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OVERVIEW 

Big failures can result from the best intentions. The IT product selection process is a good example. 

Some of the biggest mistakes in the growth of a company‟s technology infrastructure occur during the 

selection of a product or solution through a competitive bidding process. 

When any company sets out to find a new technology solution to fill a particular need, nobody expects to 

make the wrong choice or suffer a troubled implementation. An organization will launch what seems to be 

a best-practice process for defining what it needs, finding out who can meet the need at a good price from 

among a field of possibilities, and implementing the winner. 

In small to mid-sized companies, however, individuals or teams get caught off guard by the unanticipated 

demands of the product selection process. This paper analyzes the potential pitfalls facing product 

selection efforts in small- and mid-size companies, and provides specific recommendations for 

overcoming these risks and succeeding in the selection and implementation of a technology solution. 

WHAT GOES WRONG 

Although competitive bidding is a well-known best practice – especially the core instrument, the Request 

for Proposal (RFP) – many organizations lack the practical experience or the tools to execute a complete 

selection process effectively. Companies who find themselves “reinventing the wheel” with each product 

selection project will likely encounter any of a number of potential pitfalls: 

 Inadequate requirements documentation results from a misalignment of business and technical 

priorities, or the team‟s lack of an experienced business analyst well-versed in requirements 

management and elicitation. 

 Delays and mistakes occur when the solution selection effort is not managed as a real project with a 

project manager, stakeholder engagement, scope definition, a project schedule, milestones, a 

budget, and regular progress reports. 

 An inadequate Request for Proposal is produced with too much or not enough detail, the wrong 

type of questions, an emphasis on features instead of use cases, or poorly written background 

information or vendor instructions. 

 A poorly executed bidding and selection process occurs because of vendor confusion, 

inadequate scheduling, poor vendor/buyer communications, or an organization infrastructure that 

cannot respond well to vendor questions or contract negotiations. 

Any one of these outcomes can seriously damage a product selection process, resulting in wasted time, 

lost investment, and – worst of all – the implementation of a solution that simply does not meet the needs 

it was purchased to fulfill. The long-term cost of poor execution expands far beyond the expense of 

adopting best practices from the beginning of the product selection effort. 

IT’S WORTH DOING RIGHT 

Although risks exist, the benefits of a competitive bidding process are clear 

 Companies get comprehensive information from vendors to support sound decision-making. 

 Buyers can get a better deal by leveraging the company‟s purchasing power. 
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 A company can consider a range of solutions it might not otherwise know about. 

 Vendors are alerted that the selection process is competitive, encouraging them to put forth the best 

pricing possible, and to present their distinguishing product features more carefully. 

 The process encourages suppliers to respond precisely to the buyer‟s specific requirements. 

 In the steps to building an RFP, the organization gains a better understanding of its requirements, 

business needs, environment, and its anticipated Return On Investment (ROI). The process creates 

knowledge (e.g., requirements) that will be useful and reusable long after the solution has been 

selected and implementation started. As Kas Thomas, columnist for the magazine Intelligent 

Enterprise, explains, “Even if you never show your RFP to a vendor, chances are you’ll have learned 

a great deal just by going through the exercise of creating it.” 

Competitive bidding also helps enlighten an organization as it investigates options in a “build vs. buy” 

decision. For example, a particular technology solution might be envisioned as a custom-built application 

designed to meet an organization‟s very specific requirements, or, alternatively, a packaged application 

that can be implemented more quickly but might not fulfill every requirement “out of the box.” A 

competitive bidding process can help establish the rationale for choosing one path over the other. 

FOUR RISKS IN PRODUCT SELECTION 

Four particular root causes contribute to the likelihood that a product selection process will fail: 

1. A lack of expertise and experience in the full competitive bidding and product selection process. 

2. Failure to set up product selection as a formal project. 

3. Inadequate handling of requirements. 

4. A lack of balance between business and technical emphasis. 

Let‟s explore these risks in more detail. 

Lack of Expertise and Experience 

The likelihood of problems occurring depends, in part, upon how much product selection experience the 

organization has already built up. For small- and medium-sized companies, identifying that experience 

internally can be more of a challenge than with large corporations. In lieu of having adequate knowledge 

in-house, these companies can bring in expert external resources to both supplement and educate their 

workforce in the tools and processes involved with product selection. In the absence of internal capability, 

a decision to not solicit expert external help is often the tipping point toward a likely failure of the selection 

effort, usually manifested in the troubled implementation of a solution that does not meet all of the 

company‟s requirements. 

Also, in a small- or mid-size business, the people assigned to a product selection effort typically work 

simultaneously on a number of other projects as well. This usually dilutes the focus that is required for an 

optimal selection process. The common symptoms of this multitasking environment include an 

inadequate rendering of requirements, and an organizational infrastructure that is unprepared to handle 

bidder interactions and the final decision process after the RFP is published. 

Two remedies exist for this problem. First, engaging a project manager and a business analyst – either 

external or internal – is some of the best medicine an organization can prescribe for itself to limit the 
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effects of its own lack of expertise in product selection. An experienced project manager is responsible for 

planning and executing the selection project (more on that later). The business analyst is responsible for 

gathering and documenting the detailed requirements driving the product selection. Ideally, of course, 

both roles should be filled by people with experience in competitive bidding projects. If the scale of the 

selection effort is relatively small, one person with both project management and business analysis skills 

can sometimes be found at less cost than having one person for each role. 

