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A Letter from the Founder

hen I was nine years old, my grandfather Paul took me

to the Apple store to kill some time while my parents

were out running errands. I told him I wanted a

computer for my birthday. He looked at me and said, “If you

want your parents to get you a computer, you better put together

a powerful proposal.” This is a true story.

So I sat down and wrote one. He read it, turned to me, and said:

“This isn’t about what the computer does for your parents. This

is all about you.” He was right. Everything I had written was

about how cool the computer was, how much fun I would have,

how many games I could play. None of it spoke to what my

parents actually cared about.

My grandfather Paul spent his career responding to RFPs for

Lockheed Martin. He was a proposal expert. He used to tell me

that he would walk around thinking about a proposal for weeks,

crafting it in his head, only to sit down at a typewriter twenty-

four hours before the deadline and bring it to life. What he was

really doing during those weeks was the intelligence work:

understanding the buyer, the problem, and the story that needed

to be told. The typing was just the last step.

Paul helped me recraft the proposal. Together, we rewrote it to

show how the computer would help me learn valuable skills that

would make me employable one day. How I could use it to create

family slideshows and vacation videos. How it would help me

excel in my schoolwork and explore the things I was trying to

learn. We told my parents’ story back to them, not mine.



I got the computer for my tenth birthday. Many family

slideshows later, that machine became the thing that got me into

technology. I taught myself Photoshop, built websites, and

started a t-shirt company where I designed all the graphics. That

single proposal, rewritten by a nine-year-old with his

grandfather’s coaching, set the trajectory of my entire career.

That lesson has stayed with me through every chapter of my

career: at fifteen building a t-shirt company, at twenty building

an edtech company, and now at Iris. The most powerful thing

Paul ever taught me was how to tell someone else’s story, not

talk about yourself. That is what great proposals do. They hold

up a mirror to the buyer and say: we see you. We understand

what you are trying to accomplish. And here is how we can help

you get there.

This company is named after Paul’s wife, my grandmother Iris.

It carries her name because what we are building is a

continuation of what Paul spent his life doing: helping people

tell better stories to the people who matter most. This book is

our attempt to share that philosophy with every proposal team

willing to listen.

Ben Hills
F O U N D E R  A N D  C E O ,  I R I S
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Foreword

his book exists because of a simple observation:

the way most companies respond to proposals is

fundamentally broken.

Every year, corporations spend billions of dollars and millions of

hours responding to Requests for Proposals. The proposal

management software market alone is valued at over three

billion dollars and is growing at nearly eighteen percent

annually (Research and Markets, 2025). Yet despite this

investment, the average corporate win rate hovers around forty-

five percent (APMP Benchmarks, 2025). That means more than

half of all that effort, all those late nights, all those SME

interruptions, and all that institutional knowledge poured into

responses, results in nothing.

We wrote this book because we believe there is a better way. Not

a marginal improvement. Not a slightly faster version of the

same broken process. A fundamentally different operating

model that treats every proposal as a strategic sales

conversation, not a compliance exercise.

The Iris Methodology is built on four phases: Know, Build, Win,

and Learn. Together, they form a continuous cycle that gets

smarter with every proposal you submit. Your hundredth

proposal should be dramatically better than your first. If it is

not, something is wrong with your operating model.

Whether you manage a two-person proposal shop or lead a

global response team, the principles in this book will help you



win more, waste less, and build a compounding advantage that

your competitors cannot easily replicate.
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Who This Book Is For

his book was written for anyone who touches the

proposal process, but it speaks most directly to

three audiences.

The first is the proposal professional: the proposal manager,

coordinator, writer, or specialist who lives in the trenches every

day. You know the pain of the fire drill culture better than

anyone. You have opinions about what needs to change but may

lack the framework or the data to make the case to leadership.

This book gives you both. It validates what you already know

intuitively and arms you with the research, the benchmarks,

and the structured methodology to drive transformation

from within.

The second is the executive sponsor: the VP of Sales, Chief

Revenue Officer, or business unit leader who owns the revenue

number and recognizes that proposals are a lever they have not

yet optimized. You may not know the operational details of

proposal management, and you do not need to. This book gives

you the strategic framework, the business case, and the

implementation roadmap to make an informed investment

decision. Pay particular attention to Chapter 3, which frames

the business case in the language of revenue and return

on investment.

The third is the cross-functional contributor: the engineer,

architect, compliance officer, or finance professional who gets

pulled into proposals regularly but considers it a distraction

from their real job. This book will change your perspective. It



will show you how a well-designed proposal system respects

your time by eliminating the repetitive work and redirecting

your expertise to the strategic questions where it has the

greatest impact. You will spend less time on proposals and have

more impact when you do contribute.

Regardless of which audience you identify with, the core

message is the same: proposals are not an administrative burden

to be minimized. They are a strategic function to be optimized.

The difference between those two mindsets is often the

difference between organizations that win and organizations

that wonder why they keep losing.
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How to Read This Book

his book is organized into four parts. Part I examines the

current state of proposal management and makes the

case for why change is necessary. If you are already

convinced that your proposal process needs improvement, you

may want to skim these chapters and move to Part II.

Part II introduces the four phases of the Iris Methodology in

detail. These chapters form the conceptual core of the book and

should be read in sequence, as each phase builds on the one

before it.

Part III provides practical implementation guidance: a maturity

model for assessing where you stand, a roadmap for building

your knowledge foundation, a framework for measuring and

improving performance, and guidance on the AI capabilities that

accelerate the methodology.

Part IV looks forward, examining how the proposal landscape is

evolving and what implications that has for organizations that

want to stay ahead. The appendices provide tools and templates

you can put to immediate use.

A note on our approach: throughout this book, we draw on

published research from leading industry organizations,

including the Association of Proposal Management

Professionals (APMP), as well as independent market research

firms and annual industry benchmark studies. Where we cite

specific statistics, sources are noted in the appendices. Where

we describe operational patterns, they reflect the collective

experience of hundreds of proposal teams across industries.



Let us get started.



P A R T  I

The Problem

Why Proposals Are Broken and Why It Matters
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The Trillion-Dollar Blind Spot

here is an uncomfortable truth hiding in plain sight

across corporate America: the process by which

companies win their largest deals is almost always their

least optimized.

Marketing departments have sophisticated attribution models,

A/B testing frameworks, and entire teams dedicated to

optimizing conversion rates on a landing page. Sales

organizations invest heavily in CRM systems, sales enablement

platforms, and coaching methodologies. Product teams

run sprints, retrospectives, and user research sessions with

religious discipline.

And then there are proposals.

For most companies, the largest deals they will ever close are

managed like this: a major opportunity surfaces, Someone

forwards the details to a distribution list. A kickoff meeting gets

scheduled (usually too late). Subject matter experts get pulled

away from their day jobs. Content gets cobbled together from

old responses that may or may not be accurate. The final

document gets submitted minutes before the deadline. Everyone

exhales, moves on, and does it all over again two weeks later.

. According to the APMP annual benchmark study, forty-eight

percent of organizations cite SME delays as their top proposal

challenge. Forty-six percent struggle to find and maintain

content. Forty-two percent have trouble responding on time

(APMP/Industry Benchmark Report, 2025). And the average



organization influences over $250 million in annual revenue

through proposals, roughly thirty-nine percent of total

company revenue.

This is not a back-office function. This is how companies win

their most important deals. And it’s almost always their least

optimized process.

The Scale of the Problem

The numbers paint a picture of an industry in paradox:

enormous stakes, minimal investment in process excellence.

The average organization submits over one hundred fifty formal

proposals per year, and that number only accounts for

structured RFP responses. Add in proactive pitches, renewal

proposals, and unsolicited bids, and the volume is significantly

higher. Each response takes approximately twenty-five hours of

labor, involving an average of twenty-one or more people. At

typical fully loaded labor costs, that represents a significant

annual investment, often running into the millions of dollars for

enterprise organizations.

Yet twenty percent of proposals go unfinished each year.. Not

lost deals. Not competitive losses. Simply abandoned

opportunities because the team ran out of time, resources, or

both. That represents an estimated seven hundred twenty-five

thousand dollars in foregone revenue per organization.

To put this in perspective, consider what would happen if your

sales team simply stopped working on twenty percent of their

pipeline every quarter. The CRO would be in the CEO’s office

immediately. But when proposal teams abandon one in five

opportunities, it is accepted as the cost of doing business.



The Fire Drill Culture

If you have ever worked on a proposal team, you know the

feeling. Maybe it is a formal RFP that drops on a Monday with a

Friday deadline. Maybe it is a strategic account where the VP of

Sales needs a polished pitch deck and a custom proposal by

Thursday. Maybe it is a renewal that should be straightforward

but requires pulling together two years of performance data on

short notice. The trigger varies, but the experience is the same:

scramble, assemble, submit, exhale.

This is what we call the fire drill culture, and it is the default

operating mode for the vast majority of corporate proposal

teams. Every proposal starts from scratch, whether it is a

hundred-question RFP or a proactive pitch to a dream account.

Content is buried in SharePoint folders, old emails, and the

heads of people who may or may not still work at the company.

There is no system, no rhythm, no compounding advantage.

The result is predictable: generic responses that check

compliance boxes but fail to differentiate. Proposals that read

like they could have been written by any company in the

industry. Evaluators who cannot tell you apart from the other

five respondents.

The fire drill culture is self-perpetuating. Because each proposal

is an emergency, there is never time to build systems that would

prevent the next emergency. Teams are so busy responding that

they never have bandwidth to improve how they respond. It is

the organizational equivalent of being so busy mopping the floor

that you never fix the leaky pipe.

We have lived this firsthand. Early in our careers, at an edtech

company selling mobile-first communication platforms to

colleges and universities, we watched the fire drill play out in its



purest form. A surprise RFP arrived from a major university

with a near-impossible deadline. The head of sales made the call:

we were pulling an all-nighter. For the next sixteen hours, a

small team sat in a conference room crafting every paragraph

from scratch, from the company history to the implementation

team to the solution narrative, tailoring each section to fit the

university’s specific needs. At five in the morning, we drove to

the FedEx store, printed the proposal, signed it in wet ink as

required, and shipped it off minutes before the cutoff. That

single proposal consumed the entire team’s energy for two days.

There was no system to draw from, no content library, no

intelligence brief. Just raw effort and caffeine. That is the fire

drill culture, and while it can produce wins in the short term, it

cannot scale, and it burns out the very people who make it work.

The Hidden Costs

The direct costs of a broken proposal process are significant, but

the hidden costs are often far greater.

First, there is the opportunity cost. When your best engineers

and architects spend four to eight hours per proposal answering

repetitive questions they have answered dozens of times before,

they are not building product, serving customers, or driving

innovation. Across one hundred fifty proposals per year,

that is thousands of hours of expert time consumed by

administrative work.

Second, there is the quality cost. When proposals are assembled

under time pressure from outdated content, the quality suffers

in ways that are hard to measure but easy to feel. Inconsistent

messaging, outdated case studies, misaligned pricing, and



responses that fail to address the specific concerns of the buyer

in front of you.

Third, there is the knowledge cost. Every time a senior employee

leaves, they take with them years of proposal knowledge: the

nuances of how to position against specific competitors, the

language that resonates with particular industries, the technical

details that address specific evaluation criteria. Without a

system to capture and compound this knowledge, organizations

are perpetually starting over.

Fourth, there is the brand cost. Every proposal you submit is a

brand touchpoint. A poorly written, generic, or inconsistent

proposal does not just lose the deal; it damages your reputation

with that buyer and potentially with their network. In industries

where evaluators move between organizations, the impression

left by a mediocre proposal can follow you for years.

Fifth, there is the morale cost. Proposal work is demanding.

When talented professionals spend their evenings and weekends

assembling proposals under pressure, only to lose more often

than they win, burnout follows. The best people leave for

organizations that have figured out how to make the process

sustainable and rewarding.

Why Now?

Several converging forces are making this problem both more

urgent and more solvable.

Proposal volume is increasing across the board. Not just formal

RFPs, but the entire spectrum of competitive and proactive

responses. Buyers are issuing more structured evaluations while

simultaneously expecting vendors to bring unsolicited insights

and tailored proposals earlier in the relationship. The buying

process is getting more complex, with more stakeholders, more



evaluation criteria, and more emphasis on demonstrated

understanding of the buyer’s specific context.

At the same time, dedicated proposal teams are shrinking.

Recent industry benchmarks show that only forty-three percent

of organizations now have a dedicated proposal team or writer,

down from fifty-six percent just two years prior, a thirteen-point

decline that reversed a long-standing trend toward proposal

specialization (APMP/Industry Benchmark Report, 2025). Sales

roles are absorbing the responsibility, now accounting for over

half of those managing the proposal process. The work is not

going away; it is simply being distributed to people who have

other full-time jobs.

Buyer expectations are rising. In an era where every consumer

experience is personalized, buyers increasingly expect the same

from their vendors. A boilerplate proposal that could have been

sent to any company signals laziness, not capability. Evaluators

have become more sophisticated and less tolerant of generic

responses. And the bar is rising fastest for proactive proposals,

where you have no RFP questions to hide behind and must

demonstrate insight purely through the quality of your pitch.

And perhaps most importantly, artificial intelligence has

reached a tipping point where it can meaningfully address the

core challenges of proposal management. Sixty-eight percent of

proposal teams have now used generative AI, double the rate of

just two years ago. Seventy percent of those teams use it at least

weekly (APMP/Industry Benchmark Report, 2025). But most

organizations are using AI as a faster typewriter, not as a

fundamentally different approach to winning.

This book is about that fundamentally different approach.



The Proposal Function as a Revenue Center

One of the most damaging mental models in corporate America

is the idea that proposals are a cost center. This framing ensures

that the function will always be under-resourced, under-

measured, and under-valued.

Consider the math. If your proposal team influences two

hundred fifty million dollars in annual revenue and your total

investment in proposal operations is two million dollars,

including salaries, technology, and overhead, that is a one

hundred twenty-five to one leverage ratio. There is arguably no

other function in the enterprise that generates this kind of

return on investment.

Yet because proposals are categorized as a support function,

they compete for budget against other support functions rather

than being evaluated on their revenue impact. A marketing team

that could demonstrate a one hundred twenty-five to one return

on their programs would receive virtually unlimited budget. A

proposal team with the same economics gets a headcount freeze.

The shift from cost center to revenue center is not just a

budgeting exercise. It changes how the entire organization

thinks about proposal work. It changes who gets assigned to

proposals, how much time they are given, what technology is

provided, and whether the function attracts top talent or

becomes a career dead end.

This reframing is a central theme of this book. Every

methodology, framework, and recommendation that follows is

designed to help you demonstrate, quantify, and maximize the

revenue impact of your proposal operations.
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The Anatomy of a Lost Deal

efore we can fix the proposal process, we need to

understand exactly where it breaks down. In our work

with hundreds of corporate proposal teams, we have

identified five failure patterns that account for the vast majority

of lost deals. Understanding these patterns is the first step

toward building a system that systematically eliminates them.

Failure Pattern 1: The Compliance Trap

The most common failure is also the most insidious: writing a

proposal that answers every question correctly but fails to win.

Here is how it happens. The RFP arrives with two hundred

questions. The team dutifully answers each one, pulling from

their content library or writing from scratch. Every box is

checked. Every requirement is addressed. The response is

submitted on time, formatted correctly, and fully compliant.

And it loses.

It loses because compliance is the price of admission, not the

path to victory. Every serious respondent will be compliant. The

question evaluators are really asking is not whether you can do

the job, but whether you understand their specific situation well

enough to do it better than anyone else.

Personalized proposals generate reply rates of eight to thirty

percent, compared to two to five percent for template-based



responses. The data is clear: generic compliance does not win

deals. Demonstrated understanding does.

The compliance trap is particularly dangerous because it

provides false comfort. The team feels good about having

answered everything. The proposal manager can report that the

response is complete. But completeness and competitiveness are

entirely different things. A proposal can be one hundred percent

compliant and zero percent compelling.

We learned this lesson the hard way. At an edtech company

earlier in our careers, we spent months building a relationship

with a college: attending their conferences, visiting their

campus, meeting with their leadership team. We had done

everything right in the sales process. But when the proposal was

due, we had too many competing priorities. We ended up

sending our standardized ten-page proposal with little more

than the college’s logo swapped onto the cover. The response

from the evaluation committee was devastating: they sent it to

their president, and the president did not see the vision. They

were not bought in. We had done all the hard work, built all the

trust, and then at the finish line decided not to go the extra mile.

The deal was lost not because we lacked capability, but because

our proposal failed to reflect the months of understanding

we had built. That is the compliance trap at its most painful:

a generic document that betrays a relationship you spent

months earning.

Consider the evaluator’s experience. They are reading five or six

responses to the same RFP. All of them are compliant. All of

them describe capable organizations. The evaluator is looking

for the response that makes them feel understood, that

anticipates their concerns before they raise them, that



demonstrates not just capability but insight. The compliant-but-

generic response never provides that feeling.

Failure Pattern 2: The Knowledge Graveyard

In most organizations, proposal knowledge exists in what we

call a knowledge graveyard: a collection of SharePoint sites,

shared drives, email threads, and individual hard drives that

contain years of accumulated responses, case studies, technical

descriptions, and competitive positioning.

The problem is not that this content does not exist. The problem

is that nobody can find it when they need it. Forty-six percent of

organizations cite time spent locating and maintaining content

as a top challenge. Teams spend hours searching for the right

answer, often giving up and writing something new from scratch

rather than continuing to dig.

This creates a vicious cycle. Because content is hard to find,

people create new content. Because people create new content,

the repository grows larger and more disorganized. Because the

repository is disorganized, content is harder to find. And

because nobody trusts the existing content, nobody updates it,

so it decays further.

Teams with active content libraries reuse sixty to eighty percent

of content across proposals and achieve the fastest response

times in the industry. Teams without them spend forty percent

more time writing from scratch.

The knowledge graveyard has a particularly harmful effect on

new employees. When a new proposal manager joins your team,

how long does it take before they can produce a high-quality

response independently? In organizations with a knowledge



graveyard, the answer is often six to twelve months, because so

much institutional knowledge is undocumented and

inaccessible. In organizations with a living knowledge system,

new team members can produce quality responses within

weeks, because the system itself encodes the organization’s

accumulated intelligence.

