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Ten Best Practices for Preparing USAID Prime Proposals 
Konektid’s mission is to bring new ideas and partners to USAID by making it easier to support 
their essential and life-saving work. As a company, we have more than half a decade of 
experience supporting our clients’ USAID proposal development, and collectively, our core 
network of professionals has centuries of experience in all aspects of international development, 
from proposals to implementation to closeout and follow-on activities. With this depth and 
breadth of experience working with USAID, we would like to share the best practices we have 
learned, developed, and honed. We hope you find them useful as you and your team partner with 
USAID to implement important work. 

Best Practices 

1. Begin before the solicitation is released (capture phase) 
 
It is important to start your proposal development process well before the solicitation goes live. 
This is especially important for partnering and recruitment activities. Your competitors may sign 
strong local and international staff and partners months before a solicitation goes live—
sometimes up to a year in advance. You want to have most, if not all, of your key personnel 
candidates, especially the chief of party, on board before USAID releases the solicitation.  
 
One good source for learning about proposals at the pre-solicitation phase is the USAID 
Business Forecast. You can also network with potential partners and stakeholders to gather 
information on what the Agency’s and its host-country partners’ strategy and goals are for the 
technical sector in question. If a USAID Mission releases the solicitation, look for ways to 
support your capture phase management by leveraging your travel to the country and your in-
country staff. If the solicitation originates at USAID/Washington, tap your networks there. 
 
2. Identify your proposal development team before the solicitation goes live 
 
It is important to identify experienced in-house staff and/or external consultants who have 
experience developing USAID prime proposals to lead your team. The key roles in most 
successful proposal development teams typically include the following:  
 

• Proposal lead 
• Proposal manager/coordinator 
• Lead technical writer 
• Section writers 
• Recruiters for chief of party and key personnel positions 
• Cost proposal preparer 
• Editor and graphic designer 
• Reviewers (e.g., red team and read-through) 

 
The proposal lead is usually responsible for making the final decisions about the technical 
approach, staffing, and partnering under the senior management team. The proposal manager is 
the operational lead to ensure a compliant, timely, and (we hope) winning proposal delivery. 
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In smaller organizations, one person may have to assume several of these roles. When this is the 
case, it is important to establish and clearly communicate roles as soon as the solicitation is live.  
 
One note about reviewers: Ideally, reviewers should not be a member of the proposal team. A 
member of your organization, they should be technical experts in the proposal’s subject matter. 
They should understand your organization, its strengths (and any weaknesses), and provide a 
technical and corporate/organizational review of the proposal with constructive feedback. The 
goal is to have “fresh eyes” on your bid. Any review should include a member of senior 
management. 
 
3. Understand what USAID (your client) wants 
 
Do your research before the solicitation is released to learn what the key issues and priorities are 
for USAID and the host-country partners. Desk research and in-person consultations are 
particularly effective. It is important to identify issues and meet with stakeholders as early as 
possible—preferably at least several months prior to the release—because certain procurement 
rules and regulations apply to live solicitations. 
 
You can utilize field resources (e.g., staff, partners, stakeholders, and other contacts) to learn 
about what is needed, what is possible, and what USAID expects, and to understand where other 
organizations may not have delivered what was needed to implement earlier programs 
effectively. When possible and appropriate, bring key stakeholders together through informal 
forums, such as a roundtable or webinar. Such engagement will help communities learn about 
your organization’s capabilities, make clear your interest in supporting their interests and needs, 
and give your team an opportunity to learn more about the people with whom they’ll be working. 
 
And remember, these activities should happen well before the solicitation is released. 
 
4. Start with the evaluation criteria 
 
USAID bases award decisions on the evaluation criteria in the procurement document (Section 
M). A competitive proposal will be focused earning the maximum points possible based on the 
evaluation criteria. Therefore, your proposal outline should follow the order of these criteria, 
making it clear how your approach addresses the evaluation criteria. In essence, you want to 
make it as clear as possible to the proposal evaluators how your approach matches their needs 
and what they are asking for in the procurement. As you’re developing your proposal 
outline/structure, it is also important to consider and understand the instructions in Section L and 
the scope of work in Section C. 
 
Additionally, Section M can indicate the relative importance of cost (as opposed to the technical 
approach), as well as specify any cost-related evaluation factors, both of which will influence 
your strategies for recruitment, the management plan, partnering, and technical design. For 
example, an emphasis on cost control could affect the composition of your team (including the 
number of staff and the seniority level of key personnel), the number and location of offices, the 
size of your consortium, and the need to engage small businesses.  
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5. Follow directions 
 
The same thing that made you a good student in grade school applies here: Follow directions. 
Understand what USAID is asking and develop your proposal in response to that guidance. For 
example, if the proposal calls for a matrix of consultants and specialists to be formatted in a 
certain template, then use that template! Do not try to reinvent the wheel or guess what the client 
wants. Just do what the solicitation tells you to do. 
 