Second, an organization should obtain for itself a reusable “kit” of tools, procedures, and talent for 

executing product selection efforts. Whether developed internally through experience and talent 

acquisition, or acquired through external sources, this package can save time and money by providing the 

recipes and ingredients right away for a successful selection project. It also reinforces best practices and 

the company‟s own internal standards for handling product selection and procurement. In situations 

where inexperience is more the norm than the exception, this package also mitigates the risk of the 

“reinventing-the-wheel” syndrome, and helps educate employees who are new to the process. 

Failure to Set Up Product Selection as a Formal Project 

A product selection initiative conducted without a formal project structure is much more likely to suffer 

delays, scope confusion, uncontrolled costs, lack of stakeholder engagement, and a poor transition from 

product selection into implementation. 

What suffers in an unmanaged product selection effort are schedule, requirements, and communications. 

Without a detailed plan and schedule, the effort is executed more haphazardly, usually when those 

involved “can get to it” amid competing priorities. Gathering and documenting requirements becomes little 

more than building a list of product features (often incomplete) without reference to actual business or 

technical needs. A lack of consistent and well-planned communication causes confusion with 

stakeholders and vendors alike. 

Without a clear project framework, a product selection effort is much more likely to devolve into a “thrash” 

mode in which schedules are not met and deliverables fail to meet sponsor expectations. 

Inadequate Focus on Requirements and Business Analysis 

The success of any product selection effort revolves around gathering and documenting requirements – 

the specific business and technical needs that drive the organization to search for and implement a 

particular technology solution to improve certain business processes. A clear knowledge of its 

requirements confirms an organization‟s own internal understanding of what it needs in order to perform a 

particular set of business processes well. It also provides vendors with a framework in which to present 

solutions for improving those processes. 

Despite the critical importance of requirements in the solution selection process, however, most 

companies still do not put enough energy into requirements management. According to recent survey 

“Diagnosing Requirements Failure: A Benchmark Report” by IAG Consulting, 70 percent of companies 

lack the fundamental competencies within business requirements discovery to consistently bring in 

projects on time and on budget. The same report states that more than 50 percent of the organizations 

surveyed do not have even basic pieces in place to be successful at business and software requirements. 

The result: inadequate RFPs, vendor confusion, difficulty finding a solution that truly meets business 

needs, and inadequate buy-in from business and technical stakeholders. 
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Yet, according to IAG, companies can consistently achieve success rates in excess of 80 percent. The 

greater the organizational focus on the combined aspects of business requirements (people, process, and 

enabling tools), the better the expected project outcome. 

The discovery and documentation of requirements are the key activities of business analysis as defined 

by the International Institute for Business Analysis (IIBA). Therefore, the most important step an 

organization can take to achieve a high rate of project success is to foster and utilize business analysis 

talent through a combination of internal and external resources. 

In its Business Analysis Body of Knowledge (BABOK), a compendium of standards and best practices for 

business, the IIBA summarizes the key role of the business analyst in the execution of an organization‟s 

technology projects: 

The business analyst is responsible for eliciting the actual needs of stakeholders, not simply their 

expressed desires. In many cases, the business analyst will also work to facilitate communication 

between organizational units. In particular, business analysts often play a central role in aligning the 

needs of business units with the capabilities delivered by information technology, and may serve as a 

„translator‟ between those groups. 

A business analyst, by this definition, is any person who conducts these activities, regardless of the 

person‟s actual job title. The presence of business analysis expertise in a product selection project has a 

huge positive impact on the project‟s chances of success. It is not enough to simply record a checklist of 

features a product should have because a mere checklist will not reflect actual usage of a system by the 

business. Through in-depth interaction with both business and technical stakeholders, the business 

analyst develops detailed use cases that become the foundation for the requirements by which competing 

solutions will be evaluated. Along the way, the business analyst helps the organization understand more 

about its processes and about the preparations it needs to make for the implementation of a new solution. 

An experienced business analyst is also able to help the business differentiate between “need,” “want,” 

and “like” when determining what is actually required. 

Without skilled business analysis, product selection efforts are much more likely to focus on product 

features than on actual business and technical needs. The effort is far more susceptible to these kinds of 

problems: 

 Missing key requirements because of an assumption that “we already know what we want.” 

 An inability to get past the hurdle of “we don‟t know what we don‟t know.” 

  A limited focus on evaluating “what‟s available” instead of focusing on “what we need.” 

Lack of Balance Between Business and IT 

The fourth major risk that threatens the success of a product selection effort is misalignment between the 

business and the information technology groups in an organization. 

This can occur innocuously enough: Somebody in a business department, tasked by his or her manager 

with finding “some software” that will make a particular business process easier, researches and even 

purchases a particular technology solution without seeing the need for any interaction with the IT group. 

Alternatively, an IT team researches and purchases a tool for automating a process without fully 

interacting with the business people who will have to use whatever gets implemented. 
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Even when representatives from both IT and business exist on a product selection team, it is still possible 

for the project to be dominated by one view or the other, to the detriment of both. The more common 

situation appears to be a project team dominated by the IT point of view. 

