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As proposal professionals, we all
acknowledge the importance of
understanding the customer. But
what do buyers really think of the
proposals that they receive? What
do they hope for—and what frus-
trates them? And how well do we,
as a profession, actually perform—
in the eyes of clients’ evaluation
teams?

Over a period of several months
in late 2002, we conducted a
research project with a significant
number of purchasers, seeking
their views on the proposals that
they receive from their suppliers.
In parallel with our work with
sales and proposal teams, PMMS
is a major provider of training and
consultancy support to those
working in procurement and
sourcing roles, so we were able to
tap directly into the opinions of a
range of purchasing, procurement,
and sourcing decision-makers.
This survey, “Indecent Proposals,”
builds on the conclusions of an

earlier, 3-year study into buyers’
attitudes towards salespeople.

The research results were present-
ed by Jon Williams at the APMP
Conference in New Orleans in
May, and this article summarizes
the key findings.

The Participants: 
Senior Purchasers
Participants in this exercise were
largely at a senior level. Only 3%
of the participants were under age
31 and the age profile of the other
contributors was spread evenly.
Participants were, in general, very
experienced, with no one having
spent less than 4 years in purchas-
ing. A median of 15 years and
average 16.3 years indicates that
considerably experienced pur-
chasers responded to the survey.

Slightly less than a quarter of the
participants were female.

The distribution of responses to
the survey was across most indus-

try sectors except distribution.

The largest responses came from

the public sector (28%) and man-

ufacturing (23%). Large compa-

nies overwhelmingly dominated

the survey at 91% of the responses.

While we intend to extend the

research internationally in due

course, the overwhelming majority

of the respondents to this survey

were based in the United Kingdom.

One might expect to see some

variation in other areas; for exam-

ple, discussions at the New Orleans

conference suggested that US

defense decision- makers may

show some differences in attitudes

and behaviours. However, our

experience on both sides of the

buyer/seller interface leads us to

believe that the conclusions are

likely to be of as much interest to

proposal teams in North America

and elsewhere (especially in the

commercial sector) as they are in

the UK.
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Statistically significant
results
Throughout the survey, we were

surprised at the consistency of

response. In general, replies showed

a marked level of agreement, with

low standard deviation from the

median. There were slight

increases in standard deviation

between industry sectors but not

sufficiently different to be signifi-

cant. Purchasers generally agree

about what they want and what

they get in proposals from sellers.  

So what did they tell us?
Do proposals matter? 

◗ Yes, they do.

◗ 95% of purchasers would ask

for a written proposal from

each supplier for any major

purchase.

◗ 80% of them believe that writ-

ten proposals are an excellent

way to help choose between

potential suppliers.

◗ Only 3% agreed that they have

a clear idea of who they expect

to win before they read the

suppliers’ proposals.

◗ Only 2% believe that the sup-

plier that they would expect 

to submit the best proposal 

actually does so.

◗ A majority perceived that the

written proposal helped them

to get behind the salesperson’s
“spin” (only 19% disagreed).

Is the proposal the most

important factor in the customer’s

evaluation process?

◗ Not especially. Only 24% agreed
that it is.

◗ Only 8% agreed that the sup-
plier who submits the best writ-
ten proposal always wins the
deal.

◗ 36% believe that a supplier can
still win the business if they
submit a poor proposal.
(Interestingly, that means that
64% didn’t agree.)

“But they only turn to the 

pricing page.”

◗ Nonsense.

◗ 98% of respondents disagreed.

◗ However, over one in five
(22%) admit that they do not
read every proposal from cover
to cover.

Are they satisfied with the docu-

ments they receive?

◗ Up to a point.

◗ Only one purchaser in four is
disappointed in the quality of
the proposals received from
suppliers.

◗ But have we created a climate of

low expectations?

• Less than 60% believe that

the proposals they receive

have a professional layout

and are sufficiently profes-

sionally presented (57%).

• And less than 40% believe

that the proposals they

receive are well-written and

easy to understand (37%).

What else matters to them? We

gave them a free rein to tell us

what makes an excellent proposal.

In order, they told us that great

proposals:

◗ Understand and address their

key needs

◗ Are easy to read and easy to

understand

◗ Provide comprehensive and

complete information

◗ Yet, at the same time, are 

concise

Other criteria fell some way behind

in the rankings, but included:

◗ Logical format and structure

◗ Good layout

◗ Creativity and innovation

◗ Specific to their needs

◗ Substantiated with evidence

and references

◗ Honesty

◗ Interestingly, only 10% 

mentioned cost or price.
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What annoys buyers when they

receive proposals? Of course, in

many cases, it is the opposites of

the above. But also (in order), they

complained of the following 

characteristics of poor proposals:

◗ Incomplete, lacking in 
information

◗ Superfluous sales waffle, 
marketing rhetoric and spin

◗ Generic, standard offers not
customised to their needs

◗ Lack of understanding of 
their needs

◗ Poor structure, badly organized

◗ Poor layout

◗ Difficult to understand

◗ Late

◗ …and then there were the
more emotive words: “lies,”
“cheating,” and others we
could not possibly mention in a
polite document such as this!

So how do organizations perform
when it comes to developing pro-
posals?  As we discussed above,
demonstrating that we understand
their requirements was at the top
of the buyers’ wish list; 94% of
purchasers agreed that this was
important to them. In light of
this, sales organizations should be

extremely concerned that :

Only 12% of purchasers believe

that the proposals they receive do

always demonstrate a clear under-

standing of the customer’s needs.

What about the basics?

◗ Oh dear; 63% of purchasers

complain that they do not

always receive the right num-

ber of copies of the proposal,

on time.

Are they impressed?

◗ Not really; — only 35% of pur-

chasers believed that suppliers

do themselves justice in their

written proposals.

So would they do our jobs?

◗ Only 23% felt they could write

better proposals than their sup-

pliers do.

◗ But hey, look at the quality of

their RFPs! A separate exercise—

facilitated by Jon Williams at the

UK APMP Conference in

November 2002—- showed that

proposal managers’ views of 

customers’ RFPs are just as

damning as buyers’ views of 

sellers’ proposals, and we are sure

that the readers of Perspective

could add a few critical comments

of their own!

In conclusion: The importance 

of proposals

Our research has confirmed the
importance of the proposal for
purchasers in their decision-mak-
ing process—and therefore for
sales organizations looking to win
business. 

Yet while the proposal forms a key
element of customers’ evaluations
of their suppliers and is frequently
the most important factor, it is
not the sole deciding factor, and
many sales organizations continue
to rely on their relationship build-
ing and negotiation skills to win
the deal. 

Too many organizations underesti-
mate the value of the proposal in
maintaining their competitive
edge, submitting poorer proposals
than is necessary. Improving pro-
posals needs to be high on the
agenda for those businesses that
want to build better relationships
with their customers, and to avoid
losing deals that they could other-
wise win. ■

For more information, please feel free

to contact Jon Williams, via e-mail to

jw@strategicproposals.com
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