
We can lose the tender for any one of hundreds of reasons. And you’ve heard most 

of the excuses for losing during your career and may have even used some of them 

yourself! But time and time again the Number One reason for not winning is that your 

prospect was unable to differentiate. If the prospect cannot see differentiation then 

it’s hard to see true value in your offer. So a differentiated value proposition is key to 

proposal success.

A Very Neat Trick
A former Saatchi and Saatchi MD had a nice and extremely effective 
trick when pitching for new business. 

Whenever a prospective client suggested new, 
additional ideas to be included in a forthcoming 
advertising campaign he’d throw a handful of sugar 
cubes at someone in the audience. 

Inevitably they’d all be dropped. Then he’d throw 
just one. When that was caught he’d pause for a 
moment … just long enough … then ask, “get the 
message?” 

At some point in your career – hopefully your 20s rather than 
your 40s or 50s - one of your managers will have told you to 
“KISS” – Keep it simple, stupid!

Why? 

Because the human brain can only take so 
much on board at any one moment, in the same 
way that we can only catch one sugar cube at a 
time.

But what’s also interesting is that humans are far more 
receptive to taking on board – and remembering – stuff that is 
relevant to them.
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So be Relevant
Developing the winning proposal hinges 
on your ability to communicate and write 
in a way that is simple and effective, using 
key messages that resonate directly with 
your audience.

It seems obvious, doesn’t it … 
bid success being tied to your 
ability to prove the relevance of 
your services and products to 
prospects? 

But it’s so very tempting to do the easy 
thing … use your proposals to bombard 
your prospects with loads of information 
about how great you are. How many of 
your bids start with an introductory piece 
about what your company does and who 
for? 

In other words, how often do 
you start by talking about you?

Relevance starts with Them …
… not with you and your firm, it starts 
with your audience. 

Sure, examples of previous work, 
case studies, testimonials and your 
organisational capability are very 
important, but only once you’ve piqued 
the interest of your prospect in the early 
stages of your proposal.

Without that interest everyone’s time is 
being wasted. 

Compel your prospects with a 
value proposition that resonates 
with them, and so draw them 
deeper in to your proposal.

Be the Teller
Remember when you were a kid and 
hearing fairy stories … how on earth can 
you remember those stories decades 
later? Because they were made relevant 
to your by the teller; by your mum, 

grandad, auntie, older sister. 

It really felt like you were Jack hurrying 
back down the beanstalk and that the Big 
Bad Wolf was coming after you, didn’t it? 
It’s really no different in business. Well, it’s 
a bit different; but when you engage with 
prospects in a tender cycle you are placed 
in a very privileged position – that of the 
“teller.”

By mutual consent it’s your job 
to share a story; a proposition 
that is compelling, believable, 
valuable and sufficiently moving 
to win a subsequent contract (or 
at the very least a shortlisting 
interview).

This is the value proposition that 
emotionally resonates with prospective 
buyers. 

Are you keeping your proposals simple 
and relevant?

I just wanted to share with you that I just closed one out 
of my two sales deals that we discussed on the course. 
(Second is progressing well too). I am very grateful for 
all I have learned from you and I truly believe that your 
course was a significant aid in my sales process! A big 
thank you from Switzerland.”

“ “

Front Line Sales Professional, Bloomberg Tradebook Europe Limited



Storytelling and the VP
The strongest business stories (Value 
Propositions) tend to be built upon just 
three to five highly significant benefits 
for your prospect that put very clear water 
between you and your competitors.

What makes a good VP?
There are, no doubt, hundreds of things 
that your products and services can do for 
your customers and your prospects. 

And you probably have manuals that 
instruct your customers on just how to tap 
into each of these functions.

But VPs aren’t instruction manuals …

… A VP is an articulation of a 
handful of killer benefits that 
can be immediately understood 
and liked by your intended 
audiences.

The best Value Propositions:

1. Tie the features of your proposed 
solution to the most important 
benefits to be enjoyed by customers

2. Enhance the solution by increasing 
the attractiveness of your solution 
description as perceived by your 
intended audience

3. Contain specific information about 
your solution’s benefits that are 

Strategy and Marketing Director

Duncan [Cranmer of the Winning Proposal] is a strategic 
thinker and skilled facilitator who is expert at getting a 
group to push beyond surface knowledge to truly under-
stand new concepts. He is quick on his feet and able to 
command an audience. Highly professional and easy to 
work with. Duncan would be an asset to any organisation 
and someone I highly recommend.

“ “

EMEIA Service Quality Lead, EY (Ernst and Young)

Strategy and Marketing Director

“

“
They have the ability to take complex ideas and simplify 
them – so that the audience quickly understands the 
benefits they will get from us. We have been particularly 
impressed by the eye-catching graphics created for our 
bids.

“ “

Graham Jones, Programme Director and Bid Controller, DoctorLink

directly relevant to prospective 
buyers

4. Provide hard, incontrovertible 
evidence of how your proposed 
solution has worked in the past for 
customers with similar business 
requirements 

Features vs Benefits 
Developing a strong VP requires an 
understanding of the distinction between 
features and benefits and then articulating 
features only in so far as is required for 
the benefit to be grasped in full.

