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Why Your Proposals Are
Probably Not as Compliant
as You Think

10 New Trends To Revitalize
Tired Proposals

New Trends To
Revitalize Tired
Proposals
By Ann M. Leiner
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As a society, the way we consume information
has changed. We have become accustomed to
small bites of information (think Twitter) and
highly graphical content (think Instagram and
infographics) that can be skimmed and quickly
grasped. Blogs, social media posts, and other
digital marketing best practices emphasize brief
word counts and graphics as most effective for
communicating messages.

an owner faced with a stack of proposals, many of
which look and read the same.

If brevity is our new normal, why do many firm
owners still ask for, and A/E/C professionals respond
with, the same stale proposal formats we’ve used
for decades? Owners recycle RFQ or RFP response
requirements, specifying page counts and font
size, with seemingly minor adjustments for the
opportunity at hand. Proposals with 20 pages, 50
pages, or more are not fun to write or read. Just ask

Professionals in some A/E/C firms replace
boilerplate-laden proposals with highly customized
presentations of only the content of greatest value
to the reviewers, in small pieces. For instance,
rather than including the standard one- or two-page
résumé, they craft a bio with a paragraph or two
that not only documents experience, but describes
the team member’s working style, accompanied

Thankfully, this stale approach is experiencing some
disruption. We’re seeing new approaches led by
both A/E/C professionals and owners that employ
techniques to create more effective communication
between the two groups.

Trend #1: Less Is More
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by a friendly photo. This is more akin to what
we’d see on LinkedIn.
We see this in interview settings as well,
where one firm’s graphic-heavy presentation
with few words differs dramatically from the
competition’s “death by PowerPoint bullets”
approach. Successful firms are finding
creative ways to demonstrate understanding
of their client’s most important needs using
fewer words and more visual content.

Trend #2: A Picture Is Worth
1,000 Words
O’Donnell & Naccarato, a structural engineering
firm in Philadelphia, PA, made a tactical
decision to use a graphic-heavy approach
in their qualifications to attract architects as
clients. They present information that appeals to
an architect’s fundamental visual nature, rather
than using a wordy narrative about the value of
their design or long lists of project experience.
Other design and construction firms embed
video—a customized message specifically for
proposal reviewers that may feature a client

MARKETER DECEMBER 2019

Simpson Gumpertz &
Heger (SGH) offices,
Boston, MA. Margulies
Perruzzi Architects.
©Sabine Nordberg
Architectural Photography,
sabinenordberg.com.

testimonial or something else of benefit.
HNTB, a national infrastructure solutions firm,
submitted a mixed-media proposal for a train
alignment project. The first page of the hardcopy proposal was custom manufactured to
integrate a paper-thin 2.5" x 5" video player
loaded with a 3D animation of the project,
narrated by the project manager.
A recent RFQ by Michigan State University
for open-end design services encouraged
respondents to include links to detailed
résumés and added, “Feel free to provide
links to presentations or papers your firm has
developed that are appropriate.” Some firms
create a special website with curated content
linked to a proposal. (Check every link, and
make sure the reader can easily move from
the link back to your proposal.)
Before you get too creative, you must also
proceed with caution and follow directions.
Some owners specifically disallow embedded
links or video, while others (like the New York
State Department of Transportation) prohibit
graphics, only allowing text-based proposals.
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“

Our recent RFP for on-call construction
management contracts asked firms to
submit proposals on two A3s. Despite our
initial uncertainty as to how this would
be received, the proposing firms and our
selection panel both loved the use of the
A3s. Our selection committee members
said the focused information on the A3s
was much more desirable than poring
through page after page after page of a
regular tabbed proposal, much of which
is not even read or used in the evaluation
and selection. As a result, we were able to
assess the firms and make our selections
more quickly.
— Robert Unger, P.E., director
of construction management,
Pennsylvania State System
of Higher Education
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Trend #3: Digital Submissions
Increasingly, proposals are being submitted digitally, although
some owners still require hard copies. Firms have started
incorporating interactive components that make it easy to
navigate a proposal’s contents or elaborate on a component.
Conversely, other owners have moved to online form-based
submissions, requiring firms to use their web browser to
complete text boxes with limited word and character counts.
This format is seen as streamlining information, as it doesn’t
allow incorporated graphics. We have seen other cases where
the required factual information is provided through the online
form, and the respondent has the option of uploading PDF files
(usually of limited pages) for each section to augment the facts.

