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Abstract: Effective Visual Design in Proposal Writing 

Allegra Johnston 
 

The field of document design has gained considerable attention over the past couple of 

decades.  New technology has drastically increased the design possibilities for writers, and 

researchers are gaining greater insight into the way that readers interact with the visual elements 

of their texts.  This has led to an explosion in the availability of guidance on document design, 

but there are still areas where the research is incomplete.  One of these areas concerns a common 

but important type of document: the proposal.  There are numerous guides on proposal writing, 

but most of them are concerned with content and give little attention to document design.  Since 

successful proposals are crucial to both the business and non-profit arenas, it is important that the 

documents are accessible and make a good impression on reviewers.  Good document design can 

help. 

In this study I took the existing research on document design and developed a set of 

questions meant to address the different elements of document design.  I tested a sampling of 

both grant proposals and contract proposals using those questions with a system of scoring based 

on Likert scaling.  I combined the quantitative results with qualitative responses from interviews 

in order to gain insight regarding the overall effect of visual design elements in proposals.  The 

results of this study showed that there are certain elements of document design (such as layout or 

contrast) that are important to proposals, but that non-design factors (such as cost or experience) 

usually outweigh the design for evaluation purpose. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

Desktop publishing is changing the nature of practical communication because it places 
visual design at the heart of the composing process, giving us unprecedented power to 
articulate the text with typefaces, graphic cues, and spatial variations.  These design 
elements, however, do not transmit the text passively: they are rhetorically active because 
they affect the reader’s reception of the message. 
        -- Charles Kostelnick 

I first began to understand that importance of document design while working in a 

government contracting office.  Each year we would solicit and receive proposals for various 

goods and services, and while I found that submitting an average-looking proposal was not 

necessarily a deal-killer, going the extra mile did at least earn a second glance.  One particular 

example that comes to mind is a group of proposals my office received in response to a Request 

for Proposals (RFP) for grounds maintenance.  Several of the proposals were typical responses to 

such a solicitation – black and white with basic organization but nothing that stood out.  One 

company, however, had put together a beautiful proposal using color, contrast, and a layout that 

was easy to understand.  Unfortunately, the services they offered were over and above what the 

base needed, so the contract went to a no-frills company with a lower cost (although the first 

company was successful in winning contracts in locations that required greater services).   

However, the proposal itself caught the attention of several contracting officers and 

administrators, and a year after the solicitation was over, they were still showing this particular 

proposal to new employees as an example of a well-designed contract proposal.  Something 

about this proposal generated a lot of positive attention, even though none of the reviewers were 

experts in visual design.   

A few years later, I found myself studying document design in graduate school.  

Recalling my experience with the contract proposals brought to mind questions such as: what 
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makes a “good” design?  How does it influence readers’ perceptions of the individual or 

company that created the document?  Does it affect decision-making for those who read it?  How 

important is document design in relation to other decision-making factors?  I found a wealth of 

information in this growing field, which then sparked the development of my particular study of 

visual design in relation to proposals.   

Visual design is an important part of document creation.  Elements such as typeface, 

spatial arrangement, color, and contrast can go far beyond simply making documents attractive: 

they can influence readers’ understanding of documents as well as their perceptions of the people 

that created them.  The visual elements of document design can help readers understand a 

process or help convince them to take a certain action (Schriver, Dynamics 11).  Every document 

from a movie poster to a computer instruction manual employs some form of visual design, yet 

not all of them employ it effectively.  Most people can probably think of a tech manual they 

couldn’t understand or a school flyer they barely glanced at before throwing away.  Maybe it was 

difficult to locate information in the tech manual, or the school flyer was printed in too small a 

font.  If that were the case, both documents would have failed in their purpose because of poor 

visual design.  But what is it about design that makes these documents fail while others succeed? 

Document designers must consider not only the basic words and message of their 

document, but the best visual method of relaying that message.  As document design expert 

Karen Schriver defines it, document design “is the theory and practice of creating 

comprehensible, usable, and persuasive texts” (“Document Design” 316).  Most documents are 

created for some persuasive purpose or goal, whether it is attracting people to a concert with a 

great flyer or impressing a prospective client with a professional brochure.  While textual content 

is one means of achieving that goal, the visual aspects of the document are important as well.  
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These can include choices in different media, layout, color, typography and a number of other 

factors that play into the overall design of a document.  These elements go beyond making the 

document “pretty;” they make information easier to understand and can affect the credibility of 

the designer that created the document.  The designer must decide which techniques or methods 

will best suit the purpose of the document.   

Once a designer has established the purpose of a document, he must think of how to 

convince others of that goal.  Because of this, it is crucial to consider the intended audience when 

designing a document.  Their background, education, career fields, and culture all affect the way 

they read and perceive documents.  Analyzing the potential audience for a document can “put 

designers in a more informed position to make visual and verbal decisions that may bridge the 

gap between themselves and their audience” (Schriver, Dynamics 163).  As an example, a 

document designer for a health organization might need to consider his potential audience when 

choosing what colors to use in an informational pamphlet.  Using the color blue on a financial 

document connotes reliability and corporate strength.  To doctors, however, the color blue can 

signify death (White 23).  Depending on whom the document is intended to reach, the designer 

would choose different colors. 

As the possibilities for design continue to grow with improving technology, so does the 

need to analyze the audience.  Many organizations are making documents available over the 

internet, making it harder to target a specific audience.  International audiences add additional 

concerns.  In one case study, a group of Americans was asked to examine Japanese annual 

reports (translated to English).  The American readers judged these reports in terms of their own 

mental models, which were based on experience with American companies and did not include 

some design concepts familiar to Japanese readers.  They interpreted certain images as flashy or 
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nonfunctional, but these same images conveyed important values to the Japanese audience 

(Maitra and Goswami 200).  Some organizations, particularly those with international concerns, 

may address this issue by making more than one version of the same basic document or website 

in order to account for different regional and cultural perceptions of certain colors and symbols.   

 Even seemingly simple elements of document design, such as headings and lists, can 

have important effects.  For example, a bulleted list might be perceived as useful in a step-by-

step instruction manual, but if used in a rejection notice to a prospective employee, the list might 

be perceived as offensive or humiliating (Kostelnick 193-194). 

 It’s apparent that visual elements play an important role in document design, and that 

different types of documents require different types of designs in order to convey the right 

message.  My study of document design is focused on one of the most common yet important 

document types used in today’s professional world: the proposal. 

Businesses and professional organizations throughout the world rely on written and 

electronic proposals to help accomplish their mission.  Businesses use proposals internally to 

generate new projects or processes and externally to win important contracts.  Charities and non-

profit organizations use them to acquire grant money to support their causes.  A well-written 

proposal is often critical to the success of the organization that wrote it.  Because of the 

consequence these documents hold, the art of proposal writing has gained considerable attention 

over the past few decades as more and more people have come to understand the connection 

between successful proposals and successful organizations.  Numerous guides and handbooks 

have been written on the topic (David Bauer’s The “How To” Grants Manual, James Hill and 

Timothy Whalen’s How to Create and Present Successful Government Proposals, Jane Geever 

and Patricia McNeill’s  The Foundation Center’s Guide to Proposal Writing, Philip Hale Jr.’s 
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Writing Grant Proposals that Win), and several organizations, companies, and individual 

consultants offer workshops and full proposal-writing services to interested parties.  The 

Foundation Center and federal agencies are common places to find guidance, but a simple 

internet search will turn up thousands of other organizations specializing in proposal writing. 

 

Proposal Guides and Design 

 A typical proposal contains certain standard sections, such as an abstract, statement of the 

problem, objectives, procedures, and budget, to name a few.  Most instructional guides, 

including those mentioned in the previous section, agree on these basic components and, for the 

most part, on how to approach writing them.  Guides usually break down each section and 

analyze them in detail, with tips on what to include and how to structure the information.  Most 

guides also suggest that the finished proposal should be attractive and professional, yet few offer 

practical suggestions.  One manual gives proposal writers these instructions: “When writing your 

proposal, keep in mind that it [the proposal] must be readable and easy to skim.  Place special 

emphasis on vocabulary, style, and visual attractiveness” (Bauer 148).  The actual advice on how 

to achieve visual attractiveness takes up less than a third of a page—hardly enough to help a 

writer make sense of the many design options available.  Today’s technology offers great 

potential for professional packaging and strong visual design in any document, particularly an 

important proposal.  Reviewers often have many proposals to look at in one sitting, so 

information needs to be easily accessible and the document should stand out – in a positive way 

– from its peers.  A good design can make a proposal easier to read and understand, and can even 

convey an impression of professional, quality work.   



  Johnston 6 

Poor implementation of visual design tools can have the opposite effect.  For example, 

one grant proposal submitted to The Community Foundation of the New River Valley in 2002 

was printed entirely in a scripted font, making it difficult to read and find information.  The 

author likely chose the font for its elegance, but by applying it to the entire document, that effect 

was negated by the difficulty of reading the document.   

In one experiment with home-electronics instruction manuals, Karen Schriver and her 

team found that people quickly got frustrated and gave up with manuals that were poorly 

designed and written (Schriver 217-222).  While I do not know of an equivalent experiment 

using proposals instead of manuals, my own experience strongly suggests that the same is true.  

If proposal reviewers cannot understand what you are asking for and how you plan to achieve it, 

they will simply move on to a different proposal. 

 

Anecdotal Background 

 During the time I worked in a government contracting office, I saw contract proposals 

that differed vastly in appearance.  Some were professionally designed with a well-organized 

layout and good use of color and graphics, while others looked like they had been cranked out on 

an ancient mimeograph machine and hastily thrust into a cheap binder.  Most were somewhere in 

between.  In considering a project on proposals, I wondered whether the impact of these 

differences in visual design on the reviewer’s perception of a company’s capability and quality 

of work could be measured.  This study has been designed to find out. 

 In this project, I studied the use of visual design elements in current proposals in the 

professional world, to determine what, if any, impact the elements of color, contrast, font 

size/typeface, and layout have on the way people read and consider contract and grant proposals.  
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Because it may not occur to every proposal writer to pick up a guide to document design as well 

as one to proposal writing, I plan to use the results of this study to offer some suggestions on 

visual design that will complement the existing guidance on proposal writing. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

 

 Many books and guides exist to help proposal writers, including general sources as well 

as books specifically devoted to particular types of grants or government contracts.   David 

Bauer’s The “How To” Grants Manual and The Foundation Center’s Guide to Proposal Writing 

are good resources for grant writers, and many of the lessons within these books are useful for 

contract proposals as well.  There are also a number of good books on visual and document 

design, such as Karen Schriver’s Dynamics in Document Design or Robert Parker’s Looking 

Good in Print.  However, the two different kinds of books have limited overlap, so that the 

person who picks up a book on proposal writing may not get very good guidance on how to 

make the proposal visually attractive and understandable.  The purpose of this chapter is to 

discuss some of the current literature regarding both visual design and proposal writing. 

 

Design Theory 

The study of visual and document design has gained momentum over the past couple 

decades as better technology makes the creation of design easier, and as people have begun to 

realize that the way a message is presented visually affects the readers’ perception of it.  My 

introduction to this thesis opened with a quote from Charles Kostelnick about the fact that design 

elements transmit information actively, rather than passively (189).  Those who study design, 

then, are often interested in learning which design techniques are most effective at transmitting 

information, and why they work.  To put it succinctly, the overall goal of document design is to 

make information more accessible.  There are a number of factors that actually go into making a 

document accessible, including cultural perceptions, cognitive psychology, human factors, and 
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graphic design, to name a few.  Each of these factors is actually an entire field of its own, with 

implications for document designers and researchers, making the study of document design a 

complex and interdisciplinary process.  Researchers tend to fall into one of two general groups1: 

those taking a theoretical approach to determine how we process visual information, and those 

testing and recommending practical applications for document design.  Theoretical approaches 

vary from the application of Gestalt psychology to documents (Hilligoss and Howard; Horn; 

Moore and Fitz) to semiotic approaches (Barton and Barton) to theories about visual rhetoric 

(Allen; Benson; Bernhardt; Kostelnick).  In terms of practical application, the field breaks down 

into advice about a particular element such as color (Keyes; White), advice on particular types of 

text (Hartley), and general advice on document design (Parker; Williams).  There are also a few 

scholars in the field of document design that offer a combined approach (Horn; Schriver; Duffy 

and Waller) that includes discussion of theory as well as real-world application and results.   

Those studying document design can choose to look at it from either a reader’s 

perspective or a producer’s perspective, although the best approach may consider both 

perspectives.  Writing and design companies, along with the publishing departments of larger 

companies, often focus on how to balance the need for “quality documents” with the need for 

production speed, even going so far as to create formulas and run usability tests to find the best 

design for their documents.  This implies an understanding that not all designs are equal and 

raises the question of what exactly is meant by “quality” when referring to document design.  