Features are aspects of your product 
or service that may include things like 
software functionality, hardware resilience, 
your implementation methodology, 
supporting business processes, on-going 
support arrangements, performance 
levels, project personnel etc. Different 
features will be used by different 
customers. 

Benefits are the business 
advantages that the prospect 
enjoys in relation to your 
solution solving the prospect’s 
problems.

Benefits include things such as cost 
savings, reduced risk and higher 
performance levels: but, as with features, 
the enjoyment of benefits varies from 

one customer to the next. Some benefits, 
though, are more common – and 
therefore, arguably, more important – than 
others.

Such “core benefits” often boil down, in 
the final analysis, to ways of increasing 
your prospect’s core profitability, although 
in sectors such as healthcare and 
education increased quality will be right up 
there as the most important factor.

You may have loads of features and 
benefits covered in your instruction 
manual that are possible candidates for 
inclusion within your VP, but we don’t want 
to bore prospects to death. We must be 
succinct and identify only core, common 
benefits … but which ones should we 
include?

Selective Differentiation 
Your audiences don’t have the energy or 
inclination to wade through a never ending 
field of weeds. Describing hundreds of 
features and benefits to set out your 
company’s VP is unlikely to win you new 
business or any friends. 

VP = Features + Benefits + Proof 
+ Audience Perspective

A strong VP embeds differentiation, setting 
your capabilities apart from the capabilities 
of others. A poor VP may only describe a 



“

Chief Executive Officer, Harmoni

Duncan Cranmer [of the Winning Proposal] has had a major impact on the qual-
ity of the proposals submitted to clients and our final presentations, as well as 
helping define and improve our internal systems and processes.“

In six weeks they helped grow our 
funnel by £65m, £31m of which be-
came closed business within four 
months - a fantastic achievement!“

“
feature and fail to provide details of any 
associated benefits and / or proof. 

The very worst VPs cite no real benefits, 
fail to leverage proof points and 
completely fail to take into account the 
particular needs of a segmented industry 
sector or prospect.

Developing a Good VP
In our facilitated workshop we guide you 
and your team to consider, filter and finally 
select the most important cornerstones 
that define your VP for your target 
audience. We show you how to choose 
and position the best evidence to support 
your new, bold promises.

We can start with your existing / draft 
VP, though results tend to be stronger 
where we work with you on your VP from 
a blank piece of paper. Why? Because 
such an approach moves us away from 
any previous, potentially biased thinking 

and established patterns of working that 
often perpetuate poor expression of client 
benefits.
 
Development Process
The Winning Proposal uses a proven 
step-by-step method to refine and hone 
your Value Proposition so that the true 

value of your company’s solution is 
understood by prospects and clients. The 
process starts with a highly interactive 
workshop involving your key stakeholders. 
The results of that are documented and 
tested at the storyboard level. 

And once everyone is happy, and the new 

Messaging
Workshop

Info Flow Storyboard Design Propose & Win



A strong value proposition represents invaluable input for your sales and marketing 
collateral. Build bid-specific win themes on your VP once you know your audience.

They took my outline ideas for the 
presentation and created a version that was 
visually very impressive and thoroughly 
engaging for the audience. A job well done!“

“

EMEA Project Director, Canon Europe

value proposition has been rigorously 
put through its paces, the agreed sales 
messages are embedded into sales 
tools, such as your proposals and sales 
presentations, so that you can sell more 
effectively than ever before on the basis of 
a crisp, resonant value proposition.

VP and Win Themes
But there’s a catch. Does your new shiny 
VP mean that you are necessarily going 
to win your next bid? A word of caution 
… even once you have developed and 
honed your VP, VPs tend to be somewhat 
“generic”. 

When you detail the features and benefits 
of your products and services on your 

website, in sales presentations and 
brochures, for example, you don’t really 
know exactly who your reader is. Your 
VP has to work for the widest range of 
audience types, essentially appealing to 
your “lowest common denominator.”

If your bids are simply trotting 
out your established VP then, 
no matter how good your VP 
is, your proposal win rate will 
be compromised because your 
proposal will come across as 
bland and “generic”.

When developing the winning proposal 
for a tender opportunity you have to know 
exactly what will excite your readers (your 
audience).

When you know your audience 
you can take your VP and re-
cast it in the form of bid-specific 
win themes. 

A strong VP gives you a huge advantage 
when it comes to crafting proposal win 
themes. But please remember: your VP 
does not constitute your win themes for 
each and every bid. 

If you need support getting to the right win 
themes, again we are here to help. 

The precursor of successful 
bidding and selling remains a 
cast iron Value Proposition.



The failure to differentiate your solution 

results in your prospect buying from your 

competitor or not buying anything at all. 

Our Value Proposition (Sales Messaging) 

definition workshop brings you to a full 

understanding of what customers and 

prospects most value about your offerings 

from the all-important buyer’s perspective.
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