Trend #4: Adopting a Lean Approach
One significant disrupter is the Lean technique known as A3
Thinking. A3 Thinking has long been used in other industries as
an effective decision-making and reporting tool. It’s based on
the concept of making information visible at a single glance,
using the A3 format, essentially an 11" x 17" sheet of paper
(See Figure 1.). Recently, institutional clients like Universal
Health Services and Penn State University’s Office of Physical
Plant have required A3 submissions (often one to three pages)
in lieu of a traditional proposal.
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Figure 1. Examples of A3 Thinking. Courtesy of Stacey & Associates.

But how does this work for an entire proposal? There are
variations of the A3 submission process to reflect the
presentation of qualifications for an RFQ versus projectspecific details for an RFP submission. Solicitations may
permit additional 8.5" x 11" pages for cover letters, fullpage résumés, or supplemental information in greater
detail. Owners often vary the requested (or prescribed)
information in each submission as they filter through the
selection phases, e.g., long list, short list, and interview.

BAKER INGRAM STRUCTURAL ENGINEERS
offer REAL ADVANTAGES for your next
Penn State pursuit.

DESIGN EXPERTISE

WHAT MAKES BI&A DIFFERENT? Our engineers
bring valuable experience with Penn State
priorities from our recent work on two significant
University Park projects.

LEAN Design, Design Assist and
Integrated Project Delivery
$200M in PSU Projects

8 PSU A/E GRADUATES

A DEEP HIGHER ED

PORTFOLIO

VALUED BY PENN STATE

WE USE

A3s

We understand current PSU Design expectations.
Our on-going Penn State work has involved LEAN
design, Design Assist, and Integrated Project
Delivery. We bring experience with Target Value
Design, Cluster Groups, and many other design
and delivery methods that focus design efforts to
produce buildings on time and under budget.

EXPERIENCED

PSU DESIGN LEADERS
LAWRENCE R. BAKER, JR., PE
PRINCIPAL

42+ years of experience, including
all BI&A Penn State work, and major
projects for more than 18 higher
education clients, including Drexel,
Syracuse, and Villanova Universites.

CURRENTLY IN DESIGN
Henning Building Replacement
Penn State University Park
New facility to replace the 62,000-square-foot
Henning Building, home to the Veterinary and Animal
Science departments. The project will accommodate
future departmental growth, offer new laboratory and
office configurations, and provide greater flexibility in
space usage.

BRADLEY R. KIRKHAM, PE

LEED GREEN ASSOCIATE
SENIOR STRUCTURAL ENGINEER

15+ years of experience, including
Penn State’s Chemical and Biomedical
Engineering Building and the Henning
Building Replacement project.

BI&A has completed more than 250 higher education
projects. Projects have included new construction,
additions & renovations, structural assessment and
feasibility studies.

BUILDING TYPES INCLUDE:

• Residence Halls

RECOGNIZED FOR

STUDENT
ENGAGEMENT

• Laboratories, Science &
Research Centers
• Student Centers

BI&A is known for enhancing academic experiences
for Penn State students.

• Sports & Wellness Facilities
• Natatoriums

• Conducted presentations to students in
Architectural Engineering 475 class at PSU
University Park on the structural engineer’s role
in the design and construction of steel structures.
• Consistently hire PSU students for summer
internships and full-time employment.
• Provided tours of PSU projects highlighting
structural challenges and solutions.

Chemical and Biomedical Engineering
Building, Penn State University Park
A new six-story, 194,500-square-foot home for the
departments of Chemical Engineering and
Biomedical Engineering. It features specialized
chemical engineering laboratories, offer student
collaboration spaces, and support project-based
education.

