
Connecting what you say to how you say it – innovating the messaging and delivery of your proposals

What do I mean by innovating? Making more client centric. Everyone here may be thinking that being client centric 
isn’t exactly innovative. I think everyone here can very easily say: to improve the quality of our proposals, we need 
to be concise, clear and client-centric. But at EY, and I’m sure at many of your organizations, it’s not just the 
proposal writer influencing the document – we’re not operating in a vacuum. Might not have a ton of influence –
working with senior professionals who didn’t get to be in the position that they are because they are wishy washy –
they have very particular ideas on how to do things. Client facing teams – leaders, SME’s, etc. also play a significant 
role in driving the proposal process and are either:

• Comfortable with what they have done in the past…an ‘aint broke mentality
• Afraid of change

At EY, I felt (and I’m sure my colleagues in the audience will agree), that we were doing a lot of “talking at” – teams 
were putting together proposals that said “we’re the right choice – we know you better than anyone else, 
understand what you are looking to accomplish and will create a customized solution” in 100 slides that talks about 
us the entire time. There was a disconnect between what we were saying and how we were saying it. So that was 
the problem we were encountering. So what I wanted to do today is talk about we can, as a profession, fix that 
problem and how we can coach client-facing teams to understand: 

• Why being client centric matters
• Feeling empowered to use proposal messaging and delivery to connect what we say with how we say it

Instead of teams telling clients about our mission, our vision and our values, we were focused on getting our 
professionals to shift the conversation to (with) our clients - and using the structure, layout and language of our 
proposals to tell a story. Funny – because these same people are great talking to clients in a room. But not in a 
written document.

Results: 
• Winning greater percentage of work we were bidding on 
• We were having better conversations outside of the proposal
• We were being invited to conversations about other challenges at the client that we were not previously aware 

of
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The way I like to think about being client centric, in the simplest possible terms – need to shift from “we sell Product X/Service 
Y” to “we design a product to meet your needs and deliver a better experience.”

A great way to explain this concept is with ketchup…to get ketchup out of the bottle, you can spend a ton of time hitting the
bottle or digging it out with a knife. This is “product centric.” By focusing on the needs of the client, you can transform the 
same product into something that meets the needs of your audience.

We need to take the same approach with our proposals. How can we do that? How can we make our teams focus on 
innovating the message and delivery of our proposals to deliver a better experience? Start small.
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Best exercise I’ve taken part in recently – Group asked me to speak to their leadership about proposal best practices. Busy, 
resource strapped, short turnaround times. Had my deck, templates, tracker, talk about process, yada yada.  

Why? Having issues with proposal length. Stopped and asked them for recent proposals. 100 slide proposal, 7 pt font. Talk 
about us the entire time. Read like a brochure – not a persuasive document. Look at slide (TOC).

Mike Walsh has a great metaphor for this that I used in my discussion with the group. These proposals are like a bad 
date…excited to go and then the guy rambles about himself the entire time. Just want it to be over…in proposal terms, you 
want to flip to the fees. Decision-makers look at proposals for 7 minutes, on average. I think it’s actually much less than that. 
Within those first few minutes, your proposal needs to make a compelling argument. It needs to tell a story that clearly 
messages our capabilities and ties them to what the client is looking to do. If not, the client flips right to the fees – At EY, the 
problem is that we’re never going to be the low-cost provider. We’re not going to win on fees. I’m sure this is the same at your
organizations – our role as proposal managers is to demonstrate the value we can provide our clients. The quality of our 
documents need to match the quality of our insights.

So how do I get a team who is busy, resource strapped, used to dealing with 48 hour turnaround times to be more client 
focused in their proposals?
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Threw out the deck and took a different approach. 
Start small. Instead of talking about process/ tools/ templates/best practices -

Small, incremental changes they could make to shift the focus and the message from EY to 
the client: 
• TOC 
• Include an executive summary 
• Does each slide pass the “so what” test?  Does it tell a story? 
• Change the headers to be more client-centric

Showing teams that they have the power to redirect the conversation with small edits 
empowers them to do more. Asking about other ways that they can shift the message –
makes them look deeper into the response and take ownership of the process.
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Why is telling a story impactful? It can help to illustrate complex concepts. As an example…kids books.
Emotional hook – “oh the places you’ll go” and “the little engine that could”. 