Karen Schriver has explored this concept through interviews, surveys, and other research, 

determining through this work that “quality” involves creating documents that are best for an 

organization’s readers – not one set formula for success.  Simply “formatting text to make it 

                                                 
1 These groups are by no means an absolute categorization of the individuals’ work; they are simply a means of 
approaching a very broad field by trying to distinguish smaller, more manageable categories within that field. 
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visually appealing” (Schriver, “Document Design,” 321) is not all that is involved in producing 

good documents.  Speed and timeliness of delivery do count, but from the consumer’s 

perspective, readability and clarity are most important (Schriver, “Quality,” 247-248).  Again, 

these are all factors that play a role in making the information in the document more accessible. 

 What is it, then, that makes a document readable or clear?  Both verbal and visual content 

matter, although only visual content is discussed here.  Early studies in readability focused on 

formulas for words and sentences, but often excluded larger discourse structures (Schriver, 

“Document Design,” 317).  Another theory that has gained attention among researchers is the 

application of Gestalt psychology,2 which gives researchers and designers insight into the way 

that people interpret different kinds of visual information, and can therefore help them choose 

more effective designs in their documents.  Hilligoss and Howard use the following example to 

show how the Gestalt principles work (9): 

 Figure 1 

 

In looking at Figure1, many people think the dots suggest the four corners of a square.  Yet the 

dots could just as easily be the endpoints of an X.  Knowing how people are likely to interpret 

ambiguous information can help document designers create effective visual elements (Hilligoss 

and Howard 9).   

As the Gestalt principles might suggest, researchers today often try to focus on the 

interactions between the reader and the text, looking into what structures help or hinder those 
                                                 
2 “Gestalt” translates from German as “whole” or “form,” and the term describes a 20th century movement in 
psychology which focused on studying aspects of perception (Hilligoss and Howard 9). 
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readers in accessing and building an understanding of the text.  Document designers have to 

consider the reaction they hope to inspire in readers, whether it is learning, persuasion, 

performing a task, or any other function that the document might serve.  Readability, and 

document design in general, involves a combination of verbal features (e.g., rhetorical, linguistic, 

and discourse) and visual features (e.g., graphic and typographic)3, but for the purpose of this 

study I will limit my focus to the visual features.  The idea of studying visual design is to get 

beyond simply knowing when a document has the right visual “feel,” to analyzing why the 

design works.  A variety of studies have shown that integrating visual elements with language 

increases comprehension, aids decision-making, makes a better impression, shortens meetings, 

promotes a group consensus (when used in meetings), and is persuasive (Horn 233-234).  As 

Hilligoss and Howard suggest, visual design also has a rhetorical element, contributing to ethos 

or credibility.  “Design that respects readers’ knowledge supports a text’s ethical appeal, while 

inappropriate format or jarring visual choices may make the document less credible” (2).   

Visual elements certainly can help a document achieve its purpose, but designers have to 

consider just how to incorporate such elements in order to send the appropriate message.  For 

example, it is generally accepted that placing a piece of text in boldface will translate in the 

reader’s mind as a message that that text is more important than non-bold text.  The goal of using 

such elements is to enable the reader to gain a better understanding of the document’s message.  

(Specific application techniques are addressed later in this chapter).  Emphasizing text not only 

highlights its importance, but can also alter the meaning of the text depending on what the author 

chooses to emphasize.  In his study of the rhetoric of text design, Charles Kostelnick provides a 

good example of how this might work in an instructional document (190-191): 

 
                                                 
3 Schriver, “Document Design,” 316. 
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1. Please check all of the pressure valves before you begin. 
2. Please check all of the pressure valves before you begin  

 
2 
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Figure 
t version of the sentence in Figure 2, placing the word “please” in bold makes the 

n seem like an emotional plea, whereas the emphasis in the second version on the 

l” and “before” suggests some potential or past negligence on the reader’s part 

k 190-191).  All though the same technique (boldface) is used, it is likely that the 

uld receive a different message depending on which version they read.  These are 

 document designer needs to be aware of so that they can make the appropriate choices 

ey emphasize. 

e way that readers perceive a message can also be affected by cultural background, as 

igners are learning.  What works for one audience may be inaccessible or even 

g for another.  This is particularly true when using color.  For example, the color of 

 in Western cultures is black, but in China it is white (White 22), so a person designing 

nt about funeral services might take into consideration the location of his business 

ciding upon a color scheme.  Professional cultures see colors differently as well, as 

he introductory chapter with the example of blue connoting both financial well-being 

ations and death in medical fields.  Aside from color use, different audiences and 

ay have different reading patterns that the designer must consider in order to make the 

n most accessible.  Although there are many ways to study and research visual design, 
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in the end it is the audience that determines whether or not a document is effective, so it is 

impossible to overemphasize just how important audience is to this field. 

Theory is interesting to those wanting to become experts in the field of visual design, but 

many people are interested primarily in how to apply that theory to their own fields.  Because of 

this, many sources on visual design have a more practical than theoretical approach, showing 

readers just how to achieve good design in their own work.  In The Non-Designer’s Design 

Book, Robin Williams presents the idea that there are four basic principles of visual design, and 

that by keeping them in mind, even a novice can create an attractive document: contrast, 

repetition, alignment, and proximity.  While each is addressed separately, she notes that they all 

are connected and should be applied in conjunction with one another (14).  Williams does not 

specifically address proposals, but many of her ideas are applicable to proposals and have been 

built into the questions for this study. 

 

Applying Document Design 

 Although the techniques discussed in this section are of a practical “how-to” nature, they 

also all share the goal of creating greater accessibility for the documents to which they are 

applied.  Guidance on visual design varies for different types of documents (e.g., a news article 

should not be designed the same way as an advertising flyer), so I have tried to focus here on 

only “general” guidance that can be applied to many types of documents, including proposals.  

Different techniques have different desired effects on documents, such as giving it more visual 

impact or making it more readable, so I have broken the discussion into subsections according to 

the four basic principles of visual design mentioned in the previous section. 
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Contrast: 

The use of contrast is often aimed at giving visual impact to a document and creating an 

identity.  Contrast makes some information stand out more than other information, catching the 

reader’s attention and highlighting the contrasting area as important.  As Williams defines it, the 

idea of contrast is that if two items are not the same, then they should be very different visually.  

This indicates to the reader that there is a change (53).  There are myriad ways of creating 

contrast, so this discussion will only touch on some of the more important methods. 

One of contrast’s most important functions is to make a document more readable.  Using 

section headings (short titles that announce what a section is about and divide the document into 

shorter blocks), type changes, and color can help communicate the structure and organization of 

the content, showing the reader how to make his way through the text and how to interpret it 

(Keyes 639).  In a study of how schoolchildren used instructional texts, James Hartley and Mark 

Trueman found that the inclusion of headings did indeed aid the students in searching for, 

recalling, and retrieving information (Hartley 50).   

In terms of making those headings stand out, one practical tip is to have a significant size 

difference between headings and text (Parker 35).  Boldface or underlining might also be used, 

but size differences are easy to distinguish, especially in longer documents.  Headings that are 

long should not be all uppercase; this makes them harder to read.  The choice of typeface is also 

worth considering.  Sans-serif fonts (such as Arial) are good for headlines or display type, but 

serif fonts (such as Times New Roman) are generally easier to read for long blocks of text ( 

Parker 51).  Sometimes a combination of contrasting elements provides the best result: 
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Town Hall Project 
    Committee members 
met yesterday to discuss 
the newest project at the 
town hall… 

Town Hall Project 
     
Committee members met 
yesterday to discuss the 
newest project at the town 
hall… 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Figure 4  

 

In Figure 3, the headline uses both a different size and font (sans-serif vs. serif) from the text that 

follows it, but the level of contrast is still insufficient.  Figure 4 uses the same size difference and 

font change, but adds impact by placing the headline in bold and using more space to make the 

difference between heading and body more apparent.  This example is quite simple, but the 

contrast could be even more dramatic if greater size differences or contrasting typefaces were 

used.  Typefaces can also convey a particular mood or attitude, particularly if they are 

decorative.  If used, however, decorative fonts work best for short areas of text, such as a title on 

a cover page.  As with color, restraint is key.  As Parker notes, “Never let special effects stand 

between your message and the reader—legibility is more important than novelty and design for 

the sake of design” (86). 

In addition to elements such as underlining and typeface, color can be used to create 

contrast.  Using color can not only make a document more attractive, but can also draw attention 

to key areas of information.  For example, if main headings are in a significantly different color 

from the rest of a document, the reader will be able to locate particular sections more quickly.  

This is essentially the same function as putting a header in boldface; it is just a different option 

for creating a similar effect.  The cost of color printing is still higher than black and white, but 

even using just one other color can liven up a document.  In Looking Good in Print, Robert 
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Parker notes “In some cases, it [color] can command more respect and attention than black ink 

on white paper” (158).  Proposal writers are trying to persuade their reviewers to a course of 

action (funding a project, for example, or awarding a contract), so they want their proposals to 

gain as much attention and respect as possible. 

However, using color with abandon will not achieve this purpose.  Restraint is key to the 

application of color.  There is some disagreement between researchers about how many colors 

can be used before distraction overtakes benefit (Keyes 638), but usually one, maybe two colors 

(besides black and white) are sufficient.  If too many visual cues exist, the reader’s eye jumps 

from point to point without finding a “resting place” to absorb information.  Use of color, like 

other visual cues, should be consistent, and only important pieces of information should be in 

color.  For example, using color for a company’s logo or an important chart might be good, but 

placing a longer section of text in color dilutes the color’s effectiveness and can make the text 

harder to read. 

One of the best ways to establish a lasting visual identity in a document is to use a 

nameplate or logo (Parker 46).  This gives readers a visual cue to help remember the names of 

different companies or organizations whose proposals they review.  The nameplate/logo should 

be placed up front – for a proposal it might be on the cover page or incorporated into a heading.  

If used multiple times, the logo should remain consistent.  Consider the following example, 

drawn from one of the proposals used in this study: 
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Figure 5  

 

The logo in Figure 5 is simple but effective, depicting three people meeting under one roof and 

(presumably) resolving some issue.  The logo gives reviewers an image that they can mentally 

associate with the proposal and the group that submitted it.  Proposal writers want reviewers to 

remember the name of their organizations, and a well-designed logo is one of the best ways to 

make them stand out. 

Graphics and charts, if they help convey the proposal’s message, can also give impact to 

a document.  If used, they should be kept separate rather than crowded and have a consistent 

style.  Hilligoss and Howard suggest leaving plenty of white space around a graphic, which helps 

create contrast between the graphic and the background (what the Gestalt principles describe as 

“figure-ground” contrast) (133).  Using boxes around a graphic or small section of text, such as a 

quote, can give that item further impact, as shown in Figure 6.   

 Placing an important quote in a shaded box can 
help it “pop” from the page. 

 

  

“Information graph

they often present n
Figure 6
ics,” such as diagrams or charts, not only draw attention to information but 

umbers and relationships in a more exciting and understandable way than 
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mere text.  For example, a company stating the budget for a project could say that 30% was 

overhead, 15% materials, and 65% labor, or they might choose to display the information in a 

chart: 

 

Budget Breakdown

Overhead

M aterials

Labor

 

Chart 1.  Example Graphic 

 

Chart 1 presents the information visually rather than as a part of the text, which can make the 

information more clear.  Information graphics can present information about relationships, such 

as cause and effect or hierarchical structure, that are easier to absorb visually than through text 

alone.  “Diagrams can group together all information that is used together, thus avoiding large 

amounts of searching for the elements needed to make a problem-solving inference” (Herbert 

Simon and Jill Larkin, quoted in Horn, 124).  That said, it is important to remember that 

“…adding an inappropriate illustration—or using a graphic in a way that doesn’t serve the 

reader—is as bad (or worse) as having no artwork at all” (Parker 108).  If included, graphics 

should be used ethically.  Nancy Allen points out that graphics can sometimes be misleading 

depending upon placement (e.g., “burying” key information) or alterations in scale (to change the 

appearance of results) (94-96).   
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Designers should also consider their audience before deciding how to incorporate any 

graphics.  In her research about how people comprehend instructional documents, Patricia 

Wright notes that the inclusion of diagrams and tables can mean that greater literacy skills are 

required of readers, who must integrate the information graphics with the other text in order to 

appropriately interpret the instructions (195-196).  For readers without advanced skills or with 

different cultural perspectives, the graphics in instructional documents can be difficult to 

comprehend.  If the purpose of graphics is to aid the reader, then they should only be included 

when it is likely they will do so.   

