
 
  

Qualifying RFPs Before You Bid 

Idea In Short

Most request for proposal [RFP] losses are decided before a single page gets written. The
moment a bid team accepts an RFP without checking who wrote it, why now and whether
the buyer's criteria already favor an incumbent, the proposal becomes a expensive guess.
The fix is not a better proposal template. It is a qualification gate that forces a real decision,
backed by evidence, before resources commit. Sales leaders who install this gate
consistently redirect proposal hours toward opportunities with a defined buyer, funded
budget and influenceable criteria and walk away from the rest without apology. This article
lays out the criteria that matter, the signals that separate genuine opportunities from
procurement exercises and the operating discipline that turns qualification into a repeatable
commercial capability rather than a one-off judgment call.

Every commercial organization eventually confronts the same expensive habit: bidding on
request for proposal [RFP] opportunities because they exist, not because they are winnable.
The instinct is understandable. An RFP feels like validated demand, a buyer with a budget
and a stated need and turning one down feels like leaving revenue on the table. In practice,
the opposite is often true. Responding to a poorly qualified RFP consumes proposal writers,
subject matter experts, pricing analysts and legal reviewers on a deal the team was unlikely
to win, while a better-qualified opportunity waits for the same people. Qualification is the
discipline that closes that gap and it depends on asking hard questions before the first slide
gets drafted rather than after the loss debrief.

The economics of a bid decision

Responding to an RFP is a capital allocation decision disguised as a sales activity. A
competitive enterprise proposal can absorb hundreds of hours of skilled staff time across
sales, delivery, finance and legal functions and every hour spent on a low-probability bid is
an hour unavailable for a stronger one. Buyers, meanwhile, are increasingly comfortable
evaluating vendors without direct seller contact; Gartner's 2026 sales survey found that 67
percent of business-to-business [B2B] buyers now prefer a rep-free purchasing

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -1-



experience, a shift that makes early-stage buyer engagement, rather than reactive RFP
response, the moment where deals are actually won or lost.1 Treating every inbound RFP as
an equal claim on resources ignores this reality and spreads a commercial team's best effort
across opportunities of wildly different quality. A qualification gate reframes the decision
correctly: not "can we respond", but "should we, given everything else this team could be
doing instead."

Reading the RFP for signals of intent

The document itself tells a qualification story before any scoring exercise begins. A
requirements list that closely matches one vendor's proprietary terminology, feature naming,
or implementation methodology usually indicates that vendor helped write the specification,
whether formally or through months of pre-RFP discovery conversations. A compressed
response window, often ten business days or fewer for a complex enterprise deal,
frequently signals a compliance exercise designed to satisfy a procurement policy requiring
multiple bids, with the outcome already decided. Evaluation criteria weighted heavily toward
price, with technical and relationship factors reduced to pass/fail gates, suggest a
commoditized purchase where differentiation carries little weight. None of these signals is
disqualifying on its own, but together they form a pattern. The Association of Proposal
Management Professionals [APMP] frames the qualifying question directly: determine
whether the opportunity merits pursuit based on return on investment, win probability and
risk and secure leadership buy-in before formal pursuit begins.2 That sequencing matters.
Reading the signals happens before the scoring, not as an afterthought once a proposal is
already underway.

A structured qualification framework

Consistent qualification requires criteria applied the same way every time, not a fresh
debate for each opportunity. Four questions do most of the work.

1. Is there a funded, approved budget, confirmed through a source other than the RFP
document itself

2. Does the buying team include someone with actual authority to sign, distinct from a
procurement coordinator managing the process

3. Were the evaluation criteria open to influence before the RFP was published, or
were they fixed by a competitor's prior engagement
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4. Does the organization have the delivery capacity and reference strength to execute
the resulting contract without straining other commitments

Academic research on bid/no-bid decision-making, going back to project management
studies applying formal decision models to contractor proposals, consistently treats this as a
structured evaluation problem rather than a matter of individual sales instinct, because
criteria such as resource capability, competitive positioning and strategic fit resist simple
yes-or-no answers and benefit from explicit weighting.3 A practical version of this
framework assigns each criterion a weight reflecting the organization's specific risk
tolerance and strategic priorities, then requires a minimum aggregate score before a bid
proceeds. The scoring itself matters less than the discipline of forcing every deal through
the same lens, which removes the emotional pull of a familiar buyer name or a quarter-end
revenue gap from the decision.

The framework also needs an explicit owner. In many commercial organizations,
qualification defaults to whichever account executive holds the relationship, which means
the person with the strongest incentive to bid is also the person deciding whether to bid.
Separating the two roles, even informally through a peer review or a sales operations
checkpoint, produces more honest scoring than self-assessment ever will. Some
organizations formalize this further with a standing pursuit committee that reviews every
opportunity above a revenue threshold, requiring the account team to defend its
qualification score against challenge before resources are committed. The friction this
creates is intentional; a bid that cannot survive ten minutes of scrutiny from colleagues
without a stake in the outcome rarely survives contact with a sophisticated buyer either.

