
How to Write Effective 
Reports and Proposals 

By Michael McTague 

Any trainer who wants to make a 
greater contribution to the organiza-
tion should pounce on situations like 
this. 

It is Friday afternoon. Six copies of 
a finished proposal, satisfying all the 
conditions of the 37-page request for 
proposal, must be on the client's desk 
by Tuesday, 11:00 a.m. sharp. The pro-
posal is worth $16 million and if suc-
cessful will completely reverse the 
company's dismal showing of the last 
three years. But three of the eleven 
planned segments have not been 
started yet. Six are being rewritten by 
project team members. Some of the 
members are arguing heatedly across 
the hall and breaking everyone else's 
concentration. In another office, the 
manager of the word processing center 
is complaining to a team member that 
his people cannot continue to retype 
sections as quickly as the team 
demands. Two writers from the mar-
keting department are on their way 
over to help complete the final pro-
posal draft. These writers are not famil-
iar with the project, but top manage-
ment thinks they may rescue the 
foundering proposal. 

This type of scenario—the writing 
'ightmare—has become more and 
nore common in the modern organ-
'.ation, and for many reasons. Corpo-
ations are operating in an increasingly 
ompetitive marketplace, and even 
lose with long, successful track 
cords in bid submissions find that 

mailer competitors are gaining 
round—not necessarily by offering 
iperior products but by writing skill-
il proposals. Creating effective 
ports and proposals within the com-
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pany is also becoming important: in-
creasingly, staff groups, unaccustomed 
to the writing process, are required to 
propose business services and to 
report committee findings, etc., to their 
internal clients. 

H o w many times have you 
been bored or mystified by 
an internal report? This is 

where trainers can seize the 
opportunity 

The writing process creates consid-
erable frustration for everyone in-
volved. Many managers hear proposal 
team members saying that they're sure 
the firm can do a better job than its 
competitors. They doubt, however, 
that their proposal will convey tech-
nical superiority. And how many times 
have you been bored or mystified by 
an internal report? 

This is where trainers can seize the 
opportunity. In trying to avoid the 
writing nightmare, the trainer's abilities 
to organize projects, to assemble 
needed human resources, and to cap-
italize on their overall knowledge of 
the firm could be vital assets. 

The mistake of technique 
More often than not, however, cor-

porate writers are parachuted into the 
last stage of the project to improve the 
quality of the final document. These 
writers try to create a simple and 
powerful piece by applying the skills 
they know best, such as.-
• invigorating the language—using 
adverbs, adjectives, and active voice to 
change the dull "Productivity will be in-
creased by at least 5 percent" into the 

brighter "This high technology venture 
significantly impacts productivity." 
• shortening sentences and para-
graphs—taking from the spare style of 
Hemingway and ripping out needless 
punctuation, useless phrases, and 
redundant sentences, thereby halving 
the length of the average paragraph. 
• creating a technical appendix— 
removing everything complicated 
from the body of the proposal and 
placing it at the end, in a "Technical 
Discussion," so that busy executives in 
the client company are not bogged 
down with complex issues. 
• writing an executive summary— 
encapsulating the basics of the pro-
posal in a few hundred simple words 
that provide the correct impetus for a 
positive decision from the client. 

But will this skillful editing at the last 
minute move your proposal from 
mediocrity to unparalleled superiority? 
Based on our observations of hun-
dreds of proposals and reports, we 
don't think so. Companies that write 
multi-paged requests for proposals will 
not be convinced by one-page sum-
maries. Technicians who review your 
response will not be mesmerized by 
simplicity. 

Human resource professionals will 
see the weakness of this knee-jerk solu-
tion to the scenario above: quick fixes 
do not work. Last-minute editing by 
writers not part of the team providing 
the services or not directly involved in 
the completed project will not show 
the true strength of the organization. 
Corporate writers can achieve situa-
tional success by creating a good-
looking document, but ultimately this 
success is limited. None of their reme-
dies addresses the underlying causes 
of inadequate proposal and report 
writing. 

The underlying reason for most life-
less reports and timid, ineffective 51 
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proposals is the writer's inability to put 
on paper the force and clarity of the 
idea he or she wishes to express. You 
will see this problem when a colleague 
says, "I can't do any more rewriting. I'll 
explain it better in the oral presenta-
tion." A member of the project team 
may discuss in detail the challenges of 
a product modification, including the 
technical aspects of manufacturing 
changeover, but will produce a simplis-
tic and occasionally garbled written ex-
planation. Or, the tough-minded pro-
ject manager who draws from a deep 
reservoir of experience in his or her 
organization of the project team will 
produce a sanitized, colorless "sum-
mary of the main points." 

Significant improvement in the writ-
ing of reports and proposals is within 
the reach of hundreds of managers and 
technicians who now approach writ-
ing with fear and trembling. Here is the 
true HRD challenge: unlocking the 
knowledge and experiences of the 
people who achieve the goals of the 
project. 