The results include RFPs with too much or too little detail; vendor confusion about selection criteria; a 

lack of ownership of the selected solution by the business; and a lack of clarity about exactly what 

information the business will need in order to make a selection decision. 

The most significant problem has the most long-term implications: a lack of full adoption of the solution by 

business users. 

Several methods exist for mitigating this risk: 

 Make sure the business analysis discipline is adequately represented on the project team, either by a 

titular business analyst, or by a team member with business analysis skills and knowledge. 

 Feature business goals in the project charter and scope definition, not just technology-related 

objectives. 

 Include key business stakeholders on the steering committee for the project. 

 Make sure business ownership of the eventual solution is fostered by having the business user 

community adequately represented on the project team. 

 Develop the requirements out of specific business use cases developed with business users, so that 

requirements are not merely feature checklists. 

MANAGING A SUCCESSFUL PRODUCT SELECTION PROJECT 

Although each project is unique within its own context, a small or busy product selection team and its 

management can follow these basic principles to greatly increase the likelihood of having a successful 

selection effort and implementation: 

1. Set up the product selection effort as a formal project. 

2. Augment your internal expertise as needed: Partner early on with a provider of talent with experience 
conducting product selection projects. 

3. Engage an internal or external business analyst to gather and document requirements. 

4. Leverage existing tools and methodology to execute the selection project. 

5. Foster a good partnership between business and IT throughout the project. 

6. Choose the type of competitive bidding request that best suits the project objectives. 

7. Adopt a component-based, reusable RFP format and structure. 

8. Adopt a standard, reusable timeline for the bidding and selection process. 

9. Conduct the selection using a complete decision package. 

10. Prepare early for the transition to implementation. 

Each of these principles is explained in more detail below. 
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1. Set up the product selection effort as a formal project. 

Mistake to avoid: Allowing delays, lack of focus, and miscommunication to occur because of a lack of 

project management. 

Without a project context in which it can be managed and tracked, a product selection effort will likely 

become an ad hoc exercise performed in somebody‟s “spare” time, with much less visibility to both 

business and IT stakeholders. 

A project structure leading to the successful execution of a product selection should include: 

 An experienced project manager who can dedicate whatever time is necessary to initiating, 

planning, executing, monitoring, and transitioning the product selection project. Ideally, this person 

should be familiar – if not certified – in the project management profession‟s standards and best 

practices as defined by the Project Management Institute (PMI) in its Project Management Body of 

Knowledge (PMBOK). 

 A project charter and/or a scope statement that clearly expresses the high-level goals of the 

selection project for all sponsors and stakeholders. 

 A detailed project plan, schedule, and budget, all of which should be tracked throughout the 

project to minimize delays and control costs. 

 A resource management plan that defines the level of engagement for all participants and 

stakeholders in the project, including both business and technical participants. 

 A communications plan for establishing regular progress reporting, issue management, and change 

management involving all team members and stakeholders. 

Project Stages 

A well-structured plan for a product selection project should include the following stages: 

Project Stage Activities and Deliverables 

Initiation Activities  Project kickoff 

 Development of charter, plan, schedule, budget 

 Assignment and onboarding of project team.  

Deliverables  Kickoff Presentation, Project Charter, Scope Definition, 
Project Plan/Schedule, Budget, Resource 
Management Plan, Communication Plan, Project 
Glossary 

Requirements Activities  Elicitation and documentation of all use cases and 
requirements 

 Compilation of the Requirements Document 

Deliverables  Elicitation tools (e.g., surveys), use cases, 
requirements, Requirements Document 

Checkpoint Activities  Report to stakeholders 

 Review and resolution of any outstanding questions or 
issues before RFP process begins 

Deliverables  Checkpoint report, updated project documents 
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Project Stage Activities and Deliverables 

Compilation of Request For 
Proposal/Quote/Information 

Activities  Authoring of all components of the RFP 

 Compilation of RFP components into one package 

 Setup of vendor communication channels (e.g., portal) 

 Confirmation of schedule and remaining milestones 

Deliverables  RFP/RFQ/RFI/RFT and components 

Vendor Identification Activities  Research, identify, and communicate with vendors 
who will be invited to respond 

Deliverables  Catalog (list, database) of invited vendors 

RFP Publication and Bid 
Management 

Activities  Publish RFP 

 Handle vendor questions 

 Receive and catalog responses (i.e., bids) 

Deliverables  RFP-related communications as needed, bid tracking 
system 

Vendor Selection Activities  Conduct internal selection process 

 Notify winner(s) and losers 

Deliverables  Selection tools (e.g., Fit/Compatibility Matrix), 
notification letters, internal selection memo 

Procurement Activities  Conduct contract negotiations with winning vendor(s) 

 Coordinate implementation schedule with vendor and 
business 

 Receive hardware/software 

Deliverables  Contract with vendor, implementation schedule, 
product 

Closure and Transition Activities  Archive all project artifacts 

 Conduct “lessons learned” session 

 Update reusable product selection materials “kit” for 
next instance 

 Compile project plan, budget, charter, etc. for 
implementation effort 

Deliverables  “Lessons Learned” memo, updated RFP project “kit”, 
implementation project documents (charter, plan, 
budget, etc.) 

