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Wayne O’Neill has served as Senior Account Manager for Gilbane Construction Company, Vice 
President of Business Development for Bovis Lend Lease, and Vice President of 
Marketing/Business Development for Dewberry. He's the author of Reset: What I Want You To 
Buy Is...Stop Selling and CEO of Reset To Grow.  

In this Masterclass, Wayne shares his insights on influencing clients before their RFP hits the 
street.  

Where were you in your career when you first realized just how 
important getting ahead of the RFP was? Was there an "aha" 
moment? 

My first job was at a 2nd-tier architecture firm, and within two years of being a Marketing 
Director, I quickly saw that the amount of effort that went into winning work could easily be 
destroyed by the traditional RFP & interview process.  

This seemed nonsensical to me. I could see that a lot of other firms in the marketplace must 
have known client intelligence that we didn’t, because they’d seem to win the job out of the 
blue or bypass the RFP process altogether.  

I had always been told by senior leadership at my firm that selection processes were “fair”, but 
in my daily experience I could see that it wasn’t. From that early in my career, I began asking 
successful, seasoned senior leaders at other firms and outside of our business about how 
clients really make buying decisions and how someone can learn to connect on that level. 

It sounds like you saw it first as an observer. Once you learned how 
these other firms were getting the edge over yours, what actions did 
you take? What were your first steps to start getting ahead of RFPs? 

The way I got ahead of RFPs was to get a grip on the "why" behind projects, and how the Owner 
thought the RFP scope was going to respond to that "why".  

Let's say your son/daughter started working for an architecture or 
engineering firm. And he/she says, "Dad, today I was directed to find 

http://amzn.to/2dfRB9S
http://amzn.to/2dfRB9S
https://resettogrow.com/
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a new project for my firm before our competition. I have no idea 
where to even begin!" What advice would you give? 

All projects are rooted in Business & Political issues, not necessarily in the technical way in 
which scope is written.  

A project is actually just a symptom of another root cause. “This business issue is occurring, so 
we think we need to build this thing in order to solve the issue.”  

The way to get ahead of things is to explore what changes are occurring in these five areas of 
your target clients business: what’s happening with their customers, stakeholders, staff, 
competitors and overall operating model?  

Those answers will reveal the real reason for the project, and allow you to have conversations 
with client decision-makers about options for advancing their own business.  

Don’t just search Google for these answers. Go call people or meet with folks on the ground. 
The effort you put into being authentic will make the right first impression on a smart client. 

Can you give an example of how this might work? 

Let’s look at a project in the higher education market, for example. Many universities have a 
pool of substantial sidelined Foundation checks just waiting to be written if there was more 
confidence in the university's leadership to "save the pennies". 

 The process of securing those funds sooner can many times be achieved by engaging that 
university's stakeholders around their specific interests in enhancing the effectiveness of their 
institutional mission, such as student engagement or workforce development through projects 
outside of traditional capital improvement plans.  

Stakeholders many times are not seeking recognition (names on buildings), but rather hope for 
a legacy influence.  

Working through and appealing to stakeholder interests has a domino effect of funding. 
Foundation funding speed leads to bond funding speed, which in turn can attract equity funding 
speed. 

What's the most common or most tragic mistake people make when 
trying to influence a client before the RFP hits the street? 
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The obsession that if you just write the RFP for the client then it will give them magical behind-
the-scenes traction is typically false. It’s better to influence the client to stay true to their 
passion for the Business & Political issues that are driving their need for the project. Then it’s 
your job to demonstrate all along the impact of your firm’s lessons-learned that can address 
their needs in an intelligent manner, and your authentic interest in collaborating with them. 
Guide your client to honor their ‘true north’ above all else. 

That’s really interesting. What you are saying is even if the client asks 
you to write the RFP for them, and you do, that doesn’t mean you’ve 
got the job. That seems counter intuitive. Can you tell us more? 

