, is a good place to start.  
 

Stage 3 – Pitch credentials and possible solution

By Stage 3, you will be pretty sure you know what the prospect needs, 
and that you can deliver, so you will want pitch your offer in a more 
formal way.  

But Stage 3 is still an exploration.  You’re dipping your toes into the 
water to see if you’ve understood each other, and seeking the right to 
receive a formal brief that will confirm the prospect’s intentions to buy.

S H R E D D E R | Chapter 1—Signs
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So what can you do to get to Stage 4 (Obtain brief)?

This is when you will make the “in-principle sale” – where you and the 
prospect verbally agree that there’s a problem or opportunity, agree 
on the solution, and (without prejudice to other options) that you’re 
qualified to provide it. 

It is probably also the time to put something 
in writing to them.  But a proposal is not 
the right thing.

It is too early to fully reveal your hand, as 
you’re not the only option that the prospect 
might be considering.  In fact, doing this 
could easily stop a potential sale before it 
has a chance to begin.

At this stage in a sale, both of you will be ready to stop talking and start 
acting.  

To encourage this to happen, you can get the ball rolling by writing a 
confirmation letter or email or a longer discussion document, which 
outlines the problem and the possible solutions you’ve discussed.  Give 
the prospect a range of possible options (without details or prices) and 
ask them to respond.  

This approach can be very successful.  

Take Geoff, the owner of a start-up business who had developed a new 
point-of-sale merchandising technology that would create a whole 
new advertising medium for “outdoor” locations such as banks, major 
shopping centres and airports.  Geoff ’s product was so new on the 
market that no one else anywhere in the world was doing exactly what 
he did.  When he started talking to potential customers, including some 
of the country’s largest retailers, Geoff got a lot of interest because of the 
revenue potential his product offered.  

“Send me a proposal” 
is really just a 

request for more 
information and 

not a signal that the 
prospect is ready to 

buy.  
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Unfortunately, all this attention was a little overwhelming for Geoff, and 
he was struggling to convert this interest into dollars.  When we met, 
he admitted that he had been spending the last six months doing lots 
of presentations – some of them to very large potential customers – but 
hadn’t yet made a sale.  

Although Geoff was selling a product, it came across as a “concept” to 
potential customers, making it a pretty hard sell (Chapter 2 explains 
why).   As a technical expert, and a newly-minted small business owner, 
Geoff was the first to acknowledge that selling wasn’t his strong suit.  He 
was also facing the classic selling problem for concept offers – while he 
had no trouble getting people to show interest in his product, no one 
was actually buying. 
 
Geoff rang one morning very excited. After yet another presentation, this 
time to one of Australia’s largest shopping centre chains, the operations 
director had asked him to submit a proposal.  

Warning bells started ringing immediately.
 
Basically, Geoff was about to submit a proposal asking the prospect 
to spend $1 million on purchasing his product, when he hadn’t yet 
proven to them that they had at least a million-dollar problem it was 
going to solve.

Because this was too good an opportunity to squander, we quickly put 
our heads together to work out how best to salvage the situation.  
 
Geoff was actually at Stage 2 with the shopping centre chain, and wanted 
to move to Stage 3 by getting them to agree to test the product.  (A 
“brief ” would come when they had had an opportunity to experience its 
benefits first-hand).  So he had already jumped the gun by agreeing to 
send them a proposal to buy it outright.

Our challenge now was to build a case for how a trial would benefit 
them.  

S H R E D D E R | Chapter 1—Signs
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To realise the long-term advertising revenue potential of Geoff ’s 
product, the chain would first need to replace all its static, printed 
directory information boards with Geoff ’s electronic boards.  But to get 
them to do this, we would need to find a pressing problem with the 
existing boards.  Our task was made more difficult because the people 
Geoff was pitching to spent all their time at head office, and not out 
in the shopping centres with the boards.  So to find the problem we 
needed, we had to go shopping.

Geoff called the operations director and bought some extra time 
to prepare his presentation, while we sent a couple of Geoff ’s staff 
members out into the local shopping centre to research the directory 
information boards and to poll the people who were using them.  We 
found that there were a number of problems with the printed boards. 
 

• Not all shops were listed (casual tenants weren’t included).

• The boards were tall and hard for shoppers to use (particularly 
the disabled, elderly and visually impaired).

• They were expensive to update, requiring a large-format print 
run.  Because of this, store locations and other directory 
information often weren’t up to date. 

Armed with this information, we built a “discussion document” that 
argued the case for installing a multimedia point-of-sale system in the 
chain’s shopping centres on the basis of the problems it would solve, the 
money it would save, and the opportunities it would create for directory 
advertising revenue (particularly from casual tenants).  This tactic got 
Geoff the advance he wanted, which was an agreement to test the system 
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at a beta site in New South Wales.

Put simply, all we really did was to put the value of Geoff ’s product 
into a context that the prospect could clearly understand - and found 
attractive enough to “buy”.

Stage 4 – Obtain brief

If you’re going to make a sale eventually, this is the stage where the 
prospect will start to play a much more active role in the process. 

A brief doesn’t guarantee that a prospect will buy – from you or anyone 
else – but it does indicate that they’re seriously 
considering it.