Some of these stages overlap, and the order in which these stages occur can vary somewhat depending 

upon the project‟s circumstances. 

2. Augment your internal expertise. 

Mistake to avoid: Allowing the inexperience or unavailability of internal resources reduce the 

effectiveness of your product selection effort, or the quality of your RFP document. 

If your organization lacks expertise in product selection and RFP processes, identify and partner with a 

provider of talent with experience conducting product selection projects. 

This should occur as early as possible in the project, even before it begins, to ensure that the effort gets 

off to a good start. 
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The level of augmentation you choose depends upon how much you need to supplement your existing 

internal resources. For example, a company with experienced project managers but little or no business 

analysis experience might engage or hire a business analyst. If no internal project management or 

business analysis talent is available at all because of workload or resource capabilities, you might choose 

to temporarily engage an outside team of experts with demonstrated experience in product selection. 

3. Engage an internal or external business analyst to handle requirements. 

Mistake to avoid: Allowing incomplete, confusing, or contradictory requirements to reduce the 

effectiveness and quality of your RFP, causing vendor confusion, difficulties in identifying the best 

solution, and inadequate buy-in from business stakeholders. 

The involvement of an experienced business analyst is one of the most critical factors affecting the 

success of a product selection project. If internal business analysis talent is not currently available, an 

investment in an external business analyst will pay dividends all the way through implementation of the 

selected solution. 

Any candidate for the role of business analyst should show familiarity with the IIBA‟s standard categories 

of requirements that need to be elicited during the requirements stage of a product selection project: 

 Business Requirements – High-level declarations of the goals, objectives, and needs of the 

enterprise as a whole in terms of the search for a particular technology solution. 

 Stakeholder Requirements – Statements about the needs of a particular stakeholder or group of 

stakeholders, and how those stakeholders will interact with a solution.   

 Solution Requirements – Descriptions of the characteristics of a solution that meets business and 

stakeholder requirements. These are typically broken down into functional and non-functional 

requirements. 

 Transition Requirements – Descriptions of capabilities the solution must have to help the enterprise 

make the transition from its current state into the desired future state. These capabilities are usually 

temporary and relate only to the integration of the chosen solution into the organization. 

All of these categories should be familiar to a business analyst, and should be explored and documented 

in order for a product selection and implementation to succeed. Depending on the scale of the desired 

solution, and the amount of change the organization will need to go through during implementation, the 

actual volume of requirements may vary. The Requirements Document (RD), the culminating deliverable 

of the Requirements stage of a product selection project, should easily integrate with the RFP document 

that goes out to vendors. 

4. Leverage existing tools and methodology to execute the selection project. 

Mistake to avoid: Failing to re-use existing methodologies and tools, causing unnecessary delays and 

additional costs to a product selection project. 

The methodology and the procedures for competitive bidding and technology product selection project 

have been around for decades, so there is never a need for an organization to recreate them from 

scratch. An organization that is unfamiliar with the competitive bidding process can educate itself by 

partnering with an experienced service provider. 
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Numerous effective and economical tools also exist that facilitate the collection of use cases and 

requirements, construction of the RFP, communications with vendors and stakeholders, and management 

of the project. When consistently and judiciously applied, these tools can improve the project‟s chances of 

success as well as increase the effectiveness and productivity of team members. 

Requirements Management Tools 

Here is a sampling of tools that support the requirements gathering and documentation activities for a 

product selection project: 

 International Institute for Business Analysis (http://www.theiiba.org/) – The website for the IIBA 

contains information about membership ($95 per year for an individual membership) and the 

BABOK® Guide, the compendium of best practices for business analysis. The BABOK® Guide 

(electronic version free to members) features plenty of information about practical tools and 

techniques for conducting business analysis activities. For example, the Guide describes numerous 

methods for eliciting requirements, including brainstorming, document analysis, focus groups, 

interface analysis, interviews, observation, prototyping, requirements workshops, and surveys and 

questionnaires. 

 Requirements management software – Many software packages exist for supporting the 

documenting and tracking of requirements. In addition to several open-source packages available at 

SourceForge.net, there are commercial packaged products such as IBM Rational RequisitePro, as 

well as very affordable hosted Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) products such as Accompa 

(http://www.accompa.com) and Lighthouse (http://www.artifactsoftware.com/products/Requirements-

Management.html). Requirements management software facilitates reuse of use cases and 

requirements, reinforces best practices, and facilitates the publishing of requirements in multiple 

formats for multiple purposes (a timesaver when publishing the Requirements Document). 

 Requirements document templates – For organizations just getting started with their own library of 

product selection documents, templates from a number of sources are available for user surveys, use 

case forms, requirements elicitation forms, complete requirements documents, and more. Consulting 

firms helping with a product selection effort will probably have a library of templates available for 

adaptation and reuse by their clients. Additional requirements-related templates are available at 

document template websites such as Docstoc.com. 

Product Selection Tools 

Here are some tools designed to support competitive bidding or RFP processes: 

 RFP generation software – Software tools exist in both packaged and on-demand form that help 

automate the process of compiling an RFP or RFI. Some of the requirements management tools also 

include capabilities for generating RFP documents based on information entered through a form-

based interface. 