Failure Pattern 3: The SME Bottleneck

Subject matter experts are the lifeblood of any strong proposal.

They bring the technical depth, the real-world experience, and

the credibility that evaluators are looking for. They are also the

single biggest bottleneck in the process.

Nearly half of all organizations, forty-eight percent, cite SME

delays as their top proposal challenge.SMEs are not being

difficult, they have full-time jobs that don’t include writing

proposals. When a proposal manager sends an engineer a list of

questions at 4pm on a Tuesday with a Thursday deadline, that

engineer has to choose between their project commitments and

the proposal. The proposal usually loses.

The average proposal involves twenty-one or more people. Each

of those people has competing priorities, their own deadlines,

and limited context about why this particular opportunity

matters. The result is a coordination challenge that rivals

managing a small construction project, except it happens dozens

of times per year with no dedicated project budget.

The SME bottleneck is also a quality problem, not just a timing

problem. When experts are rushed, their contributions suffer.

Instead of providing the nuanced, insight-driven responses that

win deals, they produce quick, surface-level answers designed to

get the proposal off their desk as fast as possible. The proposal



manager knows the content is not great, but there is no time to

improve it. The result is a response that is technically accurate

but strategically empty.

Making the bottleneck worse is the fact that the same experts

tend to be needed across multiple proposals simultaneously.

Your top architect might be needed for three different proposals

in the same two-week window, each requiring four to six hours

of their time. The math simply does not work, and something

has to give.

Failure Pattern 4: The Visibility Gap

Ask most proposal teams what their win rate is, and you will get

one of two answers: a guess or a blank stare.

This is remarkable when you consider that proposals directly

influence an average of thirty-nine percent of organizational

revenue. Imagine a marketing team that could not tell you the

conversion rate on their website, or a sales team that had no idea

what their close rate was. They would be fired. But proposal

teams routinely operate in a measurement vacuum.

Without visibility into what wins and what loses, improvement is

impossible. You cannot optimize a process you do not measure.

You cannot identify winning patterns if you do not track

outcomes. And you cannot make the case for investment in your

function if you cannot demonstrate its impact on revenue.

The data shows that organizations with mature proposal

operations generate fifty-five percent of their revenue from

responses, compared to forty-one percent for those with

immature processes. That is a thirty-four percent revenue

advantage that comes directly from treating proposals as



a measurable, optimizable function rather than an ad hoc

cost center.

The visibility gap also prevents organizations from making

intelligent bid/no-bid decisions. Without historical data on win

rates by deal type, industry, deal size, or competitive scenario,

every opportunity looks roughly the same. The team pursues

everything, spreads thin, and produces mediocre responses

across the board. Organizations with good data can concentrate

resources on opportunities where they have the highest

probability of winning, producing excellent responses for the

deals that matter most.

Failure Pattern 5: The Talent Cliff

The proposal industry faces a structural talent challenge.

Dedicated proposal roles have declined sharply, with only forty-

three percent of organizations now maintaining a dedicated

team or writer, down from fifty-six percent just two years prior.

Sales roles now account for over half of those managing the

proposal process, and proposal teams are increasingly reporting

into sales organizations rather than operating as independent

functions. The institutional knowledge that experienced

proposal professionals carry is being diluted or lost entirely.

This trend is particularly dangerous because it is self-

reinforcing. As dedicated roles disappear, proposal quality

declines. As quality declines, win rates fall. As win rates fall,

executives see proposals as a cost center rather than a revenue

driver, and they cut further. The organizations that break this

cycle are the ones that find a way to preserve and compound

institutional knowledge regardless of who is doing the work.



The talent cliff is not just about headcount. It is about expertise.

A veteran proposal manager who has been through five hundred

competitive evaluations carries an enormous amount of pattern

recognition. They know which arguments resonate with

healthcare buyers. They know how to position against specific

competitors. They know which questions are actually asking

about price sensitivity disguised as technical requirements. This

expertise takes years to develop and disappears overnight when

that person leaves.

The Compounding Effect of Failure

What makes these five patterns so dangerous is that they

compound each other. The knowledge graveyard makes the SME

bottleneck worse because experts are asked to recreate content

that already exists somewhere. The SME bottleneck feeds the

compliance trap because rushed experts produce generic

answers. The visibility gap prevents leadership from seeing any

of this, which perpetuates the talent cliff as investment in the

function declines.

This compounding effect means that addressing any single

failure pattern in isolation will produce limited results. Fixing

your content library is valuable, but if your SME engagement

model remains broken, the library will decay within months.

Improving SME engagement helps, but if you have no visibility

into outcomes, you cannot tell whether the improvement is

translating to wins.

The organizations that break free from this cycle are the ones

that address the system holistically. They build an operating

model where each solution reinforces the others: good

intelligence makes content more relevant, relevant content



makes SMEs more productive, productive SMEs produce

winning proposals, winning proposals generate data, and data

improves the intelligence for next time.

A Self-Assessment

Before moving to the solution, take a moment to honestly assess

where your organization stands. For each of the five failure

patterns, rate your team on a scale of one to five, where one

means this is a critical problem and five means we have this

well managed.

If your total score is below fifteen, you are operating in crisis

mode and need fundamental change. If your score is between

fifteen and twenty, you have some strengths to build on but

significant gaps to address. If your score is above twenty, you are

ahead of most organizations but likely have specific areas where

targeted improvement could yield substantial results.

Be honest , not aspirational. The organizations that improve

fastest are the ones that start with a clear-eyed view of where

they actually are, not where they wish they were. The rest of this

book provides a roadmap regardless of your starting point.

These five failure patterns, the compliance trap, the knowledge

graveyard, the SME bottleneck, the visibility gap, and the talent

cliff, are not independent problems. They are symptoms of a

single root cause: the absence of an operating model designed to

compound advantage over time.

The Iris Methodology addresses all five. In Part II, we will show

you how.
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The Business Case for Change

f you are reading this book, you probably do not need to be

convinced that proposals matter. But you may need to

convince someone else: a CFO who sees proposals as a

cost line, a CRO who thinks proposals are just a sales support

function, or a CEO who has never set foot in a proposal

war room.

This chapter provides the business case you need, grounded

in data, framed in the language of revenue and return

on investment.

The Revenue Math

Start with the basics. The average organization influences two

hundred fifty-six million dollars in annual revenue through

proposal responses, and proposals contribute roughly thirty-

nine percent of total company revenue (APMP/Industry

Benchmark Report, 2025). The average win rate is forty-

five percent.

A ten-percentage-point improvement in win rate, from forty-

five to fifty-five percent, represents a massive increase in

recognized revenue. For an organization that submits one

hundred fifty proposals per year with an average deal size of one

and a half million dollars, that ten-point improvement translates

to roughly fifteen million dollars in additional annual revenue.



Not pipeline. Revenue. Even on much smaller scales, the missed

revenue is more substantial than it appears.

Now consider the cost side. The average proposal takes twenty-

five hours. At one hundred fifty proposals per year, that is three

thousand seven hundred fifty hours of labor, the equivalent of

nearly two full-time employees. Organizations using mature

processes with AI-powered systems have reduced per-proposal

time from twenty-five hours to as low as five hours, an eighty

percent reduction. At scale, that frees up the equivalent of one

and a half full-time employees to focus on higher-value work.

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Scenario Win Rate

Annual Wins Revenue (at $1.5M avg)

Current state 45%

68 of 150 $101.3M

5-point improvement

50%

75 of 150

$112.5M

10-point improvement



R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

55% 83 of 150

$123.8M Top-performer level

60% 90 of 150

$135.0M

The revenue impact of even modest win rate improvements is

staggering when applied across an entire year of proposals.

These are the mathematics that top-performing proposal

organizations have already demonstrated.

The Compounding Effect

The business case gets even stronger when you factor in the

compounding nature of a well-designed proposal system.

In the first year, you capture knowledge that was previously

trapped in individual heads and disconnected systems. This

immediately reduces response time and improves consistency.

Your content library is richer, your win/loss data reveals

patterns, and your team spends less time on repetitive questions

and more time on strategic differentiation. Win rates begin to

climb measurably.

By the Second year, your proposal operation has become a

genuine competitive moat. You respond faster, with higher

quality, using content that has been refined by hundreds of

previous responses. New competitors entering the market face a



structural disadvantage because they are starting from zero

while you are building on years of accumulated intelligence.

This compounding effect is the core insight of the Iris

Methodology. It is not about making any single proposal better.

It is about building a system that makes every proposal better

than the last.

Consider an analogy from finance. A savings account that earns

compound interest does not just grow; it accelerates. The

interest earned in year five is dramatically larger than the

interest earned in year one, even though the rate has not

changed. The same principle applies to a well-designed proposal

system. The knowledge, the content quality, and the competitive

intelligence you accumulate compound over time, creating an

ever-widening gap between your organization and competitors

who are still running on a treadmill.

What Best-in-Class Looks Like

Industry benchmark research, including annual studies

by APMP and independent market analysts, consistently

shows that top-performing proposal organizations share

several characteristics:

•Win rates of fifty percent or higher, compared to the industry

average of forty-five percent

•Sixty-six percent of answers requiring near-zero editing,

indicating a mature and accurate content library

•Content reuse rates of sixty to eighty percent, dramatically

reducing writing time



•Full visibility into win/loss data with systematic analysis of

what drives outcomes

•Average team sizes of nine people, slightly larger than the

industry average of eight, indicating investment in the function

•Consistent use of AI tools, with seventy percent employing

them at least weekly

These are not aspirational metrics from a thought experiment.

They are documented benchmarks from thousands of

organizations surveyed across multiple years. The gap between

the best and the rest is real, measurable, and directly tied to

revenue outcomes.

Making the Case to the C-Suite

When presenting the business case for proposal transformation

to executive leadership, frame it in three dimensions:

•Revenue. Show the specific dollar impact of improving win

rates by even a few percentage points. Use your organization’s

actual numbers: deal count, average deal size, and current win

rate (or best estimate). The math speaks for itself.

•Efficiency. . Quantify the current labor investment in proposals

and project the savings from a more systematic approach.

Frame this not as cost cutting but as reallocation of expert time

from administrative work to strategic activities.

•Risk. Highlight the competitive dynamics. Show that sixty-eight

percent of teams are already using AI and that the proposal

management software market is growing at over seventeen

percent annually and projected to exceed seven billion dollars



by the end of the decade. The risk of inaction is greater than the

risk of adoption.

The most effective pitches we have seen follow a simple

structure: here is what we spend today, here is what we win

today, here is what best-in-class organizations achieve, and here

is the path to close that gap. Numbers, not feelings. Revenue,

not rhetoric.

The Cost of Inaction

Perhaps the most compelling element of the business case is the

cost of doing nothing.

Twenty percent of proposals go unfinished each year, at an

estimated cost of seven hundred twenty-five thousand dollars in

foregone revenue per organization. That is revenue you are

leaving on the table not because you lost competitively, but

because your process could not scale to meet demand. And that

figure only counts formal RFP responses. The proactive

proposals that never get written, the renewal pitches that

get phoned in, the strategic opportunities where your team

simply runs out of bandwidth, those represent an even larger

hidden cost.

Meanwhile, your competitors are investing. The proposal

management software market is growing at nearly eighteen

percent annually and is projected to reach over seven billion

dollars by 2030 (Research and Markets; Fortune Business

Insights, 2025). Sixty-eight percent of teams are already using

AI. The question is not whether the industry is changing. It is

whether you will be leading the change or reacting to it.



Every month of inaction is a month where your competitors are

building systems that compound their advantage while you are

still running fire drills.

Building Your Investment Proposal

If you need to build a formal business case for proposal

transformation, we recommend structuring it around

three horizons.

•Horizon one: The first ninety days and focuses on quick wins:

organizing existing content, establishing baseline metrics, and

implementing a basic bid/no-bid decision framework. The

investment is minimal, primarily time, and the returns are

immediate. Most organizations can reduce per-proposal effort

by fifteen to twenty percent in this phase simply by eliminating

the most obvious inefficiencies.

•Horizon two: Months four through twelve and involves building

the core infrastructure: a living knowledge system, a structured

intelligence-gathering process, and a systematic review

framework. This phase requires technology investment and

process change, but the returns are substantial. Organizations

typically see win rate improvements of three to five percentage

points within the first year.

•Horizon three: Year two and beyond, where the compounding

effects begin to accelerate. The content library has been refined

by hundreds of proposals. The win/loss data reveals patterns

that inform strategic decisions. The team has internalized the

methodology and operates with increasing efficiency. This is

where the flywheel effect takes hold and the gap between your

organization and competitors widens dramatically.



The beauty of this three-horizon approach is that each phase

generates measurable results that justify the investment in the

next phase. You do not need to secure a multi-year budget

commitment upfront. You need to demonstrate enough value in

the first ninety days to earn the investment for the next phase.

Overcoming Common Objections

When presenting this business case, you will encounter

predictable objections. Having ready answers strengthens your

position and demonstrates that you have thought through the

challenges, not just the benefits.

The most common objection is that the organization is too busy

to change. This is the fire drill paradox: the team is so consumed

by the current workload that investing in a better system feels

impossible. The response is to start small. The first phase of the

three-horizon approach requires no additional headcount and

minimal technology investment. It simply requires doing what

you are already doing with slightly more discipline. The time

invested in organizing content in the first ninety days pays

back within the first quarter through reduced search time and

fewer rewrites.

The second objection is that proposals are too variable to

systematize. Every RFP is different, the argument goes, so a

systematic approach cannot accommodate the inherent

complexity. This confuses standardization with systematization.

Nobody is suggesting that every proposal should be identical.

The methodology standardizes the process, the intelligence

gathering, the content management, and the learning loop, while

explicitly preserving the customization and strategic thinking

that makes each response unique. In fact, by automating the



repetitive elements, the methodology frees up more time for the

creative, strategic work that actually differentiates proposals.

The third objection is that the organization cannot afford the

investment. This is where the revenue math from this chapter

becomes critical. Frame the investment not as a cost but as a bet

with known odds. If improving win rates by five percentage

points would generate an additional ten million dollars in

revenue, and the investment required to achieve that

improvement is three hundred thousand dollars, the return on

investment is more than thirty to one. Very few other

investments available to the organization offer anything close to

that ratio.
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The Iris Methodology

Four Phases, One Continuous Cycle
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The Methodology Overview

he Iris Methodology is an operating model: a complete

system for how your organization approaches, executes,

and learns from every proposal opportunity.

The methodology consists of four phases: Know, Build, Win, and

Learn. These phases are sequential within any single proposal,

but the overall system is cyclical. The output of the Learn phase

feeds directly back into the Know phase of the next proposal,

creating a continuous improvement loop that compounds your

advantage over time.

The Iris Methodology is built on three foundational beliefs.

Belief 1: Proposals Are Sales Conversations

A proposal is not a compliance exercise. It is a sales conversation

conducted in writing. Every answer, every case study, every

technical description should be crafted with the same strategic

intent that a great salesperson brings to a face-to-face meeting.

The question is never simply what the buyer asked, but what the

buyer needs to hear in order to choose you.

This belief transforms how teams approach the work. Instead of

dividing questions among writers and asking them to answer

correctly, the team begins by understanding the buyer and then

crafts responses designed to persuade, not just inform.



Belief 2: Knowledge Should Compound

Your organization’s proposal knowledge should be an

appreciating asset, not a depreciating one. Every proposal you

submit generates data, content, and insight. If that knowledge is

captured, organized, and made accessible, each subsequent

proposal benefits from everything that came before. If it is not,

you are perpetually starting from zero.

This belief drives the system design. Every element of the

methodology is built to capture and compound knowledge, from

the living content library to the win/loss analytics to the

institutional intelligence that the system encodes and preserves.

Belief 3: Expert Time Is Precious

Your subject matter experts are your most valuable and most

constrained resource. The methodology should maximize the

impact of their contribution while minimizing the time they

spend on non-strategic work. An architect spending four hours

writing boilerplate security responses is a misallocation of

talent. That same architect spending thirty minutes adding

strategic insight to an AI-curated draft is leveraged expertise.

This belief shapes every workflow in the methodology. The

system handles what systems are good at: retrieval, assembly,

formatting, and consistency. Humans focus on what humans are

good at: strategic thinking, creative positioning, relationship

understanding, and nuanced judgment.
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The Four Phases Phase

Principle Key Question

Outcome KNOW

Understand before you

answer

Who is this buyer really?

Prospect-aware intelligence

BUILD

Assemble, don't author

What do we already know?



Curated, proven content

WIN

Every proposal is a sales conversation

How do we differentiate?

Strategic, compelling responses

LEARN

The Learning Loop

What worked and what didn’t?

Compounding intelligence

Each phase was designed to address a specific failure pattern

from Part I.
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Phase What it solves

Know The compliance trap — you

understand the buyer before

writing a word

Build The knowledge graveyard — a

living, AI-curated system

replaces the static pile

Win The SME bottleneck —

experts focus only on

strategic differentiation

Learn The visibility gap —

measurement and feedback

are built into every cycle

Together, these four phases create what we call a compounding

advantage: a system that gets meaningfully better with every

proposal your organization submits. This is the antidote to the

talent cliff, because the system retains and builds on knowledge

regardless of personnel changes.

A Cycle, Not a Line

The Iris Methodology is cyclical. Most proposal processes are

linear: receive a request, write a response, submit, move on.

Whether it is a formal RFP, a proactive pitch, or a renewal

proposal, the pattern is the same: finish and forget. There is no



feedback loop, no mechanism for improvement, no way for

proposal number one hundred to be better than proposal

number one.

The Iris Methodology breaks this pattern by treating each

proposal as both a deliverable and a learning opportunity. Every

response you submit generates data: what content was used,

how long it took, which SMEs contributed, and ultimately

whether you won or lost. This data flows into the Learn phase,

where it is analyzed and fed back into the system, refining your

knowledge base, improving your content, and sharpening your

understanding of what wins.

