
Sometimes you produce 
a great proposal and it 

still loses. It’s beautifully 
written. It has terrific 
graphics. The win theme 
is creative and strong. 

And what happens? 
Nothing. It doesn’t even 

get down-selected to 
the final two or three. 

What’s up with that? 
By Tom Sant

What went wrong with                   
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your proposal?
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“Marketing fluff destroys credibility and undercuts 
trust. We need to filter it out.” - Tom Sant

Do you tell customers that you’re ‘leading edge’, 
‘state of the art’, ‘best of breed’, ‘world-class’, or 
‘uniquely qualified’ without proving it? 

If you make a list of your unique factors, can you 
cross out your company’s name at the top of the 
list and insert your competitor’s name? Then it’s 
time to delete those trite phrases, rethink your 
unique factors and find some proof.

For example, are you first to market with 
something? Did an independent analyst rate 
you as the best in your segment? Or have you 
consistently delivered 99% customer satisfaction 
over the last 10 years? That’s the kind of proof 
customers want. 

It substantiates why they should pick you over 
your competitors. Having a great brand is no 
longer enough in today’s highly competitive 
marketplace. Use facts and evidence of your 
uniqueness to persuade.

Don’t claim it, prove it!
By Sandy Pullinger

Sandy Pullinger is the 
first chairperson of APMP 
South Africa. She has been 
writing proposals since 
1992 and consulting in 
the field since 2001. She 
recently addressed the 
international conference of 
the APMP, where she met 
Tom Sant, whose world-
renowned best practice 
nFold represents locally. 

What’s up is that your seemingly great proposal might be doomed 
by a fatal flaw. Here are some of the most common mistakes that 
can doom your magnificent effort: 

1.   Weak qualification of the opportunity. 
The proposal was well written, true, but there was never a deal 

there in the first place. 

a.   Ask yourself three questions: Is the client serious? 
Can we be competitive? Can we win? If you can’t answer these 
questions honestly, throw up a big red flag. Otherwise, you may be 
in for a case of proposal heartbreak. 

2.   Not understanding the business. 
You can be 100% compliant to the process and 100% a loser if 

you don’t understand the client’s real needs. 

a.   Suppose a bank discovers they have a serious problem with the 
security of their accounts, particularly in regard to on-line banking 
functions. They issue a tender, seeking help. Do you think they 
indicate exactly what the problem is, how serious it is, how many 
customers are at risk? No, no, and no. Do your homework!

3.   Not using what you’ve already learnt. 
It’s surprising how many companies invest millions in CRM 

systems, but don’t use them to store information or insights into 
decision makers, corporate culture, or other factors that could 
strengthen the next proposal effort. 

4.   Pitching to people who aren’t there anymore. 
If we have a long-standing relationship with a client or a 

government agency, we might find ourselves unconsciously 
slipping into a traditional pattern. 

We know what they want. We know how they like us to organise 
our bid. We share experiences and assumptions, so we don’t 
bother to spell that stuff out. “They know that,” we say. 

“We don’t need to mention it.” What we may fail to notice is that 
those people have moved on. Some of them retired. 

Some were replaced. Maybe a few of them transferred to new 
positions. And as a result our usual way of proposing may not 
work anymore. 

Tom Sant is an expert on 
business and technical 
communications, and the 
author of Persuasive Business 
Proposals and The Giants of 
Sales. He is a popular speaker, 
consultant, and writer on the 
trials and tribulations of business 
communicators. Visit www.
santcorp.com to find out more. 