 Web-based RFP process services – Buyers can now publish their RFP materials entirely online, 

and have vendors respond online through flexible web-based questionnaires. These RFP process 

services – such as SupplierSelect (http://www.supplierselect.com) – also provide secure buyer-

vendor messaging, and automatic scoring of responses through buyer-defined weighting schemes. 

The result is a streamlining of bid elicitation as well as significant time savings in the compilation and 

comparison of bids. 

http://www.theiiba.org/
http://www.accompa.com/
http://www.artifactsoftware.com/products/Requirements-Management.html
http://www.artifactsoftware.com/products/Requirements-Management.html
http://www.supplierselect.com/
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 Competitive bidding document templates – Templates for RFPs and RFIs appear at Docstoc.com 

and other sites on the Web. Because the competitive bidding process is so common, there should be 

no need to create any of the documents for the process from scratch. Companies that have already 

conducted competitive bidding projects will probably already have templates or artifacts from the 

previous efforts that can be adapted for new projects. 

Project Management Tools 

The most common tool to which IT organizations turn for project management is Microsoft Project. 

However, a number of economical software-as-a-service alternatives exist that, in addition to task 

assignments and scheduling, also provide platforms for project team collaboration, document storage, 

and reporting. An IT organization can also choose to mix Microsoft Project with a project collaboration site 

or service such as 30 Signals‟ Basecamp (http://www.basecamphq.com). 

5. Foster a good partnership between business and IT throughout the project. 

Mistake to avoid: Allowing a lack of business involvement or IT involvement to compromise the quality of 

requirements and the RFP, resulting in inadequate vendor responses and a potential refusal of business 

users to adopt the chosen solution. 

As mentioned earlier, a lack of balance or alignment between the business and IT is one of the most 

significant points of failure in a poorly executed technology product selection effort. Placing emphasis 

early in the project on supporting alignment and a balanced perspective pays off long after the solution 

has been selected. 

Sponsors of a product selection project can take several measures to reduce the risk of business/IT 

misalignment: 

 Make sure the project is led by people who have had experience with a competitive bidding effort. 

 Make sure that an experienced business analyst is involved who can manage requirements and act 

as a knowledgeable liaison between business and IT stakeholders. 

 Confirm who will be the business owner of the solution, and make sure the business owner is 

represented on the project team from the beginning. 

 Make sure that actual or potential business end-users are involved in both the requirements and the 

product evaluation stages of the project. They are the people whose adoption of the solution (or lack 

of it) will determine the success of the implementation. 

6. Choose the type of competitive bidding process that best suits the project objectives. 

Mistake to avoid: Causing either a delay or a premature product selection because of a lack of 

synchronization with the organization’s current status in the search for a solution. 

Although the RFP is the best-known of the competitive bidding tools, other kinds of vendor information 

requests exist that might be more compatible with where the business currently stands on a potential 

solution. Definitions vary for each of type of request depending on who does the defining, but here are the 

general descriptions for the major types: 

 Request for Proposal (RFP) – An RFP presents the most detailed view of the buyer‟s needs and 

requirements, and solicits detailed responses from vendors about not only the solution they propose 

and its price, but also the vendor‟s organization, history, financial standing, customer references, and 

http://www.basecamphq.com/
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more. In contrast to an RFQ, an RFP works best for solutions that are more customized than 

standardized, in order to meet the buyer‟s specific requirements. 

 Request for Quote (RFQ) – An RFQ is best suited for getting prices and other information about 

products or services that are very standardized or commoditized. This supports a buyer‟s efforts to 

make fairly strict “apples to apples” comparisons between quotes from suppliers of similar goods. 

 Request for Tender (RFT) – An RFT is an open invitation for suppliers to respond to a need as 

opposed to bidding on a specific solution. This is usually employed when the buyer does not yet know 

what the solution will look like. 

 Request for Information (RFI) – An RFI is generally issued in order to gather information to help a 

company decide what step to take next. In some situations, an RFI is published as part of the 

preparation for a larger, more comprehensive RFP. An RFI might request general pricing for a 

solution, while an RFP formally requests a specific bid in response to detailed requirements. 

7. Adopt a component-based, reusable RFP format and structure. 

Mistake to avoid: Increasing the cost of the selection effort by “reinventing the wheel” instead of re-using 

existing templates or past artifacts, or not taking advantage of external expertise. 

The standard structure of an RFP lends itself to being authored in discrete “chunks” and then assembled 

into a combined package. This allows product selection teams to distribute the authoring work among 

several people in order to reduce the overall time it takes to build an RFP. A component-based approach 

also enables an organization to create or adopt boilerplate text to be re-used for other competitive bidding 

projects in the future, saving time and adding consistency to the process. 

Recommendations vary about what should actually be included, but here is a list of the components that 

are commonly included in a complete RFP package. 

 RFP Announcement – A public notification of the release of the RFP, usually containing a high level 

synopsis of the project and the location where interested parties can find the full RFP document.  This 

is typically located on company and industry web sites, though organizations  in regulated industries 

may be required to follow specific communications vehicles such as newspapers. For complex 

projects, a prebid conference may be announced to share information with the vendor community 

specific to the upcoming RFP document 

 RFP Cover Letter – A brief, semi formal summary of the RFP printed on company letterhead 

containing contact information for the RFP coordinator and requesting organization, a brief summary 

of the project objectives, times and dates of any prebid conference, RFP submission date and 

submission format (paper, electronic, number of copies), and a contact point (phone number, e-mail 

address, web site) where potential bidders can submit questions. 