This cyclical structure is what transforms proposals from a cost

center into a revenue engine. It is the difference between

running on a treadmill and climbing a staircase. Every step takes

you higher than the last.

How the Phases Connect

While each phase has distinct activities and outcomes, the real

power of the methodology lies in how they connect. The

intelligence gathered in the Know phase determines which

content the Build phase surfaces. The quality of the assembled

content determines where experts focus in the Win phase. The

outcomes tracked in the Learn phase refine the intelligence

models used in the Know phase of the next proposal.

When these connections are working properly, the system

develops a flywheel effect. Early proposals are good. Later

proposals are significantly better. And each cycle makes the next

one faster and more effective. This is not a theoretical promise.

It is the documented experience of organizations that have

adopted this operating model.



Common Misconceptions

Before diving into the individual phases, it is worth addressing

three misconceptions that frequently arise when organizations

first encounter the methodology.

The first misconception is that this is primarily a technology

solution. While technology, particularly AI, plays an important

enabling role, the Iris Methodology is fundamentally an

operating model. Organizations that buy the most expensive

proposal management software but do not change how they

approach the work will see minimal improvement. Conversely,

organizations that adopt the methodology’s principles can

achieve significant gains even with relatively modest technology

investments. Technology amplifies the methodology; it does not

replace it.

The second misconception is that implementing the

methodology requires stopping everything and starting over.

The Iris Methodology is designed for incremental adoption. You

can begin with any single phase and expand from there. Most

organizations start with the Build phase, because organizing

content delivers immediate efficiency gains, and then layer

in the Know, Win, and Learn phases as their maturity grows.

Chapter 9 provides a detailed maturity model that maps

this progression.

The third misconception is that the methodology only applies to

large enterprise teams with dedicated proposal departments. In

reality, the methodology scales down effectively. A three-person

team that implements even the basic principles of Know and

Build will see meaningful improvements in their win rate and

efficiency. The methodology is about disciplined thinking and

systematic execution, not about team size or budget.



The Role of Leadership

No operating model succeeds without executive sponsorship.

The Iris Methodology requires a shift in how the organization

views proposal work, and that shift must be endorsed and

modeled from the top.

Specifically, leadership needs to champion three changes. First,

they must elevate proposal work from a reactive support

function to a proactive revenue strategy. This means including

proposal metrics in executive dashboards, allocating budget for

proposal infrastructure, and recognizing proposal excellence the

same way the organization recognizes sales excellence.

Second, leadership must protect the time required for the Learn

phase. The natural organizational tendency is to move

immediately from one proposal to the next without pausing to

analyze what worked. Leaders must insist that win/loss reviews

happen, that data is captured, and that the feedback loop is

maintained even when the next deadline is pressing.

Third, leadership must set the expectation that proposal quality

is a team responsibility, not just the proposal team’s

responsibility. When subject matter experts understand that

their contribution to proposals is valued and measured, they

engage differently. When sales leaders understand that the

proposal is not a formality but a critical selling tool, they invest

more in the process.

The organizations that achieve the greatest success with the Iris

Methodology are invariably those where a senior leader,

typically at the VP or C-suite level, has personally championed

the transformation and held the organization accountable for

following through.
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KNOW — Understand Before
You Answer

he best proposal reads like it was written for this buyer.

Because it was.

Every great proposal starts not with writing, but with

understanding. The Know phase is about building a

comprehensive picture of your prospect before drafting a single

word. It is the most counterintuitive phase of the methodology

because it asks you to slow down at the moment when every

instinct says to start writing immediately.

Why Intelligence Comes First

When an opportunity surfaces, the typical reaction is urgency.

Whether it is a formal RFP with hundreds of questions or a sales

leader asking for a custom proposal to win a strategic account,

the deadline feels tight and the natural impulse is to divide the

work and start writing immediately.

This is a mistake.

Every proposal opportunity, whether buyer-initiated or seller-

driven, is a window into the prospect’s priorities, concerns,

constraints, and decision criteria. A procurement team that asks

sixteen questions about data security is telling you something

different than one that asks sixteen questions about

implementation timeline. A healthcare company has different



regulatory concerns, risk tolerances, and stakeholder dynamics

than a financial services firm. And a proactive pitch to a

prospect you have been cultivating requires just as much

intelligence gathering as a formal RFP, perhaps more,

because you do not have the structured questions to guide

your understanding.

The Know phase extracts this intelligence systematically. Before

anyone writes a single response, the team builds a prospect

profile that includes four dimensions of understanding.

Dimension 1: Industry and Regulatory
Context

Every industry has its own language, its own regulatory

framework, its own hot-button issues. A proposal to a hospital

system should reflect an understanding of HIPAA, value-based

care models, and the unique procurement dynamics of

healthcare. A proposal to a financial services firm should

demonstrate awareness of SOX compliance, fiduciary

obligations, and the regulatory environment they operate in.

This is not about dropping buzzwords into your response. It is

about framing your answers in the context of the buyer’s reality.

When you demonstrate that you understand their regulatory

landscape, you are implicitly telling them that you have

worked with organizations like theirs, that you understand

their constraints, and that your solution accounts for their

specific requirements.

For each major industry vertical, the intelligence gathering

should cover the top three regulatory frameworks, the current

industry trends most likely to influence purchasing decisions,



the typical organizational structure and decision-making

dynamics, and the language and terminology that professionals

in that industry use when discussing the topic of your proposal.

Dimension 2: Competitive Landscape

Who else is likely competing for this opportunity? Whether you

are responding to a formal evaluation or pitching proactively,

understanding the competitive landscape shapes how you

position. What are their strengths and weaknesses? Where do

you have genuine differentiation, and where will you need to

compete on execution or relationship?

This analysis does not need to be exhaustive, but it does need to

be honest. If a competitor has a stronger track record in a

particular area, your response needs to address that gap

proactively rather than hoping the evaluator will not notice. If

you have a genuine advantage, your response needs to make that

advantage unmistakable.

Practical competitive intelligence for proposal purposes should

cover three areas: likely competitors in this specific evaluation

(not every competitor you have, just the ones likely bidding on

this deal), their primary strengths as the evaluator is likely to

perceive them, and the areas where you have differentiation that

matters for this specific buyer’s priorities.

Dimension 3: Buyer Evaluation Criteria

Formal RFPs typically include explicit evaluation criteria:

technical capability, price, experience, implementation

approach. Proactive proposals require you to infer these criteria



from your understanding of the prospect. In either case, behind

the formal or inferred criteria are implicit priorities that shape

how decision makers actually evaluate your response.

Is this buyer primarily focused on risk mitigation? Cost savings?

Innovation? Speed to implementation? Cultural fit? The answers

to these questions should shape not just what you say, but how

you say it. A risk-averse buyer wants to see proven

methodologies, established processes, and references from

similar organizations. An innovation-focused buyer wants to see

forward-thinking approaches, creative solutions, and evidence

of thought leadership.

Reading between the lines of an RFP is a skill that develops over

time. Some signals are obvious: a section on risk management

that is twice the length of any other section tells you something.

Some are subtle: the specific examples they ask you to provide,

the scoring weights assigned to different criteria, or the fact that

they have asked for three references in your industry versus one

general reference.

Dimension 4: Tailored Language and
Terminology

Every organization has its own vocabulary. They may call the

same concept by different names. They may use acronyms that

are specific to their industry or even their company. They may

describe their challenges using language that reflects their

internal culture rather than industry-standard terminology.

The Know phase identifies these linguistic patterns and ensures

your response mirrors them. This may seem like a small detail,



but it sends a powerful signal: we listened. We paid attention. We

understand your world well enough to speak your language.

Review the RFP document itself for terminology patterns. Note

any terms that differ from your standard language. If the buyer

calls their users “members” rather than “customers” or

“patients” rather than “clients,” your response should adopt

their language consistently throughout.

The Prospect Intelligence Brief

The Know phase produces a Prospect Intelligence Brief that the

entire team can reference throughout the response process. This

brief is a structured document, typically one to two pages, that

synthesizes all four dimensions of understanding into an

actionable reference.

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Section Contents

Time Investment Industry Context

Top regulatory concerns,

current trends, procurement

norms

30-45 minutes



Competitive Landscape

Likely competitors, their strengths, your
differentiation

30-45 minutes

Evaluation Priorities

Stated and implied criteria, scoring weights,
decision dynamics

30-45 minutes

Language Guide

Key terminology, acronyms, communication
style preferences

15-30 minutes

The total time investment is modest: two to four hours for the

initial brief. But the impact on response quality is substantial.

Teams that invest in the Know phase consistently produce

responses that evaluators describe as more thoughtful, more

relevant, and more attuned to the buyer’s needs.

One of the most powerful examples we have seen of the Know

phase in action involved a community college in Texas. Over the



course of six months, the team conducted on-site visits, met with

the college’s leadership, spoke with students, and developed a

deep understanding of the institution’s fifteen-year strategic

plan. When it came time to write the proposal, the team did not

simply describe what their product did. They crafted a narrative

that spoke directly to what the college was trying to accomplish,

framing the solution through the lens of the institution’s own

goals. The reaction from the college was overwhelming. For the

first time, they said, they felt like a vendor truly understood their

vision. That proposal set in motion a multi-year partnership that

would ultimately impact hundreds of thousands of students,

improving their access to advising, financial services,

admissions, and every other institutional service they needed.

The proposal did not just win a deal. It changed the trajectory of

the relationship and, more importantly, the lives of the students

it was designed to serve.

As your organization builds a library of Prospect Intelligence

Briefs over time, the work becomes faster. When you receive a

new RFP from a healthcare company, you can start from the

healthcare brief template and customize it rather than starting

from scratch. This is another example of how the methodology

compounds advantage over time.

The Know Phase and Bid/No-Bid Decisions

One of the most valuable but underappreciated outputs of the

Know phase is a more informed bid/no-bid decision. Most

organizations make this decision based on surface-level

criteria: is the deal big enough, can we meet the deadline,

do we have the right capabilities? These are necessary but

insufficient questions.



The intelligence gathered in the Know phase enables a far more

sophisticated assessment. How well do we understand this

buyer’s industry and specific challenges? How strong is our

competitive position against the likely field? Do we have

relevant references and case studies that match this buyer’s

context? Can we credibly demonstrate the kind of

understanding that wins?

Research consistently shows that organizations with disciplined

bid/no-bid processes achieve win rates ten to fifteen percentage

points higher than those that pursue every opportunity. They

don’t win because they’re better at writing proposals. They win

because they’re better at choosing which ones to pursue.The

Know phase provides the intelligence to make these choices

with confidence.

When you decline to bid on an opportunity where your

intelligence suggests a low probability of winning, you are not

leaving money on the table. You are redirecting resources to

opportunities where you have a genuine competitive advantage.

This is one of the most powerful ways to improve your overall

win rate without changing anything else about your process.

Building the Know Phase into Your Rhythm

The most common objection to the Know phase is time. When

the RFP just arrived and the deadline is three weeks away,

spending two to four hours on intelligence gathering feels like a

luxury. But organizations that have embedded the Know phase

into their process report that the time investment pays for itself

several times over.

First, the intelligence gathered in the Know phase makes every

subsequent step faster. Writers spend less time guessing what to



emphasize. Reviewers spend less time correcting misaligned

messaging. SMEs spend less time re-explaining the buyer’s

context in ad hoc conversations.

Second, the Know phase reduces rework. Proposals that are

built on a foundation of buyer understanding require fewer

revision cycles. The content is more likely to be right the first

time because it was informed by the right priorities from

the start.

The most effective organizations do not treat the Know phase as

a separate, time-boxed activity. They weave it into their ongoing

sales intelligence process. When the CRM shows that a major

opportunity is in the pipeline, the Know phase begins before the

RFP even arrives. By the time the formal request lands, the team

already has a draft intelligence brief and is ready to move

directly into Build.

In a world where compliance is table stakes, understanding is

the differentiator.
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BUILD — Assemble, Don't
Author

our best answers already exist. They’re just trapped.

The Build phase addresses the second most persistent

challenge in proposal management: the fact that most

organizations are constantly reinventing content that already

exists somewhere in their ecosystem.

The principle is simple: your team should be assembling

proposals from curated, proven content, not authoring

responses from scratch every time. The distinction between

assembling and authoring is the difference between a

construction crew working from blueprints and one that designs

each building from a blank sheet of paper.

The Content Problem

In most organizations, proposal content exists in a state we call

productive chaos. There are answers scattered across old

proposals, sales decks, product documentation, case studies,

white papers, and the personal knowledge of individual team

members. Some of it is current and accurate. Some of it is

outdated. Some of it is excellent. Some of it was hastily written

under deadline pressure three years ago and has been copied

verbatim ever since.



The typical response to this problem is a content library: a

database or shared drive where approved answers are stored

and categorized. This is a step in the right direction, but it only

solves half the problem. A static content library is better than no

library, but it still requires someone to search for content,

evaluate its relevance, and adapt it to the specific opportunity.

And it still decays over time as products evolve, markets shift,

and competitive positioning changes.

Research shows that over seventy percent of proposal content is

common across RFP responses. Only about thirty percent is

truly unique to any given opportunity. Yet many teams spend the

majority of their time recreating that seventy percent because

they cannot efficiently access what already exists.

From Static Library to Living Knowledge
System

The Iris Methodology reimagines the content library as a living

knowledge system. The distinction is important.

A static library stores answers. A living knowledge system

curates them. It knows which answers have won deals and

which have not. It knows which content is current and which

needs updating. It understands the context in which content was

created and can match it to the context in which it is needed.

When a proposal manager needs an answer about your

company’s approach to data security in a healthcare context, a

static library returns every answer that mentions data security.

A living knowledge system returns the answer that was

specifically written for healthcare buyers, has been recently



updated, and has a track record of winning deals in

similar evaluations.

This distinction is what separates teams that reuse content

effectively, achieving sixty to eighty percent reuse rates, from

teams that maintain a library but still end up writing from

scratch because they cannot find or trust the content they have.
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Feature Static Content Library

Living Knowledge System Content retrieval

Keyword search Context-aware, AI-curated

matching

Quality signal None or manual rating

Win/loss data drives content

scoring

Freshness tracking

Manual review cycles Automated staleness

detection

Industry tailoring Tags (often inconsistent)

Automatic prospect-context

matching

Improvement mechanism

Periodic manual audit Continuous learning from

every proposal

New hire onboarding Months of tribal knowledge

System encodes institutional

intelligence

The Assembly Model

The Build phase follows an assembly model rather than an

authoring model. The steps are:



•Surface: The system identifies the most relevant content for

each question, drawing from the living knowledge system and

informed by the prospect intelligence from the Know phase.

•Tailor: Content is adapted to reflect the specific buyer’s context,

using the language, priorities, and evaluation criteria identified

during the Know phase.

•Validate: Each assembled response is checked for accuracy,

currency, and consistency with the overall proposal narrative.

•Elevate: Responses that require genuine strategic thought are

flagged for SME review, while routine content flows through

with minimal intervention.

This model dramatically reduces the volume of original writing

required for any given proposal. When eighty percent of content

is common across proposals (the same company description, the

same security posture, the same implementation methodology),

the assembly model ensures that eighty percent is handled

efficiently, freeing your team to focus on the twenty percent that

truly differentiates.

Content Quality Tiers

Not all content is created equal. The Build phase establishes a

tiered quality system that helps the team understand the

confidence level of each piece of assembled content:

•Tier 1 (Gold Standard): Content that has been recently updated,

reviewed by a subject matter expert, and used in at least

three winning proposals. This content can be included with

minimal review.



•Tier 2 (Validated): Content that is accurate and reasonably

current but has not been recently tested in a competitive

evaluation. Requires a quick review for relevance but not

a rewrite.

•Tier 3 (Draft): Content that addresses the right topic but may

need significant adaptation for the current opportunity.

Requires SME review and potential rewriting.

•Tier 4 (Gap): No suitable content exists. Must be created from

scratch, ideally with SME input from the start.

In a mature system, seventy to eighty percent of content should

be at Tier 1 or Tier 2, allowing the team to focus writing effort on

the smaller percentage that requires original work. Over time, as

the Learning Loop feeds data back into the system, the

proportion of Tier 1 content naturally increases.

Content That Compounds

The most important feature of the Build phase is that it creates a

system where content improves over time rather than decaying.

Every time a response is assembled, the system captures data:

which content was selected, how it was modified, and eventually

whether the proposal won or lost. This data feeds back into the

content scoring algorithm, gradually surfacing the strongest

content and flagging content that needs revision.

Over time, this creates a genuine knowledge asset: a corpus of

proposal content that represents the accumulated intelligence of

every proposal your organization has ever submitted. New team

members benefit from this immediately, inheriting the

knowledge of everyone who came before them. This is the



antidote to the talent cliff described in Chapter 2: knowledge

persists in the system, not just in people’s heads.

The Human Element in the Build Phase

It is tempting to think of the Build phase as purely a technology

challenge: build a better content management system, add AI

search, and the problem is solved. But the human element is

equally important.

Content curation requires editorial judgment that no algorithm

can fully replicate. Someone needs to decide which of three

competing answers to the same question is the strongest.

Someone needs to recognize when a technically accurate

response is strategically weak. Someone needs to maintain the

voice and tone consistency that makes a proposal feel like it

was written by one thoughtful team rather than assembled by

a machine.

The best Build phase implementations pair technology with a

content stewardship model. This typically involves designating

content owners for each major topic area, people who are

responsible for keeping their domain’s content current,

accurate, and strategically aligned. These stewards do not need

to write every answer themselves. They need to review, curate,

and ensure that the content in their area represents the

organization’s best thinking.

This stewardship model also solves the ownership problem that

plagues most content libraries. When everyone is responsible

for content quality, no one is. When specific individuals own

specific domains, accountability is clear and content quality

improves dramatically.
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WIN — Every Proposal Is a
Sales Conversation

ompliance doesn’t win deals. Demonstrated

understanding does.

The Win phase is where the Iris Methodology produces

its most visible results. It is built on a single transformative

insight: a proposal is not a compliance document. It is a sales

conversation conducted in writing.

This reframing changes everything about how you approach the

response. A compliance document aims to check every box. A

sales conversation aims to convince the buyer that you

understand their world better than anyone else. Both may

cover the same questions, but they do so with fundamentally

different intent.