Oh the places you’ll go – about life’s journeys and the ups and downs we all experience, but it’s also 
about being in control of your own destiny. Little engine that could – little engine must make it over a 
mountain to deliver toys. Being small and weak, the little engine doesn’t think it can make it. He asks the 
bigger engines for help, but they all refuse. Eventually, the little engine makes it over the mountain. This 
story has many meanings including the value of hard work, courage and thinking positively. It uses the 
power of a story to reinforce key messages.

Some clients will be hard-pressed to read your content no matter how interesting it is. Develop content 
for easy consumption – tell a story that is visually interesting and engaging and most importantly, 
relatable. 
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One way that we can illustrate complex concepts is through illustration.

Infographics – illustrate complex concepts. (show my slide). Table that can be used to show 
a typical approach of how we will start the work with the goal of enabling the client to 
become self-sufficient. Isn’t this exciting? Boring, right? 
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This is great and we can throw pretty pictures in a proposal, but how do we know that our 
documents are resonating with our clients? And more specifically, what parts of our 
proposals are resonating the most? 

We had a team working on a pursuit – opportunity was incredibly competitive. RFP didn’t 
provide a format – we were given free reign to tell the story the way we wanted to. The 
client was looking for a firm that could help them be more innovative in terms of its 
technology. The proposal strategist on my team recommended using a web-based pursuit 
response. Hadn’t really been done before on proposals and there was a lot of hesitation.  
Started small – developed client focused materials during the process to get them 
comfortable with the idea. What a web-based response enabled us to do was use analytics 
to develop a client-centric POV. You can track page views, average number of pages visited 
and length of a session. Now you know what your client is looking at and for how long.

We were able to use this information to focus our proposal on the right things, which, in 
turn, enabled us to focus our final presentation on the topics of most importance to the 
client. Resulted in a win.
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Buying is an emotional process. Whether it’s a car or an auditor – we know this because it is made by people. 
I think a lot of us can find ourselves in the same/similar situation with our teams…when putting together a proposal, people will 
send piles of information and documents to include.

You will never bore someone into liking your brand, your product or your service.

Knowing that buying is an emotional process, when you use emotion – with rational language properly cast in a supporting role, 
you are more likely to have a story people actually want to listen to. A story worth listening to is a story worth connecting to. A 
story that connects is a story that helps people to decide. Like with my kid – when you want them to take their medicine, you 
hide it in something fun…like candy. Wrap the facts into a format that people can relate to…don’t go through a process where 
people are dying to get out of the room.

How do you use your proposal to emotionally connect to your audience? Use people. If the client doesn’t like your team or 
thinks you will be difficult to work with, you’re going to lose. I don’t care how good your story is or how well-supported your 
facts are. People want to work with people who are easy to work with. They want to work with people that are likeable. 

In our proposals, even before we have a fully fleshed out solution, we had a lot of teams send us bios to start incorporating. No 
problem. We realized that we can use these bios to show teams how to create an emotional connection. These bios could be 
long and not focusing on the right things. Like a laundry list. A lot of teams go a step further and hopefully – customize the bio 
to the particular client or service. Want them to think beyond that. Started to talk about video. 

Having a lot of success with embedding videos in proposal documents delivered via email. Instead of spending 2 or 3 pages 
talking about why the client is important to us, have a 30 second video where the team makes those same points. Video has a 
bigger impact, seeing the team starts to build a sense of trust and develops a personal connection. Can also include video 
demos for organizations not selling people…not that we’re selling people. 

Where this is especially impactful – teams in global locations – from a D&I perspective – Don’t just highlight any type of people. 
Want the team to be relatable and build a sense of trust with the client – represent people with similar backgrounds to your 
target viewer. 

Where can this go wrong? Two to three minute video introductions. Way too long. Not scripting – no clear messages. Parade of 
older white men. “So excited to be a part of the team.” Dead behind the eyes.
Use iPhones.
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