 Background – A statement of the reason for the project, including the current and future business 

problem(s) that you desire to solve and other goals intended to be addressed by the RFP 

 Requirements  –  A detailed explanation of the business and technical objectives the project intends 

to address and solve. You should require the respondent to state that it will provide all expected 

functionality or explain any exceptions. If there are features that are not essential but “nice-to-have,” 

consider adding those. The lack of specificity and detail here is often the downfall of many projects, 
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even with the best intentioned vendors, so invest appropriate time in creating this section and 

reviewing with business stakeholders prior to RFP release. 

 Assumptions – Document any assumptions pertinent to the RFP including required certifications, 

desired standards and practices, location of work execution, and other project specific elements. 

 Vendor Information Questionnaire – Specific information the vendor must supply to assist in the 

qualification and assessment process including: 

Qualifications – Document the specific qualifications and skills that you expect the vendor to 

demonstrate in the response, including experience with similar projects and references to other 

customers for whom the vendor has done similar work.  

Technical Requirements – Detail existing information system environments and standards that the 

project must support and any existing decisions as to the technologies to be used in the project. 

Require the responding vendor to state that it can provide the required solution for your specified 

environment. 

Time Frame Expectations – State the specific delivery timetable.  Require the responding vendor to 

state whether it can complete the project deliverables in the expected time frame.  

Cost Breakdown – Specify the model upon which you expect responding vendors to document 

project cost including any requirements for fixed cost or time and materials based cost structures and 

payment milestones.  Be specific in requesting that the respondents include all project costs, 

including labor, hardware, software licensing, and training necessary to achieve operational 

production. 

Corporate Information and History – Request a detailed description of the potential vendor, 

including the officially registered company name, duration of overall business operations, duration of 

business operations in the area specific to the RFP, previous operating company information if any, 

and aligned work history.   

Financial Information and Standing – Specifically identify information you require on bidding 

vendor company financial performance.  At minimum, the vendor‟s Dun & Bradstreet  and SIC 

Numbers should be included, as should a recent period financial summary. 

Technical Capability and Project Staffing – Ask the vendor to explain the project staffing and 

management model, and specify any required capabilities for the delivery team. Request the names 

and resumes of the specific staff to be assigned and recent employee turnover rates.  Ask about any 

subcontracting that a vendor plans to utilize, or specifically forbid subcontracting if desired. 

Support Services – Document expectations for support services focused on detailed Service Level 

Agreements and specify timeframes for resolving problems, both during development and production.  

Detail requirements for supplying support information and resources, including documentation, Online 

help capabilities, telephone support, and service contract requirements. 

Customer References – Request that potential vendors supply, at minimum, four direct references, 

including at least two representing customers with similar projects to those described in the RFP. 

 Risk and Risk Management – Ask the responding vendors to evaluate project risk elements and 

document their risk mitigation strategy. If this system is to be part of your Business Continuity / 
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Disaster Recovery process, be sure to specifically identify the requirement to support your existing 

strategy and infrastructure. 

 Selection Process Overview – Describe the vendor selection process in some detail, including what 

you consider to be the key factors in the decision making process.  If using a balanced scorecard 

approach, detail the categories and weighting assigned to those categories.  Provide a timeframe for 

the overall selection process, a specific window for bidder questions and responses, vendor 

presentations and presentation expectations, and anticipated contract award date. 

 Vendor Instructions – State when responses are due and any technical or narrative requirements 

for RFP acceptance.  Document the process and timing for communications with the respondents, 

including the preferred method of contact should the vendor have questions during the process. Be 

sure to expressly reserve the right to reject all responses if you choose. 

 Buyer Contact Info – Include specific contact information for vendor questions, and your planned 

timetable for responses.  The  contact information can be a phone number or e-mail address, but 

should be directed to staff in your organization with specific and understood responsibilities for 

answering queries related to the RFP. 

 Glossary – Define any business or industry specific terminology and acronyms utilized within the 

RFP to minimize the risk of differing interpretations between your organization and the potential RFP 

respondents.  This will improve quality of responses, and reduce the volume of questions during the 

response window. 

Additional Documents 

 RFP FAQ – Develop an RFP Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) document based on vendor 

questions logged and answered during RFP cycles.  The RFP FAQ will improve the quality of 

responses while reducing the volume of questions from potential vendors.  

 Non-disclosure Agreement – Notify potential vendors that they will be required to sign an NDA and 

include the NDA in the RFP appendix.  Depending on the level of business process and strategy 

involved in the project, this may be required during the RFP process, or prior to the contract award.  

Providing this in advance will reduce delay by encouraging the vendors to review and sign the NDA in 

advance of the required return date.  

 RFP Disqualification Letter – Should a responder fail to follow the technical, process, or acceptance 

requirements stated in the RFP, or need to be disqualified for other reasons, a standardized 

notification letter must be sent.  This should be created in advance of the RFP and vetted by your 

legal team so that it can be utilized at any time during the assessment process.  