 

Repetition: 

Repetition simply means that some element (such as boldface, a logo, or a color) is 

repeated in the same way throughout the document (Williams 43).  The point of using repetition 

is to create a pattern within the document that the reader can follow and rely on.  Another term 

for repetition is consistency.  Consistency and restraint have already been mentioned in earlier 

subsections, but it is not possible to over-emphasize these elements.  Many proposal writers 

realize that there is a need to make their proposal stand out in a positive way, but not every 

method of employing color or a creative layout is an effective way to do this.  Employing too 

many different techniques and “going overboard” with design can make a document stand out in 

a negative way.  Using repetition, as well as restraint, forces the designer to address the overall 

look of the proposal, rather than just the application of individual design techniques.  Elizabeth 

Keyes notes that elements of design such as typography and color should be viewed as 

“complementary, interactive elements within a visual field…” (639).  Design techniques do not 
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stand alone, but through consistency and restraint in application they can strengthen the effect of 

a document. 

Most experts would agree that repetition and consistency of visual cues, such as heading 

differentiation, is a key element of document design.  The idea is that once the writer establishes 

a meaning for a particular cue, such as using underlining to denote a heading title, then readers 

will associate that meaning with underlining throughout the rest of the document.  This concept 

also concerns the issues of contrast and layout – contrast is used to create the visual cue and the 

layout should be consistent so that readers can follow it.  Subsequent heading titles in the above 

example would also be marked by underlining, rather than a different cue such as italics or 

boldface.  This repetition makes the document easier to understand and helps the reader quickly 

pinpoint key information (Dubinsky 170).  Research has shown that readers do rely heavily on 

cues such as titles and subtitles, and that including these devices (with consistency) provides 

readers with information about the structure of the text and improves comprehension (Chambliss 

and Calfee 37-38). 

The concept of restraint is linked to that of repetition in that both share the goal of 

making a document accessible to readers without too many visual cues.  A multitude of visual 

design options exist with today’s desktop publishing technology, but using more of them than 

necessary leads to confusion.  Creative typefaces, background images, logos and other images 

can all be done on a home computer, but they should only be included to the extent that they help 

convey the message of the document.   

Proposal designers are faced with the challenge of striking a balance between overly 

exuberant designs and those that barely attract attention – not to mention the costs of producing 

the proposal.  Admittedly the concept of restraint is somewhat subjective, and what works in one 
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type of proposal may be inappropriate for another.  Parker makes a good point that “as tempting 

as a creative type treatment may be, there should always be a reason for it” (79).  Design and 

creativity should never make the document’s message more difficult to understand.  The goal of 

using design elements is to enhance the message of the document, not to show prowess in 

graphic design or desktop publishing. 

 

Alignment and Proximity: 

I have combined the principles of alignment and proximity into one subsection because 

they are closely related, both revolving around how elements of a document are spaced.  Choices 

of alignment and proximity are basically choices of layout for a document, which in turn affects 

readability.  The idea behind the proximity principle, as Williams describes it, is that related 

items should be grouped together visually so that it is easily apparent to the reader that they are a 

cohesive unit (15).  For example, two subsections that are related might be placed on the same 

page, but if they are in too close proximity to one another, they will appear as only one 

subsection and it will be harder for the reader to distinguish between the two.  On the other hand, 

if related items are placed too far apart, then the reader may not realize that they are associated.  

Another good example for the principle of proximity involves the placement of graphics.  If a 

graphic is placed arbitrarily on the page, that would violate the principle of proximity because 

there would be nothing for the reader to associate with it.  Instead, it should be grouped with text 

and/or other elements that relate to it.   

In explaining the alignment principle, Williams says “nothing should be placed on the 

page arbitrarily.  Every item should have a visual connection with something else on the page” 

(27).  Alignment also involves the overall design of the page—whether text is centered, flush left 
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or right, broken into columns, etc.  The idea is that there should be an “invisible line” connecting 

items on the page, signaling to the reader that although the elements may be separate, they 

belong to the same piece (27).  For example, using an indented, bulleted list can show that items 

on the list are separate from and subordinate to (because of the indentation) the rest of the text, 

but that each bulleted item belongs to the same group.  The reader recognizes the main vertical 

alignment of the text and distinguishes the list as a separate but related entity.  Alignment helps 

create unity on the page as well as showing the hierarchy of elements on the page.  Williams’ 

book provides a number of examples, including flyers, business cards, and invitations (27-42).  

The goal of alignment is that the document and all of the elements on each page are organized in 

a logical, cohesive manner that signifies their connection to one another.   

These layout-related issues do have an impact on how readers access the information in a 

document.  In one study of school textbooks, students were asked to compare two different 

formats: the first included “scrambled text” which required the student to turn to different pages 

in order to work through a problem, while the other presented questions and answers in a 

sequential manner with the left-hand pages devoted to information and questions and the right-

hand pages devoted to answers and explanations.  While the second layout required the printing 

of considerably more pages, the students using it had higher test scores, a shorter study time, and 

had fewer critical comments about the text (Hartley 78).   

Choices about how to align the document with the paper itself (assuming it is printed) 

also affect the way readers access it.  Most lengthy documents are printed in portrait style 

(lengthwise on the paper), but sometimes graphics or presentation elements are done in 

landscape (sideways on the paper) if that makes them easier to read.  For documents that include 

long sections of text, such as proposals, justified text can be hard to read.  Flush left/ragged right 
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text works best.  Margins should be large enough that the page does not look over-crowded – one 

inch is a good measure, though not the only acceptable solution.  Using columns in a proposal-

type document is unusual, unless it is to include a news article about the organization or its work.  

Columns might also be used to display text alongside a chart or graphic, but they can be 

confusing for general bodies of text because most readers do not expect to encounter this layout 

outside of newspapers, magazines, and some websites.  Putting space between paragraphs can 

also open up the page and make it easier to read.  Another of Parker’s keen observations is that 

“White space—or blank space free of text or artwork—is one of the most undervalued tolls of 

graphic design” (89).     

 

Proposal Writing and RFPs 

While most guides on visual design do not specifically address proposals, there is a 

whole body of literature devoted to proposal writing.  Most grant and contract proposals are 

written in response to a Request for Proposal (RFP), and there is also guidance on creating good 

RFPs.  It’s important to understand a little bit about RFPs as part of a study on proposals because 

they have such an important effect on the creation of proposals.  An RFP gives instructions to the 

proposal writer regarding what the funding organization is looking for, so the way the RFP is 

written often affects the quality and range of proposals received in response.  A good RFP goes 

into specifics: for a grant proposal this might mean a list of requirements that the applicant must 

show they can meet, while for contract proposals the RFP may describe technical specifications, 

delivery times, and any number of obligations that the offerors will be required to fulfill (see 

Appendices D and E for examples of the requirements in RFPs).   
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RFPs often provide some limited guidance on the visual design of the proposals – usually 

guidance about page limitations, cover information, or different sections that must be included.  

Such guidance may at first seem only distantly related to visual design, but it does have a 

significant effect on how writers plan the layout and construction of their proposals.  Many RFPs 

even specify the format—the letter format is popular—that a proposal must use.  Occasionally an 

RFP will make stipulations about the use of color or require the inclusion of certain graphs or 

drawings, but often these decisions are left up to the proposal writers.   

RFPs vary between public and private funding sources and between individual funding 

organizations, so it is impossible to make statements that apply across the board.  The important 

thing is that whatever guidance is given in an RFP, proposal writers follow it to the best of their 

ability in order to meet the expectations of the reviewers.  As Bauer notes, a proposal writer 

should never use the “one proposal fits all” method of grant-seeking (or applying for contracts), 

because the funding sources vary greatly and the best proposals are those that are tailored 

according to the specific requirements and goals of the funding source (176).  He also mentions 

that private sources for grants often have very little staff to assist in the reviewing and grant-

making process (176), making his earlier advice to writers to make their proposals reviewer-

friendly and attractive (149) even more pertinent. 

This advice, while true and certainly typical of the visual guidance found in proposal-

writing guides, is somewhat ambiguous in terms of actual application.  Terms such as “reviewer-

friendly,” “professional-looking,” or “attractive” abound (Bauer 148; Holtz 244), but there are 

few definitions of what those terms mean and how to achieve them.  Some more recent guides 

(Hill and Whalen; Johnson-Sheehan) have tried to rectify this by adding chapters on proposal 

design, but there is still room for additional research and guidance.  Most proposal guides are 
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very helpful in explaining the basic framework of a proposal (the statement of need, project 

description, budget, organization information, and conclusion) and how to approach each part.  

They also provide considerable information about the processes that proposals go through before 

approval—good information for all proposal writers to be aware of.  There is a general 

understanding among the various guides that it is good to use graphics or color to “catch the 

reader’s attention and set your proposal apart” (Hale 37), yet most guides stop at a broad list of 

available design techniques, rather than discussing effective ways to employ those techniques.  

Also, the emphasis on making the document “attractive” can downplay the other roles of visual 

elements, such as increasing readability or adding to the credibility of the proposal. 

Effective design is especially important in proposals, since reviewers have limited time to 

review each proposal and often want to locate specific sections of information before reading 

through the entire document.  The design techniques discussed in the previous section can apply 

to many types of documents including proposals.  For example, for a longer proposal it is useful 

to include labeled tabs to break up the document into sections, in addition to using elements such 

as boldface and underlining to help the reader find information.  Unfortunately, many proposal 

guides do not go into such detail in their comments on visual design.  One guide did mention that 

“tired reviewers need all the help you can give them to locate and score the important sections of 

your proposal.  Avoid creativity for its own sake, but think of the reader and your goal as you 

write, type, and print your proposal” (Bauer 149).  The book makes a good point that visual 

elements can help parts of the proposal stand out, but aside from providing a bullet list of design 

possibilities such as italics and boldface, it says nothing that tells the reader how to employ those 

elements.  Perhaps the author assumes this is common sense, but enough poorly-designed, 

difficult-to-read proposals exist to suggest otherwise. 
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In How to Create and Present Successful Government Proposals, a guide edited by James 

W. Will and Timothy Whalen, there is a list of “Ten Ways to Write a Losing Proposal” (163-

165).  One of them is to “believe the government when it says that it doesn’t want nice layouts 

and pretty documents”—basically, making a proposal that looks like everyone else’s.  This is 

true, and it illustrates why the small design decisions are still important.  How can a proposal 

generate attention if it blends in with every other folder littering the reviewer’s desk?   

In some cases, proposal writers may even feel they are receiving mixed messages when it 

comes to the visual design of their proposal.  In his 1979 guide to government contracts, Herman 

Holtz notes that “Most proposal requests today carry a notice cautioning the bidder against 

submitting proposals ‘unnecessarily elaborate’ and costly, since that may be taken as a sign that 

the bidder is lacking in proper cost-consciousness” (244).  Where is the line between 

‘unnecessarily elaborate’ and a proposal that is professional and attractive?  Holtz’ book is 

outdated in terms of the technology he recommends for creating proposals, but he makes a good 

point that proposals can – and should – use widely-available design technology to their best 

advantage, and that this can be done in a cost-effective manner.  While Holtz’ book and a few 

others offer tidbits of advice on making proposals attractive, more detailed instruction on 

document design is usually found in the books specifically devoted to that topic. 

  Despite differences in funding sources and requirements of RFPs, there is still a lot of 

room for individual decisions when designing a proposal.  The decision of what typeface to use, 

whether to include graphics or charts, whether to apply color, or even how to number the 

pages—these are examples of design issues typically left up to the proposal writer.  They may 

seem insignificant at first, but they can make a difference in the overall look of the finished 

product.  A proposal is a persuasive document, so it is important to consider the best way to 
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convey its message to evaluators.  The initial impression a proposal makes is very important—

especially since reviewers have limited time to look at each proposal—but the final impression 

and compliance with the RFP are equally important.  Although there are few visual design guides 

that deal specifically with proposals, a number of the general document design principles 

discussed earlier can be successfully applied to proposals.  The following chapters detail my 

study of this subject and my attempt to bridge the gap between guidance on design and on 

proposal writing.  

 

 



  Johnston 28 

Chapter 3:  Project Details 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide a general outline of my study, including the 

objectives and methods, as well as the rationale for choosing these particular criteria.  Greater 

detail on the actual process, observations, and results of the study can be found in Chapter 4. 

 

Project Overview 

In order to study visual design issues in proposals, I examined both grant and contract 

proposals that were actually submitted to professional organizations.  The grant proposals I 

reviewed were for small grants ranging in value from $500 to $1500.  I worked with Mr. Andrew 

Morikawa at The Community Foundation of the New River Valley, located in Blacksburg, VA.  

This foundation makes grants and gifts with the goal of improving the quality of life for residents 

of the New River Valley area.  They receive approximately 100 proposals each year in response 

to their RFP (Appendix D) and are able to make approximately 40 grants (number of grants is 

based on the performance of the foundation’s investments, so it can vary from year to year).  

They have two grant cycles each year, one in fall and one in spring.  I reviewed 40 of the grants 

(randomly selected) they received in response to the RFP for Fall 2002.   

