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Introduction

This guide provides a systematic approach to responding to government RFPs with
professionalism and compliance. Whether you're new to government contracting or an
experienced bidder, following these best practices will strengthen your proposals and
increase your win rate.

This reference document is designed to be used alongside your RFP opportunities. Keep it
handy as you develop your responses and use the quick reference checklist at the end to
ensure you've covered all critical elements before submission.

Pre-Response Phase

1. Complete Document Review

Read the entire RFP package from beginning to end before starting your response. This
includes:

« Main RFP document

« All attachments and exhibits
« Terms and conditions

« Sample contracts

« Technical specifications

» Pricing schedules

Why this matters: You cannot craft a winning response without understanding the
complete picture. Critical requirements are often buried in attachments or referenced in
multiple sections.

2. Understand Requirement Language

Pay attention to the specific words used in the RFP. These have legal and compliance
implications:

SHALL / MUST / WILL Mandatory requirement. Non-negotiable. Failure to comply
may result in disqualification.

SHOULD Strongly preferred but not mandatory. You can propose
alternatives, but explain why.

MAY Optional or discretionary. The agency may or may not
require this.

IS REQUIRED TO Mandatory, same weight as 'shall’

AT A MINIMUM This is the floor, not the ceiling. Consider exceeding this

requirement.
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3. Document Mandatory Requirements

Create a compliance matrix that captures:

« Every mandatory requirement

« Where it appears in the RFP (page and section number)

«  Where you address it in your response (your page and section number)

« Your compliance status (compliant, compliant with clarification, non-compliant)

Pro tip: Use a spreadsheet or table format. This becomes your compliance checklist and
helps evaluators see at a glance that you have met all requirements.

4. Analyze Evaluation Criteria

Study the evaluation criteria section carefully. This tells you exactly how your proposal will be
scored.

Action items:

 Identify the weight or point value assigned to each criterion

« Allocate your time and resources proportionally (don't spend 50% of your effort on a
section worth 10% of the points)

« Understand what 'exceeds requirements' looks like for high-value sections

« Note any technical evaluation factors vs. price evaluation ratios

Example: If technical approach is worth 40 points and past performance is worth 30 points,
your technical approach section should be more detailed and comprehensive than your past
performance section.

Response Structure and Organization

5. Mirror the RFP Structure
Organize your response in the exact order requested in the RFP.
Follow this hierarchy:

« If the RFP provides a specific outline or table of contents, use it exactly

« If the RFP lists questions or requirements in a numbered format, answer them in that
exact order

« Do not reorganize sections to suit your preference unless explicitly permitted

Why this matters: Evaluators are working from scoring sheets that follow the RFP structure.
Making them hunt for your answers costs you points.

6. Create a Professional Table of Contents

Include a detailed table of contents with:

+ Section titles that match the RFP language
« Page numbers
+ Subsection breakdowns for easy navigation

Total Optim Bid | Page 3 of 11



Pro tip: Use automatic table of contents features in Word so page numbers update
automatically. Reviewers often jump directly to specific sections.

7. Use Visual Elements Strategically
Break up text with professional graphics, charts, and tables when appropriate:
Effective uses:

* Project timelines (Gantt charts)

« Organizational charts

« Process flowcharts

« Data comparisons (bar charts, pie charts)
« Before/after examples

« Compliance matrices

« Staffing plans

Caution: Graphics should enhance understanding, not fill space. Every visual element should
serve a clear purpose.
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Content Development

8. Address the 'So What?' Factor

For every statement you make, answer the question: 'So what? Why does this matter to the
agency?'

Weak: "Our company has 15 years of experience."

Strong: "Our 15 years of experience managing similar audits for school districts means we
have encountered and resolved the compliance issues most commonly found in
procurement operations, reducing your risk of repeat findings."

9. Provide Specific, Relevant Past Performance
Choose examples that:

« Are as similar as possible to the scope of work

« Demonstrate the specific capabilities being evaluated
« Show successful outcomes with measurable results
 Include verifiable references

Format for past performance:

« Client name and contact information

« Contract period and value

» Scope of work (brief description)

» Relevance to current RFP

» Outcomes and results (quantify when possible)

« Challenges overcome (shows problem-solving ability)

10. Develop a Clear Methodology
Your technical approach should:

« Demonstrate understanding of the agency's challenges
« Provide step-by-step processes

 Identify potential risks and mitigation strategies

* Show how you will meet or exceed each requirement

+ Include quality control measures

+ Define success metrics

Structure: Use a logical flow such as "Understand > Plan > Execute > Deliver > Evaluate"

11. Be Specific About Staffing
Include:

« Resumes for key personnel (formatted consistently)
« Organizational chart showing reporting relationships
« Percentage of time each person will dedicate to the project
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« Backup staffing plans
« Relevant certifications and qualifications

Avoid: Generic statements like "we will assign qualified staff." Name actual people when
possible.

