
By Russell Smith

When considering how to prepare their proposals, every company faces the same question: Do we use our in-house sta� or do 

we outsource and use proposal consultants? �is question is especially important to government contractors, because a large 

and expensive e�ort is usually required to prepare winning proposals. �e issue is how best to invest Bid & Proposal (B&P) 

dollars.

During the past 30 years, I have seen companies take many di�erent approaches 

on how to invest their B&P dollars. �eir solutions have ranged from keep-

ing proposal preparation as a total in-house operation to outsourcing the entire 

proposal  

preparation process. Most companies fall between these two extremes, using a  

mix of in-house sta� and consultants. In these mixed environments, the goal is to 

�nd the most cost-e�ective combination of sta� and proposal consultants.  

 

�e following factors may help you decide what is best for your company:

1. What are the business development goals?

2. How even is the �ow of incoming, biddable RFPs? 

3. What is the availability of in-house personnel with the necessary and  

appropriate proposal development skills? 
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Business Development Goals

Typically, the more aggressive the business development goals are, the greater the need to 

outsource. If a company has large growth goals — 20-25 percent or more — it is usually 

not possible to handle proposal workload successfully by sta�ng internally. At least, not in 

the short run. Conversely, companies with more modest development goals have a better 

chance of meeting proposal goals with in-house sta�ng. 

 

Let us assume that the goal is to develop $40M in new business during the next year. Let 

us further assume that, historically, we have a 50 percent win rate and that we usually bid 

on contracts either in the $5-$10M range or in the $20-$30M range. Simple arithmetic 

will tell us how many bids we will need to prepare, and our recent experience will help us 

estimate the quantity of skills and hours needed to get the work done.

Evenness of Proposal Flow

Very few �rms experience an even �ow of proposal activity. �e more 

common situation is to have peaks and valleys in the workload. Typi-

cally, �rms augment their in-house resources with outside consultants. 

Although business development goals help de�ne the quantity of e�orts 

needed to get the bids prepared, the granularity of the bids is even more 

important in  

determining how much proposal work the company will outsource, and 

how much they will keep in-house. A company bidding a large number 

of smaller contracts may be able to spread the e�ort so that they can 

handle all of their proposals in-house. A company bidding a few large 

programs, with gaps of inactivity between bids, may �nd it more eco-

nomical to use proposal consultants. 

My experience has been that very few �rms experience an even �ow 

of proposal activity. Typically, the only �rms experiencing an even �ow in workload are those that submit a large number of 

proposals for relatively small contracts. For companies bidding on large contracts, life in the proposal shop is a constant cycle of 

peaks and valleys.

Given the uncertainty of RFP releases, it is impossible to predict the timing of proposal e�orts. For many companies, the issue 

of whether to outsource or not, or how much outsourced support is needed, is not clear-cut. Good luck in RFP release sched-

ules may lead to an evenly spaced workload that the in-house sta� can handle well. However, if too many bids with similar due 

dates stack up at the same time, the only solution may be to outsource.
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Availability of Skills Needed 

Most �rms maintain a group of full-time proposal professionals, 

and they augment the proposal sta� with technical talent drawn 

from other in-house groups, as needed, to develop technical con-

tent. �en, they augment to meet the need for proposal process or 

technical personnel with consultants when the in-house resources 

are exhausted. �e proposal personnel typically include proposal 

managers, technical writers, coordinators, desktop publishers, 

graphics artists, and pricing analysts. 

�ose assisting with technical proposals often are system engineers, 

network engineers, and other similar personnel that are shifted from line organizations to a proposal e�ort as needed. Outside 

consultants may include proposal process personnel, technical personnel, or production specialists.

�e more manageable situation for the professional proposal group is to use in-house proposal talent, because those personnel 

are usually under the direct control of the proposal group manager. A more di�cult situation is �nding available talent needed 

for the technical solution. In-house technical personnel often have con�icting priorities. For example, they may be direct-bill 

personnel working on a Government site during the day, and contributing to the proposal during the evenings and on week-

ends. A somewhat better situation is when the technical talent is assigned to multiple proposals and supports the proposal work 

during normal business hours.
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What to Look for When Hiring Proposal  

Development Support
 

Quality – The consultant group selected should have an excellent track record in providing the desired skill 

set, whether that be a coordinator to work for a month or a proposal team of 20 to prepare the winning bid 

for a large program.

Cost – The consultant group should be able to deliver the desired support for a competitive price.

Depth – The consultant group needs to have a sufficient quantity of qualified personnel in the skill categories 

needed to meet the anticipated requirements.

Reputation – The consultant group should have a demonstrated record of providing responsible service and 

solving problems as necessary to complete tasks in accordance with customer expectations.

Process – The consultant group must have the capability to either use the customer’s proposal preparation 

process or to provide a proposal preparation process that is sufficiently robust and repeatable to handle the 

anticipated work assignments.

Personality – Service delivery works best when the company has succeeded in selecting a consultant group 

that can provide consultants who are not only technically qualified, but are also compatible with the custom-

er’s corporate culture.
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Proposal consulting groups can provide the best solution to companies needing additional talent or specialty talent. Many proposal 

consulting �rms have a ready source of proposal talent - proposal managers, technical writers, pricing personnel, production  

support, et al - that can be provided at short notice. Consulting �rms with large numbers of consultants can also provide highly  

focused specialists, such as an expert in a system, an agency, a process, or a program, given the appropriate lead time. 

Selecting the Best Proposal Consulting Group

�e problem of selecting the most e�ective proposal group is critical, considering the costs involved and the potential to gain a 

competitive advantage and win more contracts. �e optimal selection of a proposal consulting group can signi�cantly impact a 

company’s bottom line through increased contract wins at an a�ordable price. 

Conclusion

Since simpli�cation in contracting, most companies have moved toward outsourcing 

solutions. However, nearly all the federal bidders I have worked with maintain some 

type of permanent proposal sta�. For those �rms that do not frequently submit bids, 

the permanent sta� may be a single proposal coordinator. A more common behavior 

is for a �rm to maintain the sta� needed to pursue one proposal at any given time. 

�is typically includes, at a minimum, a proposal manager, technical writer, editor, 

and production specialist handling proposal coordination, desktop publishing, and 

graphics. Mid-size �rms often maintain enough in-house sta� to work two or three 

proposals at the same time.  And a few robust divisions of larger �rms still maintain 

large departments with 30 or 40 or more permanent personnel.

�e issue of which proposal tasks / functions to outsource and which to keep in-house is a never-ending problem. I have seen 

companies develop their proposals entirely in-house for �ve years, and then outsource their proposal development needs for the 

next �ve years. Although some situations are clear-cut, making a decision is often as much of an art as a science, and it depends 

heavily on a company’s business development strategy. Companies may be able to grow faster and achieve greater pro�ts by  

using outside assistance to bid and win additional programs.

Russell Smith, a 30-year proposal professional, is President of Organizational Communications Inc. (OCI), a business development and 

proposal management consulting firm located near Washington, DC. During the past 30 years, OCI has helped clients win more than 
$300 billion in federal government contracts, and has a win rate of 83 percent. OCI specializes in providing proposal consultants, 
proposal teams, and training for proposal professionals. Mr. Smith formerly served as President of the National Capital Area Chapter of 
the APMP. 
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