 For contract proposals, I worked with Mr. Mike Justis and Mr. John Gallacher at the 

Defense Supply Center in Richmond, VA.  I examined 35 mid-sized, defense-related government 

contracts proposals.  I had to look at proposals for contracts whose total value exceeded 1 million 

dollars, because anything smaller than that is usually contracted on a “lowest price technically 

acceptable” basis, meaning that whichever proposal had the lowest price and still met the basic 

qualifications in the RFP would win the contract.  Thus, visual design would not play much of a 
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role in these smaller contract proposals (unless the design was so bad as to make the proposal 

unreadable and thereby disqualify the offeror).   

Many of the proposals I did look at were received in response to a solicitation for 

management studies and analytical services support (see Appendix E for excerpts of the RFP).  

Others were for similar logistics planning and analysis-type services.  These services would be 

used to support the Defense Logistics Agency Office of Operations Research and Resource 

Analysis (DORRA).  DORRA’s mission is to support the Defense Logistics Agency with 

management analysis and operations research.  The proposals included separate volumes for 

pricing and technical capability.  I looked at the technical proposals because they describe how 

the company plans to do the job and are often the most important thing the reviewers look at.  

Usually companies use the same visual design for the different parts of their proposal, so I did 

not feel it was necessary to review the pricing proposals.  (Also, pricing proposals often include 

many pages listing costs for individual items, so in terms of layout and other design features, 

they are less varied than their technical counterparts). 

As described in the contract solicitation I looked at, “major emphasis is placed on 

evaluation of management decision alternatives to maximize mission performance subject to 

resource expenditure and/or operational constraints.”  The final product of these contracts is 

often a report of some type, so the proposal itself is like a test (reviewers want to see that the 

company can put together a good proposal because if not, how will they do with the report?). 

 

Project Objectives 

1.  Observe and document use of visual design elements in a sampling of grant and contract 

proposals. 
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2. Determine the effect visual design plays in the decision-making process and use statistical 

analysis and interviews to validate conclusions.   

• Does it impact the funding organization’s opinion of the proposal, and how? 

•   Did successful proposals use overall design or certain elements more effectively 

than unsuccessful proposals?   

3.  Use results of this study to provide guidance in employing visual design techniques for other 

proposal writers. 

 

Methods 

In planning this study, I drew inspiration from a study of résumés conducted by Davida 

Charney and Jack Rayman, who asked a group of campus recruiters (representing various 

industries) to rate model résumés that varied in three areas: sentence style, mechanics, and the 

amount of elaboration (37-39).  The recruiters rated the résumés on a 4-point scale, indicating 

their level of desire to interview the candidate based on the résumé4.   The recruiters also 

completed surveys about the experience (39).  I also looked at a study conducted by Karen 

Schriver and her colleagues, in which teenagers were asked to interpret the messages directed 

toward them in anti-drug brochures (Dynamics 169).  This study focused on qualitative 

responses, and it gave me some idea of questions to ask in my own study, such as whether 

looking at a particular document conveyed an impression about the document’s author (171). 

For my own study, I wanted to study “real” proposals rather than models, so I had to vary 

the methodology used by Charney and Rayman somewhat.  I could not control the amount of 

variation of visual elements between proposals, nor did I have access to an unbiased team of 

                                                 
4 Results of Charney and Rayman’s study showed that all three factors had some effect, but that recruiters 
particularly emphasized correct mechanics. 
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reviewers.  Instead I created a set of standard design questions by which I could evaluate the 

proposals, then measured those results against the actual success of the proposal (whether it won 

a grant or contract).  I used interviews with people from the reviewing organizations to gain 

further insight into how document design is perceived by proposal reviewers. 

There are four particular elements of visual design that I considered in this study: 

contrast, font size/typeface, color, and layout.  In some areas of design the categories overlap 

slightly, but each of them makes an important contribution to the overall appearance of the 

document.  For contrast, I observed things such as use of boldface, underlining, and italics.  I 

also considered how different typefaces and font sizes were used to make parts of the proposal 

stand out.  In reviewing color I looked for which colors were used, if any other than black and 

white, and where in the document (and to what effect) they were used.5  Finally, I examined the 

layout of the documents for organization, use of space, proximity issues, and placement of 

graphics or charts.   

Previous studies have shown that these elements do have an impact on readers’ 

perceptions (such as enabling them to pick out what information is more important by the way it 

is organized and emphasized), but most of the studies were done on documents other than 

proposals6.  I wanted to see whether what worked for a news article or instruction manual was 

also applicable to proposals.  For example, I wanted to see whether the use of graphics found 

favor with reviewers, or whether layout issues were related to the success of the document.  My 

hypothesis was that although there are some general principles of document design (e.g., text in 

                                                 
5 It is possible to create a “color” effect using only black and white ink by employing certain techniques, such as 
printing a logo or graphic with a dark gray/black background and white text.  Proposals that do this effectively will 
be graded higher than those that make no effort to go beyond basic black and white text, but lower than proposals 
that use a full spectrum of color to its best advantage. 
6 See Schriver (studies of pamphlets and instructional literature), Maitra and Goswami (cross-cultural study of 
company literature), or Wright (instructional health literature) for examples. 
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bold print is more important than text not in bold), each type of document requires customization 

depending on its purpose and intended audience.  In my own observations of proposals, I was 

looking for answers to questions such as the following:   

• In the small grant proposals, how were visual design issues implemented, if at all?   

• Do the design elements follow any guidelines?   

• Were some proposals easier to read/understand than others?   

• How does the design of the small proposals compare with visual design used in the larger 

contract proposals?  Was there more use of visual effects in the larger proposals, and did 

it have a noticeable effect?   

• Do some proposals use visual design to convey a message of competence and quality, 

and if so, are there certain elements of the proposal that are instrumental in creating this 

message?  Can such elements be isolated from the overall proposal?   

These questions are fairly general, and I looked to answer them by first looking answering more 

detailed questions about each proposal and then tabulating the results to see what conclusions 

could be drawn. 

 

Scoring 

Each proposal was evaluated using a checklist of standardized questions and graded on a 

scale of 17 to 85, using a Likert scale (each question is answered by assigning a score of 1 to 5, 

with 5 being the best)7.  The questions on the checklist were developed using current textbooks 

and articles on visual design and document design.8  The goal was to structure the questions on 

the checklist in a way that eliminated much of the subjectivity associated with visual design (for 

                                                 
7 Because each question rated at least a score of “1,” the minimum score for a proposal was 17, rather than 0.   
8 Please see the works cited section for a complete list of articles and books consulted. 
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example, the checklist does not ask whether section headings look “good,” but whether they are 

clearly identified using visual cues such as boldface, spacing, or underlining).  The plan was for 

the checklists to be run blind; that is, I would not know whether the proposal I was evaluating 

was successful or not until after the evaluation was complete. 

 I also interviewed some of the people involved in approving grants and contracts at the 

funding organizations with which I worked.  Before reviewing the proposals, I conducted an 

initial interview to collect background information and gain insight as to the approval authority’s 

awareness and opinions of general visual design issues.  I wanted to know such things as: did 

they notice differences in visual design among the proposals they received, and how did it impact 

their opinion of the proposal?  For a list of the questions included in this initial interview, see 

Attachment 1. 

After I had time to review the proposals received by the organization on my own and 

make notes, I conducted secondary interviews in which we (myself, Mr. Gallacher from the 

DLA, and Mr. Morikawa from the Community Foundation) discussed the actual proposals I 

looked at to determine whether visual design issues were noticed when the proposals were first 

reviewed and whether that had any impact on the actual funding decision or the executive’s 

opinion of the quality or professionalism of the organization writing the proposal.  These 

interviews were less formal and took the form of a general discussion, so I did not use a pre-set 

list of questions.  The insights I gained from these discussions can be found in the “Interviews 

and Discussion” section of Chapter 4.  
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Pilot Test 

After developing an initial set of fifteen questions, I ran a pilot test to see how well they 

worked before launching the full study (see Appendix B for the questions used for this test).  I 

used eight grant proposals from the Community Foundation’s Spring 2002 cycle, running each 

through the checklist as well as making notes.  I discovered that while most of my questions did 

get at the material I wished to study, there were still some changes needed.  For example, I re-

worded several of the questions so that it was easier to grade them on a scale and they could not 

be just answered with “yes” or “no.”  I also eliminated a question regarding margins and print 

alignment, since every proposal I looked at had even margins and was aligned at the left (or 

justified).  I felt that keeping this question would not give me any insight into what makes a 

successful visual design.  Also, the questions that are now numbered sixteen and seventeen were 

originally combined into one multi-part question.  However, I found that I could get more 

thorough answers by treating each part as an individual question.  Finally, I added questions 

about restraint to the color and contrast sections of the checklist—previously there was one in the 

font/typeface section, but this was not adequate for addressing restraint in other areas. 

 

Evaluation 

The checklists and resulting scores for each proposal served as the basis for a statistical 

analysis – mean scores overall, mean scores for successful vs. unsuccessful proposals, standard 

deviations, and other calculations that are important in showing whether the results of the study 

are statistically significant.  After collecting all the data, I used Microsoft Excel to organize the 

information and perform a statistical analysis.  Contract proposals and grant proposals were 

analyzed separately.  Each set of proposals I looked at was chosen randomly from the proposals 
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the organizations received.  I assumed that the contract proposals I looked at were a 

representative sample for the total population of contract proposals of that type.  The same 

assumption was made for grant proposals, and the statistics were used to help me draw 

conclusions about the overall populations.  I began by finding the average score overall for each 

type of proposal, then comparing that with the average score for winners and for losers (again for 

each type).  

I then had to determine whether the difference between winners and losers was caused by 

randomness (which would mean that my test for visual design had no correlation with whether or 

not a proposal was successful), or whether the difference between the mean scores was 

statistically significant.  To make this determination, I used a t-test (two samples assuming 

unequal variances).  My two samples were grouped into winners and losers, which were assumed 

to represent the total population of their respective categories.  I used a hypothetical mean 

difference of “0”.  The test then determines whether there is enough overlap between the two to 

suggest that the samples are actually from the same population (and the difference in means was 

caused only by random chance), in which case the hypothesis is true.  If the hypothesis proves 

false, then the two samples are different enough that randomness alone does not account for the 

difference.  I used a confidence level of 95% in this test.  

My t-test showed that the mean score for winners was indeed significantly different from 

that for losers (for one group of proposals), but along the way I began to suspect that this might 

be because of a few particularly low-scoring proposals that were dragging down the results of the 

loser category.  I then hypothesized that there was a certain threshold of adequate visual design, 

and that once a proposal met this threshold, visual design would no longer have any bearing on 

the success of the proposal.  In order to determine whether this was accurate, I ran a second t-test 
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of the same type, but this time I eliminated the bottom 20% of proposals.  These were proposals 

that scored 55 or below, and all of them were unsuccessful.   

All calculations can be found in Appendix H and the actual results (and what they 

suggest about proposal design) are discussed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to present the both the qualitative and quantitative results 

of my study.  I begin with the numerical analysis, followed by some of my observations about 

the proposals and what I learned from talking to the organizations that received them.  Finally, I 

have a section devoted to what I think—based on what I’ve learned through this process—are the 

most important visual design principles for proposal writers to consider, as well as suggestions 

for future studies that might be done in this area.  

 

Quantitative Results 
 
 

                                                

This section is devoted to discussing the numerical results—and what they mean—of my 

study.  I ran separate calculations for the grant and contract proposals, but I will compare the 

results of the two types and the possible reasons for differences.  After scoring the proposals for 

questions in each for the four categories9—color, contrast, font size/typeface, and layout—I 

totaled the results for all categories to come up with an overall score for each proposal.  Overall, 

I found that winning contract proposals did score significantly higher than unsuccessful 

proposals, while with the grant proposals there was no significant difference in the overall 

proposals.  Layout proved to be the most important deciding factor for the contract proposals, 

while the greatest variation in the grant proposals was in the questions relating to contrast. The 

following table provides a brief summary of the overall results, which are discussed in the 

succeeding paragraphs. 