UNIVERSITY PARK

• Chemical & Biomedical Engineering Building
(Former Fenske Lab)
• Henning Building Replacement

YORK CAMPUS

• Classroom building (renovations)
• Entrepreneurial Leadership Center at the
Graham Center (New Construction)

LANCASTER, PA / 717-290-7400

PATRIOT DESIGN
1234 Somewhere Street
West Shore, PA 98765
FEIN - 12- 345678

Architects
Interior Designer
Landscape Architects
Engineers
Civil
Structural
Electrical
Planner
Estimator
Specification Writer
Draftspersons/CAD Operators
Support Staff
Total

Description of our approach to
customer service and quality
design, particularly on projects
of this scale. Description of our
approach to customer service
and quality design, particularly
on projects of this scale.
Description of our approach to
design projects of this scale.

PROJECT NAME #2

Design-Build Firm, subsidiary of Stacey & Associates, Inc.
WBE Woman Business Enterprise
DBE Disadvantaged Business Enterprise
SDB Small Diverse Business

aleiner@bakeringram.com • 814-934-7000

Our company has developed and maintained
written affirmative action programs to comply
with the requirements of Title VII and state
equal opportunity laws.

Established in 1980
$1M Professional Liability

STAFF

LICENSED/REGISTERED

NOTED

NET CHANGE

4
1
1
7
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
3

3
1
1
7
2
2
2

1 AIT

0
0
0
1
1
1
1

1 EIT

Element matches a design
standard for a higher ed
client: Signage on a campus
that reinforces way-finding
systems.

Element matches a design
standard for a higher ed client:
Native plants and grasses in a
detention basin to show creative
storm water management.
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“They provided a high
level of availability
and responsiveness,
did an excellent job
of navigating the
regulatory approval
process, and their efforts
culminated in sitework
bids approximately 10%
under budget.”

PROJECT NAME #3

“They provided a high
level of availability
and responsiveness,
did an excellent job
of navigating the
regulatory approval
process, and their efforts
culminated in sitework
bids approximately 10%
under budget.”

PROJECT NAME #4

Description of our approach to
customer service and quality
design, particularly on projects
of this scale. Description of our
approach to customer service
and quality design, particularly
on projects of this scale.
Description of our approach to
design projects of this scale.

Description of our approach to
customer service and quality
design, particularly on projects
of this scale. Description of our
approach to customer service
and quality design, particularly
on projects of this scale.
Description of our approach to
design projects of this scale.

“They provided a high
level of availability
and responsiveness,
did an excellent job
of navigating the
regulatory approval
process, and their efforts
culminated in sitework
bids approximately 10%
under budget.”

“They provided a high
level of availability
and responsiveness,
did an excellent job
of navigating the
regulatory approval
process, and their efforts
culminated in sitework
bids approximately 10%
under budget.”

Element matches a design standard
for a higher ed client: Lighting,
New building-mounted lights should
be low glare fixtures and employ
lamps with good color rendition,
particularly at building entrances.

Element matches a design standard
for a higher ed client: The dominant
exterior building material will
continue to be the local dolomite
limestone (Grey Stone) set in a
random ashlar pattern.

STRENGTHS & STRUGGLES
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Aliquam sit amet arcu
commodo, malesuada arcu vel, aliquam velit.
Ut auctor rutrum nibh, id varius libero tristique
id. Nullam id gravida risus, at rhoncus lorem.
Ut gravida quis nibh a scelerisque. Fusce nunc
est, condimentum sit amet eleifend at, pulvinar
a risus. Sed at enim mollis, sodales neque
laoreet, dignissim nibh. Mauris ullamcorper
fringilla sem vitae ultricies.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Aliquam sit amet arcu
commodo, malesuada arcu vel, aliquam
velit. Ut auctor rutrum nibh, id varius
libero tristique id. Nullam id gravida risus,
at rhoncus lorem. Ut gravida quis nibh a
scelerisque. Fusce nunc est, condimentum
sit amet eleifend at, pulvinar a risus. Sed
at enim mollis, ssem vitae ultricies.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet,
consectetur adipiscing elit.
Aliquam sit amet arcu commodo,
malesuada arcu vel, aliquam
velit. Ut auctor rutrum nibh, id
varius libero tristique id. Nullam
id gravida risus, at rhoncus lorem.
Ut gravida quis nibh.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Aliquam sit amet arcu
commodo, malesuada arcu vel, aliquam
velit. Ut auctor rutrum nibh, id varius
libero tristique id. Nullam id gravida risus,
at rhoncus lorem. Ut gravida quis nibh.
Sed at enim mollis, ssem vitae ultricies.