The 80/20 Principle

In any proposal, roughly eighty percent of the questions are

variations of things your organization has answered hundreds of

times. What is your company’s history? Describe your quality

assurance process. Provide three client references. Detail your

approach to data security.

These questions matter, and they must be answered well. But

they are not where deals are won or lost. They are the price

of admission.



The remaining twenty percent is where differentiation happens.

These are the questions that require genuine strategic thought:

how you would approach this specific client’s unique challenges,

what implementation risks you foresee and how you would

mitigate them, how your solution addresses the buyer’s

particular competitive pressures.

The Win phase operationalizes this insight by creating two

distinct workflows:

The Automated Track

Repetitive questions, the eighty percent, are handled through

the living knowledge system with AI-powered assembly. The

system surfaces the strongest content, tailored to the prospect’s

context from the Know phase, and presents it for quick review

and approval. This content is accurate, current, and already

proven. It does not need to be written from scratch, and it does

not need extensive SME review.

The automated track does not mean the content is generic.

Every response is tailored to the prospect’s context using the

intelligence gathered in the Know phase. But the tailoring is

applied to proven, curated content rather than requiring

someone to write from a blank page.

The Expert Track

Strategic questions, the twenty percent, are routed directly to

the subject matter experts who can provide genuine

differentiation. But unlike the typical process, where SMEs

receive a dump of fifty questions and are asked to write



responses from scratch, the expert track provides them with

three things: the specific question, the relevant prospect

intelligence from the Know phase, and a draft response

assembled from the best available content.

The SME’s job is not to write from scratch. It is to elevate: to add

the strategic insight, the real-world experience, and the

technical depth that transforms a good answer into a winning

one. This is a fundamentally different ask than writing a

complete response from a blank page, and it dramatically

reduces the time commitment while increasing the quality of

the output.

The Impact on Expert Engagement

One of the most common complaints from proposal managers is

that SMEs are reluctant to participate in the proposal process.

And from the SME’s perspective, this reluctance is entirely

rational. Being handed fifty questions and asked to write

responses from scratch, on top of your regular job, is an

unappealing proposition.

The Win phase changes this dynamic. When an SME is asked to

spend thirty minutes reviewing and elevating three or four

strategic responses, rather than spending four hours writing

twenty responses from scratch, their willingness to engage

increases dramatically. They see their expertise being leveraged

where it matters most, rather than being consumed by

administrative work they find tedious.

The result is faster turnaround, higher quality, and experts who

actually want to contribute. That’s a structural change, not a

marginal one, expert knowledge flows into proposals the way

it should.



R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Metric Traditional SME Model

Expert Elevation Model Time per proposal per SME

4-8 hours

30-60 minutes

Questions per SME

15-30 (all types)

3-5 (strategic only)



R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Draft quality provided None (blank page)

AI-assembled from best

content

Context provided

RFP questions only Questions + prospect

intelligence

SME satisfaction Low (seen as burden)

Higher (expertise valued) Output quality

Variable (rush-dependent) Consistently high

The Sales Conversation

Mindset

Beyond the operational improvements, the Win phase instills a

mindset shift across the proposal team. Every response is

evaluated not just for compliance, but for persuasiveness. Does

this answer demonstrate understanding of the buyer’s situation?

Does it differentiate us from the likely competition? Does it tell a

compelling story about how we would deliver value?

This mindset shift is particularly important because evaluators

are human beings who read dozens or hundreds of proposal

responses. The responses that stand out are not the longest, the

most detailed, or the most compliant. They are the ones that

make the evaluator feel understood. That feeling of

understanding is not an accident. It is the direct result of the



intelligence gathered in the Know phase, applied through the

Build phase, and elevated in the Win phase.

Writing That Wins: Five Principles

Across thousands of proposal evaluations, certain writing

principles consistently correlate with winning outcomes:

•Lead with understanding, not capability. Start each response by

demonstrating that you understand the buyer’s challenge before

describing your solution. The buyer already knows you have a

product. They want to know that you understand their problem.

•Be specific, not comprehensive. A detailed example of how you

solved a similar challenge for a similar organization is more

persuasive than a comprehensive list of every capability you

offer. Specificity signals experience; comprehensiveness signals

a brochure.

•Quantify impact whenever possible. Instead of saying your

solution improves efficiency, say it reduces response time by

forty percent based on client implementations. Numbers are

credible; adjectives are marketing.

•Address risks proactively. Every evaluator is thinking about

what could go wrong. Address potential concerns before they

are raised, and describe specific mitigation strategies. This

demonstrates maturity and honesty.

•Close with value, not features. End each response by connecting

your approach back to the buyer’s stated priorities. Remind

them why your answer matters for their specific situation, not

just what your product does.



Pricing Strategy as a Win Lever

Many organizations treat pricing as a separate exercise from the

proposal itself, often handled by finance or sales operations

after the narrative responses are complete. This is a missed

opportunity. How you present pricing is as much a part of the

sales conversation as how you describe your capabilities.

The most effective proposals integrate pricing into the narrative.

Rather than presenting a line-item cost table as an appendix,

they frame pricing in the context of value delivered. They show

the cost of the problem, the cost of inaction, and the return on

investment, making the price a logical conclusion rather than a

standalone number to be negotiated down.

This does not mean hiding your pricing or making it confusing.

Transparency builds trust. But it does mean providing context. A

proposal that says our solution costs five hundred thousand

dollars per year invites a very different conversation than one

that says our solution costs five hundred thousand dollars per

year and is projected to reduce your proposal cycle time by sixty

percent, freeing up the equivalent of three full-time employees

while increasing your win rate by ten points, representing an

estimated fifteen million dollars in additional annual revenue.

Price anchoring is also critical. If you can show the buyer what

they are currently spending on the problem, whether in direct

costs, opportunity costs, or risk exposure, your price becomes

relative rather than absolute. Evaluators are much more

receptive to a five hundred thousand dollar investment when

they can see it against a five million dollar problem.



The Review Process That Actually Works

Most proposal review processes are theater. A senior leader

scans the final document an hour before submission, makes

a few surface-level comments about formatting, and signs

off. This provides the illusion of quality control without

the substance.

Effective review processes in the Win phase operate on three

levels. The first level is technical accuracy, typically handled by

the SMEs who contributed content. Does the response

accurately describe our capabilities? Are the claims defensible?

Are the references appropriate?

The second level is strategic alignment. This review asks

whether each response advances the overall sales conversation.

Does our answer to question seven reinforce the theme we

established in question three? Are we consistently

demonstrating understanding of the buyer’s priorities? Is our

competitive differentiation clear and consistent throughout?

The third level is evaluator experience. This is the review most

organizations skip entirely. It asks what it is like to read this

proposal. Is the narrative engaging or tedious? Is the structure

logical and easy to navigate? Does the executive summary

compel the reader to keep going? Would an evaluator who has

already read four other proposals today find this one refreshing

or exhausting?

The Win phase builds all three review levels into the workflow,

not as a last-minute gate but as an integrated part of the

response process. Technical accuracy is verified as content is

assembled. Strategic alignment is checked against the Prospect

Intelligence Brief from the Know phase. And evaluator



experience is assessed through a structured readability review

that happens at least forty-eight hours before submission.

Common Win Phase Mistakes

Even organizations that embrace the sales conversation mindset

can fall into traps during the Win phase. The most common is

what we call the innovation overreach: trying so hard to be

creative and differentiated that the response fails to address the

actual question being asked. Creativity within the framework of

the RFP requirements is valuable. Creativity that wanders off-

topic is dangerous.

Another common mistake is inconsistent voice. When multiple

authors contribute to a single proposal, the result often reads

like a patchwork quilt of different writing styles, levels of detail,

and tones. The Win phase should include an editorial pass that

harmonizes the voice throughout the document. The evaluator

should never be able to tell that different sections were written

by different people.

A third mistake is neglecting the executive summary. Many

teams write the executive summary last, when they are

exhausted and out of time. This is backwards. The executive

summary is the single most important page in any proposal. It is

often the only section that every evaluator reads completely. It

should be written first, reviewed most carefully, and given

the most strategic attention. If you only have time to

make one section of your proposal excellent, make it the

executive summary.



Y

P A R T  I I  ·  C H A P T E R  8

LEARN — The Learning Loop

our 100th proposal should be dramatically better than

your 1st. If it isn’t, something is wrong with your

operating model.

The Learn phase is what transforms the Iris Methodology from a

better process into a compounding advantage. It is the phase

most organizations skip, and it is the phase that makes the

biggest difference over time.

Most proposal teams treat submission as the finish line. The

response goes out the door, the team exhales, and everyone

moves on to the next deadline. The outcome, whether

the proposal won or lost, may be noted in a spreadsheet

months later, but it rarely feeds back into the process in any

systematic way.

The Learn phase changes this fundamentally. It treats every

proposal not just as a deliverable but as a data point in a

continuous improvement system.

The Four Steps of the Learning Loop

The Learning Loop operates in four continuous steps:



Step 1: Respond

AI-powered, prospect-aware proposals go out the door. Each

response is tagged with metadata: which content was used,

which SMEs contributed, how long each section took, and how

the content was modified from its source material. This

metadata is captured automatically, not as an additional burden

on the team.

The key here is automatic capture. If learning depends on

manual data entry after each proposal, it will not happen

consistently. The system must capture the relevant data as a

natural byproduct of the work itself.

Step 2: Track

Win rates, quality scores, time-to-completion, and other key

metrics are measured for every proposal. Equally importantly,

post-decision data is collected: win/loss interviews, evaluator

feedback (where available), and competitive intelligence about

who won and why.

The tracking step requires discipline and a clear timeline. We

recommend capturing outcome data within two weeks of the

decision, while memories are fresh and relationships with the

buyer are still active. Win/loss interviews with the buyer, even

brief ones, provide insights that no amount of internal analysis

can replicate.

Step 3: Optimize

The data from the Track step is analyzed to identify patterns.

Which types of content correlate with wins? Which response



approaches work in specific industries? Where are the

bottlenecks that slow down the process? What competitive

positioning resonates with evaluators?

This analysis produces actionable insights: content that needs

updating, approaches that need revising, process steps that need

streamlining. It is not abstract data analysis. It is specific,

tactical intelligence that directly improves the next proposal.

Effective optimization requires looking beyond simple win/loss

ratios. The most useful analyses examine patterns: Do we win

more in healthcare than financial services? Are proposals with a

Prospect Intelligence Brief more successful than those without?

Do we win more when a particular SME contributes? These

pattern-level insights drive the most impactful improvements.

Step 4: Compound

The insights from the Optimize step are fed back into the

system. Winning content is reinforced. Losing content is retired

or revised. Process improvements are implemented. The living

knowledge system gets smarter, the prospect intelligence gets

sharper, and the overall system becomes more effective.

Then the cycle begins again. Each iteration is faster, smarter,

and more likely to produce a winning outcome.

What to Measure

The Learn phase requires a clear measurement framework. We

recommend tracking metrics across four dimensions:



R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Dimension Key Metrics

Why It Matters Outcomes

Win rate, revenue influenced,

deal size

Direct measure of proposal

effectiveness

Efficiency Hours per proposal, time-to-

completion, content reuse rate

Measures operational

performance

Quality

Evaluator scores, zero-edit

rate, compliance accuracy

Leading indicator of win

probability

Engagement SME response time,

participation rate, contributor

satisfaction

Health of the proposal

ecosystem

The specific metrics you track will depend on your

organization’s maturity level and priorities, but the principle is

universal: you cannot improve what you do not measure.

Start simple. If you are currently tracking nothing, begin with

three metrics: win rate, average response time, and content

reuse rate. These three numbers alone will tell you a tremendous

amount about the health of your proposal operation and where

to focus improvement efforts.



The Compounding Math

The power of the Learning Loop is in the mathematics of

compounding. Consider an organization that improves its win

rate by just two percentage points per year through systematic

learning. Starting at the industry average of forty-five percent:

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Year Win Rate

Revenue Impact (150

proposals, $1.5M avg)

Year 1

47%

+$4.5M incremental

Year 2

49%

+$9.0M cumulative

Year 3

51%

+$13.5M cumulative



Year 4

53%

+$18.0M cumulative

Year 5

55%

+$22.5M cumulative

A two-point annual improvement may sound modest, but over

five years it represents a ten-point swing in win rate and tens of

millions of dollars in incremental revenue. This is the power of

compounding advantage applied to proposal management.

Organizations that have implemented systematic win/loss

analysis programs report returns as high as eighty-five hundred

percent, with some attributing millions in revenue increases

directly to improved proposal processes.

Common Pitfalls in the Learn Phase

Even organizations committed to learning often stumble in

specific ways:

•Analysis without action: Collecting data is not the same as

acting on it. Every analysis should produce a specific, time-

bound action item that changes something in the system.

•Blame-oriented debriefs: Post-proposal reviews that focus on

who made mistakes rather than what the system should change

create a culture of defensiveness, not learning.



•Delayed feedback: If win/loss data takes three months to reach

the team, the insights arrive too late to be actionable. Speed of

feedback matters as much as quality.

•Ignoring wins: Organizations often analyze losses in detail

but skip wins. Understanding why you won is just as important

as understanding why you lost, because it reveals what to do

more of.

•Over-indexing on single data points: One lost proposal does not

invalidate a content strategy. Look for patterns across multiple

proposals before making systemic changes.

Building a Learning Culture

The Learning Loop is not just a process; it is a cultural

commitment. Organizations that sustain it over time share

several characteristics that distinguish them from those that try

the Learning Loop and abandon it.

First, they normalize transparency about outcomes. Win/loss

data is shared openly with the team, not hoarded by

management. When everyone can see the patterns, everyone can

contribute to the solutions. This transparency also builds trust:

team members who see that the data is being used to improve

the system, not to punish individuals, become enthusiastic

participants in the learning process.

Second, they allocate protected time for learning. This means

dedicating a regular cadence, whether weekly, biweekly, or

monthly, to reviewing proposal outcomes and discussing what

the data reveals. Teams that treat learning as something to do

when there is time available never find the time. Teams that



treat it as a non-negotiable part of the operating rhythm

consistently outperform.

Third, they celebrate the insights from losses as much as the

celebrations of wins. In a learning culture, a well-analyzed loss

that produces three actionable improvements is more valuable

than a win that nobody examines. This inversion of the typical

value hierarchy is uncomfortable at first, but it produces an

organization that genuinely improves faster because it extracts

maximum value from every experience.

Finally, they connect individual learning to organizational

memory. When one proposal team discovers that a particular

approach to executive summaries resonates with healthcare

buyers, that insight is captured, validated, and made available to

every other team. The organization does not have to relearn the

same lessons in each silo. The cumulative effect of connecting

individual learning to organizational memory is what turns

modest quarterly improvements into dramatic multi-

year transformations.
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Implementation

From Theory to Practice
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The Maturity Model

efore you can chart a path forward, you need to know

where you are. The Iris Methodology Maturity Model

provides a framework for assessing your current state

and identifying the specific improvements that will have the

greatest impact.

The maturity model has four stages, each representing a distinct

operating mode with different capabilities, challenges, and

performance characteristics. Most organizations will recognize

themselves in one of the first two stages. The goal is not to leap

directly to Stage 4, but to make deliberate, measurable progress

through each stage.

Stage 1: Reactive

The Fire Drill

Every proposal starts from scratch, whether it is a formal RFP

response or a proactive pitch. Content is unfindable. Win rates

are unknown. There is no centralized content repository, no

standardized process, and no measurement of outcomes.

Proposals are assembled ad hoc by whoever is available, using

whatever content they can find.

If this sounds familiar, you are not alone. Research suggests that

the majority of corporate proposal teams operate at this level.



R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Characteristic Typical Indicators

Content management Scattered across personal

drives, email, and shared

folders

Team structure Ad hoc, whoever is available

Process No standardized workflow,

every proposal handled

differently

Win/loss tracking None or anecdotal

Technology Word, email, and maybe a

shared drive

SME engagement Reactive, last-minute, high

friction

Typical win rate Below 40%

Stage 2: Organized Efficient but Generic

A basic process exists. There is a content library, though it may

not be well-maintained. Proposals follow a template. Deadlines

are met more consistently. But responses are one-size-fits-all.

Every client receives essentially the same answers, with perhaps

a name swap and some superficial customization.

Organizations at this stage have solved the chaos problem but

have not yet addressed the differentiation problem. They are



compliant but invisible to evaluators who are reading five other

responses that look almost identical.

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Characteristic Typical Indicators

Content management Basic content library exists,

inconsistently maintained

Team structure Defined roles, but often

stretched thin

Process Template-driven,

standardized but not adaptive

Win/loss tracking Basic (volume, maybe overall

win rate)

Technology Content library tool, project

management basics

SME engagement Structured requests, but still

batch-oriented

Typical win rate

40-48%



Stage 3: Intelligent

AI-Powered, Prospect-Aware

This is where the Iris Methodology begins to create visible

differentiation. AI manages knowledge, surfacing the right

content for the right opportunity. Responses are tailored to

specific prospects using intelligence gathered in the Know

phase. SMEs focus on differentiation rather than writing from

scratch. Content is continuously curated and improved.

Organizations at this stage are winning more than their fair

share. Their proposals feel different from the competition

because they are built on a fundamentally different process.

Stage 4: Revenue-Optimized

Proposals as a Growth Engine

At this level, the proposal function is a predictable revenue

channel. Win rates climb consistently. Every response improves

the next. The Learning Loop is fully operational, generating

data-driven insights that compound over time. The proposal

team is recognized as a strategic asset, not a cost center.

Self-Assessment: Where Are You?

To assess your current maturity level, answer these ten

diagnostic questions honestly:

•Can you state your win rate within five percentage points

of accuracy?



•Can a new team member find the best answer to a common

question within five minutes?

•Do you tailor responses to reflect the buyer’s specific industry,

priorities, and language?

•Do your SMEs spend less than one hour per proposal

on average?

•Do you conduct win/loss analysis for at least half of your

completed proposals?

•Can you identify which types of opportunities you are most

likely to win?

