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APMP from the commercial point of view
By Neil Cobb

‘‘

Let’s look at the second step in creating effective confer-
ence presentations, researching the topic. To quickly

review, here’s the roadmap for our continuing discussion,
which began last issue:

’’

Preparation Stage Commitment Development Concerns

Discovering a topic 8 – 12 hours Determining relevance, timeliness, and interest

Researching the topic 25 – 40 hours Analyzing your audience and drawing from formal 
resources and real-world experience

Organizing the message 2 – 4 hours Achieving coherence while creating and fulfilling 
some dramatic tension

Determining the right  1 – 2 hours Choosing from the variety of presentation types and 
medium for the message delivery media

Writing the key points  4 – 8 hours Finding the focal points of your story, then wrap
and the script ping a compelling narrative in a colloquial tone 

around the relevant details

Developing graphics 12 –24 hours Supporting your message with visual aids that 
enhance, not distract

Revising the draft 4 – 6 hours Soliciting feedback before the presentation

Finalizing the presentation 3 – 6 hours Integrating your verbal message with your visual 
messages; practicing your delivery

Total 59 – 102 hours
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Last time I offered several sources for

topics and suggested you let the ideas

you created germinate for a while in

your fertile minds. And “fertile” is

the right word—what business mind

other than that of a proposal manag-

er could be better prepared for devel-

oping ideas? You see an extraordinary

amount of the important content

that comes in and goes out the doors

of your company. You converse daily

with the best sales, technical, and

business development minds in your

industry. You directly hear and

respond to the questions of customers

of all sizes from a variety of indus-

tries. In short, you brainstorm, col-

lect, and disseminate ideas for a liv-

ing. You should be brimming with

presentation ideas, and your daily

activities should be testing and rein-

forcing those ideas continually.

Researching your topic
So you’ve gotyou have an idea.

You’ve tested it on the job and think

it’s a worthwhile topic to investigate

further. You may have even formal-

ized the idea in some way, like a pro-

posal to management or a process

improvement plan. You’re ready to

share this concept with people out-

side your immediate circle—to test it

with an audience of professionals, to

stimulate discussion for evolving the

idea further, or to gain recognition

for you or your company. So, how do

you begin to prove in your topic?

How do you invent, to use the

rhetorical term, what you’re going to

saysay, and how you should say it?

You start with your audience.

Who is your audience?
The first step of researching any

topic is understanding the audience.

At an APMP annual conference,

your audience is quite easy to deter-

mine, right? Everyone attending is

interested in the development or

evaluation of proposals. Ah, but it’s

not quite that simple.

The kinds of audiences at APMP con-
ferences

APMP has two main disciplines:

commercial and government pro-

grams. We have a body of vendors

who specialize in many aspects of

proposal management: content

development, content management,

production, distribution, and so on.

Our conferences also tend to entice

“outsiders” through special topics and

presentation tracks specific to a par-

ticular conference. For example, this

year boasts two such topics—Business

Development - Capability Maturity

Model (BD-CMM) and or Proposal-

XML, a standard version of

eXtensible Markup Language that

defines a standard structure for pro-

posals.

But the potential audience classifica-

tions do not end there. Proposal

managers, regardless of their market

orientation, come from a variety of

educational backgrounds and skill

sets. They may have business degrees,

be writers or editors, or engineers—

hardly similar in the way they

approach and assimilate information.

They may be more adept at business

development than messaging. You

have to refine your approach to

match.

So you can see how complex even

the relatively straightforward audi-

ences at APMP can become. And

why should you go through all this

before presenting? Because, without

this knowledge, your potential audi-

ence may not give your synopsis in

the conference brochure a second

look. Your examples will likely prove

meaningless. Your point will most

certainly be missed.

