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01 Introduction: Why RFP Responses Fail

Every year, organizations leave millions of dollars on the table — not because they lack the capability to
do the work, but because they fail to communicate that capability effectively. RFP responses are high-
stakes documents, and most teams approach them reactively: rushing, guessing at what evaluators
want, and submitting work that is technically compliant but strategically empty.

At Seven Oaks Consulting, we believe the right words, chosen deliberately and aligned to what
evaluators are looking for, are your greatest asset. The right words matter. And, with RFP responses,
so does a strategic, measured, and thorough approach to your response.

This toolkit will help you do just that.

What You'll Gain: A repeatable system for evaluating, writing, and submitting competitive RFP responses
— built on clarity, leadership positioning, and outcome-focused messaging.
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Many RFP losses are communication Teams using structured Top performers reuse and refine
failures, not capability gaps. frameworks respond more efficiently. — they don't start from scratch.
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Understanding the RFP Process

Before you write a single word, you need to
understand what an RFP actually is and what it isn't.
An RFP (Request for Proposal) is not an invitation to
describe your company. It is a structured evaluation
process. Evaluators are scoring your response against
defined criteria. Every section, every word, every
format choice either earns or loses points.

The procurement lifecycle has five key phases.
Understanding where you are in this cycle — and what
decisions you should have already made before
writing begins — is the foundation of every winning
response.
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Phase 1: Opportunity Identification
Identify, qualify, decide to bid

Phase 2: Capture Planning

Build relationships, gather intel

Phase 3: RFP Analysis

Dissect requirements, assign ownership

Phase 4: Proposal Development

Write, review, refine

Phase 5: Submission & Follow-Up

Submit clean, debrief always

The Bid/No-Bid Decision: Read every word of the issuer’s document. Can you fulfill every requirement? Then,
make the bid or no bid decision. Never skip it. Pursuing every RFP exhausts your team and wastes time and money.
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03 Anatomy of a Winning Response

A winning proposal is not the longest one. It is the clearest one. Evaluators are often reading dozens of
responses. They are looking for the vendor who makes their job easy. While every RFP is different, and you
must write your response document so that it conforms to the issuer’s requirements, below is a general
outline of a typical RFP proposal response.

COVER LETTER Sets tone, demonstrates understanding, names outcomes
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY Your strongest argument. Write it last, place it first.
TECHNICAL APPROACH Prove you understand their problem and have a credible solution

MANAGEMENT PLAN Show who does what, how, and when

PAST PERFORMANCE Evidence of success in similar scope

PRICING / COST VOLUME Competitive, justified, and clearly formatted

APPENDICES Support without clutter

"Your executive summary is your proposal's handshake. Make it firm, purposeful, and impossible to

ignore."

Evaluator Lens Test: Before finalizing any section, ask: "If | were the evaluator, does this section answer my
top three questions?" If not, rewrite.
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04 The Seven Oaks Step-by-Step Framework

This is our proprietary seven-step process for developing winning RFP responses. Each step builds on
the last. Skip none.

Read the Entire RFP Twice
First pass: high-level comprehension. Second pass: annotate every requirement, evaluation criterion, and

deliverable. Create a compliance matrix before writing begins.

Decode the Evaluator
Study the scoring rubric. Map each scored section to its point value. Write to the rubric, not to your

assumptions.

Build Your Win Themes
What are the three to five compelling reasons you should win? Every section should reinforce at least one win

theme. Win themes are customer-focused, not company-focused.

Assign Ownership & Set Deadlines
RFPs take a team to respond to them Assign a section owner, a reviewer, and a deadline for each volume. Build

in a 48-hour final review buffer.

Write to Their Language
Mirror the RFP's terminology. Use their words, their priorities, their metrics. This signals alignment and reduces

evaluator friction.

Review with Fresh Eyes

At minimum: a compliance check, a technical review, and a readability review.

Submit Clean & Debrief Always
Confirm file formats, naming conventions, and portal requirements. Win or lose, request a debrief to sharpen

your next submission.

SEVEN OAKS CONSULTING | sevenoaksconsulting.com Page 6 of 14



05 Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Even experienced teams make these mistakes. Recognizing them is the first step to eliminating them.

Mistake 1: Writing about your company instead of the  Fix: Lead every paragraph with the client's need, then

problem. explain how you address it.

Mistake 2: Ignoring the evaluation criteria. Fix: Print the scoring rubric. Tape it to your monitor.
Write to it.

Mistake 3: Submitting a generic response. Fix: Customize your executive summary, win themes,

and past performance for every RFP.

Mistake 4: Starting too late. Fix: Begin response planning within 24 hours of RFP
receipt. Assign owners on Day 1.

Mistake 5: No internal review process. Fix: Require at minimum a compliance check and a
readability review before any submission.

Mistake 6: Burying your differentiators. Fix: State your strongest differentiator in the first
paragraph of your executive summary.