 

 
9 See Appendix C for a complete list of the evaluation questions. 
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Table 1.  Numerical Results (All Design Categories Combined) 

 Grant Proposals Contract Proposals
Average score overall  59.65 63.49 
Average score for successful 58.57 67.86 
Average score for unsuccessful 60.84 62.39 
Statistically significant difference? no yes 

 

  

Grant Proposal Results: 

As shown in Table 1, I found no significant difference in the visual design scores of 

successful grant proposals versus unsuccessful grant proposals.  The average score for 

unsuccessful proposals was actually slightly higher than that for the successful ones, although the 

difference was not large enough to make it significant.  I do not think that using a larger sample 

size would have changed this result, as many of the proposals that I did not review were 

extremely similar (visually) to those that were included.  If there were any change, I would 

expect further study to show that unsuccessful proposals may indeed have better design attributes 

than their successful counterparts.  My reasoning for this viewpoint is that proposals with good 

design are often those created by somewhat established organizations (such as a local chapter of 

a national charity), and although they may have worthy causes, they are not the type of grass-

roots, start-up program that the Community Foundation seeks to fund.  A very well-designed 

proposal might have an adverse effect by conveying the impression that the organization is not 

really in need of help, at least at the small grant level.  My study did not include larger grants, 

but I would expect that as the amount of money involved increases, so do the expectations for 

proposals (both in terms of project description and visual design). 
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 The only area in which the grant proposals from the Community Foundation showed a 

significant difference (between those that were successful and those that were not) was that of 

contrast.  In that section I asked questions about how the proposal used features such as boldface 

or underlining to make information stand out, and whether those features were consistent 

throughout the proposal.  For every other category (color, font size/typeface, and layout) that I 

studied, the scores of successful versus unsuccessful proposals showed no statistical difference 

(see Appendix H for actual numerical results of the t-tests).  I also looked specifically at question 

#16, which evaluated whether the proposals included a key graphic, such as a logo.  (I was 

interested to see whether such graphics had an impact for small grants, since few proposals made 

use of them.)  Again, there was no difference between successful and unsuccessful proposals.   

With the questions involving how the proposals used contrast (see questions 6-8 on the 

checklist in Appendix C), unsuccessful proposals did score significantly better than successful 

ones, with average scores of 11.74 and 9.90, respectively.  I think that the difference can be 

explained by the same reasoning discussed earlier – that the more experienced proposal writers 

knew how to apply contrast better, but their organizations were not always what this particular 

foundation wished to fund.  The range of results for the contrast questions was also quite wide: 

the lowest score was a 5 and the highest a 15 (out of a possible range of 3 to 15).  This helps to 

illustrate the wide range of proposal-writing skills and access to (and understanding of) design 

technology that is found in proposals at this level.  

 

Contract Proposal Results:  

 While the numerical results for grant proposals were ambiguous at best, the contract 

proposals proved somewhat more definitive.  With this group, I found that the scores were 
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clustered fairly closely around the 60s to low 70s, with an average of 63.49.  This is somewhat 

higher than the grant proposals, which I expected because these proposals were longer, more 

elaborate, and for a vastly greater amount of money.   

The highest score for a contract proposal was 74 and the lowest a 47, resulting in a range 

of 27 points (a spread of over 33%).  It might seem surprising that there were no scores lower 

than 47, but the lack of low scores can be explained fairly easily.  First of all, the contract 

proposals were for multi-million dollar contracts, and many were prepared professionally.  At 

this level, it is highly unusual to receive a proposal that blatantly disregards all of the principles 

of visual design, which would explain the lack of truly low-scoring proposals in this section of 

the study.  Another reason for the clustering may also have been the guidance in the RFP (see 

Appendix E), which included the following statements:  “The proposal should be prepared 

simply and economically, and must be clear, legible, practical…. The use of elaborate formats 

and binders, or color where black and white will suffice, and of expensive exhibits is neither 

required nor desired” (36).  This type of guidance is typical in government solicitations.  Many 

proposals were very well crafted but lost a few points on things like “key graphics” or effective 

use of color, which helps explain the lack of proposals in the 75-85 range. 

 Of the 35 contract proposals that I reviewed, 7 were successful.  The average score of the 

successful proposals was 67.86, while the average of the unsuccessful proposals was 62.39, a 

difference of 5.47.  Although the sample size of the successful proposals was small and the 

difference in means was not great, the data was sufficient to show (using the t-test) that there was 

a statistically significant difference between the two groups.   

 In the individual categories, results were slightly mixed, as shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2.  Individual Category Scores for Contract Proposals 
 

 Successful Unsuccessful Significantly Different? 
Color 19.71 18.04 no 

Contrast 13.00 12.21 no 
Font Size/Typeface 15.57 14.64 no 

Layout 19.57 17.50 yes 
 

 

For the categories of color, contrast, and font size/typeface, successful proposals did not have 

significantly higher scores than unsuccessful proposals.  In each of these cases the successful 

proposals did have a slightly higher average score, but not enough so to make any judgments.  

This suggests to me that reviewers see more of the “total package,” rather than giving preference 

(consciously or subconsciously) to any one design element.  However, there was one category—

layout—where successful proposals did score significantly higher than unsuccessful ones.  This 

category included questions about how well the proposal followed the RFP, whether sections 

were clearly marked, and whether there were any key graphics to make the proposal stand out.  It 

makes sense that some of these would be important factors because of the sheer length of the 

proposals (3 volumes).  Proposals without good section markings, for example, immediately 

became more difficult to read.  The “layout” category is less about making the proposals 

attractive and more about making them functional, which may be why this category stood out 

more than others with this set of proposals. 

 While I was pleased to find statistically significant results with the contract proposals, I 

also noticed that there were a number of high-scoring, unsuccessful proposals whose design was 

as good or better than the successful proposals, but that all of the lowest-scoring proposals were 

unsuccessful.  I began to suspect that there was a certain threshold for design, and that once that 
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threshold was met, design became irrelevant to the overall success of the proposal.  To test this 

theory I ran the t-test a second time after eliminating the bottom 20% of the contract proposals.  

This time, there was no significant difference between the average scores of successful proposals 

and unsuccessful proposals, suggesting that my hypothesis was valid.  It is possible that there 

were also other factors (such as cost or the company’s experience) that played into these results 

(since the study was examining real proposals, it was not possible to control for a single factor), 

but there was at least some correlation between failed proposals and a score of 55 or below in 

this study. 

 

Observations 

While I reviewed proposals and scored them according to my checklist, I also made 

qualitative observations about the differences in proposal designs, referring to my list of 

questions (in Chapter 3) when possible.  I suspect that for most proposal writers, especially those 

writing small-dollar proposals, design is a secondary consideration at best.  However, the 

resulting design differences are noticeable when a group of proposals are viewed together.  For 

example, one thing I learned is that most proposals use some form of contrast, but that the choice 

of what to emphasize with contrast determines how effective the contrast is at making the 

proposal more understandable.  (One of my qualitative questions was whether or not some 

proposals were easier to read or understand than others, and the answer was a definite “yes.”)  

Consider the following two excerpts taken from the cover pages of different grant proposals: 
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Figure 7  

 

 
Figure 8  

In Figure 7, the writer has chosen to emphasize the name of the group applying for the grant, so 

that the reader is immediately aware of what the proposal is about.  In Figure 8, however, the 

words “grant application” are emphasized, which is really not necessary since the reviewers 

would already be aware that of what they are reading.  The name of the organization (and the 

project they want to fund) was in much smaller print and further down the page.  Although the 

proposal in Figure 2 actually used greater contrast (larger font, heavier bold), the proposal in 

Figure 1 used it more effectively.10   

In general, the contract proposals tended to be more sophisticated in their use of contrast, 

but even they misused it occasionally.  One proposal chose to highlight their company name by 
                                                 
10 In the two examples discussed, the first proposal was funded, while the second was not – although this is only one 
example and there were other proposals with good design that did not receive funding and vice versa. 
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printing it in a blue color that stood out from the rest of the text, which was black.  This was 

done every time the company name appeared (which was often) throughout the 40+ page 

proposal.11  This did indeed make the name of the company stand out, but it happened with such 

frequency that it became distracting.  The result was that although I distinctly remembered the 

proposal, I associated it with feelings of annoyance that came from the constant distraction of 

seeing the company name in color.  This particular proposal was also unsuccessful, although I 

am not suggesting that the use of contrast was a deciding factor—only that the design choices did 

contribute to the overall package.12 

Putting a company name in color can be a good thing if it is not done with overkill.  Most 

of the grant proposals I reviewed were all black and white, so those that did use color really 

stood out.  One of my personal favorites was a proposal that simply put the name of their 

organization—a volunteer fire department—in red.   

 

 

Figure 9  

 

                                                 
11 The proposal actually contained three separate volumes, but I only observed the one—the technical proposal—
which was approximately 45 pages. 
12 As the contract proposals contained proprietary information, I cannot use actual excerpts as examples. 
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Not only did the use of color make the proposal stand out, but the choice of red (often associated 

with fire) was very appropriate for their organization.  This was done only at the top of each 

page, as a sort of letterhead, so it did not distract the reader from the details of the proposal.13  

In the contracting process, each proposal is rated individually and not “against” the 

others.  In general, the contract proposals used many more design techniques (color, 

graphs/charts, different methods of contrast, varied layouts) than the far smaller grant 

proposals—a difference that is to be expected, since the minimalist designs of the grant 

proposals would be insufficient in making a much larger contract proposal accessible to the 

reviewers.   

Although the contract proposals were scored individually, it is difficult not to notice 

when one proposal is considerably different from the others in terms of visual presentation.  

Also, the initial impression of a proposal is not necessarily the same as the impression one is left 

with after reviewing it.  For example, one proposal I reviewed impressed me at first by having a 

great cover page and using lost of color, but after going through the whole document and 

thinking about it, I realized that the proposal had actually gone overboard with color in a way 

that was not appropriate to the project—particularly since the RFP instructions were to “use 

black and white unless color is absolutely needed.”  The point is that having visual impact 

(through color, contrast, or another method) is good, but only to the extent that it aids in the 

presentation of ideas and complies with the RFP. 

 

 
 

                                                 
13 This particular proposal was not funded during the Fall 02 cycle, but the same organization did receive funding in 
an earlier cycle.  The committee members had only positive things to say about this proposal, but they chose to fund 
a different volunteer fire organization in order to “spread the wealth.” 
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Interviews and Discussion 
 
 During my interviews with Mr. Morikawa and Mr. Gallacher, I learned that—as one 

might expect—visual design was not a primary factor in how they considered proposals, but that 

it did play at least a minor role in how the RFPs were written and in their initial perception of a 

proposal.   

The Community Foundation was more flexible with its RFP in regard to visual design.  

Its primary concern was that the proposals be readable and that pertinent information could be 

found quickly.  Mr. Morikawa noted that flexibility in design was fine, but that what he did not 

want to see was “pages with no margins and full of 6-point font” (Interview).  The grants that the 

Foundation gives range between $500 and $1000, and they do not expect (or desire) elaborate 

proposals for these small funds.  Their RFP is designed so that it can actually be answered in a 

“question and answer” format, although respondents can choose other formats if they desire.  

The RFP also specifies that the proposals should contain a cover sheet with certain information, 

again with the goal of making the proposals easy to read and evaluate.   

I had the good fortune to observe the evaluation process of the Community Foundation 

when they reviewed the proposals received for the fall of 2002.  Their meeting took place on Oct 

8, with five voting members present (six are necessary, but one voted by proxy) and several 

observers.  Prior to the meeting, the members had all reviewed the proposals on their own.  The 

purpose of the meeting was to discuss their own ratings with those the others had come up with 

and determine which proposals to fund.  Of the 600 RFPs the foundation had mailed out, 48 

proposals were received, and 25 grants of $500 were available.  In general, the proposals 

received were 3-4 pages long, printed on normal office paper, and included no bindings.  There 

were, however, noticeable differences in colors, contrast, fonts, and layout.   
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 The committee assigned a consensus rating of 1, 2, or 3 to each proposal (a “1” was the 

best, while a “3” meant the proposal was not fundable in its current state).  They discussed their 

thoughts on each proposal before rating it.  While most of the discussion did not center on design 

issues, there were a few instances where proposal design did play into the members’ 

interpretations of the proposals.  For example, one proposal included several graphics, which was 

rare, and had a fairly professional design.  This led some members of the committee to question 

whether the proposal was for a larger organization than those they normally sponsored.  Another 

member was able to verify that it was not, and the design did not hurt the proposal’s score.  It 

did, however, draw attention because of how different it was from their expectations.   

 Similarly, another well-designed proposal drew comments of “quite a grant writer” and 

“packaging was great!” from members of the committee, yet they were not convinced that the 

organization needed a grant because it already had plenty of money.  It seemed that if a proposal 

went above and beyond the normal expectations of the group, it implied that its creators 

belonged to an organization larger than the grass-roots groups the committee wished to fund.  (In 

this case a couple members of the committee were already familiar with the requesting 

organization, and their experience also supported the belief that the group was already well 

funded.)   

 Another aspect of visual design came into play when the committee discussed a proposal 

that was printed on both sides of the paper.  Most were only printed on one side, and several 

members of the committee completely missed the information on the back of each page, leading 

them to consider the proposal “unclear.”  In the end the mistake was discovered, but overall 

opinions of the proposal remained split. 
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The committee also noted that certain proposals employed visual design to their 

advantage, although not in those exact words.  They liked one proposal that included a copy of a 

news article about their work, because it stood out and also showed good support.  They also 

liked a proposal that, while simply written, used a creative name and font for the cover page and 

was bound in a basic report cover.  The design was not necessarily “professional,” as with other 

proposals the group had questioned, but the descriptions were “very clear” and it showed that the 

writer had put considerable thought and effort into the proposal. 