•Does your content library have a defined ownership and

maintenance process?

•Do you use AI tools for content curation or response assembly?

•Can you measure the revenue directly influenced by your

proposal function?

•Has your win rate improved measurably in the past

twelve months?

Zero to two positive answers typically indicates Stage 1. Three to

five indicates Stage 2. Six to eight indicates Stage 3. Nine to ten

indicates Stage 4 or close to it.

Navigating Stage Transitions

Understanding where you are is only the beginning. The more

important question is: what does it take to move from one stage

to the next? Each transition involves distinct challenges and

requires different types of investment.



The transition from Stage 1 to Stage 2 is primarily an

organizational challenge. It requires establishing basic

processes, creating a central content repository, assigning

ownership for the proposal function, and building a repeatable

workflow. The investment is mostly in people and process, not

technology. Organizations that try to leap directly to Stage 3 by

purchasing an AI platform without first establishing Stage 2

fundamentals invariably waste both time and money. The AI has

nothing to work with if there is no organized content library and

no consistent process for it to enhance.

The transition from Stage 2 to Stage 3 is a technology and

culture challenge. It requires implementing AI-powered tools,

redesigning SME workflows, and shifting the team’s mindset

from compliance-focused to differentiation-focused. This is

typically the most disruptive transition because it changes how

people work, not just what tools they use. Expect resistance, plan

for it, and budget extra time for change management. The

organizations that navigate this transition most successfully

are those that position it not as a technology deployment but as

a fundamental elevation of what the proposal team is capable

of achieving.

The transition from Stage 3 to Stage 4 is a discipline and data

challenge. It requires establishing rigorous measurement

systems, conducting consistent win/loss analysis, building

feedback loops that actually change behavior, and developing

the analytical capability to extract meaningful patterns from

proposal data. This transition is often the slowest because it

depends on accumulated data. You cannot shortcut your way to

Stage 4 because the compounding advantage it represents

requires time to build. Organizations that have been

systematically collecting proposal data for two or more years

have a significant head start over those just beginning.



The Cost of Staying Still

Organizations sometimes assess their maturity level and decide

that their current stage is acceptable. This is a strategic error,

because competitive dynamics mean that standing still is

actually falling behind. If your competitors are investing in their

proposal capabilities and you are not, your relative win rate will

decline even if your absolute capabilities remain unchanged.

If your organization holds steady at a forty-five percent win rate

while three competitors each improve by two points per year,

within two years you will have gone from parity to a meaningful

disadvantage. The deals you lose will go to competitors whose

proposals are more tailored, more insightful, and more

compelling. And because those competitors are learning

from each win, their advantage compounds while your

stagnation deepens.

The research supports this urgency. Organizations that report

declining win rates consistently cite increased competition

quality, not decreased effort, as the primary cause. They are

working just as hard but losing ground because their

competitors are working smarter. The maturity model is not just

an assessment tool; it is a competitive imperative.

The chapters that follow provide specific implementation

guidance for moving from each stage to the next. Start where

you are. The goal is progress, not perfection. But start now,

because every quarter you delay is a quarter your competitors

may be using to pull ahead.
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Building Your Knowledge
Foundation

he transition from Stage 1 (Reactive) to Stage 2

(Organized) is primarily an infrastructure project. Before

you can implement the full Iris Methodology, you need a

solid foundation of organized, accessible content.

This chapter provides a practical blueprint for building that

foundation, even if you are starting from zero.

The Content Audit

Start by understanding what you have. Most organizations are

surprised to discover just how much proposal content already

exists in their ecosystem. The challenge is not creating content;

it is finding, organizing, and validating it.

Conduct a content audit across five sources: previous proposal

responses (the last two to three years), sales presentations and

collateral, product documentation and specifications, case

studies and success stories, and subject matter expert

knowledge that exists only in people’s heads.

For each piece of content, assess three dimensions: accuracy (is

the content still correct?), relevance (does it address questions

buyers actually ask?), and quality (is it well-written and

compelling?). This triage will quickly reveal what can be used

as-is, what needs updating, and what should be retired.



The Content Architecture

Once you know what you have, you need to organize it in a way

that makes retrieval fast and intuitive. We recommend

organizing content along three axes:

•Topic: What question or category does this content address?

(Security, implementation, company overview, pricing, etc.)

•Industry: Which industries or verticals is this content

tailored for? (Healthcare, financial services, technology,

manufacturing, etc.)

•Maturity: How recently was this content created or updated,

and how has it performed in proposals?

This three-dimensional architecture allows the system to match

content to opportunities with much greater precision than a

simple keyword search.

The Top 50 Questions

A practical starting point that works for every organization:

identify the fifty questions you are asked most frequently across

all proposals. In most industries, there is remarkable overlap.

The same core questions appear in RFP after RFP: security

posture, implementation approach, company history, quality

assurance, scalability, support model, pricing structure,

and references.

For each of these fifty questions, create a gold-standard answer:

the best response your organization can produce, reviewed by

the relevant SME, written persuasively (not just accurately), and

tagged with the appropriate industry variants.



This single exercise, creating fifty excellent answers, will cover

the majority of routine questions you encounter in proposals

and dramatically reduce the time required for the repetitive

portions of each response.

The First 90 Days

Building a knowledge foundation does not require a massive

upfront investment. We recommend a phased approach:

Days 1-30: Foundation

•Complete the content audit across all five sources

•Identify the top fifty questions your organization is asked

most frequently

•Create or validate gold-standard answers for each

•Assign content ownership: who is responsible for maintaining

each category

•Establish baseline metrics: current win rate, average response

time, team size

•Secure executive sponsor for the initiative

Days 31-60: Expansion

•Expand the content library to cover the next one hundred most

common questions

•Begin tagging content by topic, industry, and maturity



•Implement content review cycle (monthly minimum)

•Train the team on the new system and content retrieval process

•Create the first Prospect Intelligence Brief template

•Begin documenting win/loss outcomes for all

proposals submitted

Days 61-90: Optimization

•Analyze the first proposals completed using the new system

•Identify gaps: questions that came up for which no

content existed

•Refine the content architecture based on real usage patterns

•Begin tracking basic metrics: response time, content reuse rate,

team satisfaction

•Present initial results to executive sponsor with progress report

•Plan the next phase: implementing the intelligence layer

By the end of ninety days, you should have a functional content

library covering the most common proposal questions,

organized for efficient retrieval, with a clear process for ongoing

maintenance and improvement. This is the foundation upon

which the rest of the Iris Methodology is built.

Common Pitfalls in Knowledge Foundation
Building

Even well-intentioned knowledge foundation efforts can go

astray. Understanding the most common pitfalls helps you



avoid them.

The first pitfall is the perfection trap. Teams sometimes delay

launching their content library because they want every answer

to be perfect before anyone sees it. This is a mistake. A good

answer available today is far more valuable than a perfect

answer available in six months. Launch with your best available

content, label confidence levels honestly, and improve

iteratively. The system will get better over time; waiting for

perfection guarantees it never launches at all.

The second pitfall is orphaned ownership. Every piece of content

needs a named owner: someone who is responsible for keeping

it current and accurate. When content ownership is vague,

everything decays. Assign owners by domain expertise, not by

job title. The person who best understands your security

posture should own security content, regardless of whether

they are on the proposal team, the engineering team, or the

compliance team.

The third pitfall is ignoring the user experience. A content

library is only useful if people can find what they need quickly. If

your team has to click through seven folders and three levels of

hierarchy to find an answer, they will not use the library. Invest

in search functionality and intuitive organization. The best

content library in the world is worthless if it creates more

friction than simply writing from scratch.

The fourth pitfall is building in isolation. A knowledge

foundation built exclusively by the proposal team without input

from sales, engineering, product, and customer success will

have blind spots. Involve stakeholders from across the

organization in the content audit and validation process. Their

perspectives ensure the content reflects the full breadth of your

organization’s capabilities and addresses the questions buyers



actually ask, not just the questions the proposal team thinks

they ask.

Technology Considerations

The knowledge foundation does not require expensive software

to get started. Many organizations begin with well-organized

shared folders and spreadsheets, and that approach can work

effectively for the first six to twelve months. The critical success

factor is not the technology but the discipline: consistent

organization, regular maintenance, and systematic tracking of

what works.

When the time comes to invest in technology, evaluate solutions

across four dimensions. First, search capability: can the system

surface the right content quickly, ideally using semantic search

rather than just keyword matching? Second, version control:

does the system track changes and maintain audit trails so you

know when content was last updated and by whom? Third,

analytics: does the system provide data on which content is

used, how often, and with what outcomes? Fourth, integration:

does the system connect to the tools your team already uses,

including your CRM, document authoring tools, and

collaboration platforms?

Avoid the temptation to over-invest in technology before your

processes are mature. The most expensive proposal

management platform in the world will not help if your content

is disorganized and your team does not have the discipline to

maintain it. Build the foundation first, prove the process works,

and then invest in technology that amplifies what you have

already built.



Measuring Foundation Success

How do you know your knowledge foundation is working? Track

four leading indicators during the first ninety days and beyond.

Content coverage measures the percentage of frequently asked

questions for which a validated answer exists. Start by targeting

the top fifty questions; expand from there. Your goal by day

ninety should be coverage of at least eighty percent of the

questions that appear in more than half of your RFPs.

Retrieval time measures how long it takes a team member to

find the right content for a given question. Before the knowledge

foundation, this is typically fifteen to thirty minutes. After a

well-organized foundation is in place, it should drop to under

five minutes.

Content freshness measures the percentage of your library that

has been reviewed or updated within the past ninety days.

Content that has not been touched in six months should be

flagged for review; content untouched for a year should be

assumed stale until validated.

Team adoption measures the percentage of proposals that draw

primarily from the content library versus being written from

scratch. If your team is not using the library, it is either too hard

to find content, or the content is not trusted. Both problems are

solvable, but only if you are measuring them.
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Implementing the Intelligence
Layer

he transition from Stage 2 (Organized) to Stage 3

(Intelligent) is where the Iris Methodology begins to

deliver its most dramatic results. This transition requires

adding an intelligence layer that transforms your organized

content into a prospect-aware response engine.

The Prospect Intelligence Brief

The centerpiece of the Know phase implementation is the

Prospect Intelligence Brief. This is a structured document,

typically one to two pages, that captures the four dimensions of

understanding described in Chapter 5: industry and regulatory

context, competitive landscape, buyer evaluation criteria, and

tailored language.

For each new RFP opportunity, the team completes a Prospect

Intelligence Brief before any response writing begins. This brief

serves as a shared reference point for everyone working on the

proposal, ensuring consistent messaging and appropriate

tailoring throughout the response.

A well-constructed Prospect Intelligence Brief includes

four sections:
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Section Key Questions

Sources Industry Context

What regulatory environment? What market trends? What

competitive pressures?

Annual reports, industry publications, 10-K
filings

Competitive Landscape

Who are we competing against? What are their strengths?

Where do we differentiate?

Previous proposals, CRM data, sales team
input

Evaluation Criteria

What does this buyer value most? Price, innovation,

reliability, partnership?



RFP weighting, past interactions, evaluator
profiles

Language and Tone

What terminology does the buyer use? Formal or

conversational? Technical or strategic?

Buyer's website, previous correspondence,
RFP language

Initially, creating these briefs will require manual research,

typically two to four hours per opportunity. Over time, as your

system accumulates intelligence from previous proposals, much

of this research can be automated, with the team focusing on

validation and refinement rather than primary research.

Organizations at Stage 4 maturity typically produce Intelligence

Briefs in under thirty minutes, with AI handling the initial

research and human reviewers validating and adding

strategic nuance.

The brief should be a living document throughout the proposal

lifecycle. As the team learns more about the opportunity

through Q&A sessions, site visits, or informal conversations, the

brief is updated and the response is adjusted accordingly. Teams

that treat the brief as a static document created at kickoff and

never revisited miss the ongoing intelligence that often makes

the difference between winning and losing.



AI-Powered Content Curation

The intelligence layer uses AI to transform content retrieval

from a search problem into a curation problem. Instead of

typing keywords and sifting through results, the system takes

the RFP question, cross-references it with the Prospect

Intelligence Brief, and surfaces the most relevant content with

appropriate context.

This is where the sixty-eight percent of teams already using AI

can make a meaningful leap. Most current AI usage in proposals

is essentially sophisticated auto-complete: generating new text

based on prompts. The Iris Methodology uses AI differently: to

curate existing, proven content and tailor it to specific

opportunities. The distinction matters because curated content

carries the credibility and accuracy of your best previous

responses, while generated content may sound plausible but

lack the nuance that comes from real-world experience.

The curation workflow operates in three steps. First, the AI

ingests the RFP question and the Prospect Intelligence Brief

simultaneously, understanding not just what is being asked but

who is asking and why. Second, it searches the content library

using semantic understanding, not just keyword matching,

retrieving the most relevant responses from previous proposals.

Third, it assembles a draft that combines the best elements of

retrieved content, tailored to the specific buyer’s context,

language, and priorities.

The human reviewer then receives a draft that is typically

seventy to eighty percent complete. Their job shifts from writing

to evaluating, enhancing, and approving. They focus their

expertise on the strategic elements: Does this position us

correctly against the likely competition? Does the tone match



what we know about this evaluator? Are there insights from

recent conversations that should be woven in? This is a

fundamentally different and more valuable use of expert time

than staring at a blank page.

The SME Workflow Redesign

Implementing the Win phase requires redesigning how SMEs

interact with the proposal process. The old model, where SMEs

are given a batch of questions and asked to write responses,

should be replaced with a structured workflow:

•Automated assignment: Questions are routed to the

appropriate SMEs based on expertise, not availability. The

system maintains a skills matrix that maps question categories

to the SMEs best qualified to address them.

•Pre-drafted responses: Each SME receives not just the question

but a draft response assembled from the best available content,

plus the relevant section of the Prospect Intelligence Brief. This

context is critical; it tells the SME not just what to write but who

they are writing for.

•Focused ask: The SME is asked to elevate the draft, not write

from scratch. Add strategic insight, correct any inaccuracies,

and ensure the response demonstrates deep understanding of

the buyer’s context. This typically reduces the time required

from hours to minutes.

•Deadline management: Automated reminders and escalation

paths ensure that SME input is received on time. The system

tracks response times and proactively alerts the proposal

manager when contributions are at risk of being late.



This workflow typically reduces SME time commitment by fifty

to seventy percent while improving the quality of their

contributions. The key insight is that SMEs are not being

removed from the process; they are being repositioned from

writers to reviewers and strategists, which is a far better use of

their expertise.

Implementation Timeline

The transition from Stage 2 to Stage 3 typically takes three

to six months, depending on the organization’s size, proposal

volume, and existing technology infrastructure. A realistic

timeline includes:

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Phase Duration

Key Activities Design

Weeks 1-4 Define Intelligence Brief

template, map SME skills,

design curation workflow

Build Weeks 5-8

Configure AI tools, build integration with content library, create

training materials
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Pilot Weeks 9-12

Run 3-5 proposals through

new process in parallel with

old process

Evaluate

Week 13 Compare results: time

savings, quality scores, SME

satisfaction

Refine Weeks 14-16

Adjust based on pilot findings,

address pain points

Roll Out

Weeks 17-20 Expand to all proposals,

monitor closely, iterate

Do not try to compress this timeline. Organizations that rush the

pilot phase inevitably encounter adoption problems that a few

extra weeks of careful testing would have prevented. The goal is

not speed to launch; it is confidence in the system when it goes

live across the full proposal portfolio.

Change Management: Getting Buy-In

The transition to Stage 3 is as much a people challenge as a

technology challenge. Teams that have been operating in fire-

drill mode for years may resist change, even positive change.

Common sources of resistance include:



Proposal managers who feel that AI threatens their role. In

reality, it elevates it by freeing them from administrative tasks to

focus on strategy, win theme development, and quality control.

The best proposal managers in the AI era are not those who can

write the fastest but those who can think the most strategically

about what will win.

SMEs who are skeptical that any system can produce quality

drafts without their input from scratch. They are often surprised

by how good the drafts are, particularly when the system draws

on their own previous responses. Showing SMEs that the AI is

amplifying their past contributions, not replacing their

expertise, is often the key to earning their trust.

Executives who want results immediately and underestimate the

investment required to build a mature system. Setting realistic

expectations upfront, with a clear timeline of when benefits will

materialize, prevents disappointment and premature

abandonment of the initiative.

The most effective change management approach we have seen

is to start with a pilot. Pick two or three proposals that are

representative of your typical work, run them through the

new process alongside the old process, and compare the

results. The data from these pilots is far more persuasive than

any presentation.

Celebrate early wins loudly. When the first proposal using the

new process comes in twenty percent faster with higher quality,

make sure everyone knows. Success stories create momentum

that abstract arguments cannot. We have seen organizations

where a single successful pilot converted the most vocal skeptics

into the strongest advocates for the new approach.



Intelligence Quality Assurance

Not all intelligence is created equal. As organizations build their

intelligence capabilities, they must also build the discipline to

assess intelligence quality before it shapes proposal strategy.

Poor-quality intelligence can be worse than no intelligence at

all, because it creates false confidence that leads teams in the

wrong direction.

Intelligence quality can be evaluated across four dimensions.

Recency asks whether the information is current enough to be

reliable. A competitor’s pricing from eighteen months ago may

bear no resemblance to their current positioning. An executive’s

stated priorities from a conference keynote last year may have

shifted entirely. The intelligence layer should timestamp every

data point and automatically flag information that has aged past

a defined threshold.

Source reliability assesses the credibility and track record of the

information source. Intelligence gathered from a direct buyer

conversation is qualitatively different from intelligence inferred

from a public press release. Intelligence from a sales

representative who has a track record of accurate competitive

reports is more valuable than intelligence from one who tends to

hear what they want to hear. Organizations at Stage 4 maturity

maintain informal reliability scores for their most common

intelligence sources.

Corroboration asks whether the intelligence is supported by

multiple independent sources. A single data point is an anecdote.

Three independent sources pointing in the same direction

constitute a pattern worth acting on. The intelligence layer

should make it easy to see how many sources support any given



insight, helping the proposal team distinguish between well-

supported strategic themes and speculative positioning.

