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ORGANIZATIONS MUST MAXIMIZE 

talent, time, and financial investments 

when pursuing competitive business 

development. While not all organi-

zations implement the full capture 

and proposal development life cycle, 

there is one must-have if you want to 

accelerate your efforts: the Black Hat 

review. Commonly known as a com-

petitive analysis, a Black Hat review is 

conducted to ascertain the competitive 

positioning of the bidding organization. 

Creating a competitive advantage is 

not just about creating better technical 

solutions. Real advantage is created by 

better understanding your competitive 

environment, the markets you serve, 

and your place in them both.

Creating real advantage requires 

moving the traditional Black Hat 

review from a data-gathering exercise 

to an interactive group experience 

that leverages diverse knowledge, 

customer engagement, and competi-

tive intelligence. 

AN INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO 

GROUP PROCESS DESIGN

Fundamental elements of adult learn-

ing, design thinking, and innovation 

together create a dynamic experi-

ence. Adult learning recognizes that 

group participants all have valuable 

experiences to share. Design thinking 

focuses on understanding the user 

experience. Innovation excels when 

group participants have a safe place to 

share, to fail, and to try again. 

STEP 1: SELECT YOUR TEAM

Diverse teams create a base of 

knowledge and experience that is 

far more powerful than what one or 

two individuals can hope to generate. 

Setting the team up with all the nec-

essary disciplines—capture, technical, 

and customer knowledge—makes for 

a well-balanced and effective team. 

STEP 2: CONDUCT PRE-WORK

No single participant will have 

comprehensive knowledge of the 

competition. Fill in the gaps by pro-

viding robust competitor profiles and 

allow participants to focus on prob-

lem solving and creation. A skilled 

competitive-intelligence expert can 

weave together multiple sources of 

information (professional network, 

open-source data, etc.) to create a 

more comprehensive product, above 

and beyond what is possible with a 

common Web search of the compe-

tition. Customer profiles are helpful, 

particularly to facilitate incumbent 

team members sharing their insights 

on customer needs, wants, and fears 

with other group members.

STEP 3: DESIGN WORKSHOP ACTIVITIES

Teams that participate in interactive 

exercises and capture ideas visually 

are able to work through challenges 

with greater effectiveness and cre-

Time for a ‘Black Hat’ Review
HOW TO ACCENTUATE YOUR PROPOSAL WARDROBE

FUNCTIONALITY

By Melynda S. Benlemlih

Remember, it’s all about 

relationships. Ask yourself, “Would 

you buy from you?”

Perfect competitive intelligence (CI) 

doesn’t exist, for anyone. Do the best 

you can with what you have.

Preparing for a Black Hat review is 

like baking a cake: The better quality 

ingredients you use (people, CI, etc.), 

the more delicious your cake will be!
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ate more relevant solutions. Root 

cause analysis may require a Socratic 

method, questioning participants to 

elicit discussion and discovery. For 

example, the 5 Whys technique con-

tinues to ask why until the root cause 

is discovered. Using a war gaming 

approach allows participants to put 

themselves in their competitor’s shoes 

in the form of scenarios and see their 

organization’s strengths and weak-

nesses from another point of view. 

These types of exercises can result in 

more viable and creative solutions to 

win a contest: in this case, a client 

contract. Action planning that cap-

tures task items, assigns owners, and 

sets timelines increases the likelihood 

that follow-on work will get done. 

STEP 4: FACILITATE WORKSHOPS

Decide if you are equipped to facil-

itate the group process you have 

designed or if you need an external 

facilitator. If you have a high level of 

trust with your team members, can 

navigate group dynamics, and can 

disengage from the topic to drive the 

process, you should be well equipped 

to facilitate. If you need to partici-

pate, if there are contentious issues, 

or if it’s a high visibility workshop, 

you may want to take advantage of a 

skilled facilitator who has “no skin in 

the game” to drive the process. 

STEP 5: POST-WORKSHOP FOLLOW-UP

Quickly disseminate visual records 

of the discussions, decisions, and 

plans to the group, to capitalize on 

the momentum you’ve created. To 

warrant continued investment in 

Black Hat workshops, track how they 

inform subsequent decisions and com-

petitions. Solicit participant feedback 

and share success stories to demon-

strate the payoff. Execute a follow-up 

session immediately after a Black Hat 

review to compare what you learned 

against your existing win strategy. 

This will expose your vulnerabilities 

but will also more clearly identify 

where you can truly differentiate.

Implement these tools immediately 

to put (or keep!) your team on the 

winning path.  
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