 The Defense Logistics Agency was considerably more specific than the Community 

Foundation in dictating how proposals should look, including layout (what information belonged 

in which volumes, and in what order), packaging, and use of color.  For example, the 

“instructions to offerors” section dictated that “text shall be printed on 8-1/2 by 11-inch paper 

printed on one side, with one-inch margins on all sides, excluding running headers or footers, 

proprietary markings, and page numbers…Special features (e.g., headings, highlighting, bullets, 

tabs) that will increase the readability and usability of the proposal are encouraged.” (34).  It is 

logical that the government RFP is more detailed, considering that the size and scope of the 

proposals they expect to receive is much larger than those the Community Foundation seeks.   

Although there are some specific instructions, the DLA still receives proposals that vary 

considerably in their usages of color, contrast, typefaces, and graphics.  Mr. Gallacher said that 

the look of a proposal does indeed have some effect on his (and his colleagues’) perception of 

the proposal, and that those who skimped too much on preparation made a bad first impression.  

He also noted, however, that an attractive design did not always guarantee that the actual content 

of the proposal was of good quality, nor did an unattractive design necessarily mean that the 

proposal itself was unfit.  Design was not an official criteria on which the proposals were judged, 
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so decisions had to be made only according to the criteria (such as pricing and technical 

capability) in the RFP.  In an interview, I asked Mr. Gallacher the following question: 

You receive 2 proposals for a large analysis project.  One is beautifully designed, including 
easy-to-read plans and color graphics of similar work the company has done.  The proposal is 
well organized and professionally packaged.  The second proposal is adequate as far as 
responding to the RFP, but contains none of the design elements of the first.  The price both 
companies quote is identical.  Which of the following statements best reflects your initial 
feelings about the proposals? 
 

A. The first proposal is better because it demonstrates that the company knows its 
business and has gone to extra lengths to ensure that its proposal stands out. 

B. The two proposals quoted the same price, so they are equal. 
C. The second proposal is better.  The first one looked nice, but such design and 

packaging is frivolous and shows that the company does not manage costs well. 
D. None of the above.  (Please explain below) 

 
He carefully responded that, since design was not an official criterion, the government’s answer 

would be “B”—the proposals were equal.  However, he also noted that in such a case the head of 

the selection committee would eventually have to make a choice, and it would be up to that 

person to determine which proposal offered the “best value” to the government, a measurement 

which allowed for a small amount of subjectivity. 

Reviewers for the government are very conscious of these rules, because any indication 

that decisions are made on factors outside of those specified in the RFP could result in a protest 

(where a company who didn’t receive the contract legally protests that the awarding process was 

not done properly).  Any influence that visual design has is indirect—for example, proposals are 

not graded on readability, but a proposal that was more readable might do better because the 

reviewers have a greater understanding of its content. 

 Overall, both organizations admitted that visual design was something they noticed in 

reading proposals, but that they were also willing to look beyond design elements to determine 

the true quality of the proposal. 
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Evaluating the Study Itself 

 Each of the organizations I worked with provided me with access to their proposals and 

workspace in which to review them.  I usually worked with batches of approximately seven 

proposals, reviewing each separately and taking a break between batches.  I found that it was 

necessary to do small batches, particularly with the larger proposals, in order to remain clear and 

objective.  For the most part the data-gathering went very well, and the people I worked with 

were very helpful in answering questions about their organization. 

Despite this, I did run into a few problems along the way, some of which actually 

provided me with a better understanding of my topic.  At the Defense Logistics Agency, I 

quickly learned that it was difficult to run the checklists without knowing ahead of time which 

proposals were successful.  The reason for this is that while successful proposals become 

contracts and are kept in the open work area, unsuccessful proposals are proprietary information 

and are kept in a separate area under lock and key.  The agency generously allowed me to review 

the unsuccessful proposals (due to the fact that I was a neutral party and had a background in 

government contracting), but due to the different methods of organization/location, I usually 

knew that they were not successful as I reviewed them.  This was not always the case, but it did 

happen with some regularity. 

While I could not guarantee unbiased results for this part of the study, I did consciously 

try not to let the prior knowledge affect my ratings.  Initially I scored six proposals, running them 

through the checklist individually and then looking at them side by side to ensure that my ratings 

were consistent.  For the most part they were, although I did make a few minor adjustments to 

that first batch of six as I developed a better understanding of what to expect from this type of 
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larger government proposal.  With the rest of the contract proposals I worked in small batches, 

taking frequent breaks to clear my mind of others that I had looked at. 

Also, some of the government solicitations were structured so that a company could be 

successful for one part of the proposal but unsuccessful for others (there were multiple services 

packaged into one solicitation, and they could be awarded to different companies).  Companies 

who submitted proposals for more than one part generally used the same visual design each time, 

so obviously design was not a deciding factor in who won contracts.  However, design could 

possibly play a role (perhaps subconsciously) in determining which proposals were even 

considered “competitive,” after which other factors (technical capability and price) 

understandably took precedence.  For my project, if I looked at a proposal that was unsuccessful, 

I labeled it as such, even if the company had been successful with other proposals for the same 

solicitation.  This seemed to me the most consistent way to handle the situation. 

 Another problem I ran into was with the assumption I made about color when creating 

my checklist.  My assumption was that it was best to use color well, but that it was better to use 

no color (a rating of 3, or “neutral”) than to use color badly.  In general this held true, but with 

the large contract proposals it required some clarification.  Virtually every proposal used color at 

least on the cover page, and often for logos within the proposal.  This seemed to be the standard, 

and if that was the only use of color in the proposal—it was not used to convey a message, or 

make other information stand out—I thought a rating of “neutral” was appropriate.   

One proposal, however, used NO color whatsoever—none on the cover, no logos, no 

shades of gray, nothing.  The entire proposal was printed in black ink on cheap copy paper, and it 

lacked the professional appearance of the others.  Unfortunately, the assumption in my checklist 
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forced me to assign this proposal a rating of “neutral” for the color section, even though I 

thought the rating should have been lower.   

If I were to do similar studies in the future, I would assign a different set of standards for 

large proposals than for small proposals.  With small grant proposals, it was perfectly acceptable 

to submit a document that did not use colors as long as the rest of the document was well 

thought-out.  With large proposals, however, a more “professional” appearance was necessary in 

order to remain competitive, and a complete lack of color failed to convey that image.  At a very 

minimum, some type of company logo or letterhead (in color and on good paper) belonged at the 

front of the proposal.  

I found the interviews to be a valuable part of this study, but in future studies, I would 

choose my questions, and their wording, a bit more carefully.  Most of the people I spoke with 

seemed to think of document design from a purely cosmetic standpoint, and the answers they 

gave to my questions reflected this view.  It is certainly worthwhile to know that this view is 

commonly held, but I wonder if I asked different questions (with a stronger, more carefully-

worded focus on finding and understanding information as it relates to visual design) if I would 

receive different answers.  I think that although some aspects of design may be purely cosmetic 

or superficial, there are other aspects that are not, such as using contrast to make information 

more easily accessible to the reader.  Aesthetic value—making the proposal “look” good—also 

does not have to be purely cosmetic, it can reflect positively or negatively on the ethos  

(credibility and capability) of the organization that created the proposal.  I would like to see how 

actual proposal reviewers would respond to these other ideas about visual design (although 

interviews would have to be carefully structured to get an actual response, rather than just 

feeding them ideas that I want to hear). 
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Tips & Suggestions for Proposal Writers 

 After reviewing 75 proposals and interviewing the people who evaluate them, I would 

say that the most important thing for a proposal designer to keep in mind is audience.  As 

discussed earlier, different people perceive documents differently based on their own background 

and experience.  In this study, using a very “professional looking” design actually raised 

suspicion among grant reviewers that the group who submitted the proposal was not in need of 

help.  The proposal’s design went against the reviewers’ expectations and had an effect that the 

writers probably did not intend.  On the other hand, the contract reviewers had much higher 

expectations for the proposals they received, and proposals that fell short (through lack of color, 

graphics, or poor organization) of these expectations sometimes raised questions about the 

capabilities of the company submitting it.  The point is, audience matters.  Doing some research 

beforehand about the people who will be reviewing the proposal can help a designer immensely 

in selecting an appropriate design.  The goal is to make information more accessible, which can 

best be done if the message is conveyed in a way that reviewers can readily accept. 

In terms of specific elements of design, consistency and restraint are two crucial factors 

in designing an attractive proposal.  Whatever typefaces, colors, layouts, etc. are used in the 

beginning should be used in the same way throughout the document, as discussed in Chapter 2.  

This concept is fairly straightforward, but proposal writers are too often careless in applying it.  

Even an odd choice of typeface or method of contrast can be forgiven if it is used consistently, 

but switching visual cues within a document can cause confusion.  The best way to achieve such 

consistency is by planning a design ahead of time and proofreading the proposal multiple times 
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(particularly with larger proposals, where inconsistencies are likely to develop between different 

sections).   

The proposal writer should also stick to a limited color scheme and use contrast 

judiciously—in other words, use restraint.  The goal is to strike a balance between creating 

interest and creating confusion.  Even a short proposal, such as the grant proposals in this study, 

can use a small amount of color or contrast to make their document stand out.  Unfortunately, 

there is no black and white line demarcating what—in terms of color or contrast—is confusing 

and what is not.  There can actually be such a thing as too much restraint: even if the RFP 

advocates simplicity, reviewers will not be captivated by a proposal that is all one color (black), 

one size, one font, and has no features to differentiate one page from the next. 

 For longer proposals, readability is a key issue, particularly if there is a lot of information 

to convey and the number of pages is limited by the RFP.  Using tabs and large headings will 

allow reviewers to locate specific information more quickly.  Putting a line of space between 

paragraphs, rather than just indenting, can help break up a page and make the information more 

accessible.  Using horizontal header/footer lines also helps separate the information in those 

areas and creates a professional look (this can be done without taking up extra space if the lines 

are thin and the top and bottom margins are small).  Taking the time to carefully include these 

details can help create a document in which the information is easily accessible. 

 

Conclusion 

 While the numerical results of this study were only conclusive in certain areas (overall 

success of contract proposals, layout in contract proposals, and contrast in grant proposals), the 

study did provide valuable insight into the way that actual reviewers interpret and value the 
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design of the proposals they receive.  I found that document design definitely does not go 

unnoticed, but neither is it the most important factor for reviewers.  A good design does affect 

the way they perceive the credibility and capability of the proposal writer, but other factors (such 

as cost or technical requirements) are more important in the evaluation process. 

 That said, I believe that the results of this study are conclusive enough to warrant further 

examination of proposal design.  Because proposals are important documents (often with a great 

deal at stake), their writers want to use whatever techniques are available to help make their 

documents successful, and this study has shown that design can make a difference.  I would 

recommend that future studies focus on larger grants and proposals, since the results of my study 

suggest that design is more of a factor for proposals with a larger amount of money at stake.  

Future studies in this area might include a look at proposals in a controlled environment: does 

visual design have a greater impact when other factors are not an issue?  Testing in such an 

environment, using model proposals, would also allow researchers to manipulate design 

elements to a greater extent to determine which, if any, were particularly effective.  
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Appendix B: Checklist Used for Pilot Test 
 
 

Please rate each proposal according to your level of agreement with the statements below, based 
on the following scale: 
 

1 = disagree 2 = somewhat disagree 3 = neutral 4 = somewhat agree 5 = strongly agree 
 
Color 

1. Colors other than black and white are effectively used to draw the eye to particular areas of 
information.  

2. Color scheme is consistent (for example, blue always signifies the same thing). 
3. Colors clearly stand out from the background and complement one another. 
4. Color is effectively used to help convey a message (not only used for decoration). 

 
Contrast 

5. Contrast is used well to distinguish separate bodies of information (boldface/ underlining). 
6. Proposal is consistent in its usage of methods of contrast. 
7. Contrast is used with restraint – it creates interest and makes the document easier to 

understand without creating confusion (by having too many different visual cues). 
 
Font Size / Typeface 

8. Font size is used proportionately in headings to denote different levels of information. 
9. Decorative fonts (script fonts, flourishes, etc.) are used: 
 

a. To present bodies of information = 1 pt 
b. For flourish or not at all = 3 pts 
c. To catch the reader’s attention = 5 pts 

 
10. Proposal consistently uses a typeface with serifs for long sections of text. 
 
Layout 

11. White space effectively draws the eye to important information. 
12. Document is well-organized so that information flows in a logical manner (into, 

background/mission, goals, etc.). 
13. Sections are clearly marked so that it is easy to find particular information. 
14. Proposal incorporates a key visual element (such as a logo or graphic) that makes the 

proposal stand out.  Graphics are relevant to the proposal’s overall message. 
15. Margins are even and bodies of text are aligned at the left. 
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Appendix C: Proposal Evaluation Checklist (final version) 
 
 

Please rate each proposal according to your level of agreement with the statements below, based 
on the following scale: 
 

1 = disagree 2 = somewhat disagree 3 = neutral 4 = somewhat agree 5 = strongly agree 
 
Color 

1. Colors other than black and white are effectively used to draw the eye to particular areas of 
information. (Note:  if used, gray tones are considered “colors.”  If colors are not used, a 
rating of “neutral” is assigned.) 

