
 
 

Conducting Effective Software Selections 
 

A Ten Step Process 
 

   

The process utilized for selecting an enterprise software system can have great impact on 

both the effort required to find an acceptable product and the quality of the final decision.   

 

Done properly, a solution is identified that brings operational efficiencies and competitive 

advantage to the organization for many years to come.  An ineffective process will lead to 

wasted time and insufficient confidence for a purchase decision.  Or, even worse, the 

selection of an ill-fitting product that fails to bring the expected return on investment. 

 

OnCourse Technology Group has developed the following Ten Step Process to reduce 

decision making effort and ensure the decision, once made, provides the best fit for an 

organization’s overall needs. 

 

1. Identify the Objectives 

 

A required first step for any business improvement project is to define the specific 

outcomes being sought.  These outcomes should tie to the overall business 

strategy and can include objective and subjective measures.   

 

Objective goals are specific and might include “increase sales to existing customer 

base by 15%” or “provide immediate notification when revenue falls short of 

budget by more than 10%”.  Subjective goals can be just as important and can 

include items such as “improve service technician job satisfaction” or “decrease 

time spent finding all e-mail messages related to a specific customer”.  

 

All technology products require significant investments of direct costs for 

software and implementation services as well as employees’ time.  Identifying the 

value to be provided to the organization in as specific manner as possible will 

provide information needed for project justification when a final decision is made. 
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2. Assemble the Team 

 

The selection team should include stakeholders from all affected areas in the 

organization.  It is highly recommended one person be selected as a “lead” for 

larger groups to provide a coordinated response. 

 

Executive support of the project is vital and should include continuing 

reinforcement of expected objectives.  Employees will be need to be interrupted 

from their daily activities and moving the project forward will require them to be 

available at specific times.  Having company leadership endorse the project will 

ensure this happens.    

 

Depending on the scope of the project and availability of internal expertise, many 

firms will choose to enlist consulting assistance in conducting the selection.  

Enterprise software selections are done infrequently in most organizations 

(possible once a decade) and many companies find the project moves more 

quickly with a reduction in risk by engaging a firm with software selection 

experience. 

 

3. Build a Project Schedule 

 

Given the number of individuals needing to allocate time away from their daily 

tasks, building a schedule early in the project is a key success factor.   

 

Defining all the project steps and identifying which resources (both internal and 

external) need to be involved at various stages will ensure their availability. 

Getting the most effective participation from the software vendors also requires 

giving them as much advance notice as possible.  

 

As in any effective schedule, specifying targeted completion dates along with 

interim deliverables to track progress will also prove valuable.  
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4. Identify the Process Requirements 

 

Identifying requirements is absolutely the most challenging component of the 

selection project.  This is particularly true if project participants have limited 

experience in performing this task.  

 

Developing the process requirements is a bit art and a bit science.  The challenge 

is to define “just enough” of the requirements to facilitate the vendor 

demonstrations and objectively rank the candidate software products.  Most 

importantly, the requirements should be developed in a way that any significant 

“gaps” in the candidate products are exposed. 

 

Traditionally, software selections have been made by listing hundreds of 

individual functions and developing “weighted scores”.  OnCourse Technology 

Group has found that approaching the requirements from a process point of view 

to be much more effective. 

 

What defines a process?  It’s a series of steps that end in a specific outcome.  As 

an example, “receive service request, dispatch technician, complete work order, 

produce customer invoice” is one process.  Another process might be “receive 

product inquiry, furnish information to prospect, call prospect on phone, complete 

sales order”.  

 

5. Identify Candidate Vendors 

 

Potential vendors can be identified by reviewing the products used by peers and 

competitors, visiting industry events, and conducting Internet searches. 

 

In some cases, only a few vendors are identified given the need for a specialized 

industry focus.  In other cases, particularly with emerging technology products, 

there may be seemingly dozens. 

 

Entering the demonstration phase with more than three or so vendors can prove 

unwieldy.  If the initial list is long, a brief e-mail asking about support for key 

processes and reference accounts in your industry can often thin the list quickly.  

In some cases a formal Request for Proposal (RFP) can be effective to determine 

the “short list” of vendors. 
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6. Conduct demonstrations 

 

The outcome of defining process requirements in step #4 is development of 

demonstration scripts that you will require each vendor to follow. 

 

Each of those viewing the demonstrations should be required to grade each of the 

processes based on the objective criteria in the scripts.  The outcome of this will 

be an analysis of where each candidate solution fits your requirements, and where 

there are gaps. 

 

Manage the vendor!  The vendor’s presentation must follow your demonstration 

scripts.  Each vendor will likely have areas where they can uniquely add value and 

they should be allowed a limited amount of time (at the end of the demonstration) 

to present in these areas.  Sometimes you’ll discover a leading-edge technique 

from a specific vendor that you’ll want to include in your requirements list for the 

other candidates.   

 

7. Solicit Proposals 

 

The demonstrations will often disqualify some of the vendors and move others 

into a lead position.  Specific pricing proposals can then be requested for vendors 

that have been able to fulfill the requirements. 