Let’s say you had decided to build a house 
and asked a builder for a price. It would be 
impossible for them to give you one – or 
indeed any other detailed information – 
without knowing exactly what you want. How many bedrooms?  Carport 
or garage?  Our land or yours? etc.

A brief serves exactly the same purpose in a business-to-business 
sale.  It tells you exactly what the prospect is looking for, gives you the 
parameters of the purchase and helps you to put together an accurate 
proposal that is targeted to the prospect’s specific needs.  

A written brief is 
one of the strongest 

buying signals 
you can get. 

S H R E D D E R | Chapter 1—Signs
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Responding to formal briefing documents is commonplace in formal, 
competitive purchasing situations, when bidding or tendering for large 
pieces of private or government business. 

The diagram shows that Stage 4 is when the prospect issues a Request 
for Proposal or Request for Tender (RFP or RFT), identifying their 
requirements and inviting prospective suppliers to respond.

Suppliers who aren’t in a formal, competitive bid are often tempted to 
skip the briefing stage.  

There are at least three good reasons not to.

1. A written brief indicates a high level of commitment from the 
prospect.  

2. By doing the work of preparing a brief, the prospect is confirming 
their interest in buying and ironing out any last objections they 
may have.

3. A written brief makes writing the proposal so much easier; 
all you need to do is respond to the brief.  (In fact, writing a 
proposal without a brief is a bit like driving without a road map 
- you don’t know quite where you’re going and your chances 
of ending up in the wrong place are high.  So unless you have 
unlimited time to spend on writing speculative proposals, I 
really don’t recommend it.)

When you and the prospect are both fully engaged with an intention 
to explore how best to do business together, obtaining a brief should 
be relatively easy – even easier if you have already put some options in 
writing to them.

All the prospect needs to do is to confirm their interest in one (or more) 
of the options you’ve suggested, and add anything that you haven’t yet 
covered to their liking.
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So what can you do to get to Stage 5 (Deliver proposal)?

The briefing stage can prove to be a bottleneck, particularly when 
pitching to prospects that aren’t used to briefing a supplier in your line 
of work.  

Make it easier by putting together a simple briefing process to guide 
them.  To work out what needs to be included in your briefing process, 
consider:

• What kind of background information would help me better 
understand the reasons why this prospect is considering making 
this purchase at this time?

• What kind of information do I need to accurately price it?

• What could I find out about the prospect’s buying process that 
would help me overcome any roadblocks and help me close the 
sale?

A briefing is also an opportunity to ask who else might be involved in 
the buying decision, what the prospect’s budget is, whether this project 
or purchase is likely to have impact outside the part of the organisation 
you are talking to, and so on.

Prospects will rarely understand the full 
scope and potential of what you offer, 
even though they might think they do.  
(Exercise 1 in the next chapter will help 
you see where the gaps and challenges 
might be).

Therefore, at the risk of being repetitive, 
you are the expert on your business and 
you must drive the briefing process yourself.  The prospect doesn’t know 
what they don’t know - and what they don’t know might hurt you.

S H R E D D E R | Chapter 1—Signs

A brief needs to 
give you enough 

information to write 
a proposal that will 
win your prospect’s 

business.
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•	 Try to keep the number of questions to a minimum.  If there’s 
a good chance that not all questions will be answered, ask the 
most important ones first. 

•	 If you need a lot of technical information, a briefing form works 
brilliantly.  Alternatively, if your briefing questions are designed 
to generate thought and elicit longer answers, a list of thought-
starters sent in a letter or e-mail works just as well.

•	 If you just can’t get a prospect to do the work of preparing a brief 
for you, but instinct says that the sale is ready to move along to 
the next stage, an alternative is to send an e-mail summarising 
all the points you’ve discussed to date, and the prospect’s 
requirements, and asking them to respond.  
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 Lessons from The Shredder Test

Chapter 1 – Signs

  Each sale follows a distinct series of stages, whether you are in  
a competitive pitch or not.
Along the way, you and the prospect are learning more about each 
other and assessing whether to do business together.  And at each 
progressive stage, the prospect becomes more likely to buy. 

 Don’t send a proposal unless the prospect is ready to buy. 
When a prospect says “send me a proposal”, it rarely means they’re 
ready to sign on the dotted line.  Sometimes, this statement is a 
brush-off tactic.  But more often, it is a sign that the prospect still 
needs to be convinced, perhaps by seeing how your ideas convert 
into written words.     

A proposal is anything with a price on it.  
A proposal fully reveals your hand and forces a decision from the 
prospect.  So before you put in a proposal, you need to be at least 
80% certain that it will net you a sale.   

 The purpose of a proposal is to close a sale – not to further the 
discussion of options. 
For a proposal to succeed, the sale must be made on an “in-principle” 
level first.  To confirm that the prospect is ready to buy, offer a range 
of possible options in a letter, email, or discussion document (without 
details or prices) and ask the prospect to respond.  

 A written brief is one of the strongest buying signals you can get.  
By doing the work of preparing a brief, the prospect is confirming 
their interest in your offer and ironing out any last objections they 
may have.  A brief makes writing a proposal so much easier – all you 
need to do is respond.  
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