It is counter intuitive, and that is precisely why we miss it. Successfully winning the job really 
depends who within the owner organization asks you to write the RFP, and their ability to 
connect the dots of business and political challenges to a desired project scope. If those dots 
don't connect — even if you do slant the RFP towards your firm’s specific differentiators — you 
can be beat soundly by someone who will doggedly assess and reassess the business and 
political challenges to demonstrate if the proposed scope really solves the underlying issues.  

What should people keep in mind if they know their competitors are 
also "pre selling" the client? 

Think like a sane political candidate. There’s really no “pre-selling” of voters. People hate to be 
sold to. But you can be honest and constantly differentiate yourself.  

You have a responsibility to demonstrate the uniqueness and impact of your practice, and to 
encourage the client to stay true to their needs. The whole thing about pre-selling is you can’t 
let anybody else define who you are—you have to do it. 

But in many situations, you might find other competitors talking to 
the client before the RFP hits the street. And those competitors may 
have reached the client before you. To ask it a different way, it sounds 
like you are saying that it simply isn’t a matter of who pre-sells the 
client first or the most. Your message is still critical. Can you tell us 
more about that? 
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Selection preferences evolve over time in a mind-map fashion, not a linear fashion. Being first 
to encounter a client is good, being more repetitive is good.   

Your customer may not always choose what is put in front of them first, but choose rather what 
represents what they instinctually want—even if they didn’t know how to quite ask for it in 
exact terms in the first place.  

What's something that you believe that others think is crazy? 

I believe first and foremost that EQ, or emotional intelligence, is the key to all connection.  

Growth is really about human interaction; but most people think it’s about numbers, volume 
and pricing. In any human interaction, emotional intelligence is vital.  

Why do you say growth is about human interaction? 

It's similar to my earlier answer about how decision-making evolves in a mind-map fashion. 
Linear and matrix assessment is always helpful. But human connection is non-rational and more 
intuitive.   

Just consider our connection to social elements like political candidates (regardless of their 
views) or our connection to brands like Apple, Southwest Airlines or Zappos.   

Sure, all those connections have some logical underpinning. But why most people really 
connect with those icons versus their competitors is that something just “feels” right.   

Therefore, so much of success or growth is counterintuitive rather than linear.  

 If you could only give people one piece of advice regarding capture 
planning or getting in front of an RFP, what would that be and why? 

You have to answer the question-behind-the-question of “Why did you call on me?”  If you can 
answer that in a healthy way, then that’s the reason why your firm should be selected. 

Whose question are we talking about? The prospective client’s? Isn’t 
the answer, “Because I want you to give my firm a big contract!?”   

There's only one perspective, and it's the client's.   

The fact that you want a big contract, or that you are spiritually convinced your firm is the only 
one on the planet that can solve the client’s needs, is virtually irrelevant.   
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The only answer to the client’s question “Why did you call on me” has got to be:   

“My firm may see a perspective on your business and political issues your (client) leadership 
team might not see. And we MAY have a solution to those business and political issues that you 
might not have known to ask for, such as...fill in the blank.”  

Where can we learn more about you and what you do? 

I am passionate about connecting with like-minded professionals who are hungry to grow their 
firms in edgy, authentic ways.  

My firm’s website www.ResetToGrow.com contains golden nuggets of our growth mentality as 
well as coaching methodology. The Revenue Growth Model would be a great starter for anyone 
to download, plus it’s free.  

My book, “What I Want You To Buy Is…Stop Selling”, is also a great prerequisite for anyone to 
get their hands on; you can access that at my website as well 
at https://resettogrow.com/books/.  

You can also keep up with our events, speaking engagements and videos by following us on 
social media via @ResetToGrow or on www.linkedin.com/in/resettgrow.  

If you’re looking for some direct coaching feedback on your growth strategy, I invite you to 
shoot me a question on LinkedIn at www.linkedin.com/in/wayneoneill. 
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