
In the past year, my team and I have 
been focused on Lean thinking. While 
having facilitated innumerable process 
improvements over the years, both 
labeled Lean and not, until now, I 
hadn’t really applied it to what my team 
and I do as marketing professionals. 
Big mistake. After nearly 30 years 
in business, applying tailored Lean 
processes to our work has made 
the most profound difference of any 
initiative in my firm’s history. 

As a newly minted Lean black belt, I’m 
passionate about translating Lean thinking 
into marketing and business development 
to make us more successful and to improve 
the work environments of the talented 
professionals who produce proposals 
and presentations in our industry. Lean 
thinking requires us to unpack traditional 
methodologies of doing work, to be more 
mindful of the processes with which we 
deliver our work. This requires eliminating 
wasted effort, and sequencing our work for 
maximum quality and efficiency. 

From an A/E/C marketing perspective, the 
first step in Leaning our work is to read 
the RFP and understand what we need 
to present in order to be both compliant 
and compelling. After creating a proposal 
breakdown, we need to sit down with 
technical subject matter experts to 
understand and document the technical 
requirements of each proposal question 
or prompt. This becomes the basis of 
design for each proposal section. Anything 

that fits within the technical requirements 
stays in; anything that does not goes out.

Lean thinking involves understanding 
the flow of work in our efforts from the 
marketing department to the recipient of 
a proposal or presentation. To get started, 
we need to map out our proposal and 
presentation development process, start 
to finish, much in the way our project 
managers create a project plan or work 
breakdown structure. By mapping the 
current state, we can clearly see wasted 
effort and resources. 

I did this with my own team after a 
particularly painful proposal execution 
process that involved multiple late 
nights and frayed nerves. Using colored 
sticky notes that identified the different 
functional roles in our organization, we 
mapped our workflow from receipt of the 
RFP to the delivery of the final document. 
Using the Lean “eight wastes,” let me 
show you what we found:

Transportation: Unnecessary movement 
of people and equipment. In our case, this 
involved the transfer of files from person 
to person, which created version control 
challenges.

Inventory: Unneeded and unused 
materials or work in progress. This waste 
happened when we pulled the trigger 
too fast on the design of a document or 
presentation visuals before the content 
was solidified.

Movement: The movement of people in 
ways that don’t add value to the project. 
In our case, our copy machine is down 
two flights of stairs and our graphics and 
production team is on the third floor. This 
required multiple trips to check drafts and 
monitor production. 

Waiting: People waiting for work to get 
to them, resulting in starts and stops that 
reduce both productivity and morale. 
My team waited too long for content 
reviews, unable to move forward and then 
had to speed up to accomplish a more 
challenging deadline.

Over-Processing: Doing too much work 
in too many steps to get the desired 
outcome. Resumes are a prime example. 
Our client’s marketing department 
provided an old resume. We created a 
new resume based on the current RFP. 
The technical team member edited the 
new one, changing information previously 
provided. Rinse and repeat.

Over-Production: Producing more than 
what is really needed. In our case, our 
clients and our technical writers created 
volumes of content in response to RFP 
prompts instead of figuring out how much 
text was needed before going into design. 

Defects: Mistakes and errors. On 
proposals, in particular, this is what I refer 
to as “the InDesign problem.” Waiting to 
edit until the document is designed can 
result in late changes. 
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Skills: Misuse of talent, or not using skilled 
professionals to their highest and best 
use. The late nights delivering proposals, 
redoing work, and writing at the 11th hour 
can take a toll on any team like mine.

So let me tell you what we did. By 
applying Lean to our own process, we 
saved more than half the time it used 
to take us to produce a high-quality, 
technically complicated proposal. We took 
a hard look at what each of us does in the 
process, spoke honestly and with passion 
about what was not working, and made a 
commitment to change. 

We started with our physical space, 
creating team space to enable technical 
and marketing professionals to co-locate. 
We also created dedicated production 
space with supplies immediately 
accessible and countertops designed 
for layout, collating, and packaging 
documents.

We looked at the bottlenecks inside and 
external to our organization. We now 
facilitate technical proposal meetings, 
asking team members for information 
at the start of the RFP review vs. after 
content is already in process. To help 
technical professionals with writing, we 
often give them content to review instead 
of write. We use tailored interview guides 
and boilerplates to streamline the writing 
process.

We created a resume and project sheet 
RFI process where we ask for information 

using templated Word charts, and we 
have clients sign off on their information 
before these documents are created in 
InDesign. This enables us to really focus 
on the parts of a document that make 
the most difference in our teams being 
selected.

By creating and approving all text in Word 
before being designed, we’ve minimized 
the amount of time we spend processing, 
giving us more time to be creative in the 
writing.

We storyboard every proposal and 
presentation and create detailed work 
breakdown structures with clear deadlines 
and accountability metrics. 

These are just some of the changes we’ve 
made, and they work. We delivered a 
client’s proposal this summer that took 
more than 300 hours; with our revised 
process, we delivered a similar proposal 
with complex requirements under 100 
hours. We’ve now set a new target of 
60 hours. While difficult proposals will 
certainly take somewhat longer and simple 
documents will take less, this is a solid 
metric for our team to use to evaluate our 

performance and to continually improve. 

We’re not done. My team is committed 
to continuous improvement, reviewing 
each proposal and presentation process in 
detail, looking for the wastes in everything 
we do, and increasing the value we 
deliver. 

So, here’s the call to action: Stop. Review 
how your team is performing work. Map 
it out. Look for the wastes, identify them, 
and understand why they exist. Be willing 
to change anything and everything. Start 
small, but think large; make incremental 
changes that will have a big impact on the 
work and on the people who do the work.

With ever-increasing demands on our 
marketing organizations, Lean thinking 
is essential. We are losing talented team 
members because they can’t sustain 
the pace or the stress of our work. 
Lean thinking might just enable us to 
remember that we love the chase, we 
thrill at a beautiful document or a prepared 
presentation team, and we enjoy writing. 
This new application of Lean into our work 
might just make marketing fun again. ■

INDIANAPOLIS

Learn more during the breakout session, “Doing 
More with Less: Leaning Your BD and Marketing 
Processes,” on Thursday, July 13, at 3:15 p.m. in 
Indianapolis during the SMPS annual conference.
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