Pricing Strategy

12. Research Market Rates
Your price is your price, but it should be informed by:

 Industry standards for similar work

» Geographic location adjustments

« Scope and complexity factors

« Your actual costs plus reasonable profit margin

Red flags for evaluators:

Significantly underpriced: Raises questions about understanding the scope or ability to
deliver quality work

Significantly overpriced: May eliminate you from consideration even if you have the best
technical approach

Resources for pricing research:

»  GSA Schedule pricing

« Previous awards for similar contracts (often available through FOIA or public records)
« Professional association salary surveys

* Industry publications

13. Make Pricing Clear and Complete

« Use the exact pricing format requested (tables, spreadsheets, forms)
 Include all costs (labor, materials, travel, overhead, profit)

« Break down costs to the level of detail required

« Ensure pricing aligns with your technical approach (hours match staffing plan)
« Double-check all calculations

 Include unit prices if requested

« State what IS and IS NOT included
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Quality Control and Submission

14. Create a Compliance Checklist

Before submitting, verify:

OoooOooooood

All mandatory requirements addressed

All questions answered in order

All requested attachments included

Required certifications signed

Proper number of copies (if hard copy required)
Submitted to correct location/portal

Submitted before deadline (with buffer time for technical issues)
File size within limits (for electronic submissions)
Proper file naming convention followed

All pages numbered

No track changes or comments visible

15. Consolidate Your Submission

For electronic submissions: Combine all documents into a single, cohesive PDF unless
otherwise instructed.

Free PDF consolidation tools:

Combine PDF (https://combinepdf.com/)

Adobe Acrobat Online (adobe.com/acrobat/online/merge-pdf.html)
Smallpdf (smallpdf.com/merge-pdf)

iLovePDF (ilovepdf.com/merge_pdf)

PDF24 Tools (tools.pdf24.org/en/merge-pdf)

Sejda (sejda.com/pdf-merge)

Best practices:

Bookmark major sections in the PDF for easy navigation

Use descriptive file names (e.g., "CompanyName_RFP-12345_Technical-Proposal.pdf")
Keep file size manageable (compress images if needed)

Test the file opens properly before submitting

Note: If task is simple (single file, under 100 lines), write directly to outputs directory.

16. Avoid the ‘'Word Wall*

Large blocks of unbroken text are hard to read and evaluate. Instead:

Use headers and subheaders generously

Keep paragraphs to 4-5 sentences maximum

Use bullet points for lists (but write in complete thoughts)
Include white space for visual relief

Use callout boxes for key information
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+ Bold or underline sparingly for emphasis on critical points

17. Proofread Multiple Times
Errors undermine credibility. Review for:

« Spelling and grammar

« Consistency in terminology

« Correct agency/project name throughout (do NOT copy-paste from another proposal
without updating)

« Accurate page number references

» Formatting consistency

« All cross-references are correct

Pro tip: Have someone unfamiliar with the project read your proposal. If they find it
confusing, so will the evaluators.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

18. Critical Errors That Cost You Points
Don't:

« Submit boilerplate language without customization

« Exceed page limits (your proposal may be rejected or pages removed)

« Miss the deadline (even by one minute)

 Fail to sign required forms

» Include proprietary information without proper markings

« Reference "your company” or "the client" instead of using actual names
« Make promises you cannot keep

« Badmouth competitors

« Include irrelevant information just to fill space

« Assume evaluators know your company or industry jargon

Do:

« Tailor every section to this specific opportunity

» Follow formatting requirements exactly (font size, margins, spacing)
« Submit early when possible

« Use the agency's terminology and acronyms

» Be honest about limitations and explain mitigation plans

« Focus on the agency's needs, not your company's wants
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Final Strategic Tips

19. Demonstrate Understanding of Agency’s Pain Points
Go beyond simply restating the scope of work. Show that you understand:

« Why this project matters to the agency

« What challenges they are trying to solve

«  What outcomes would constitute success from their perspective
« How your solution addresses their specific situation

20. Make It Easy to Say 'Yes' to You
Think like an evaluator who is reading 10-20 proposals:

« Make your compliance obvious

» Use clear, concise language

» Answer the question asked, not the question you wish they had asked
« Provide evidence for every claim

« Be professional but not overly formal

« Show enthusiasm for the project without being salesy

21. Plan for Questions
Even the best proposals may generate questions during evaluation. Be prepared to:

« Respond to requests for clarification quickly

« Provide additional documentation if requested

« Participate in interviews or presentations professionally
« Stand behind your pricing and approach

Post-Submission

22. After You Submit

« Keep a complete copy of everything you submitted

* Note the expected award date

« Monitor for any amendments or questions from the agency
« Beready for a possible interview or presentation

« Prepare your team for potential contract start

23. If You Win

« Review the contract terms carefully before signing
« Confirm all personnel commitments you made
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« Set up project management systems
« Schedule a kick-off meeting

24. If You Lose

« Request a debrief to understand why

« Ask for your scores if available

« Learn from the feedback

« Maintain the relationship for future opportunities
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Quick Reference Checklist

Phase Key Actions

Read complete RFP package

Document all mandatory requirements
Analyze evaluation criteria and point values
Research pricing

Phase 1: Analysis

Phase 2: Planning Create compliance matrix
Develop outline matching RFP structure
Assign sections to team members

Establish internal deadlines

Phase 3: Writing Draft technical approach

Compile past performance examples
Develop staffing plan

Create pricing structure

Design graphics and visual elements

Phase 4: Review Complete compliance checklist
Proofread for errors

Verify all calculations

Check formatting consistency

Consolidate into single PDF

Submit before deadline
Confirm receipt
Retain copies of all materials

Phase 5:
Submission

OoO00 OO0O0O0O0 ODoOO0oO0oO0 oooo oooao

Need personalized support with your RFP response?

As a Total Optim Bid subscriber, you'll enjoy exclusive discounts on full-service proposal
writing for a complete, done-for-you solution.
Prefer to take the lead? We offer expert guidance, curated opportunities, and hands-on
support to help you craft winning proposals, all tailored to your business needs.

www.totaloptim.com/bid
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