 

These proposals should include costs for initial software purchase, software 

maintenance, a recommended implementation plan, and estimates for 

implementation services.  Your only source for implementation consultants for 

some products may be from the vendor themselves.  Other products are used 

widely enough that there are a number of independent consulting firms that can 

provide these services. 

 

Requirements and pricing for any required hardware and foundation software 

products (e.g. database software, reporting tools) should be developed at this point 

as well. 
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8. Check References 

 

Although it isn’t a foolproof way to gather information, we consider reference 

checking essential.  Keep in mind the vendor isn’t going to give you any “bad” 

references and the reference themselves may be getting compensated in some 

manner (e.g. free training credits for participating in the program). 

 

Try to pick reference candidates that are as close to your business model as 

possible.  Also, try to find references not supplied by the vendor.  This can be as 

simple as asking the vendor supplied reference if there are other companies with 

whom it might be helpful to talk.  Attending trade shows and networking with 

peers can also be effective. 

 

For enterprise-level systems we always recommend making a couple of on-site 

visits.  During these visits, ask to set up meetings with key operational staff.  The 

manager responsible for the implementation may give you a positive view, but 

you often get a more forthright assessment when talking with the people that 

depend on the system for their daily work. 
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9. Make a Decision 

 

Decision time is here!  All the weeks of careful planning and hard work have led 

you to have the confidence to move forward.  For the final decision, OnCourse 

ranks the candidate vendors on these six criteria: 

 

1) Field-deployed Functionality – How does the functionality fit your process 

requirements?  Are there any significant gaps?  How will you fill the gaps?  This 

is also a good time to revisit the desired outcomes identified in step #1 to make 

sure you haven’t gotten off track. 

 

2) Technology Architecture – Is the system cloud based?  If not, will it fit into 

your current IT infrastructure?  What database and development platform are 

used?  Can field employees access the system via the Internet?  Can you 

customize / extend the product?  What reporting tools are provided? 

 

3) Total Cost of Ownership – What is the expected five-year cost for initial 

software, software maintenance, implementation consulting, hardware, and 

ancillary tools?  Also, what is an estimated cost to upgrade to a future version? 

 

4) Professional Services – What consulting services are available to help both 

with the initial implementation and long-term management?  Will you need to use 

the software vendor or is there a community of other professionals? 

 

5) Vendor Quality – Is the vendor’s business model viable?  How do they treat 

customers after the sale?  Are they continually improving the product or just 

collecting maintenance fees? 

 

6) References – What do other companies like, and dislike, about the product?  

What lessons did they learn during implementation?  Would they choose the 

product again if they were making the decision today? 
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10. Negotiate the Deal 

 

Depending on the particular vendor and scope of the purchase, there may be 

latitude to negotiate pricing and terms more favorable than the vendor’s initial 

offer.  

 

It helps to know what the vendor has offered recent customers and their typical 

discount rates.  It also helps to know what is, and isn’t, in the decision making 

power of the sales team to negotiate.  If the total purchase price is difficult to 

reduce, it is often possible to negotiate training credits, caps on support cost 

increases, and other favorable terms.  

 

As in all negotiations, more knowledge means more ability for you to get the price 

and terms you want.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Each software selection project is different and this process can be adjusted based on the 

specific need being addressed.  The scope of the proposed implementation and the size of 

your business are key factors to consider in structuring the selection process.   

 

Products with limited functionality and low cost may be low risk.  For these, some steps 

can be safely skipped.  However, history has shown that not following a structured 

approach for strategic purchases can lead to increased risk of selecting a product that 

proves difficult to implement, doesn’t meet all organizational objectives, or is incapable 

of providing the expected Return on Investment.  
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Technology Topics is a series of communications by Mike Davidson for clients and 

friends of OnCourse Technology Group, LLC.  To be placed on our mailing list, please 

visit our website at www.OnCourseGroup.net or e-mail us at info@oncoursegroup.net. 

 

About OnCourse Technology Group - Headquartered in Birmingham, Alabama, we 

provide consulting services for businesses seeking to improve operations and profitability 

through the application of Information Technology.  Our goal is to become the trusted 

advisor to our clients in all matters relating to the usage of technology products.  Our 

services include strategic planning, software selection, and implementation project 

management for a wide range of businesses. 

 

About Mike Davidson – As founder of OnCourse Technology Group, Mike has over 25 

years experience bringing value to business through the implementation of Information 

Technology. His specialties include strategic planning, IT project management, business 

application strategies, business process design, IT infrastructure design, IT organization 

design, IT staff development, and vendor management.  Mike may be contacted at 

mike@OnCourseGroup.net. 

 

www.OnCourseGroup.net 

E-Mail:info@OnCourseGroup.net, Phone: (205) 383-1790 

5184 Caldwell Mill Road, Suite 204, Birmingham, AL  35244 
 

© OnCourse Technology Group, LLC 2013 
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