Additional Recommendations for Writing an Effective RFP 

 Avoid a “tick the boxes” RFP. When building the RFP, don‟t let it become a simple feature checklist. 

Frame questions carefully in order to elicit responses that will truly help you evaluate and compare 

solutions. 

 Use “closed” vs. “open” questions.  Ask for vendor responses in a manner that requires a specific 

response, for example: “Do you utilize a specific support methodology?” may be answered simply 

Yes or No without giving insight into the methodology used.  “Do you utilize an ITIL-based service 

approach?” will enable you to better understand the specific approach to service offered by a vendor. 
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 Pose questions as business end-user scenarios (user narratives) in order to get more detailed and 

meaningful answers. Utilize examples specific to the project and its use case scenarios. They can 

become part of the project‟s User Acceptance Testing. 

 Questions should be fairly granular, but not so granular that vendors are boxed into a single and 

predictable response.  For example: 

o Not granular enough: “Does your solution have security capabilities?” 

o Too granular: “Does your product leverage Active Directory, support failover to alternate 

domain controllers should the primary directory controller fail, utilize standard propagation, 

and two-way trusts?” 

o Good balance: “Does your product leverage Active Directory and support accepted operating 

standards?” 

 Provide space for comments for questions, but limit the space a potential bidder can utilize.  This will 

allow a good dialogue, but forces the vendor to identify and quantify specific and important questions, 

avoiding the temptation to use this space for mere advertising.  Doing so will also reduce the effort 

necessary to respond to questions and analyze vendor responses.  

8. Adopt a standard, reusable timeline for the bidding process. 

Mistake to avoid: Taking shortcuts in processes and expert resources in an effort to save time and 

money during RFP development.  A few dollars and hours saved in the RFP process aren’t worth years of 

effort and cost to maintain a less-than-ideal implementation. 

 Utilize a defined and repeatable schedule. Here is an example: 

Task Duration Start Date End Date 

RFP documents completed and approved 1 day 9/1/2009 9/1/2009 

Publish RFP announcement 1 day 9/2/2009 9/2/2009 

Release RFP to potential responders 1 day 9/2/2009 9/2/2009 

Deadline for receiving questions 1 day 9/17/2009 9/17/2009 

Deadline for confirming attendance for prebid conference 1 day 9/17/2009 9/17/2009 

Conduct prebid conference 1 day 9/24/2009 9/24/2009 

Q&A period 10 days 9/25/2009 10/8/2009 

Notice of Intent to Bid due 1 day 10/16/2009 10/16/2009 

RFP responses deadline 1 day 10/26/2009 10/26/2009 

Evaluate proposals 5 days 10/27/2009 11/2/2009 

Decision scorecards completed 5 days 11/3/2009 11/9/2009 

Conduct team review of scorecards and proposals  2 days 11/10/2009 11/11/2009 

Develop short list of potential vendors 1 day 11/12/2009 11/12/2009 

Notify short listed bidders 1 day 11/13/2009 11/13/2009 

Conduct vendor presentations 3 days 11/23/2009 11/25/2009 

Best and Final Offer from vendor due 1 day 12/3/2009 12/3/2009 

Update decision scorecards post presentation 2 days 12/4/2009 12/7/2009 

Select potential winning vendor 1 day 12/8/2009 12/8/2009 

Complete negotiations and sign contract 10 days 12/9/2009 12/22/2009 

Notify vendors of decision 1 day 12/23/2009 12/23/2009 
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 Set up a unified communication platform for all vendors – Utilize a web-based portal or extranet 

specific to the RFP, providing an area to post bid timetables, instructions, FAQ‟s, and other 

documents related to the RFP process. Potential bidders can utilize this space to post questions as 

well as view answers to all questions asked by vendors. This will not only streamline the 

communications process, but will ensure a level playing field for the RFP process, guaranteeing all 

potential bidders have access to concise and consistent information.  If you don‟t have the in-house 

capabilities necessary to set up the portal, third parties exist who offer this service in a secure and 

inexpensive hosted environment. 

 Coordinate with your Purchasing department – Prior to construction of the RFP and RFP event 

schedule, review your plan with Purchasing and include any company-wide standards.  This reduces 

the likelihood of any “surprises” that lead to a slowdown in the process as differences are worked out.  

It also removes potential impediments from internal signoff, as Purchasing will be aware of the RFP 

and familiar with the processes and procedures utilized.  There is little that can dishearten and 

potentially derail staff during the RFP process than the need to start over due to a failure to follow 

internal or regulatory guidelines. 

9. Conduct the selection using a complete decision package. 

Mistake to avoid: Using preconceived views of candidates to shape the decision process, rather than the 

clear, stakeholder-approved vision of business requirements. 

 For final candidates, get “objective” evidence of value – Gather information via bidder identified 

references, reviews, rewards and customers identified from other sources such as industry web sites, 

web searches, and customer listings on the vendor‟s site. A full picture of bidder history requires 

information beyond that made available from reference customers which will, obviously, be 

overwhelmingly positive. When reaching out to past customers who may have less than outstanding 

vendor feedback, keep in mind that there are two sides to every story. Don‟t allow negative feedback 

shape your opinion any more significantly than the positive; use it as a guide to ask the vendor 

questions about problem resolution and to increase your awareness of issues to avoid repeating them 

if the bidder is selected. 