STRUGGLE

Description of our approach to
customer service and quality
design, particularly on projects
of this scale. Description of our
approach to customer service
and quality design, particularly
on projects of this scale.
Description of our approach to
design projects of this scale.

to learn more about using BI&A as your
Structural partner for Penn State projects.

OUR COMMITMENT to design and institutional construction standards

ROLE

PROJECT NAME #1

COMPREHENSIVE
STRUCTURAL
SERVICES

Contact Ann M. Leiner,
Director of Business Development,

@BAKERINGRAMANDASSOCIATES

BAKERINGRAM.COM

OUR TEAM

• Agricultural Buildings
• Libraries

• Field surveys, building diagnostics, and analysis
• Coordination for sampling and testing of materials
• Preparation of engineering reports
• Schematic, design development, and final
engineering services
• Preparation of construction documents
• Estimation of construction cost
• On-site review during construction

COMPLETED

PSU PROJECT EXPERIENCE

• Classroom Buildings

STRENGTH

Savvy firms are incorporating A3s into proposals that
don’t ask for A3s, using them for executive summaries
or the presentation of complex data. Further, A3s can be
a project management tool, providing a dashboard on
a project’s status (in lieu of voluminous job conference
minutes) or as a decision-making tool to compare the
cost-benefit of design options. These techniques allow
firms to introduce owners to the benefits of A3s, paving
the trail for future A3-only submissions.

EMPLOYEES

(PA, DE, NJ, MD)

21 TOTAL ENGINEERS 13 PEs

STRENGTH

The A/E/C industries already use A3s in a variety of
ways—organizational charts, process flowcharts, project
schedules—typically bound into proposals using an
accordion fold. And there’s also the effective interview
placemat, used to highlight key messages and provide
interviewers with the visual orientation of who’s speaking.

OFFICES

STRENGTHEN YOUR
PENN STATE TEAM WITH

STRENGTH

How Can a Whole Proposal Fit
on 11" x 17" Paper?

+ For More Information, please contact Jonathan Patriot, CEO/President of Patriot Design + jpatriot@patriotdesign.com + 1234 Somewhere Street, West Shore, Pennsylvania 98765 + 717-123-4567 +

Given the scarcity of real estate in the A3 format,
an A/E/C firm must focus its thinking to provide
only information of highest relevance to the
reviewer, eliminating wasteful boilerplate and
bringing a high-level of graphic sophistication
to the presentation. Effective techniques for
this proposal-response format include choosing
every word carefully and including infographics,
flowcharts, sidebars, illustrations, plans, and other
graphical elements.

Disruption or Elevation?
Disruption works both ways. The ability to
incorporate exciting new approaches, like A3
submissions and interactive media-rich proposals,
makes life easier on the reviewers, while the basic
online form submissions only serve to further
commoditize A/E/C firms. Owners and A/E/C
professionals should remember how we all absorb
information and adopt the trends that facilitate it
most effectively. New proposal trends may just
disrupt and elevate the process for all involved. n
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Resources

An SMPS member since 1999, ANN M.
LEINER is founder and chief connection
officer of Stacey & Associates in
Harrisburg, PA. Her firm connects building
owners with A/E/C firms through creative
marketing and business development
methods. Contact her at 814.934.7000 or
ann@staceyandassociates.com.

Download a hypothetical A3 submission:
http://www.staceyandassociates.com/
a3-works
Read the A3 Thinking FAQ:
http://a3thinking.com/faq.html
Further Reading
Modig, Niklas and Ahlström, Par. (2012).
This is Lean: Resolving the Efﬁciency
Paradox. Rheologica Publishing.
Sobek II, Durward K. and Smalley, Art.
(2008) Understanding A3 Thinking: A
Critical Component of Toyota’s PDCA
Management System. Productivity Press.
Liker, Jeffrey K. (2004). The Toyota Way:
14 Management Principles from the
World’s Greatest Manufacturer. McGrawHill Education.
Womack, James P. and Jones, Daniel T.
(2003) Lean Thinking: Banish Waste and
Create Wealth in Your Corporation. Free
Press.
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