To avoid these pitfalls, you’ll not

only need to identify which of the

four classes is primary audience you
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seek, but a second and even third
audience who might benefit from
your idea. Then you can craft your
statements, your proofs, and your
conclusions with all of them in mind,
knowing that these audiences will
respond best to references and
authorities that they know and value.
You need to determine your audi-
ences now, because every step you
take from now on depends on this
analysis.

Tactics for addressing audiences

A good way to develop tactics for
reaching your various audiences is to
draw from your own experience. You,
after all, are a commercial proposal
manager. You have developed your
idea with an audience in mind—
yourself—andyou— and you’re an
excellent representative of the com-
mercial faction of our aAssociation.
Put yourself in the place of your audi-
ence—rremember what techniques
have worked effectively and not so
effectively for you as you’ve been on
the receiving end in conferences
past—and adopt the most effective
techniques for your current topic.

Another way to refine your audience
focus and start building content in
the process is to draw on Burke’s
Pentad, or five groups of questions

for analyzing a rhetorical situation.

You may recall these questions follow

the “5 Ws and an H” from basic jour-

nalism: act (what was done?), scene

(when and where was it done?), agent

(who did it?), agency (how was it

done?), and purpose (why was it

done?). By applying these questions

to your topic, from the point of view

of your intended audiences, you can

jumpstart the research process. You

can qualify your audience’s interest

by asking questions like these:

• Who would benefit most from this

concept or technique?

• What terminology should I use to

relate this topic?

• What examples would they need

to be convinced?

• When is the right time to imple-

ment this concept or technique?

• Where else might this concept or

technique work as effectively?

• Why do I find this concept so

interesting, this technique so

helpful?

• Why will other proposal profes-

sionals be interested in this topic?

• How would this audience apply

this concept in their environment?

The answers to these and the sec-
ondary probing questions that result
from their answers will drive your
research and help you reach the
audience you seek.

Of course, the very best way to learn
about the relationship of your audi-
ence to your topic is to ask them
these questions directly. APMP offers
several ways to assist you in network-
ing with the very people you want
your presentation to address. Local
chapters are established for this very
purpose, as are the networking
opportunities scheduled during the
annual conference. The Commercial
List Service provides an ongoing
opportunity for asking these ques-
tions and getting rapid, candid
answers from your peers. The point
is, you can get started immediately
with the internal dialog and supple-
ment quickly with external sources to
gather the information you need to
stimulate your research.

What is your purpose?

The second major step in researching
a topic is a direct result of the
questions you’ve posed about your
audience. The way to ensure you
focus your entire presentation on
your primary and subsequent audi-
ences is to hone your key messages

continued on next page 17 ◗



17 Spring 2004

Let’s go to Commercial

◗Continued from page 16.

Cut...
into a comprehensive purpose state-
ment. You can compare this purpose
statement to the brief “pitch” a prospec-
tive movie director makes to a studio
to win funding for his or her project.
The proposal equivalent is the win
theme, or the value proposition. 

Writing the purpose
statement
The purpose statement for your pre-
sentation should be one or two sen-
tences, max. You can pose it as a
problem statement, a question, a
claim, or a conclusion. The problem
statement is not your title—it’s the
underpinning of all your remarks and
the cornerstone of your arguments.
As you craft your purpose statement,
remember to:

• Focus on the practical application
of your concept

• Anticipate your evidence with a
key metric

• Allude to your audience

• Place your concept into context

• Provoke a reaction

An example purpose statement might
readread, “By adhering to P-XML
standards, proposal managers and
evaluators will be able to streamline
the development and analysis of pro-

posals and reduce overhead by as

much as 40%.””. This purpose state-

ment begs some more questions, of

course, and these questions lead to

the remaining steps in the presenta-

tion research stage.

What background information does
your audience need?

What and how much background

information to supply is always diffi-

cult to determine. With an audience

as narrowly focused as yours for

APMP, it usually depends on how

technical your topic is. It can also

depend on the uniqueness or speci-

ficity of the application.