In addition to developing a proposal outline based Section M and the scope of work in Section C, 
another best practice is to develop a comprehensive compliance matrix that mirrors Section L. 
Prior to submitting your proposal, identify someone to conduct a final compliance audit. This 
person should have a keen eye for detail and should not have been involved in the proposal-
writing process. Like all the people you ask to review your proposal, the goal is to have “fresh 
eyes” on what you’re going to submit to USAID. 
 
6. Create a proposal development calendar 
 
Have your proposal manager or coordinator develop the proposal calendar the day the 
solicitation is released. It is always best to “work backwards” from the submission date. Identify 
the day you want to submit, then build the calendar from there, noting key deadlines, reviews, 
and check-ins. This is also the time to establish clear expectations with team members, including 
how problems or potential delays should be handled and communicated to the proposal manager 
and proposal lead. It is important that all team members understand their deadlines, from the 
recruiter, section writer(s), and editor, to the lead technical writer and cost proposal preparer. 
Whenever possible, engage your editor in developing the calendar, especially if the turn-around 
time for submission is tight. 
 
7. Schedule and stick to internal review deadlines 
 
It is best practice to conduct at least two robust reviews of the technical and cost proposals. 
These reviews (e.g., red team and read-through) are fundamental to every proposal, no matter the 
size, and should be established as key deadlines on the proposal calendar. Identify reviewers as 
early as possible, and give them adequate time to provide feedback. Schedule whole-team 
debriefs with reviewers, then give the team as much time as possible to consider their comments 
and make necessary changes to the proposal sections. Direct reviewers to make substantive 
technical and cost comments with useful change suggestions. They should not focus on 
grammatical edits or formatting. 
 
8. Language and appearance matter 
 
Strive to write clearly and succinctly, always mindful of the section page limits stipulated in 
Section L of the solicitation. Enhance your narrative with text boxes and graphics that drive 
home key points in a reader-friendly, visual manner. Photos may also be appropriate. However, 
remember that these visual elements do take up space, which is always at a premium, and can 
actually work to put your proposal over the page limit. Invest resources in an experienced 
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proposal editor who is familiar with USAID solicitations and can harmonize your submission 
into a single voice and flow (based on the procurement document). Be sure to mirror the 
language and terminology used in the solicitation and make it an easy read. Also consider having 
a separate session with a graphic designer or data visualization specialist who can develop 
appropriate visuals. Importantly, remember that developing graphics and editing takes time—
time that should be allotted in your proposal calendar.  
 
9. Clearly define your partners’ roles 
 
Starting as early as possible (before the solicitation, ideally) and to the extent practical and 
possible given your agreements, have in-depth conversations with all partners about their 
anticipated roles in the project. A best practice is to engage with potential partners to understand 
what they believe will be the key elements of project (and proposal) success, and what role they 
can play in that process. It is best to focus on what partners have actually done/achieved, not just 
what they say they could do. To this end, it is vital that partners be able to demonstrate their 
achievements with past performance documentation.  
 
Do not assume USAID will immediately understand how a partner fits into your proposal or 
what its contribution will be during implementation. Be specific about how the partner adds 
value and will contribute to a project. 
 
10. Post-submission: clean-up, assessment, and debrief 
 
Your work is not done once you submit a proposal. This is the time to ensure that the final 
versions of all your proposal files—individual sections, annexes, CVs, graphics, and the whole 
technical and cost volumes—are organized, clearly labeled, readily accessible, and easy to 
navigate if USAID comes back with competitive range questions and/or an award. Document 
key decisions, issues, or considerations that might need to be addressed at the next stage, 
including any agreements made with partners, so colleagues will have the information they need 
to move forward. Establish a system for periodic outreach to partners and proposed candidates to 
keep them informed of the status of the proposal and to maintain your good relations. If staff 
turnover occurs, make sure these communication duties are covered throughout any transition. 
 
Shortly after submission, it can be helpful to hold an internal proposal debrief to learn what 
worked well or what could be improved for your next proposal effort. This should include an 
assessment of individual performance and how everyone worked together as a team. The debrief 
can reveal if additional training, resources, and process improvements are necessary.  
 
If a proposal is not successful, it is best practice to request a debriefing from USAID so your 
organization can learn from the effort and improve for the next proposal. 
 
 
Konektid hopes this white paper deepened your understanding of the USAID procurement process. Our 
mission is to help more great partners, approaches, and products enter the USAID market and to support 
the Agency’s important work around the world. 
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If you want to learn more about partnering with USAID or discuss how Konektid can optimize your 
proposal development team’s surge support needs, please email us at connect@konektid.com. We would be 
happy to discuss your organization’s needs and how our team of international development experts can 
support and enhance your work with USAID. 
 
Konektid would like to thank the USAID market specialists that contributed to this white paper, including 
Amy Bodmann, Suzanne Sullivan, David Fernandes, Garrison Spik and Heather Kilic. 