Actionability evaluates whether the intelligence can actually

influence the proposal strategy. Interesting facts about the

buyer’s industry are nice to have, but if they do not change how

you position your response, they are noise, not intelligence. The

best Intelligence Briefs distinguish between background context

and actionable insights, directing the proposal team’s attention

to the information that should shape their win themes, their

competitive positioning, and their executive summary.
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Activating the Learning Loop

he transition from Stage 3 (Intelligent) to Stage 4

(Revenue-Optimized) hinges on fully activating the

Learning Loop. This is the most sophisticated phase of

the implementation, and it is where the compounding advantage

becomes self-sustaining.

Most organizations stop at Stage 3. They implement good

processes, build a solid content library, and achieve meaningful

improvements in efficiency and quality. But they never close the

feedback loop. They never systematically learn from their

outcomes. As a result, they plateau. Their win rates improve

initially and then stagnate. Their content becomes incrementally

better but never truly evolves.

Activating the Learning Loop changes this dynamic

fundamentally. It transforms your proposal operation from a

production function into a learning system, one that gets

measurably better with every proposal submitted, whether won

or lost.

Establishing Win/Loss Discipline

The foundation of the Learning Loop is rigorous win/loss

analysis. This is not the informal post-mortem that most

organizations conduct, where a sales leader summarizes the

outcome in a few sentences and the team moves on to the next



opportunity. This is a structured, consistent process that

captures actionable data from every proposal outcome.

For every proposal outcome, positive or negative, the team

captures structured data across four dimensions:

•Decision factors: What were the primary reasons for the

decision? Price? Technical fit? Cultural fit? Implementation

approach? References?

•Competitive dynamics: Who else competed? What strengths did

the winning respondent demonstrate? How did the buyer

perceive each competitor’s differentiation?

•Content effectiveness: Which sections of the response were

cited as strengths or weaknesses? Were there specific passages,

case studies, or proof points that influenced the decision?

•Process metrics: How long did the response take? Were there

bottlenecks? Were deadlines met? How many SME contributions

were required and how timely were they?

This data should be collected within two weeks of the decision,

while memories are fresh and details are accessible. Where

possible, win/loss interviews with the buyer provide the most

valuable insights. These conversations reveal information that

internal analysis alone cannot surface: how the buyer actually

evaluated the proposals, what criteria mattered most in the final

decision, and how your response compared to competitors on

specific dimensions.

Structuring the Win/Loss Interview

Effective win/loss interviews follow a structured protocol. The

interviewer should be someone who was not directly involved in



the proposal, ensuring objectivity and making the buyer more

comfortable sharing candid feedback. Third-party interviewers

often yield the most honest responses, but internal interviews

conducted by someone from a different team can also work well.

The interview should cover five core areas: initial impressions of

the response, specific strengths and weaknesses, how the

response compared to competitors, what would have changed

the outcome, and advice for future proposals. Each area should

be explored with open-ended questions that invite narrative

responses rather than simple ratings.
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Interview Area Sample Questions

Data Captured Initial Impressions

Walk me through your first impression when you opened our

response. What stood out, positively or negatively?

Perception quality, personalization
effectiveness

Specific Strengths

Was there a specific section or example in our proposal that

made you think, “These people get it”? What was it?



Content scoring, case study effectiveness

Competitive Comparison

Without naming names, how did our response stack up

against the others you evaluated? Where did we fall short

in comparison?

Competitive positioning, gap identification

Decision Drivers

When it came down to the final decision, what was the tipping

point? Was there a single factor that carried the most weight?

Decision factor weighting, pricing sensitivity

Future Advice

If you could go back and give us one piece of advice before we

wrote our response, what would it be?

Content gaps, process improvements

Organizations that conduct consistent win/loss interviews see a

measurable improvement in win rates within two to three

quarters, typically five to eight percentage points. The insights

compound: each interview refines the team’s understanding of



what buyers actually value, which in turn improves the quality

of every subsequent proposal.

Content Scoring and Evolution

As win/loss data accumulates, the system can begin scoring

content based on actual performance. Content used in winning

proposals earns positive signals. Content used in losing

proposals is flagged for review. Content that has not been used

in six months is flagged as potentially stale.

This scoring creates a natural evolution mechanism. The best

content rises to the top. Underperforming content is revised or

retired. New content is created to fill gaps identified through

win/loss analysis. Over time, your content library evolves from a

collection of answers into a curated body of winning responses.

Implementing a Content Scoring Model

A practical content scoring model assigns points based on three

factors: usage frequency, outcome correlation, and recency.

Each content block receives a composite score that determines

its visibility and recommendation priority within the system.
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Score Factor Weight

Measurement Impact

Win Correlation 50%

Percentage of wins when

content is used vs. baseline

High-correlation content

surfaces first

Usage Frequency 25%

Number of times used in past

90 days

Frequently used content stays

prominent

Recency 15%

Days since last update or

validation

Stale content flagged for

review

Buyer Feedback 10%

Direct citations in win/loss

interviews

Buyer-validated content gets

premium placement

Content with composite scores below a defined threshold enters

a mandatory review queue. The content owner has thirty days to

update, validate, or retire the content. If no action is taken, the

content is automatically moved to an archive, visible but no

longer recommended by default.

This systematic approach to content governance eliminates one

of the most common problems in proposal organizations: the



stale content trap. Research shows that the average content

library contains thirty to forty percent content that is outdated,

inaccurate, or no longer relevant. Automated scoring ensures

that this dead weight is identified and addressed continuously

rather than through periodic, painful purges.

Predictive Analytics

At the most mature level, the Learning Loop enables predictive

analytics. Based on historical data, the system can estimate win

probability for new opportunities based on factors such as

industry fit, deal size, competitive dynamics, and response

quality metrics.

This predictive capability transforms bid/no-bid decisions from

gut instinct to data-driven analysis. Rather than pursuing every

opportunity, the team can focus resources on proposals where

the probability of winning is highest, improving both win rates

and resource efficiency.

Building a Win Probability Model

A practical win probability model for proposal teams does not

require a data science team or sophisticated machine learning

infrastructure. It begins with a simple weighted scorecard based

on historical patterns. As data accumulates, the model can be

refined with more advanced techniques, but the initial version

should be implementable within a single quarter.

The model evaluates each opportunity across ten to fifteen

factors that have historically correlated with outcomes. These

typically include: prior relationship with the buyer (existing



customer versus new), industry alignment (do you have relevant

experience and references), deal size relative to your sweet spot,

competitive field size, whether you were involved in shaping the

requirements, timeline pressure, and resource availability.

Each factor receives a weight based on its historical correlation

with wins. The composite score maps to a probability band:

opportunities scoring above seventy percent historically convert

at high rates and merit full resource commitment, those in the

forty to seventy percent range deserve strong effort with

selective resource allocation, and those below forty percent

should receive careful scrutiny before committing resources.

Organizations that implement even a basic scoring model

typically see a fifteen to twenty percent improvement in

resource allocation efficiency within the first year. More

importantly, they stop chasing low-probability opportunities

that drain resources from winnable deals, a pattern that plagues

most proposal teams.

Building Your Analytics Dashboard

A practical analytics dashboard for proposal teams should track

metrics at three levels. The key principle is that every metric

should drive a specific action. Vanity metrics that look

impressive but do not inform decisions should be excluded.

Executive Level

High-level metrics that tell the revenue story: overall win rate

trend, total revenue influenced, average deal size, and pipeline

conversion rate. These metrics are updated monthly and



presented to senior leadership quarterly. The executive

dashboard should fit on a single page and answer one question:

is the proposal function contributing more revenue this quarter

than last quarter?

Operational Level

Process metrics that drive efficiency: average hours per

proposal, content reuse rate, SME response time, and deadline

adherence rate. These are reviewed weekly by the proposal

leadership team. The operational dashboard identifies

bottlenecks before they become crises and highlights process

improvements that are working.

Content Level

Granular metrics that improve quality: content scoring by

category, gap analysis identifying questions without good

content, staleness indicators, and content performance by

industry vertical. These are reviewed monthly as part of the

content maintenance cycle. The content dashboard ensures

the library remains a living, evolving asset rather than a

static archive.
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Dashboard Level Key Metrics

Review Cadence Primary Audience

Executive Win rate, revenue influenced,

deal size, pipeline conversion

Monthly / Quarterly C-suite, VP Sales

Operational Hours per proposal, reuse

rate, SME response time, on-

time rate

Weekly Proposal managers,

operations leads

Content Content scores, gap analysis,

staleness flags, vertical

performance

Monthly Content owners, proposal

writers

Learning Win/loss interview completion

rate, insight implementation

rate

Bi-weekly Proposal leadership, strategy

team

The Flywheel Effect



When all four phases of the Iris Methodology are operating

and the Learning Loop is fully active, something remarkable

happens: the system begins to accelerate under its

own momentum.

Better intelligence leads to better content. Better content leads

to higher win rates. Higher win rates generate more data. More

data enables better intelligence. Each cycle strengthens the next,

creating a flywheel effect that is extremely difficult for

competitors to replicate.

The flywheel effect explains why the gap between organizations

at Stage 4 and those at Stage 1 or 2 widens over time rather than

narrowing. Each proposal submitted by a Stage 4 organization

makes the next one slightly better. Each proposal submitted by a

Stage 1 organization is essentially starting from scratch. Over

hundreds of proposals, this difference compounds into an

insurmountable advantage.

Consider the mathematics: if a Stage 4 organization improves by

just one percent per quarter through systematic learning, after

three years they have compounded twenty-six improvements.

Meanwhile, a Stage 1 competitor submitting the same number of

proposals has made no systematic improvement at all. The Stage

4 organization is not just better; it is accelerating away.

This is the compounding advantage in action. It is not a one-time

improvement. It is a structural advantage that grows larger with

every proposal your organization submits.
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The Future of Proposals
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The AI Revolution in Proposals

rtificial intelligence is not new to the proposal industry.

Content libraries, search algorithms, and template

systems have used various forms of automation for years.

What is new is the scale and capability of AI available today, and

the speed at which adoption is accelerating.

Sixty-eight percent of proposal teams have now used generative

AI, double the adoption rate of just two years prior. Seventy

percent of those teams employ it at least weekly. Nearly two-

thirds of organizations are piloting or have embedded AI across

their revenue workflows, and another quarter expect to follow

within twelve months. The question is no longer whether AI will

transform proposals. It is whether your organization will lead

that transformation or react to it.

From Generative to Agentic

The current wave of AI in proposals is largely generative:

tools that can draft responses, summarize documents, and

suggest content. This is valuable but limited. It is essentially a

faster typewriter.

The next wave, already emerging, is agentic AI: systems that can

take autonomous action across multi-step workflows. In the

proposal context, agentic AI does not just draft a response. It

analyzes the RFP requirements, pulls relevant case studies,

customizes pricing based on the opportunity, routes specific



questions to the appropriate SMEs, and schedules follow-ups, all

with minimal human intervention.

This shift from generating text to managing workflows

represents a fundamental change in how proposal teams will

operate. The role of the human shifts from doing the work to

directing and reviewing the work, focusing attention on the

strategic decisions that require human judgment.

What AI Does Well (and What It Does Not)

It is important to be clear-eyed about both the capabilities and

limitations of AI in proposals.
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AI Excels At Humans Excel At

Content retrieval and

assembly

Genuine strategic insight

Pattern identification in large

datasets

Novel competitive positioning

Consistency across long

documents

Understanding buyer politics

Repetitive formatting and

compliance

Creative problem-solving

Speed of first draft generation Relationship-based trust

building

Multilingual adaptation Ethical judgment and nuance

Data analysis and trend

detection

Empathy and cultural

sensitivity

The Iris Methodology is designed to leverage both: using AI for

what it does best (the eighty percent) while directing human

expertise where it has the greatest impact (the twenty percent).

The Personalization Imperative

One of the most transformative applications of AI in proposals is

hyper-personalization. Traditional proposals personalize by

swapping in the buyer’s name and perhaps referencing their



industry. AI-powered systems can go much deeper: tailoring

language to match the buyer’s communication style, adjusting

technical depth to the evaluator’s expertise level, and framing

benefits in terms of the buyer’s specific strategic priorities.

The data supports this approach. Personalized proposals

achieve response rates of eight to thirty percent, compared to

two to five percent for templated approaches. As AI makes deep

personalization scalable, the bar for what constitutes a

competitive response will continue to rise. Organizations that

treat personalization as optional will find themselves at an

increasing disadvantage.

AI Adoption: A Practical Roadmap

For organizations beginning their AI journey in proposals, we

recommend a phased approach:

•Phase 1 (months one through three): Use AI for content

retrieval and first-draft generation. Let the team get comfortable

with AI-assisted work without changing the overall process.

•Phase 2 (months four through six): Integrate AI into the

Prospect Intelligence Brief process. Use AI to gather and

synthesize competitive intelligence, industry context, and

buyer background.

•Phase 3 (months seven through twelve): Implement AI-

powered content curation that learns from your win/loss

data. Begin using AI to score and prioritize content based on

actual performance.

•Phase 4 (year two): Move toward agentic workflows where AI

manages multi-step processes with human oversight at key

decision points.



The key is to start using AI in ways that complement your

existing process before attempting to transform it. This builds

confidence, generates data, and creates a foundation for more

ambitious applications.

Common AI Implementation Mistakes

Organizations that struggle with AI adoption in their proposal

process typically make one of four predictable mistakes.

Understanding these patterns can help you avoid the most

common pitfalls.

The first mistake is treating AI as a replacement for expertise

rather than an amplifier of it. Organizations that deploy AI with

the explicit goal of reducing headcount almost always see

quality decline. The most effective AI implementations redeploy

human expertise to higher-value work rather than eliminating it.

Your best proposal writers should spend less time on first drafts

and more time on strategic positioning and review.

The second mistake is deploying AI without a content

foundation. AI is only as good as the content it draws from.

Organizations that implement AI tools before organizing and

validating their content library end up with AI that generates

responses based on outdated, inconsistent, or low-quality source

material. This is worse than no AI at all, because the speed of

generation means bad content proliferates faster.

The third mistake is failing to establish quality control

workflows. AI-generated content requires review, but it requires

a different type of review than human-authored content.

Reviewers need to check for factual accuracy (AI can confidently

state incorrect facts), brand consistency, competitive sensitivity

(AI may reference competitor information inappropriately), and



contextual appropriateness. Without explicit review protocols,

AI-generated errors slip through and erode buyer confidence.

The fourth mistake is expecting immediate transformation

rather than incremental improvement. AI adoption is a

capability curve, not a switch. Organizations that set unrealistic

expectations for AI impact in the first quarter often abandon

promising initiatives before they have time to mature. The most

successful implementations plan for a twelve to eighteen month

journey from initial adoption to full integration.

Measuring AI Impact

Measuring the impact of AI on your proposal process requires

tracking metrics across three dimensions: efficiency, quality,

and outcomes.

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Dimension Metric

Measurement Method Typical Improvement

Efficiency First draft generation time

Time from question

assignment to initial draft

60-80% reduction



Efficiency

Total hours per proposal

Tracked time from kick-off to submission

30-40% reduction

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Quality Content accuracy rate

Percentage of AI-generated

content requiring no factual

corrections

Target: >90%

Quality Personalization depth

Buyer-specific references per

proposal (counted in review)

2-3x increase



Outcomes

Win rate change

Quarterly win rate compared to pre-AI
baseline

5-10 point increase over 12 months

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Outcomes Evaluator feedback

Quality scores from buyer

debriefs

Measurable improvement in

2-3 quarters

The most important principle in measuring AI impact is to

establish a clear baseline before implementation. Too many

organizations deploy AI tools without documenting their pre-AI

performance, making it impossible to demonstrate the return on

investment that justifies continued and expanded use.
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Building a Proposal Center of
Excellence

s proposals become recognized as a strategic revenue

function, a growing number of organizations are

establishing Proposal Centers of Excellence, dedicated

teams that own the methodology, tools, and best practices for

proposal management across the enterprise.

This chapter draws on research from APMP and leading

organizations to outline what a successful CoE looks like and

how to build one.

The Case for a CoE

The shift from distributed proposal management to a

centralized Center of Excellence is driven by three factors:

First, consistency. When proposals are managed ad hoc by

different teams, quality varies wildly. A CoE establishes

standards, templates, and processes that ensure every response

meets a minimum quality bar.

Second, efficiency. A CoE eliminates duplicate effort. Instead of

five different divisions maintaining their own content libraries

and developing their own response approaches, a single team

curates shared resources that benefit the entire organization.

Third, intelligence. A CoE creates a single point where win/loss

data is aggregated and analyzed. This enables the kind of pattern



recognition that drives continuous improvement. Individual

teams making twelve proposals per year cannot spot the trends

that a CoE processing two hundred proposals per year can

see clearly.

CoE Structure and Governance

Successful proposal CoEs share several structural elements:

•A clear mandate that defines what the CoE owns (methodology,

content standards, tools), what it influences (response

quality, training), and what it does not control (individual bid

decisions, pricing).

•A skilled team that includes proposal managers, content

specialists, and data analysts. Top-performing CoEs

average nine people, with a mix of proposal veterans and

domain specialists.

•Executive sponsorship from someone at the CRO or SVP level

who understands the revenue impact of proposals and can

advocate for resources.

•A governance model that balances centralized standards with

the flexibility divisions need to respond to their specific markets.

The reporting structure matters more than most leaders realize.

CoEs that report into marketing often become brand-focused,

producing beautiful documents that lack competitive edge. CoEs

that report into sales often become reactive, pulled into urgent

requests without time to build systems. The most effective CoEs

report to a revenue operations function or directly to the CRO,

positioning them as a strategic function that bridges sales,

marketing, and delivery.



Common CoE Challenges

Even well-designed CoEs face predictable challenges in their

first eighteen months. Recognizing these patterns in advance

helps leaders navigate them.

The capacity trap is the most common challenge. A successful

CoE quickly becomes the go-to resource for every proposal, and

demand outstrips capacity. The solution is not to hire endlessly

but to establish clear triage criteria, distinguishing between

opportunities that require full CoE engagement, those that need

light-touch guidance, and those that can be handled by division

teams using CoE-developed templates and tools. A mature CoE

spends as much time enabling others to produce good proposals

as it does producing proposals directly.