When the numbers say walk away

Walking away from an RFP is harder than it sounds, particularly when the account is known,
the deal size is attractive, or a sales leader has already promised the pipeline number to the
board. The discipline required is organizational, not individual. A useful illustrative scenario:
a technology vendor receives an RFP from a mid-market logistics company with a six-week
response window, evaluation criteria built around a competitor's platform architecture and
no prior sales contact with the buying committee. Every qualification signal points toward a
locked competitive process, yet the deal size is large enough that the regional sales leader
wants to bid anyway, reasoning that even a long-shot attempt keeps the pipeline number
intact. This is precisely the moment a qualification gate earns its keep, because it substitutes
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documented criteria for the emotional pull of a big number. Richardson Sales Performance
frames the underlying trade-off well: responding to an RFP is an investment decision that
consumes real resources, proposal staff time, subject matter expert hours, legal and finance
review and the opportunity cost of higher-probability bids the team could pursue instead.4
Declining a bid should be a documented, leadership-visible decision, not a quiet default that
leaves the sales leader exposed to second-guessing after the fact.

Doubling down: what a strong bid looks like

The inverse case deserves equal rigor. When qualification signals align, funded budget,
engaged decision-maker, influenceable criteria and adequate delivery capacity, the
appropriate response is not a standard proposal but a resourced pursuit. That means
assigning senior technical staff rather than junior proposal writers, scheduling in-person or
video working sessions with the buying committee during the response window wherever
procurement rules allow it and building a pricing strategy grounded in the account's total
lifetime value rather than a formulaic discount. McKinsey's research on business-to-
business growth found that companies combining several go-to-market strategies at once,
rather than treating any single tactic as sufficient, were roughly twice as likely to grow
market share by more than 10 percent annually.5 The same logic applies at the deal level. A
well-qualified RFP deserves a coordinated push across technical credibility, executive
relationship building and commercial creativity simultaneously, rather than a proposal
document alone. Under-resourcing a genuinely winnable deal is as costly as over-
resourcing a hopeless one, because it hands a beatable competitor an opening that better
resourcing would have closed.

Building qualification into the operating rhythm

None of this works as a one-time exercise. Qualification needs to be embedded into how a
commercial organization processes every inbound RFP, with a named owner, a documented
scorecard and a leadership review for any deal above a defined size threshold. The
response process itself benefits from the same structure: a clear cover letter addressing
why the vendor is qualified, an executive summary tied to the buyer's stated priorities rather
than a generic capability overview and a pricing approach calibrated to the deal's real
complexity, all elements that separate a competitive submission from a compliance filing.6
Sales operations should track qualification outcomes against actual win rates over time,
refining the weighting of criteria as patterns emerge, since a criterion that predicted wins
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two years ago may no longer hold as competitive dynamics shift. This tracking also surfaces
a second, quieter benefit:

it reveals which sellers consistently qualify accurately and which ones
systematically overestimate their odds, information that is far more useful for
coaching than a raw win-rate number pulled from the customer relationship
management [CRM] system at quarter close

The organizations that manage this well treat qualification not as gatekeeping but as an
investment allocation process, applied with the same rigor a finance function would bring to
capital budgeting, because in a very real sense that is exactly what it is. Proposal capacity is
finite, technical experts have limited hours outside their delivery obligations and every hour
spent on a deal the organization was never going to win is an hour a genuinely qualified
opportunity did not receive. Making that trade-off visible, rather than leaving it to whichever
RFP happened to land first, is the difference between a commercial function that reacts to
whatever arrives in its inbox and one that actively shapes where its scarce effort goes.

1Gartner sales survey finds 67% of B2B buyers prefer a rep-free experience
2Winning business ecosystem
3A knowledge-based method for bid/no-bid decision-making in project
management
4RFP strategies: when to walk away and when to double down
5The multiplier effect: how B2B winners grow
6How to nail your next RFP in sales and win the deal

Summary

Qualifying an RFP is not an act of pessimism. It is the discipline that protects a commercial
organization's two scarcest resources: the time of its best people and the credibility of its
brand with buyers who remember every proposal, won or lost. A team that walks away from
a poorly qualified RFP is not conceding ground; it is preserving capacity for the opportunity
next week where its odds are genuinely strong. The criteria in this article, funded budget,
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defined authority, influenceable requirements and a resourcing capacity check, are not
complicated. What is hard is applying them consistently when a big logo or a nervous
quarter tempts a team to bid anyway. Organizations that build qualification into their
operating rhythm, rather than treating it as a one-time judgment call, report steadier win
rates and considerably less burnout among their proposal staff.
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