One proposal writing team—we'll 
call the company it worked for Clear 
Graphics Monitor, Inc.—responded to 
Step I this way: 
• Purpose—Complete new software 
services proposal by October I. 
• Title—Creating and Implementing 
Analyzer Software for Clear Graphics 
Monitor, Inc. 

At the first meeting of the full team, 
they devised eight guiding principles: 
• to provide a technically detailed 
description of how Clear Graphics 
Monitor will meet the requirements of 
this request for proposal; 

Claims of writer's block are 
exaggerated in the business 

world; team members suffer 
more from the fear that 

their writing will be 
inadequate 

The 10-step process 
Training programs that approach 

writing simply as a series of techniques 
separate from the development of an 
idea gloss over the real symptoms of 
inadequate writing. To achieve signifi-
cant improvement demands a solution 
to the root problem: the gap between 
thinking and writing. 

In the writing process, the idea you 
are trying to express evolves, comes 
into sharper focus, and gains force dur-
ing the act of writing and rewriting. 
There is a constant give-and-take be-
tween the idea and the set of tech-
niques. The challenge for the trainer is 
to improve both the thinking and the 
writing skills in the organization. 

The following is a 10-step writing 
process used in more than a hundred 
companies that have launched more 
than a thousand projects. While there 
are no secrets in this format, following 
it step by step can create significant im-
provements in proposal and report 
writing. 

Steps 1 and 2: Define the Writing 
Task and State the Guiding Principles. 
These steps provide a sense of direc-
tion that brings together the writing 
team's initial thoughts about the pro-
ject. While the elements of these steps 
can be modified as the writing pro-
ceeds, they focus on the early writing 
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• to position the company as a high-
technology leader; 
• to indicate how the company will 
use local resources to complete the 
project; 
• to provide a complete cost justifica-
tion for all parts of the project; 
• to limit each of the eight technical 
segments of the proposal to 20 single-
spaced pages; 
• to complete the first draft by 
September 10, and the final proposal 
by September 25; 
• to avoid any suggestions to the 
client about possible marketing of the 
product; 
• to achieve the corporate target of a 
15 percent return on investment. 

We recommend between two and 
seven principles, which should sum-
marize the major criteria for judging 
the finished document. In the example 
above, the last two principles were 
eliminated, and the remaining six be-
came the official guiding principles for 
the proposal. In turn, teams tackling in-
dividual sections of the proposal re-
vised the list to suit their needs. 

Step III: Develop a Key Point Out-
line. Making an outline is often 
required in school and widely recom-
mended by writing trainers. In prac-
tice, however, few business writers use 
outlines. Most prefer to plunge into the 
writing and deal with such issues as 

consistency and completeness later, if 
they do it at all. Outlines tend to work 
best when the writer understands the 
task clearly. For example, writing on 
topics with which the writer is famil-
iar—an historical summary of a prod-
uct idea or a summary of existing 
articles and books on a defined sub-
ject—can be facilitated by fifteen min-
utes of outlining. 

A stock issue outline helps many 
proposal and report writers: 
Stock Issues: 
• Describe the need. 
• Tell how it has been (or will be) 
achieved. 
• Define the benefits that have been 
(or will be) achieved. 

Step IV: Assemble Needed Re-
sources. This step is the most often 
overlooked. A quick-thinking trainer 
can begin Step IV early in the project, 
between the receipt of the request for 
proposal and the formation of the pro-
posal team. It may require only a short 
memo letting others know what is 
coming, such as the deadline, scope of 
the project, and resource needs. A nec-
essary action here is to arrange for the 
right people to be available to review 
the first draft. 

Step V: Write the Piece. This is the 
heart of the matter and the hardest part 
of the process. Here, trainers most 
often play the role of official psychol-
ogist. Claims of writer's block are ex-
aggerated in the business world; team 
members suffer more from the fear 
that their writing will be inadequate. 
But first drafts, you must counsel, are 
not expected to be perfect. There will 
be plenty of opportunity to create a 
masterpiece by rewriting and refining, 

If the team members follow the four 
previous steps, the writing will be con-
siderably easier. Advise them to use t le 
outline and glance at the guiding pr n-
ciples, the purpose, and the suggest :d 
title. 

Step VI: Review the First Draft. T lis 
step brings the writer back in tou :h 
with the needs of the project. A s rs-
tematic review of a first draft look; at 
the broad issues—how well the gv d-
ing principles and outline w< re 
followed—as well as the techni al 
issues—spelling, style, and techniq >£• 
Advise writers to review their first dr ft, 
judge it by their own standards and < x-
pectations, compliment themselves or 
successes, and uncover new ch il-
lenges. Less successful reviews of fi '5t 

drafts reach conclusions like, "I j! -st 
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can't write well." Successful reviews 
lead to specific conclusions on which 
writers can act, such as, "I need to ex-

; plain more clearly why our company 
is superior technologically." 