The scope creep challenge emerges when the CoE starts being

asked to manage adjacent functions: sales enablement,

competitive intelligence, customer presentations, and case study

development. While these are all related to proposals, absorbing

them dilutes focus. The best CoEs maintain a clear boundary

around their core mandate while collaborating closely with

adjacent functions. They share data and insights freely but resist

organizational pressure to absorb every function that touches

the sales cycle.

The relevance challenge is perhaps the most insidious. A CoE

that becomes disconnected from the frontline sales experience

gradually loses credibility. The proposals it produces are

technically excellent but strategically tone-deaf because the

team is too far removed from customer conversations.

Successful CoEs prevent this by embedding team members in

major pursuit teams, conducting regular ride-alongs with sales,



and establishing feedback mechanisms that keep the team

grounded in the reality of competitive selling.

Staffing the CoE

Building the right team is critical to CoE success. A well-

structured CoE includes several distinct roles, each contributing

a different kind of expertise:

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Role Focus

Typical Ratio CoE Director

Strategy, executive

relationships, methodology

1 per CoE

Senior Proposal Manager

Complex deals, mentoring, quality standards

1 per 40-50 proposals/year



Proposal Coordinator

Project management, scheduling, compliance

1 per 60-80 proposals/year

Content Strategist

Library management, content quality,
taxonomy

1 per CoE

Data Analyst

Win/loss analysis, reporting, predictive
models

1 per CoE

Graphic Designer

Visual assets, templates, brand compliance

0.5-1 per CoE



The most common staffing mistake is hiring only proposal

managers and neglecting the content and analytics roles.

Without a dedicated content strategist, the knowledge base

decays over time. Without a data analyst, the CoE cannot

demonstrate its value or identify improvement opportunities.

These roles are not luxuries; they are the infrastructure that

makes the entire operation sustainable.

For organizations that cannot justify a full-time analyst or

designer, consider shared resources with other functions. A

business intelligence analyst who spends twenty percent of their

time on proposal analytics can still deliver transformative

insights. A designer who supports proposals alongside other

marketing deliverables can still ensure brand-consistent,

visually compelling responses.

Budget Justification

The most effective way to justify CoE investment is to frame it in

terms of revenue per dollar spent. A CoE that costs one million

dollars annually but influences two hundred million in revenue

through improved win rates represents a two hundred

to one return. Even conservative estimates that attribute

a small fraction of incremental wins to the CoE produce

compelling returns.

Build your budget case around three components:

•People costs: Salaries and benefits for the CoE team, typically

sixty to seventy percent of the total budget.

•Technology costs: Proposal management software, AI tools,

content management systems, and analytics platforms.

Typically twenty to twenty-five percent.



•Enablement costs: Training, industry memberships (APMP

certification), conference attendance, and professional

development. Typically five to fifteen percent.

Frame the ask against the revenue at stake, not against

department budgets. A million-dollar CoE sounds expensive in

isolation. In the context of two hundred million dollars in

influenced revenue and a potential ten-point improvement in

win rates, it is a rounding error.

The CoE Maturity Path

Building a CoE is itself a maturity journey:

•Year 1: Establish the function. Define scope, hire the team,

implement foundational tools, and begin standardizing content

and processes. Focus on quick wins that demonstrate value.

Target: baseline all key metrics and achieve a measurable

improvement in response time.

•Year 2: Scale and integrate. Expand coverage across business

units, implement AI-powered tools, establish the Learning Loop,

and begin demonstrating measurable revenue impact. Target:

two to five-point improvement in win rate, thirty percent

reduction in response time.

•Year 3: Optimize and lead. Achieve predictable performance

metrics, implement predictive analytics for bid decisions, and

establish the CoE as a recognized strategic function within

the organization. Target: top-quartile performance on all

key benchmarks.

Each year should begin with a formal planning cycle that sets

specific, measurable objectives and ends with a retrospective

that honestly assesses what was achieved and what was not. The



maturity journey is not automatic; it requires intentional

investment and leadership commitment at each stage.

Common CoE Pitfalls

Having observed dozens of CoE implementations, several

common failure modes emerge:

The first and most common pitfall is trying to boil the ocean.

CoEs that attempt to standardize everything across every

business unit in year one inevitably stall. The resistance is too

great, the scope too broad, and the team too stretched. Start with

the business unit or proposal type where you can demonstrate

the clearest impact, build a success story, and expand from a

position of proven value.

The second pitfall is measuring activity instead of outcomes. A

CoE that reports on the number of proposals completed, the

number of content items created, or the number of training

sessions delivered is measuring effort, not impact. Executives

care about win rates, revenue influenced, and time-to-response.

If your metrics do not connect directly to business outcomes,

you are one budget cycle away from being cut.

The third pitfall is neglecting change management. A CoE that

builds excellent processes but fails to bring people along will be

resisted, circumvented, and eventually marginalized. Every

process change should be accompanied by clear communication

about why the change benefits the people affected, not just the

organization. Train relentlessly. Celebrate adopters publicly.

Make the new way easier than the old way.

The fourth pitfall is technology-first thinking. Organizations

that purchase expensive proposal management platforms before



establishing clear processes and content standards end up with

expensive, underutilized software. Technology should automate

and enhance processes that already work. It should not be a

substitute for the hard work of building a methodology.

Measuring CoE Impact

A CoE must demonstrate its value in terms the business

understands. The most effective metric framework combines

leading indicators with lagging indicators to tell a complete

story of operational efficiency and business impact.

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Indicator Type Metric

Target Leading

Content reuse rate

60%+ within 12 months

Leading

Average response time

30% reduction year over year



Leading

SME satisfaction score

4.0+ out of 5.0

Leading

Content freshness (% updated in 90 days)

80%+

Lagging

Win rate

5-point improvement by year 2

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Lagging Revenue influenced

Track and report quarterly Lagging

Cost per proposal

20% reduction by year 2



Lagging

Proposal completion rate

95%+

Present these metrics in a quarterly business review format that

connects operational improvements to revenue outcomes. The

narrative should always lead with business impact and support

it with operational detail, not the reverse.

Organizations with mature CoEs consistently outperform their

peers: higher win rates, faster response times, greater content

reuse, and higher SME satisfaction. The investment in

centralized expertise pays for itself many times over in improved

win rates and reduced operational costs.
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The Next Five Years

he proposal management industry is undergoing its most

significant transformation in decades. Several converging

trends will reshape how organizations compete for

corporate business over the next five years.

Trend 1: Vertical Specialization

Generic proposal tools are giving way to industry-specific

solutions. Healthcare organizations need proposal systems that

understand HIPAA, clinical workflows, and payer dynamics.

Financial services firms need systems attuned to regulatory

compliance, fiduciary obligations, and risk management

frameworks. Technology companies need tools that can

navigate complex integration requirements and evolving

security standards.

This trend toward vertical specialization will accelerate as AI

systems become more capable of understanding domain-

specific nuances. Organizations that adopt vertically-attuned

proposal approaches will have a significant advantage over

those relying on generic tools.

Consider the difference in practice. A generic content library

might contain a response about data security that works

passably for any industry. A vertically specialized system would

maintain separate, optimized responses for healthcare

(addressing HIPAA, HITECH, and BAA requirements), financial



services (addressing SOC 2, PCI-DSS, and GLBA),

manufacturing (addressing ITAR and EAR), and government

contracting (addressing FedRAMP and FISMA). Each version

uses the precise language that evaluators in that vertical expect,

references the relevant regulatory frameworks by name, and

cites industry-specific case studies.

The implications for proposal teams are significant.

Organizations that build vertically specialized content will find

that their proposals resonate more deeply with evaluators,

because they demonstrate genuine domain expertise rather than

surface-level familiarity. The initial investment in vertical

specialization is substantial, but the competitive advantage it

creates is durable and difficult to replicate.

Trend 2: Real-Time Collaboration

The shift to remote and hybrid work has permanently changed

how proposal teams operate. The days of gathering in a war

room for a week-long proposal sprint are largely over. The

future belongs to cloud-based, asynchronous collaboration that

requires distributed teams to work together seamlessly across

time zones and locations.

This transformation goes beyond simply moving documents to

the cloud. The most effective distributed proposal teams are

rethinking their workflows entirely. Instead of long synchronous

kickoff meetings, they use structured briefing documents that

team members can review on their own time. Instead of real-

time co-authoring sessions, they use asynchronous review

cycles with clear handoff points and automated status tracking.

The organizations that thrive in this new environment will be

those that design their proposal processes for asynchronous



excellence. This means building systems where every team

member can see the current state of the proposal at any time,

understand exactly what is expected of them, and contribute

their piece without needing to coordinate schedules with a

dozen other people. The technology to enable this exists today.

The challenge is organizational: redesigning workflows that

were built for co-located teams to work in a distributed world.

Early adopters of fully distributed proposal workflows report

measurable benefits: broader access to specialized SMEs

regardless of location, faster turnaround through follow-the-

sun contribution models, and higher satisfaction among

contributors who can work on proposals during their

most productive hours rather than during a scheduled war

room session.

Trend 3: Predictive Bid Decisions

As organizations accumulate more proposal data and AI

becomes more capable of pattern recognition, bid/no-bid

decisions will shift from intuition-based to data-driven.

Organizations will be able to estimate win probability before

committing resources, focusing effort on opportunities where

their competitive position is strongest.

The mechanics of predictive bid decisions rely on historical

pattern analysis. When an organization has tracked the

outcomes of hundreds of proposals alongside variables such as

deal size, industry, incumbent status, number of competitors,

response timeline, and key personnel involved, machine

learning models can identify which combinations of factors

correlate with wins and losses.



In practice, this might look like a dashboard that assigns a

preliminary win probability score the moment a new RFP is

received, based on matching its characteristics against historical

patterns. A healthcare IT proposal worth two million dollars

against an incumbent vendor with a two-week timeline might

receive a thirty-five percent probability score, while a similar

deal in financial services with no incumbent and a four-week

timeline might receive a sixty-two percent score. These scores

are not crystal balls, but they provide a rational starting point

for resource allocation decisions that most organizations

currently make based on gut feeling or the loudness of the

requesting salesperson.

The impact on resource efficiency is substantial. Organizations

pursuing every opportunity indiscriminately spread their best

talent thin, producing mediocre responses across the board.

Organizations that use predictive data to prioritize can

concentrate their strongest teams on their best opportunities,

producing exceptional responses where they are most likely to

win. Even a modest improvement in bid decision quality,

redirecting effort from low-probability opportunities to high-

probability ones, can meaningfully improve overall win rates

without adding headcount.

Trend 4: The Buyer Experience Revolution

Just as the customer experience revolution has transformed how

companies think about sales and service, a similar

transformation is coming to the buyer’s experience of evaluating

proposals. Forward-thinking organizations are already

experimenting with interactive proposal formats, video-

enhanced responses, and digital experiences that go beyond the

traditional document format.



The traditional proposal, a static PDF or Word document, is

increasingly misaligned with how modern buyers consume

information. Evaluators who spend their personal lives

interacting with dynamic, personalized digital experiences are

forced to read through hundreds of pages of flat text when

evaluating vendors. The disconnect is jarring, and the

organizations that bridge this gap will stand out.

Interactive proposals might include embedded ROI calculators

that let evaluators input their own numbers. Video

walkthroughs from key team members that put a face and

personality behind the written response. Clickable technical

architecture diagrams that expand to show detail on demand.

Personalized microsites that present information in the order

most relevant to each evaluator’s role. The technology for

all of this exists today, but adoption in the proposal industry

remains nascent.

The buyer experience revolution also extends to post-

submission interactions. Rather than submitting a response and

waiting silently for a decision, leading organizations are creating

ongoing digital touchpoints: analytics that show which sections

of the proposal the evaluation team spent the most time on,

follow-up content triggered by evaluator engagement patterns,

and interactive Q&A sessions that supplement the written

response. These touchpoints keep the conversation alive and

demonstrate the kind of proactive engagement that many

buyers value as a preview of the vendor relationship itself.

Trend 5: Proposals as a Data Asset

Perhaps the most profound shift over the next five years will be

the recognition that proposal data is a strategic asset. Every



proposal your organization submits contains information about

your competitive positioning, your buyer’s priorities, your win

patterns, and your content effectiveness.

Organizations that treat this data as an asset, investing in its

collection, analysis, and application, will build compounding

advantages that are extremely difficult for competitors to

replicate. This is the ultimate promise of the Iris Methodology:

transforming the act of proposing from a transactional exercise

into a strategic intelligence function.

The data asset concept extends beyond win/loss analysis.

Proposal data, properly collected and analyzed, can inform

product strategy (which features are buyers asking about most

frequently?), competitive intelligence (how are competitors

positioning against you?), market trends (which industries are

issuing more RFPs? what new requirements are emerging?), and

pricing strategy (at what price points do you win versus lose?).

Most organizations today treat proposals as disposable artifacts:

created under pressure, submitted, and forgotten. The

organizations that will dominate over the next five years will

treat every proposal as a learning event, systematically

extracting the intelligence embedded in the process and feeding

it back into their strategic decision-making. The proposal

function will evolve from a reactive service desk into a

strategic intelligence center that informs how the entire

organization competes.

Preparing for the Future

The organizations best positioned for these five trends share a

common characteristic: they have already invested in building

systematic, data-driven proposal operations. The future does



not reward organizations that suddenly adopt the latest

technology. It rewards organizations that have built the

foundation of organized content, disciplined processes, and

accumulated data that new technologies can amplify.

If your organization has not yet begun this journey, the most

important step is to start now. Every month of systematic

operation, every proposal tracked, every piece of content

organized, builds the foundation that future capabilities will

leverage. The compounding advantage that defines the Iris

Methodology is not just about winning more today. It is about

building the infrastructure that will allow you to capitalize on

whatever the future brings.

The Talent Landscape of Tomorrow

The proposal professionals of the next five years will look

fundamentally different from those of the past decade. The core

competencies are shifting from writing speed and formatting

skill to strategic thinking, data interpretation, and technology

fluency. Organizations that recognize this shift early and invest

in developing these new competencies within their teams will

have a significant advantage in attracting and retaining the

talent that will define the profession’s future.

The most valuable proposal professional of 2030 will not be the

one who can write the fastest first draft. AI will handle that. The

most valuable professional will be the one who can analyze a

competitive landscape and identify the three themes most likely

to resonate with a specific evaluation committee. The one who

can look at win/loss data and identify the pattern that explains

why a particular segment of opportunities consistently

underperforms. The one who can design a proposal experience



that makes evaluators feel understood before they have read a

single word of the technical response.

This evolution represents an enormous opportunity for the

profession. As administrative tasks are automated, the strategic

value of proposal expertise becomes more visible and more

valued. Organizations that invest in developing their proposal

teams as strategic assets, not just production resources, will find

that these professionals become some of the most impactful

contributors to revenue growth across the entire enterprise.
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Building Your Methodology

he principles in this book are not theoretical. They are

drawn from the real-world experience of hundreds

of organizations that have transformed their

proposal operations from reactive cost centers into strategic

revenue engines.

The path from where you are today to where you want to be

is not a single leap. It is a series of deliberate steps, guided by

the maturity model and powered by the four phases of the

Iris Methodology.

Here is how to get started:

Step 1: Assess Where You Are

Use the maturity model in Chapter 9 to honestly evaluate your

current state. Most organizations are at Stage 1 or Stage 2. There

is no shame in that starting point. The only mistake is not

starting the journey.

Step 2: Build Your Knowledge Foundation

Follow the ninety-day blueprint in Chapter 10. Audit your

content. Organize it. Validate it. Establish ownership and

maintenance processes. This foundation is the prerequisite for

everything else.



Step 3: Add the Intelligence Layer

Implement the Prospect Intelligence Brief. Redesign your SME

workflows. Begin using AI not just for writing but for curation

and tailoring. This is where differentiation begins.

Step 4: Activate the Learning Loop

Start tracking outcomes. Conduct win/loss analysis. Feed

insights back into your content and process. This is where

compounding advantage begins.

Step 5: Never Stop Iterating

The Iris Methodology is a cycle, not a destination. Your

hundredth proposal should be dramatically better than your

first. Your thousandth should be better still. The organizations

that embrace this mindset of continuous improvement will build

advantages that are virtually impossible to replicate.

The Leadership Imperative

Transforming the proposal function requires sustained

leadership commitment. The most common reason proposal

transformation initiatives fail is not technology, process, or even

talent. It is a loss of executive attention after the initial launch.

Organizations that succeed treat this as a multi-year investment,

not a one-time project.

Leadership commitment means three things in practice. First, it

means protecting the investment during inevitable short-term

pressures. When a major RFP lands on a tight deadline, the



temptation to abandon the new process and revert to fire-drill

mode is enormous. Leaders who hold the line, insisting that even

urgent proposals follow the methodology, send a powerful

signal that the new way of working is permanent.

Second, it means celebrating process improvements with the

same enthusiasm as deal closures. When the proposal team

reduces average response time by thirty percent, that

achievement deserves the same recognition as closing a major

account. This visibility signals to the entire organization that the

proposal function is valued as a strategic capability, not merely

an administrative function.

Third, it means investing in the people. The proposal

professionals who will drive this transformation are some of the

most versatile and undervalued people in your organization.

They combine writing ability, strategic thinking, technical

understanding, project management, and emotional intelligence

in a way that few other roles require. Investing in their

development, their tools, and their career paths is not a cost. It is

the highest-leverage investment a revenue-focused organization

can make.

What Success Looks Like

Twelve months into a well-executed implementation, the

transformation is tangible. Proposal teams that once dreaded

every RFP now approach opportunities with confidence, backed

by a system that makes them better every cycle. Here is what the

data typically shows:

Win rates climb from the industry average of forty-five percent

to fifty-five or sixty percent. More importantly, the deals won are

larger, because the team is better at selecting which



opportunities to pursue and better at differentiating when they

do. Revenue influenced per proposal hour increases by forty to

sixty percent, meaning the same team generates significantly

more revenue without working longer hours.