2. Color scheme is consistent (for example, blue always signifies the same thing). 
3. Colors clearly stand out from the background and complement one another. 
4. Color, including shades of gray, is effectively used to help convey a message (not only used 

for decoration).  If colors are not used, a rating of “neutral” is assigned. 
5. Color is used with restraint (2 colors in addition to black is generally the max; using too 

many creates confusion.  No color = “neutral” score). 
 

Contrast 

6. Font attributes are used well to distinguish separate bodies of information (such as boldface, 
underlining, color, or shading). 

7. Proposal is consistent in its usage of methods of contrast. 
8. Contrast is used with restraint – it creates interest and makes the document easier to 

understand without creating confusion (by having too many different visual cues). 
 
Font Size / Typeface 

9. Font size is used proportionately (larger = more important) in headings to denote different 
levels of information. 

10. Decorative fonts (script fonts, flourishes, etc.) are used: 
 

a. To present bodies of information = 1 pt 
b. For flourish or not at all = 3 pts 
c. To catch the reader’s attention = 5 pts 

 
11. Proposal consistently uses a readable typeface with serifs (for example, Times New Roman, 

Palatino, Garamond, Book Antiqua, or Century Schoolbook) for long sections of text. 
12. Font attributes are used with restraint.  (Generally no more than 2 typefaces.  Size 

differentiation and decorative fonts used only to the extent that they enhance the document). 
 
Layout 

13. White space effectively draws the eye to important information. 
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14. Document is visually well-organized so that information flows in concert with the readers’ 
expectations based on the guidelines in the RFP. 

15. Sections are clearly marked so that it is easy to find particular information. 
16. Proposal incorporates a key visual element (such as a logo or graphic) that makes the 

proposal stand out.   
17. Graphics are relevant to the proposal’s overall message. (No graphics = a rating of “neutral”.) 
 
 
 



Appendix D  63 

Appendix D: RFP from the Community Foundation  
of the New River Valley 
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Appendix E: Excerpts of RFP from Defense Logistics Agency 
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Appendix F: Initial Interview Questions (Grant Proposals) 
 
 

1. What is the goal of the foundation in making grants?  Is there a particular type of project 
that the foundation seeks to fund? 

- The goal is to support general charitable activities for its population base (160,000 
people in 4 counties in southwestern Virginia) in order to improve their quality of 
life.  The foundation also takes the needs/desires of its donors into consideration.   

- Their specific fields of interest include: social services, education, community and 
civic affairs, arts and culture, health, libraries and museums, religion, and 
conservation and preservation of natural, historical, and cultural resources. 

- It is one of approximately 25 such foundations in VA; the general public provides 
most of the funding (rather than a single family). 

 
2. Who in the organization created the Request for Proposal?  Is that document written with 

any design parameters (for the proposals) in mind?- 
- The RFP was created by Mr. Morikawa and the Community Foundation staff.  

They did have some general design parameters in mind, such as wanting a 
separate cover page so that they could see at a glance who the proposal was from 
and what it was about.  They did not want to see proposals coming in with tiny 
print and no margins, so they tried to design the RFP as a simple set of questions 
that the proposal writers needed to answer within a few pages.  Other than that, 
there are no set design requirements, so the proposal writers have some freedom 
in the presentation of their proposal. 

 
3. Who in the organization makes the decisions about which proposals to fund? 

- A distribution committee of approximately 8 members makes the decisions about 
which proposals to fund.  They review and make recommendations to the board of 
directors.  There are also donor advisors who make recommendations to the 
distribution committee (these are non-binding requests). 

 
4. How is that person(s) picked? 

- The distribution committee is appointed by the chair/president of the board, based 
on recommendations from the rest of the 24-member board of directors. 

 
5. What criteria do they use to determine which proposals to fund?  Are the criteria set in 

writing? 
- The RFP serves as the main criteria for determining which proposals to fund, but 

they also take the needs of the organization (and the population it serves) into 
consideration.  There is no specific list of criteria, but they generally make sure 
that any proposal they fund relates to at least one of their fields of interest. 

 
6. On average, how many grant proposals does your organization receive each year? 

- Approximately 100, split between the spring and fall cycles. 
 

7. On average, how many are funded?   
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- Approximately 40, depending on funds and investment performance. 
 

8. What is the total amount granted per year?  Average amount of each grant? 
- In the 2001 calendar year, the foundation gave $95,000 in grants; most of which 

were in $500 denominations.  Occasionally there is a grant for $1000. 
 
 

(Questions for decision-making authority) 
 
 

9. Why were the evaluation criteria chosen?  What grounds were there for using those 
criteria instead of other possibilities? 

- Evaluation criteria are not very specific, but they are based on the mission of the 
foundation, so those proposals that best demonstrate that their work will improve 
the quality of life (in any of the fields of interest) stand a good chance of being 
funded. 

- Based on the level of grants being awarded, using more specific evaluation 
criteria is too stringent…the foundation once tried using a checklist but found it 
unnecessary. 

 
10. Is there any sort of calibration session, during which proposal evaluators look at sample 

proposals to try to come to a consensus on what constitutes a particular rating?  (basically 
a preparation session) 

- There is no specific calibration session during which all the evaluators decide 
what a “good” proposal looks like.  Instead, each member of the distribution 
committee reviews all of the proposals on their own, after which they get together 
for a round-robin discussion.  General impression (about the whole organization 
that is applying) is a key factor.  They each rate each proposal on a scale of 1-3, 
with 1 being the best, and the purpose of the discussion is to come to agreement 
on a rating for each proposal.  So, the meeting of the committee serves both as a 
calibration session and as their actual evaluation session. 

 
11. In general, do you consciously notice the way a proposal is designed and does it influence 

your opinion (that you know of) regarding which organization/company should receive 
the grant/contract?  For example, do you notice if a proposal uses color or underlining to 
make certain information stand out? 

- Members do notice how a proposal looks, but it doesn’t consciously play into 
their ratings unless it appears that the proposal has not been thoroughly thought 
out (as much a matter of content as of design).  They do appreciate if they can tell 
someone put in effort to make their proposal look nice, but it is not a deciding 
factor. 

 
12. If you receive several proposals that are rated very close to one another, how do you 

decide which ones to fund?  Which criteria are most important in distinguishing between 
the proposals? 
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- How the community stands to benefit from the ideas in the proposal; committee 
members’ knowledge of the person or group submitting the proposal. 

- Distributing funds fairly among the locations that the foundation supports. 
 

 
13. Does the design of a proposal reflect the ethos of the company or organization presenting 

it?  For example, does a poorly laid-out proposal reflect badly on the company in the 
same way a good design reflects positively?  Does it occur to a greater or lesser degree 
(or not at all, if that is the case)? 

- Design can show level of effort, but the foundation is not dealing with companies, 
they’re dealing with charities, non-profits, and volunteer organizations.  
Sometimes a poor design can reflect inexperience with computers and formal 
documents rather than lack of credibility or effort.   
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Appendix G: Initial Interview Questions (Contract Proposals) 
 
 
1. What is the goal of the organization in funding contracts?   

- N/A for DLA.  Each contract is generated and tailored to support the mission of 
the agency or sub-agency that requires it.  The goal of a particular contract can be 
found in the RFP and statement of work. 

 
2. Who in the organization creates the RFPs/solicitaions?  Are those documents written with 

any design parameters (for the proposals) in mind?  (For example, are things such as font 
size, section headings, or margins specified?) 

- The Contracting Office creates the RFP using a Statement of Work and 
parameters supplied by the customer organization.  Reference pages 34-36 of the 
sample RFP.  With the exception of margins and page limitations, they do not 
provide design parameters to the offerors. 

 
3. Who in the organization makes the decisions about which proposals to fund? 

- Source selection committee for big (multi-million) contracts. 
- Smaller contracts  lowest price technically acceptable is automatically picked. 

 
4. How are the members of the source-selection committee picked? 

- The Source Selection Authority appoints the members of the Selection Committee 
who are recommended by their respective technical/contracting activities. 

 
5. What criteria do they use to determine which proposals to accept?  Are the criteria set in 

writing? 
- Criteria are in writing as a part of the RFP; different criteria exist for different 

types of contracts. 
 

6. On average, how many source selections (for initial or replacement contracts) does your 
organization do each year? 

- Between 6 and 10. 
 

7. On average, how many proposals are received in response to a solicitation?   
- It varies depending on the size and scope of the project.  Sometimes as few as two 

or three, other times, up to 27. 
 

8. What is the contracting budget for DORRA (on average) per year?  For the DLA overall? 
- For DORRA it is between 12-14 Million per year.  No idea on DLA as a whole. 

 
9. What is the average value of the contracts that go through the source-selection process? 

- Because the formal Source Selection process is time consuming and resource 
intensive, it is not normally done for acquisitions under $1,000,000. 
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10. Before the official meeting of the source selection committee, is there any sort of 
calibration session, during which proposal evaluators look at sample proposals to try to 
come to a consensus on what constitutes a particular rating?  (basically a preparation 
session) 

- No.  A meeting is held, but only to brief the evaluators on the need for objectivity 
and protection of the source selection sensitive information.  Ratings are 
subjective by the evaluators. 

 
11. In general, do you consciously notice the way a proposal is designed and does it influence 

your opinion (that you know of) regarding which organization/company should receive 
the grant/contract?  For example, do you notice if a proposal uses color or underlining to 
make certain information stand out? 

- You certainly notice the design, and anything that assists you in ease of 
reading/evaluation is obviously appreciated, but it has no bearing on which 
offeror should receive the award. 

 
12. If you receive several proposals that are rated very close to one another, how do you 

decide which ones to accept?  Which criteria are most important in distinguishing 
between the proposals? 

- This depends on whether I am procuring on a “Best Value” basis, or a Lowest 
Price Technically Acceptable (LPTA) basis.  In a LPTA situation, if the proposals 
are technically even or very close, I will award on the basis of the lowest price.  In 
a “Best Value” situation, I can trade-off price for technical superiority, that is, it is 
a better value for the Government to pay more for a greater technical capability. 

 
13. You receive 2 proposals for a large analysis project.  One is beautifully designed, 

including easy-to-read plans and color graphics of similar work the company has done.  
The proposal is well organized and professionally packaged.  The second proposal is 
adequate as far as responding to the RFP, but contains none of the design elements of the 
first.  The price both companies quote is identical.  Which of the following statements 
best reflects your initial feelings about the proposals? 

 
A.  The first proposal is better because it demonstrates that the company knows its 

business and has gone to extra lengths to ensure that its proposal stands out. 
B. The two proposals quoted the same price, so they are equal. 
C. The second proposal is better.  The first one looked nice, but such design and 

packaging is frivolous and shows that the company does not manage costs well. 
D. None of the above.  (Please explain below) 
 
- In contracting for the Government, all proposals are viewed equally as to merits, 

and packaging is a non-criteria. 
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14. Does the design of a proposal reflect the ethos of the company or organization presenting 
it?  For example, does a poorly laid-out proposal reflect badly on the company in the 
same way a good design reflects positively?  Does it occur to a greater or lesser degree 
(or not at all, if that is the case)? 