You need to present your audience,

who may not be as familiar with the

available solutions and trends, with

some background information,

including but not limited to:

• Conditions demanding a solution

like yours

• Prevailing strategies and tactics for

solving the problem your method

addresses

• Key vendors supplying content

solutions

• Any gaps within these solutions

(especially those that your

solution fills)

Remember, proposal managers are
primarily practical problem solvers,
so they’re looking for ways to quickly
link your technical solution to a
problem they’ve experienced on the
job. They can, or get someone else
to, figure out the technical aspects
once they’ve determined how the
solution fits their situation.

How do you create your main content?

If your idea primarily concerns a per-
sonal perspective or technique, most
of your body content will come from
your own experiences. If you’re
speaking purely from personal experi-
ence, you’ll want to allot some time
to establish your authority on the
subject. You may cite your years of
experience, educational background,
track record, professional recogni-
tionrecognition, and awards to assure
your audience you know your subject.
Most concepts, though, tends to
build from the work of others, so it’s
always good to include comments,
practices, and ideas from others, to
support your good thinking.

What’s been said before?
To ensure your topic is receivedac-
cepted well, you need to demonstrate
that you’ve done your homework.
Citing secondary resources are an
established means of substantiating

continued on next page 18 ◗
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new ideas, but where do you find

suitable secondary sources in our

profession? 

Many books from a multitude of per-

spectives continue to be published

on the topic of proposals. A simple

search for “business proposals” on

amazon.com yields more than 60,000

potential references. Some of

APMP’s primary vendor associates

publish terrific references on proposal

development. To help narrow your

search for book length references,

each issue, the association’sAPMP’s

Proposal Management journal

reviews in each issue the latest books

on subjects related to our profession.

The journal is surely the most valu-

able resource for secondary research

in our profession. Each article

addresses some aspect of proposal

management, from its history to its

most granular techniques. From a

broader perspective, the Society for

Technical Communication’s journal

Technical Communication and

monthly magazine Intercom are both

rich resources that frequently discuss

our profession, or ancillary aspects

such as content development, man-

agement, and publishing. A good ref-

erence for more technically oriented

research is IEEE’s Transactions on

Communications journal. Reading

a few IEEE articles will also help you

refine your audience analysis for the

engineer who is now a proposal

manager.

A fairly recentrecent source for tech-

nical and managerial supporting doc-

umentation is the Web white paper.

Many companies, especially consult-

ing firms and applications designers,

create white papers on trendy topics

and their new solutions. They can

provide some good market and

performance statistics you can

leverage to support your ideas. Be

aware that these documents are

primarily marketing tools, and you

should try to find corroborating

evidence to support your claims

from more reliable sources.

What’s new about your idea?
Because your concept is yours, the

best source for supporting content is

that fertile mind I mentioned at the

onset. Yet concepts devised by the

most fertile of minds will need

supporting evidence that they are,

indeed, new and worth the attention

of your audience. Primary research is

truly the most valuable—and reward-

ing—of all the methods you can

employ to flesh out the body of your

conference presentation. Consider

the following forms of primary
research as you build your content:

• Surveys—Poll the tendencies,
methods, needs, and desires of
your professional peers to
substantiate your concept.

• Experiments—Use a standard
seven 7- or eight8-step method
to test and measure the relative
effectiveness of your concept in
the workplace.

• Demonstrations—Create a “show
and tell” experience for the
conference and walk your audi-
ence through the application or
procedure in real-life context.

• Narratives—Relate the chronolo-
gy of your concept’s development,
or the cause and effect relation-
ship that triggered your idea. 

These are but a few of the ways
you can generate the content to
support your assertions. Of course,
once you’ve built a body of content,
your next step is to organize it into
a coherent presentation. Along the
way, you’ll invent additional content
to help illustrate your ideas and tran-
sition help your audience through
each step along the way. That’s our
topic for next time.

I now return you to your regularly
scheduled proposal. ■
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