The qualitative changes are equally significant. SMEs stop

avoiding proposal requests and start volunteering for strategic

questions. Proposal managers report lower stress and higher job

satisfaction. New team members become productive in weeks

rather than months, because the system captures the knowledge

that used to live only in experienced heads. And the fire drill

culture gives way to a calm, systematic operation that delivers

consistent quality under any timeline pressure.

Perhaps most telling: buyer feedback changes. Instead of

hearing that your proposals were compliant but

undifferentiated, you hear that evaluators felt understood. That

your responses addressed concerns they had not even

articulated. That your proposal read like it was written

specifically for their organization, because it was.

The proposal industry is at an inflection point. The convergence

of AI capabilities, changing buyer expectations, and

organizational pressure to do more with less is creating both an

urgent need and an unprecedented opportunity.

The organizations that seize this moment, that transform their

proposal operations from reactive to revenue-optimized, will

not just win more deals. They will build a structural competitive

advantage that compounds over time, creating a widening gap

between themselves and competitors who continue to treat

proposals as an afterthought.

The choice is simple but consequential: you can continue

treating proposals as an administrative burden, losing more



often than you win and burning out your best people in the

process. Or you can build a system that gets better with every

cycle, that compounds your knowledge and experience into an

accelerating competitive advantage.

That is the promise of the Iris Methodology.

Know. Build. Win. Learn.

heyiris.ai
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Key Industry Benchmarks

he following benchmarks are drawn from published

research by APMP, independent market research firms

(including Research and Markets, Fortune Business

Insights, and Markets and Markets), and annual industry

benchmark studies spanning thousands of organizations. Use

them to contextualize your own performance and set

improvement targets.

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Win Rate Benchmarks Metric

Industry Average Top Performers

Overall win rate 45%

55%+

Revenue influenced by proposals

39% of total revenue

55% of total revenue



Content requiring zero editing

~40%

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

66% Average deal value from

proposals

$1.7M $2.5M+

Proposals completed vs.

started

80%

95%+

R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Efficiency Benchmarks Metric

Industry Average Top Performers

Hours per proposal

25 hours

5-10 hours



Proposals per year

153

200+

Content reuse rate

40-50%

60-80%

Completion timeline

9 days

5-7 days

Team size (dedicated)

8 people

9 people

Contributors per proposal

21+

12-15 (focused)



R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

AI Adoption Benchmarks Metric

Prior Year Current

Teams using generative AI 34%

68% Weekly AI usage (among

adopters)

50% 70%

Positive sentiment toward AI 46%

67% Planning AI-powered

proposal tools

60% 74%

AI used for first-draft

generation

25%

52% Market Size and Growth

Metric Value

Global proposal management

software market

$3.2B

Market annual growth rate

(CAGR)

17.9%



R E F E R E N C E  D A T A

Projected market size (2030) $7.2B+

Average revenue influenced

per organization

$256M

Estimated foregone revenue

(unfinished proposals)

$725K per org per year
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The 90-Day Implementation
Checklist

se this checklist to guide your implementation of the Iris

Methodology. Each phase builds on the previous one.

Phase 1: Foundation (Days 1-30)

•Complete content audit across proposals, sales materials,

product docs, case studies, and SME knowledge

•Identify top 50 most frequently asked proposal questions

•Create or validate gold-standard answers for each

•Assign content ownership by category

•Establish baseline metrics: current win rate, average response

time, team size

•Secure executive sponsor for the initiative

•Document current proposal workflow from RFP receipt

to submission

Phase 2: Organization (Days 31-60)

•Expand content library to top 150 questions

•Tag all content by topic, industry, and maturity



•Implement content review cycle (monthly minimum)

•Train team on new content retrieval process

•Create Prospect Intelligence Brief template

•Begin documenting win/loss outcomes for all proposals

•Conduct first monthly content review meeting

Phase 3: Intelligence (Days 61-90)

•Implement AI-powered content curation for first proposals

•Pilot the new SME workflow on two to three proposals

•Analyze results: time savings, quality improvement,

SME satisfaction

•Refine content architecture based on real usage

•Identify gaps and create new content to fill them

•Present initial results to executive sponsor

•Plan Phase 4: full Learning Loop implementation

Phase 4: Optimization (Days 91-180)

•Activate formal win/loss analysis process

•Implement content scoring based on proposal outcomes

•Expand AI-powered workflows across all proposal types

•Establish quarterly proposal performance reviews

•Begin predictive analysis for bid/no-bid decisions



•Measure and report revenue impact of methodology adoption
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Glossary of Key Terms

Assembly Model

he approach of building proposals from curated, proven

content rather than writing from scratch each time.

Contrasted with the authoring model.

Automated Track

The workflow for handling the roughly eighty percent of

proposal questions that are repetitive and can be addressed with

curated content requiring minimal expert review.

Compounding Advantage

The cumulative benefit that accrues when each proposal cycle

generates data, content, and intelligence that makes subsequent

proposals better.

Content Scoring

The practice of assigning performance ratings to content based

on its use in winning vs. losing proposals, enabling the system to

surface the most effective content over time.



Expert Track

The workflow for the roughly twenty percent of proposal

questions that require genuine strategic thought and subject

matter expert input.

Fire Drill Culture

The default operating mode in most proposal teams where every

opportunity, whether a formal RFP or a proactive pitch, is

treated as an emergency, with no systematic process or

compounding benefit.

Flywheel Effect

The self-reinforcing cycle where better intelligence leads to

better content, which leads to higher win rates, which generates

more data, which enables better intelligence.

Knowledge Graveyard

The collection of proposal content scattered across an

organization’s systems that is valuable in theory but inaccessible

in practice.

Learning Loop

The four-step cycle (Respond, Track, Optimize, Compound) that

drives continuous improvement in the Iris Methodology.



Living Knowledge System

An AI-curated content management approach that actively

learns from proposal outcomes, maintaining content freshness

and surfacing the most effective responses.

Maturity Model

The four-stage framework (Reactive, Organized, Intelligent,

Revenue-Optimized) for assessing and improving

proposal capabilities.

Prospect Intelligence Brief

A structured document prepared during the Know phase that

captures industry context, competitive landscape, evaluation

criteria, and buyer-specific language.

SME Bottleneck

The systematic challenge of obtaining timely, high-quality input

from subject matter experts who have competing priorities.

Win/Loss Analysis

The systematic practice of investigating why proposals

were won or lost, generating actionable insights for

process improvement.
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Industry-Specific
Considerations

hile the Iris Methodology applies universally across

corporate proposal environments, each industry

presents unique characteristics that influence how the

methodology is implemented. This appendix provides guidance

for tailoring the approach to five major verticals.

Technology and SaaS

Technology companies face a distinctive proposal challenge: the

pace of product evolution frequently outstrips the pace of

content updates. A response written about your platform six

months ago may reference features that have been renamed,

redesigned, or deprecated. This makes content governance in

the Build phase especially critical.

For technology organizations, the Know phase should

emphasize the buyer’s technical maturity and current stack. An

enterprise buyer evaluating a CRM replacement has

fundamentally different concerns than a mid-market company

implementing its first CRM. The intelligence brief should

capture not just what the buyer needs, but the technical

context they are operating in: existing integrations,

migration complexity, internal technical resources, and

adoption readiness.



Technology proposals also benefit from demonstrating

implementation methodology in detail. Unlike physical products

where the buyer can evaluate the deliverable directly, software

purchases are fundamentally bets on execution. Detailed

implementation timelines, milestone definitions, and

risk mitigation plans carry disproportionate weight in

technology evaluations.

Key adaptations for technology organizations include:

maintaining a product change log that triggers automatic

content review when features change, creating separate content

tracks for technical evaluators versus business evaluators, and

building a library of architecture diagrams and integration

schematics that can be customized for each opportunity.

Financial Services

Financial services proposals operate in a uniquely regulated

environment where compliance requirements are not just

evaluation criteria but existential requirements. A proposal that

fails to demonstrate adequate understanding of regulatory

frameworks, from SOX to GLBA to Basel accords, will be

eliminated before its merits are even considered.

The Know phase for financial services proposals should

dedicate significant attention to the specific regulatory

environment of the prospect. A community bank has different

compliance requirements than a global investment bank. A

fintech startup operates under different oversight than a

century-old insurance company. Generic references to financial

regulations signal a lack of understanding that evaluators

punish severely.



Financial services buyers are also exceptionally risk-averse in

their purchasing decisions. The Win phase should emphasize

stability, continuity, and proven track records. Case studies

carry particular weight in this vertical, and they should highlight

specific risk mitigation outcomes rather than efficiency gains or

cost savings.

Key adaptations include: maintaining compliance-specific

content that is reviewed quarterly by legal counsel, building a

reference library organized by financial services sub-sector

(banking, insurance, asset management, fintech), and creating

content that explicitly addresses business continuity and vendor

risk management, which are always evaluated in financial

services proposals.

Healthcare and Life Sciences

Healthcare proposals must navigate an exceptionally complex

stakeholder landscape. The clinical users, IT department,

compliance team, procurement office, and C-suite all evaluate

proposals through different lenses. A response that satisfies the

CIO’s technical requirements may fail to address the CMIO’s

clinical workflow concerns.

The Know phase for healthcare proposals should map the

complete stakeholder landscape and identify each stakeholder’s

primary evaluation criteria. HIPAA compliance is table stakes,

but the nuances of healthcare data management, including PHI

handling, audit trail requirements, and breach notification

protocols, require specialized content that goes well beyond

generic data security responses.

Healthcare proposals also benefit from clinical outcome

framing. Rather than describing features and capabilities,



responses should be framed in terms of clinical impact: time

returned to patient care, reduction in administrative burden,

improvement in clinical decision-making speed, and

contribution to quality metrics that affect reimbursement.

Key adaptations include: maintaining content tracks for clinical,

technical, and administrative audiences; building a library of

healthcare-specific case studies organized by care setting (acute,

ambulatory, post-acute, payer); and developing content around

interoperability standards (HL7, FHIR) that can be customized

for the prospect’s specific EHR environment.

Professional Services

Professional services firms face a unique proposal challenge:

they are selling people, not products. The evaluation criteria

center on the quality, experience, and cultural fit of the team

that will deliver the work. This shifts the emphasis of the Win

phase from capability demonstration to team credibility and

relationship building.

The Know phase should focus heavily on the buyer’s

organizational culture and decision-making style. Professional

services buyers are evaluating whether they want to work with

your team for months or years. Cultural alignment,

communication style, and collaborative approach often

outweigh technical methodology in the final decision.

For professional services proposals, the Build phase should

maintain detailed team profiles, project experience summaries,

and methodology descriptions that can be customized for each

opportunity. The content library should be organized around

practice areas and industries rather than product features, with

particular attention to relevance of experience: a prospect in



retail is much more persuaded by retail case studies than by an

impressive project in an unrelated industry.

Key adaptations include: creating modular team biography

content that can be assembled into different team

configurations, maintaining a project reference database

searchable by industry, service type, deal size, and outcome, and

developing content around methodology and approach that

demonstrates structured thinking without feeling rigid or

cookie-cutter.

Manufacturing and Industrial

Manufacturing proposals often involve long evaluation cycles,

complex technical requirements, and multiple decision-makers

across engineering, operations, procurement, and executive

leadership. The proposals themselves tend to be technically

dense, with detailed specifications, compliance matrices, and

performance guarantees.

The Know phase for manufacturing proposals should emphasize

operational context: the prospect’s current processes, pain

points in their production or supply chain, quality management

frameworks they adhere to (ISO, Six Sigma, lean), and their

industry-specific regulatory requirements (FDA for food and

pharma, OSHA for safety, EPA for environmental compliance).

Manufacturing evaluators place particular weight on

implementation logistics: how the proposed solution will be

deployed without disrupting current operations, what the

rollout timeline looks like, what training and change

management support is included, and what the total cost of

ownership is over a five to ten year horizon. Total cost of



ownership analysis, often presented as a detailed appendix, can

be the decisive factor in manufacturing evaluations.

Key adaptations include: maintaining a library of technical

specifications and compliance matrices that can be customized

for different manufacturing sub-sectors, building content

around implementation methodology that specifically addresses

production continuity, and developing ROI models that speak in

operational terms (throughput, yield, downtime reduction,

quality improvement) rather than generic business outcomes.

Cross-Industry Principles

While each industry has its specific characteristics, several

principles apply across all verticals when adapting the

Iris Methodology:

•Build industry-specific content libraries rather than trying to

tag and filter a single library. The language, concerns, and

evaluation criteria differ enough between industries that

separate libraries produce higher quality results.

•Invest in industry-specific win/loss analysis. The factors that

drive wins in technology are different from those that drive wins

in healthcare. Analyzing outcomes across industries together

obscures the patterns that matter most.

•Assign industry specialists within your proposal team. A writer

who becomes an expert in healthcare proposals will produce

consistently better results than a generalist who switches

between industries, because they develop fluency in the

language, regulations, and priorities of that vertical.

•Update industry content on a regulatory calendar, not just a

quarterly review cycle. When new regulations are announced,



the content review should happen immediately, not at the next

scheduled audit.
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Proposal Quality Scorecard

ne of the most practical tools for driving consistent

improvement is a proposal quality scorecard. This

appendix provides a comprehensive scoring framework

that can be adapted to any organization’s needs.

How to Use This Scorecard

The scorecard should be applied to every proposal before

submission, ideally by someone who was not involved in writing

the response. This fresh-eyes review catches issues that writers

overlook because they are too close to the content. Score each

dimension on a scale of one to five, where one represents a

significant deficiency and five represents exceptional quality.

A proposal should not be submitted with any dimension scoring

below three. Any dimension scoring a two or below should

trigger a revision cycle. The overall score provides a useful

longitudinal metric: track average scores over time to

measure whether your proposal quality is improving quarter

over quarter.
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Section 1: Buyer

Understanding

Criteria

Score 1-2 (Needs Work) Score 3 (Acceptable)

Score 4-5 (Strong) Industry context

Generic language, no industry

references

Industry mentioned but not

woven throughout

Deep industry knowledge

evident in language and

examples

Buyer-specific tailoring

Could be sent to any company Company name used, some

customization

Clearly written for this specific

buyer's situation

Pain point alignment

Answers questions without

connecting to buyer needs

Addresses stated

requirements

Anticipates unstated concerns

and addresses proactively

Competitive positioning

No differentiation from

competitors

Claims differentiation without

evidence

Clear, evidence-based

differentiation relevant to

buyer priorities

Section 2: Content Quality

Criteria Score 1-2 (Needs Work)



Score 3 (Acceptable) Score 4-5 (Strong)

Accuracy Contains factual errors or

outdated information

Factually correct but not

current

Current, verified, and

precisely stated

Specificity Vague claims without

supporting evidence

Some data points and

examples

Rich with specific metrics,

case studies, and concrete

details

Consistency Conflicting statements across

sections

Generally consistent with

minor discrepancies

Unified narrative throughout,

all sections reinforce each

other

Readability Dense, jargon-heavy, hard to

follow

Clear but unengaging Crisp, scannable, written for

busy evaluators

Section 3: Strategic Impact Criteria

Score 1-2 (Needs Work) Score 3 (Acceptable)

Score 4-5 (Strong) Executive summary

Missing or generic boilerplate Present but not compelling



Powerful, buyer-focused,

would persuade a C-suite

reader

Win theme consistency

No clear win theme Win theme stated but not

reinforced

Win themes woven throughout

every section

Case study relevance

Generic or missing case

studies

Case studies present but not

matched to buyer

Case studies specifically chosen for relevance to buyer’s

industry and challenges
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Call to action Ends abruptly or generically

Professional close Compelling next steps that

create momentum toward

selection

Section 4: Presentation and

Compliance

Criteria

Score 1-2 (Needs Work) Score 3 (Acceptable)

Score 4-5 (Strong) Format compliance

Does not follow RFP

instructions

Follows most formatting

requirements

Exact compliance with all

formatting and submission

requirements

Visual design

Inconsistent formatting, no

visual hierarchy

Clean but plain

Professional design that

enhances readability and

reflects brand

Question coverage

Missing or incomplete

answers

All questions addressed

All questions answered

thoroughly with added value

beyond minimum

Proofreading



Multiple errors in spelling,

grammar, or names

Minor errors present

Error-free, polished, reviewed

by multiple readers

Scoring Interpretation

A total score of 48-64 (out of 80) represents a strong proposal

that is likely competitive. Scores between 40-47 indicate an

acceptable proposal that could benefit from targeted

improvements. Scores below 40 suggest the proposal needs

significant revision before submission.

Track your average scores over time. Organizations that

implement the Iris Methodology typically see their average

proposal quality scores increase by 15-25 percent within the first

six months as content quality improves and buyer intelligence

practices mature. This scorecard provides the objective

measurement that makes improvement visible and motivates

continued investment in the process.
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About Iris

ris was founded in 2023 by Ben Hills with a mission rooted

in a simple belief: proposals are not paperwork. They are the

most important sales conversations your company will ever

have. Named after the founder’s grandmother, whose husband

Paul spent his career writing proposals for Lockheed Martin, Iris

carries forward a family legacy of understanding that the best

proposals tell the buyer’s story, not the seller’s. Today, Iris is an

AI-powered platform that helps sales, presales, and proposal

teams respond to RFPs, DDQs, and security questionnaires

faster and smarter. Backed by $3 million in seed funding from

Florida Funders and Naples Technology Ventures, the Iris team

of over thirty people is building the operating system for how

companies win revenue through proposals. The methodology

described in this book is an operating model that any

organization can adopt. Iris provides the technology platform

that makes it run at scale.

Intelligence Engine

Prospect-aware tailoring for every response. Industry,

regulatory, and competitive context built in automatically.

Living Knowledge System

AI-curated, continuously learning content management.

Surfaces the right answer in seconds, not hours.



Expert Elevation Workflow

AI handles the repetitive eighty percent. Your SMEs see only

what needs their strategic expertise.

Learning Loop Analytics

Win rate tracking, response quality scoring, and time-to-

completion analytics. Data that compounds your advantage.

Learn more at heyiris.ai
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