Advise your colleagues to read first 
drafts by trying to put themselves in 
the position of those who will read the 
final draft. How well does a proposal 
• answer the questions in the request 

| for proposal? 
• position your firm against 

; competitors? 
As a rule of thumb for a proposal, 

1 write more than the minimum re-
quired to convince a reasonable per-

; son. Provide related examples of suc-
| cess and stress documented results. 

Offer a pointed discussion of the 
theory that underlies the proposed 
methodology. Cast light on the shad-

| ows in the theory. 
Reports, on the other hand, should 

: say less but be more emphatic in their 
I conclusions. The reader generally 
I knows why the project was under-
| taken and has some idea of what hap-
1 pened during the project. Approach 
| the early history of the effort as 
; background information. The fore-
| ground of a report 

• offers proof of the project's success, 
S stressing financial or other measurable 
: results; 

• recommends policies or follow-up 
I projects based on the project's success; 

• admits weaknesses and suggests 
I remedies; 

s focuses on actions taken and still to 
; be taken; 

B provides reward for the appropriate 
I players. 

Step VII; Rewrite. This step can be 
repeated, according to your schedule. 
Recommend rewriting at least once 
before the team shares the draft with 
people other than its members. Out-
Side comments received on a first draft 
aie typically too far-ranging and often 
t o critical to be useful. 

The first two rewrites should focus 
( i clarity and completeness. Together, 
L 3 writers should strive to bring the 
x itten document in line with their 
( v'n thoughts, explore gray areas, 
s ire unique experiences, offer in-
s hts and opinions, and place their 
( n personal stamps on the piece. 
} is back-and-forth search for clarity 
ii he written idea helps the technician 

produce a document of great depth 
a 1 conviction—of greater depth and 
c eviction than the document written 

by the corporate writer, who is unfa-
miliar with the project. By the same 
token, the senior executive can infuse 
the piece with his or her perspective, 
rather than accept the colorless first 
draft that often passes for corporate 
journalism. 

Two or three rewrites provide a solid 
draft that can be shared with colleagues. 

Step VIII: Refine the Draft. Here, 
you want to get more input and to fine-
tune a document that will convince 
the client of the superiority of your ap-
proach. As trainees become trusted 
members of project teams, they them-
selves may wish to make suggestions 
for improving the document. 

Step IX: Prepare the Final Product. 
This step concentrates on the physical 
qualities of the document—overall 
design, graphics, etc. In terms of graph-
ics, here are a few suggestions com-
piled from some recent reports and 
proposals: 
• include one graphic for every five 
pages of text; 
• include short descriptions of each 
graphic; 
• vary graphic colors to clarify rela-
tionships among the data; 
• keep a consistent format from 
graphic to graphic. 

Step X: Assemble Feedback. Once 
the proposal or report has been re-
leased, identify three or four major rea-
sons why the proposal was accepted or 
the report praised. If the outcome for 
the proposal or report was positive, 
this step can invigorate the writer for 
the next challenge. If the proposal was 
not accepted, obtain a copy of the suc-
cessful one; if the report did not go 
over well, find out why. This step often 
is overlooked and is a major opportu-
nity for trainers. 

Writing and thinking 
Following these 10 steps can help all 

business writers to bring their writing 
closer to their thinking. In the end, 
good writing is the result of consider-
able effort and must be a part of one's 
thinking as water is a part of the body. 
It is easy to go for the simple solution, 
to use professional writers who have 
only a cursory knowledge of their sub-
ject. But when that solution falls flat, 
you will find that comprehensive 
human resource development pro-
grams build real writing skills and 
make the real contributions to success-
ful proposals and reports. __ 

WRITING 
for the 

Information Age™ 

by Tess Galati, Ph.D. 
• A video-based course that goes 

beyond the basics 

• A National Educational Film 
Festival award winner 

• Designed for self-study, self-led 
groups, and trainer-led seminars 

. . . at a fraction of the the cost of 
consultant training 
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St. Paul, MN 55102 
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BEHAVIORAL 
INTERVIEWING 
Ease your hiring headaches. . . 

Behavioral interviewing teaches you 
what to ask, how to ask it, and how to 
evaluate the answers. 

* Public Seminars 
* In-House Training 
* Trainer Certification 
* Skilmatch»m Computer Software 

Public Seminars: 

December 1 — Memphis 
1989—January 23 — Phoenix 

January 24 — Los Angeles 
February 16 — Memphis 

March 1 — Atlanta 
March 3 — Orlando 
April 17 — San Francisco 
April 27 — Washington, D.C. 
May 25 — Chicago 
June 9 — Boston 

June 15 — Memphis 
September 14 — Memphis 
September 29 — San Francisco 
November 30 — Memphis 
December 8 — New York 

For more detailed information, call or write: 
PAUL C. GREEN, Ph.D., P.C. 

6260 Poplar Avenue 
Memphis, Tennessee 38119 

(901) 761-4120 
Toll Free 800-227-6855 
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