- As a general rule, yes. Though again, you are looking at proposal content, not 
how it is dressed up.  Obviously, larger contractors have the resources and 
capabilities to put together a professional proposal, and while some smaller 
companies do as well, from a purely cosmetic standpoint, the larger companies 
are generally superior.  However, it is content not packaging that the Source 
Selection Authority and evaluators are looking for. 
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Appendix H: Data/Calculations  
 

 
Grant Proposals: Raw Data

**successful = yellow

Proposal # 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40
(Color)

1 4 3 5 3 3 3 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 5 4 3 3 3 4 5 3 3 3 4 4 4 4
2 5 3 4 3 3 3 3 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 5 4 3 3 3 5 5 3 3 3 4 5 5 3
3 4 3 4 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 4 3 3 3 4 5 3 3 3 4 5 5 4
4 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 4 3
5 5 3 4 3 3 3 5 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 5 3 3 3 5 5 3 3 3 4 5 5 3

Subtotal 21 15 21 15 15 15 19 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 16 15 15 15 15 15 15 19 15 15 15 21 20 15 15 15 21 24 15 15 15 19 22 23 17

(Contrast)
6 4 3 4 5 3 3 4 4 5 4 1 4 2 2 3 5 4 1 5 5 5 4 3 2 4 3 5 4 2 4 4 2 4 2 5 4 4 2 4 2
7 3 4 3 5 3 3 4 2 5 3 3 5 3 3 4 5 5 3 5 5 5 5 4 3 5 2 4 2 3 5 4 3 5 3 4 3 4 3 4 3
8 4 3 4 5 3 3 4 3 5 3 3 4 2 3 3 5 4 1 5 5 5 4 4 1 5 3 4 3 3 4 2 2 4 3 4 4 4 3 4 3

Subtotal 11 10 11 15 9 9 12 9 15 10 7 13 7 8 10 15 13 5 15 15 15 13 11 6 14 8 13 9 8 13 10 7 13 8 13 11 12 8 12 8

(Font size/Typeface)
9 4 4 4 4 3 1 4 3 3 1 1 4 3 3 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 3 4 3 4 3 4 5 3 3 3 2 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 3

10 4 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 5 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 4 3 3
11 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 3 5 5 2 2 5 3 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 3 5 5 5 5 5 3 5 5 5
12 5 3 4 5 2 2 4 4 4 3 3 3 3 4 4 4 4 2 4 4 4 3 4 3 4 3 4 4 3 4 3 3 5 3 4 3 4 4 4 4

Subtotal 18 15 16 17 13 11 16 15 15 12 12 15 14 16 16 14 16 13 13 13 16 12 16 14 16 14 16 18 14 15 12 13 16 15 16 15 15 17 16 15

(Layout)
13 3 4 5 5 3 4 3 3 5 3 4 5 3 2 4 5 5 2 4 4 4 5 4 3 5 3 5 5 4 4 3 3 4 3 5 3 3 4 5 3
14 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 5 5 3 5 5 4 4 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 4 3 5 4 3 4 5 3 4 2 4 3 3 3 5 3 5 4
15 3 4 4 5 2 3 3 5 5 4 2 5 4 2 3 5 5 3 5 5 5 5 2 3 5 3 4 4 5 2 4 1 3 2 2 5 5 2 5 2
16 5 1 5 1 1 1 5 2 1 1 1 1 1 5 3 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 5 1 1 1 4 5 2 4 1 4 5 1 1 1 5 5 4 5
17 5 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 3 3 4 3 3 4 3 3 3 5 3 5 5

Subtotal 20 16 21 18 12 15 18 17 19 16 13 20 16 17 18 19 19 14 19 18 18 19 19 13 19 14 20 21 19 17 15 13 20 12 14 15 23 17 24 19

Total 70 56 69 65 49 50 65 56 64 53 47 63 52 56 59 64 63 47 62 61 64 59 65 48 64 51 70 68 56 60 52 54 73 50 58 56 69 64 75 59
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Statistics for Overall Scores

Mean 59.65 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 1.181345387 Mean 58.57142857 60.84210526
Median 59.5 Variance 71.05714286 39.14035088
Mode 56 Observations 21 19
Standard Deviation 7.471484252 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 55.82307692 df 37
Kurtosis -0.835652555 t Stat -0.97321441
Skewness 0.031817411 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.16838333
Range 28 t Critical one-tail 1.687094482
Minimum 47 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.336766661
Maximum 75 t Critical two-tail 2.026190487
Sum 2386
Count 40
Confidence Level(95.0%) 2.389494239

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Grants: Overall Results

Overall Stats for Color Questions

Mean 16.7 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.438821265 Mean 16.76190476 16.63157895
Median 15 Variance 7.59047619 8.245614035
Mode 15 Observations 21 19
Standard Deviation 2.775349366 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 7.702564103 df 37
Kurtosis 0.283370461 t Stat 0.146126577
Skewness 1.319951332 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.442307355
Range 9 t Critical one-tail 1.687094482
Minimum 15 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.88461471
Maximum 24 t Critical two-tail 2.026190487
Sum 668
Count 40
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.887598916

Grants: Color Questions/Results

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances
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Overall Stats for Contrast Questions

Mean 10.775 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.450765019 Mean 9.904761905 11.73684211
Median 11 Variance 6.49047619 8.538011696
Mode 13 Observations 21 19
Standard Deviation 2.850888301 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 8.127564103 df 36
Kurtosis -1.055492254 t Stat -2.103701216
Skewness -0.054266141 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.021227719
Range 10 t Critical one-tail 1.688297289
Minimum 5 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.042455438
Maximum 15 t Critical two-tail 2.02809133
Sum 431
Count 40
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.911757415

Grants: Contrast Questions/Results

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Overall Stats for Font size/Typeface

Mean 14.775 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.269109405 Mean 14.71428571 14.84210526
Median 15 Variance 3.314285714 2.584795322
Mode 16 Observations 21 19
Standard Deviation 1.701997318 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 2.896794872 df 38
Kurtosis -0.450626622 t Stat -0.2357889
Skewness -0.319081252 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.407431351
Range 7 t Critical one-tail 1.685953066
Minimum 11 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.814862703
Maximum 18 t Critical two-tail 2.024394234
Sum 591
Count 40
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.544324615

Grants: Font Size/Typeface Results

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances
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Overall Stats for Layout Questions

Mean 17.4 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.458257569 Mean 17.19047619 17.63157895
Median 18 Variance 12.96190476 3.69005848
Mode 19 Observations 21 19
Standard Deviation 2.898275349 Hypothesized Mean Differe 0
Sample Variance 8.4 df 31
Kurtosis -0.364582752 t Stat -0.48967694
Skewness -0.081685031 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.313904979
Range 12 t Critical one-tail 1.695518677
Minimum 12 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.627809958
Maximum 24 t Critical two-tail 2.039514584
Sum 696
Count 40
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.926912514

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Grants: Layout Questions/Results

 
 
 

Grants: Question 7: Contrast Consistency

Overall Stats for Question #7

Mean 3.75 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.155043418 Mean 3.380952381 4.157894737
Median 4 Variance 0.847619048 0.807017544
Mode 3 Observations 21 19
Standard Deviation 0.980580676 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 0.961538462 df 38
Kurtosis -1.222554765 t Stat -2.699451429
Skewness 0.021469556 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.005154613
Range 3 t Critical one-tail 1.685953066
Minimum 2 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.010309226
Maximum 5 t Critical two-tail 2.024394234
Sum 150
Count 40
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.313604606

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances
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Contract Proposals: Raw Data

**Successful = lt. yellow, competitive range = lt. green

Proposal # 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35
(Color)

1 4 4 4 4 5 4 3 4 3 3 3 4 4 3 4 5 5 4 4 4 1 5 4 3 4 4 5 4 3 4 3 3 3 4 4
2 3 3 5 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 3 3 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 5 5 5 5 5 5 3 3 5 5
3 3 4 3 5 4 4 3 4 3 3 3 4 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 3 4 5 4 2 5 4 4 3 3 3 2 3 4 4 4
4 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 4 3 3 4 4 3 3 3 2 4 3 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 3
5 3 4 4 4 2 5 3 4 3 3 3 4 4 3 5 5 4 3 4 4 2 3 4 3 5 5 5 4 3 5 4 3 4 5 4

Subtotal 16 18 19 21 18 20 15 19 15 15 15 19 20 15 20 21 21 18 19 18 13 21 18 16 21 22 23 19 18 20 17 15 17 21 20

(Contrast)
6 4 4 4 4 5 3 3 4 4 4 2 4 4 2 4 4 5 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 5 4 4 5 4 5 4 4 5 4 5
7 2 4 4 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 4 5 4 5 4 4 5 3 3 4 5 4 3 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 3 5 5
8 2 5 4 5 4 5 4 2 4 5 3 5 3 3 3 5 5 4 4 4 3 4 2 5 4 5 3 5 5 5 4 4 3 5 4

Subtotal 8 13 12 14 14 13 12 10 13 14 9 14 11 10 11 13 15 11 11 12 11 12 9 14 13 14 12 15 14 15 12 13 11 14 14

(Font size/Typeface)
9 3 3 4 2 4 3 5 3 2 5 3 4 4 2 4 2 4 4 4 4 1 3 4 3 3 4 3 3 4 5 4 5 4 3 4

10 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
11 5 4 3 5 5 5 5 2 5 3 5 5 1 1 5 2 1 5 5 5 5 5 1 2 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5
12 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 3 3 5 3 4 4 3 4 5 5 3 3 3 4 4 4 4 5 5 5 5 4 5 4 4 4 5 4

Subtotal 15 15 15 15 17 16 17 11 13 16 14 16 12 9 16 12 13 15 15 15 13 15 12 12 16 17 16 16 16 18 16 17 16 16 16

(Layout)
13 3 3 4 5 4 4 3 4 4 5 1 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 3 4 5 2 3 4 4 5 3 4 4 3 4
14 4 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 3 5 2 4 3 4 5 4 5 4 4 5 4 5 3 4 5 4 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 5
15 2 4 5 2 2 5 5 2 1 5 3 3 3 4 4 3 5 5 5 5 4 5 2 4 5 4 3 4 4 5 5 2 4 5 5
16 3 4 2 4 3 4 2 2 2 2 1 3 4 1 3 3 5 2 2 2 3 3 4 3 2 2 3 4 3 2 3 2 2 3 3
17 3 3 3 3 4 4 3 3 3 3 2 5 4 3 3 4 4 3 3 3 3 5 3 3 5 5 5 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 3

Subtotal 15 18 18 17 16 21 17 15 13 20 9 19 18 16 18 18 23 18 18 19 17 21 15 18 22 17 19 20 19 21 19 16 17 20 20

Total 54 64 64 67 65 70 61 55 54 65 47 68 61 50 65 64 72 62 63 64 54 69 54 60 72 70 70 70 67 74 64 61 61 71 70
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Contracts: Overall Results

Statistics for Overall Scores t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Mean 63.48571429 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 1.134909339 Mean 67.85714286 62.39285714
Median 64 Variance 27.80952381 44.39550265
Mode 64 Observations 7 28
Standard Deviation 6.714214196 Hypothesized Mean Differe 0
Sample Variance 45.08067227 df 11
Kurtosis -0.151664033 t Stat 2.317718762
Skewness -0.670346353 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.020370595
Range 27 t Critical one-tail 1.795883691
Minimum 47 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.040741189
Maximum 74 t Critical two-tail 2.200986273
Sum 2222
Count 35
Confidence Level(95.0%) 2.306411757

Variable 1 Variable 2
Mean 67.85714286 65.66666667
Variance 27.80952381 12.33333333
Observations 7 21
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
df 8
t Stat 1.025774259
P(T<=t) one-tail 0.167505786
t Critical one-tail 1.85954832
P(T<=t) two-tail 0.335011572
t Critical two-tail 2.306005626

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Contracts: Revised Results (Bottom 20% Eliminated)
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Mean 18.37142857 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.414213265 Mean 19.71428571 18.03571429
Median 19 Variance 5.904761905 5.665343915
Mode 18 Observations 7 28
Standard Deviation 2.450518724 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 6.005042017 df 9
Kurtosis -0.721885931 t Stat 1.641348263
Skewness -0.293169946 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.067571496
Range 10 t Critical one-tail 1.833113856
Minimum 13 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.135142993
Maximum 23 t Critical two-tail 2.262158887
Sum 643
Count 35
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.841782081

Overall Stats for Color t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Contracts: Color Results

Mean 12.37142857 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.307020691 Mean 13 12.21428571
Median 13 Variance 2 3.582010582
Mode 14 Observations 7 28
Standard Deviation 1.816358903 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 3.299159664 df 12
Kurtosis -0.331954147 t Stat 1.221663747
Skewness -0.561082156 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.12264594
Range 7 t Critical one-tail 1.782286745
Minimum 8 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.24529188
Maximum 15 t Critical two-tail 2.178812792
Sum 433
Count 35
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.623940703

Overall Stats for Contrast t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

Contracts: Contrast Results
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Contracts: Font Size / Typeface Results

Mean 14.82857143 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.339266917 Mean 15.57142857 14.64285714
Median 15 Variance 3.285714286 4.164021164
Mode 16 Observations 7 28
Standard Deviation 2.007130147 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 4.028571429 df 10
Kurtosis 0.763236444 t Stat 1.181095357
Skewness -1.046955886 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.132446467
Range 9 t Critical one-tail 1.812461505
Minimum 9 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.264892935
Maximum 18 t Critical two-tail 2.228139238
Sum 519
Count 35
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.689472876

Overall Stats for Font Size/Typeface t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

 

Contracts: Layout Results

Mean 17.91428571 Successful Unsuccessful
Standard Error 0.447910984 Mean 19.57142857 17.5
Median 18 Variance 2.619047619 7.37037037
Mode 18 Observations 7 28
Standard Deviation 2.649877118 Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Sample Variance 7.021848739 df 16
Kurtosis 2.737470669 t Stat 2.59460774
Skewness -0.998488685 P(T<=t) one-tail 0.009776875
Range 14 t Critical one-tail 1.745884219
Minimum 9 P(T<=t) two-tail 0.01955375
Maximum 23 t Critical two-tail 2.119904821
Sum 627
Count 35
Confidence Level(95.0%) 0.91026404

Overall Stats for Layout t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances
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