 Use a Fit/Compatibility Matrix to reduce subjective assessment –  The decision scorecard must 

be built from the business and technical requirements utilized in the generation of the RFP.  This 

methodology creates an objective analysis of each vendor‟s response to your RFP and results in a 

fair selection process.   The scoring system should include a numerical rating for each category 

indicating fit to the business requirements described in the RFP, as well as a weighting factor to 

indicate how important the category is within the overall selection.  For example, an RFP for an ERP 

reporting tool might include inquiries for “Ability to interface with existing ERP system” and “Ability to 

create reports with bold report headers,” but these two capabilities will very likely differ in their relative 

value or level of importance. 

Here is an example of a section from a Fit/Compatibility Matrix showing criteria for an accounting 

system selection: 
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Accounts Payable Selection 

Fit & 
Compatibility 

Consistency 
with RFP 

 
Weighting 

 
Score 

GENERAL     

Interface with Existing General Ledger 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Web-based solution 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Supports existing technology standards 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Vendor history in industry 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Vendor provides hands-on and on-line training 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

DETAILED     

Route to Individual by Dollar Value 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Create to-do Lists 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Supports approval audit reviews 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Automatic account aging 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Aging based upon discount date 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Aging based upon period end date 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Prompts for excessive payment delay 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Automatic calculation of discount 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Reinstate discount post expiration date 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Autodial capability integrated with VoIP 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

Tracks vendor contacts 1     2     3 -1     0     1 1  2  3  4  5  

 

Here is the key for the scoring schemes in this model: 

Fit & Compatibility 
1 Limited perceived fit and 

compatibility 

2 Partial fit and compatibility 
3 High fit and compatibility 

 

Consistency with RFP 
-1 Response appears inconsistent with 

RFP 

0 Response appears broadly 
consistent with RFP 

1 RFP responses substantiated and 
consistent with RFP 

Weighting 
1 Not required, but may add value 

2 Not required, but adds value 

3 Required, but business process can be 
altered if necessary 

4 Required and must fit existing business 
process 

5 Required and core success criteria 

Final Scoring – The Final Category Score is computed as the sum of the Fit & Compatibility score 

and the Consistency to RFP score multiplied by the Weighting factor: 

(Fit & Compatibility + Consistency to RFP) * Weighting 

 

 Utilize a full business perspective when presenting final candidates to stakeholders – The 

balanced scorecard will assist the stakeholders whose approval you require to understand that the 

selection process was systematic and objective, taking into account the full suite of stakeholder 

requirements.  This will assist in shaping the discussion away from the bottom line purchase price as 

an overriding and unduly weighted selection criteria.  Highlight the items assessed that have high 

stakeholder value, including business process alignment, business strategy alignment, total cost of 

ownership, depreciation, change management cost, and full cost of acquisition. 

 Utilize tools and experts to assist in RFP development and analysis – A growing number of 

generic and industry specific tools can both improve and speed the RFP process, including 

compatibility matrix generators, decision tree automation, and RFP process automation.  If you don‟t 

have the internal expertise or time to devote to the RFP process, utilize additional expertise to 
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supplement your team.  The cost of getting the RFP process right is usually a small fraction of getting 

the RFP process wrong and avoids poor vendor/product alignment. 

10. Prepare early for the transition to implementation. 

Mistake to avoid:  Waiting until late in the development phase to initiate implementation planning 

frequently leads to delays in implementation or poor absorption of the solution. 

Many projects flounder and fail to deliver immediate ROI due to a communications gap between the 

project team and business stakeholders that frequently occurs between the selection process and 

implementation.  Communicate clearly and often with stakeholders on a regular basis as the project 

progresses to ensure they are engaged during development so that strategic and tactical change can be 

identified and incorporated via the change management process.  Clearly communicate the timing for 

user training, and work together to identify the community of users who will require that training. 

Where possible, have the business stakeholders identify a representative who will be part of the project 

team.  This will assist in maintaining alignment with the original project goals, and will ensure that 

communication paths exist between both the implantation team and stakeholders and the stakeholder 

project representative and their leadership.  As with any project, it is far better to over-communicate than 

the alternative. 

CONCLUSION 

Small and mid-sized companies are constantly challenged with finding the right technologies to support 

growth and manage costs. In IT departments with staff who have to wear multiple hats, the difficulty 

arises in finding the right mix of talent and experience to carry out a product selection with the least 

amount of risk and highest chance of success. However, by knowing these risks in advance, and planning 

early using the best practices and tools, a company can marshal the resources it already has to conduct a 

product selection project that won‟t break the bank in the short or long term. 

ABOUT IT EVOLUTION 

Serving Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware companies for more than 10 years, IT Evolution is a 

leading provider of information technology services. The firm provides a full spectrum of IT services 

including IT management, data management, IT operations, and project management services. IT 

Evolution has experienced local resources, with proven results delivering solutions that are right sized for 

their clients‟ needs. The company‟s motto is, “We Can Help” and they are recognized as one of the 

fastest growing companies by the Philadelphia 100 and the South Jersey 25. 

For more information, visit ITEVcorp.com, or call toll-free at 888-464-1845.
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