A Remember: One submission is not a strategy. Your win rate improves when you treat each RFP as a
learning opportunity. Debrief every time.
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06 Templates & Tools

Use these templates as starting frameworks. Customize every section to reflect the specific RFP's
language, priorities, and evaluation criteria.

Templo’re 1 — Executive Summory Framework

[MEASURABLE OUTCOME 1] ,: [MEASURABLE OUTCOME 2] 3 and [MEASURABLE OUTCOME 3]

______________________________________________________________________

Template 2 — Win Theme Builder

Evaluator Priority Your Win Theme Proof Point

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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06 Templates & Tools (continued)

Template 3 — Compliance Matrix Starter

RFP Section Requirement

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

'
-----------------------------------------
:
;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;
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'
;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;

Pro Tip: Build a library of 10-15 pre-written past performance blocks. Update them quarterly or as
needed.
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CASE STUDY

From No-Win to First Place: A Fresh RFP Template Improved Win Rates

THE SITUATION

wasn’t winning new business.

A healthcare company found their RFP win rates declining. The company has used the same RFP response template
for over 20 years. They contacted Seven Oaks Consulting for help understanding why their tried-and-true proposal

THE CHALLENGE

Evaluator feedback indicated their
responses were "generic" and "failed
to demonstrate a clear
methodology." Their executive
summary read like a company
brochure. The approach had
worked years ago, but modern
RFPs require a strategic
approach.

THE APPROACH

We rebuilt their win themes around
the company’s mission and
documented outcomes. We rewrote
the executive summary in under
400 words, led with the client's
problem, and embedded proof
points in every paragraph.

THE RESULT

The rewritten proposal focused the
response on the problems solved -
and caught evaluator’s attention.
Post-award debrief confirmed the
executive summary was cited as
"exceptional." The company’s
win rates improved .

"They didn't change what they could do. They changed how they communicated it. That made all

the difference."

Lessons Learned

v Win themes must be client-centered, not company-centered

v Your executive summary must lead with their problem, not your credentials

v Proof points earn scores — assertions do not
v Customize proposal response documents to address specific RFP needs
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08 Advanced Tips for Competitive Edge

Once you have the fundamentals in place, these strategies separate the consistent winners from the
occasional ones.

o Research the Competition e Use Visual Hierarchy Strategically
Research likely competitors. Identify their known Evaluators scan before they read. Use bold headers,
weaknesses. Draft subtle discriminators that callout boxes, and summary tables to make your key
neutralize those weaknesses without naming them. points impossible to miss.

o Quantify Everything o Write Your Summary Last

Replace "significant improvement" with "23% Your executive summary should be the last thing you
reduction in processing time." Replace "experienced write and the first thing they read. It synthesizes your
team" with "14 years average relevant experience." strongest arguments after you know exactly what you
Numbers earn trust. are submitting.

o Build a Reusable Content Library o Request Every Debrief

Maintain a living document of pre-approved Win or lose, debrief every submission. Evaluator
boilerplate: company description, certifications, bios, feedback is the most valuable market research you will
past performance. Cut response time in half. never pay for.

"The right words matter. So does continuous improvement."
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09 Your Final Pre-Submission Checklist

Complete this checklist before submitting any RFP response. No exceptions.

Compliance & Requirements

O All mandatory sections are present and in required
order

) Page limits respected for every volume
D Font size and margin requirement met
[T All required forms included and signed

D File naming convention matches RFP instructions
Content Quality

0 Executive summary leads with client's problem, not
company history

|:| Win themes appear in every major section
(] Al claims are supported with proof points or data
(] Past performance is directly relevant to this scope

] Pricing is clearly formatted and fully justified

Review & Polish
(] Compliance matrix completed and verified

0 Technical review completed by SME not on the
writing team

(] Final readability review completed (read aloud test)
D All team/contributor names reviewed for accuracy

0 Document is free of placeholder text, tracked
changes, and comments

Submission

(] Submission portal tested and working

] File sizes within portal limits

(] Submission confirmed with timestamp screenshot
(] Team notification sent after confirmed submission

(] Debrief request scheduled regardless of outcome

Note: Print this checklist and physically check each box before every submission. Digital checklists get

skipped. Paper checklists get done.
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Ready to Win Your Next RFP?

You now have the framework, the templates, and the insight to approach every
RFP response with confidence and strategy. But knowledge without execution is
just reading.

The organizations that consistently win don't just know these principles — they
build systems around them, refine them after every submission, and bring in
expert partners when the stakes are highest.

,'
© L )
Proposal Review Writing & Team Training
Expert evaluation of Ni(elcTe)Y Workshops and
your draft before Full-service RFP coaching for your
submission response development proposal team

Contact Seven Oaks Consulting Today —

www.sevenoaksconsulting.com

""The right words matter."
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Connect with Seven Oaks
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Capture Management Consulting
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e Win/Loss Analysis & Debriefing

Follow Us
LinkedIn

YouTube

Free Resources at sevenoaksconsulting.com

- The Ultimate RFP Response Toolkit

- The RFP Response Checklist (Printable)

- Marketing Motivation, our free marketing YouTube
- Articles
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