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Technology Solution Buyer’s Guide

As CMSD strives to increase accountability, value, interoperability, and standards for technology acquisitions, the Department of Information Technology (DoIT) has adapted the Technology Solution Buyers Guide to assist stakeholders during the opportunity assessment phase in the consideration of technology acquisitions.  Specifically the intent of the buyer’s guide is to:
· Effectively filter through vendor sales pitches
· Gain an early and complete understanding of the true cost and complexities associated with implementing a solution
· Enable better understanding of the trade-offs associated with technology acquisitions (speed, benefit, cost, and risk).
This interview guide provides CMSD departments and lines of business with a set of powerful questions--as well as the reasoning behind the questions--to navigate through vendor hype to make informed technology decisions.
I. Evaluating Fit with Identified Business/Academic Need
	Part 1: Questions for Self Reflection

	1. Have we defined metrics for assessing the success of this implementation?

	

	2. Do we understand how end users will use this solution?

	

	3. Have we spoken with the likely end users to understand how this would fit into their existing way of working?
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	4. How likely is it that the way we use this solution changes over time?

	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· It is hard to assess the success of any project that lacks measurable outcomes from the outset.

· The Sponsor’s perceptions of how a solution will be used often diverge from the ways in which they are incorporated into end users’ workflows.

· Failing to anticipate business/academic change may result in costly adjustments to the solution later.


	Part 2: Differentiating Questions for the Vendor

	1. We have identified two to three core problems this solution must resolve for us. Can you provide specific examples of how you have addressed these problems for other Districts, schools or clients?

	

	2. What type of preparation (data access, security, special configuration, etc.) was required to successfully resolve those clients’ problems?

	

	3. Could we obtain a reference from a customer with the same or a highly similar problem?

	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· It is very hard to spot the main weaknesses of software solutions during the buying process; they usually surface during implementation. Therefore, it is common for inexperienced buyers to feel that they do not understand the potential pitfalls of a solution.


	Part 3: Standard Questions for the Vendor 

	Fit with Identified Business Need

	1. How many other organizations use this product?


	

	2. How are your other clients similar and different from us?


	

	3. Can you provide documented case in point examples of how other organizations use your product?


	

	4. Can you provide research that demonstrates your product’s effectiveness on academic achievement, operational efficiency or other stated goals/outcomes?
	

	5. Can you provide a tailored demo to show how your product will resolve the specific need of our organization?

	

	Functionality

	1. Based on the problem we are facing, which functionality of your product will be used most in our organization?

	

	2. Which functionality will we use least?

	

	3. Can you provide examples of functionalities you have added based on client feedback?

	

	Ease of Use

	1. How will our staff and/or students access the solution?

	

	2. Will our staff and/or students be able to use their enterprise ID and/or single sign-on to log into your application?

	

	3. How will our staff pull reports from the application?

	

	4. How will staff, students and/or parents access your application inside and outside of the District’s network?
	

	Short-Term Versus Long-Term Fit

	1. How would our organization have to adapt in the usage of your product in a case of a major change event, significant increase in staff/student headcount, closing of a school building, changes in operating systems.

	

	2. How would you adapt your offering if a competitor offered the same product and services bundle at a lower price point?

	

	3. Which functionalities of your product could be enhanced to meet our specific need more efficiently in future releases?

	


	Overall Grade A–F: (How well did we understand what the vendor told us about this category?)


II. Evaluating Implementation Effort
	Part 1: Questions for Self Reflection

	1. What types of existing data will this solution need to access? Do we know where that data currently resides? How certain are we that we know?

	

	2. What type of reports and data will be needed to assess the effectiveness of the application?  Who will need to have access to the reports and at what frequency?  
	

	3. Have we tested end users’ willingness to change their workflows to fit the tool “as is” with little or no customization?

	

	4. How many of our best people are we willing to dedicate full time to serve as subject matter experts (SMEs) during solution implementation? Part time?
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	5. Will we need to project manage the implementation of this solution? If so, what experience will be needed by the person in that role?

	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· Of all the requirements of a vendor solution implementation, data is the most complicated. It is also the most likely to undermine the potential benefits as a result of the unforeseen amount of integration required for the solution to work as planned.

· Significant modifications to existing workflow frequently result in resistance and requests for customization, which cannot be achieved without an increase in the implementation effort.

· SME involvement during solution implementation is the most commonly unanticipated bottleneck in project delivery. The time commitment required from SMEs is typically two to three times higher than originally estimated.


	Part 2: Differentiating Questions for the Vendor

	1. How many third-party service providers have you certified in implementing your product? Would you be comfortable if we talk to some of them independently?


	

	2. What percentage of your revenue comes from services rather than licensing?


	

	3. If we need to customize, how do you license for development and test environments?


	

	4. What is the average implementation cost at your different licensing tiers?

	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· Third-party service providers with experience implementing the solution can provide a more honest, impartial assessment of its strengths and weaknesses, since they typically work with multiple vendors.

· If the vendor’s business model relies heavily on services revenues, it could indicate that the configuration and integration of the solution is highly complex. It also gives the vendor an incentive to prolong the implementation by offering customizations.

· Many vendors have very strict licensing terms, which lead to exploding costs anytime that a client needs to do customization.


	Part 3: Standard Questions for the Vendor 

	Integration

	1. Based on your clients’ experience, to what other standard enterprise systems does your product need to connect to perform as designed?

	

	2. Which standard enterprise systems need to draw from the data processed through by your solution?

	

	3. What are the most commonly missed areas of integration for customers who want to use it like us? For the kinds of uses we are thinking of in the future?

	

	Customization

	1. How much customization have your other clients with uses like ours had to do?


	

	2. Which types of IT SMEs will we need to commit to implementation?


	

	3. How many instruction/business SMEs will we need to commit to implementation?

	

	4. Can you provide a matrix of roles and responsibilities that highlight the SMEs required to successfully implement your technology?
	

	Training

	1. Will you provide initial training on using your product to our staff?
	

	2. Will training focus on an overview of functionalities or be tailored by role?


	

	3. Is there a cap on the type and number of training sessions or support calls included in the contract?

	

	What training model will you employ and what is the frequency of training necessary for onboarding and ongoing implementation?
	

	Security

	1. Does your product store nonpublic information about our staff and/or students?


	

	2. Would you be open to a third-party vulnerability assessment before we sign an agreement?


	

	3. Would you be open to ongoing third-party vulnerability assessments?


	

	4. In an event of a breach, what would be the most recent version of critical files you would be able to provide?


	

	5. Would you be open to an audit by our internal IT department on your disaster recovery and business continuity plans?


	

	6. Would you be willing to make adjustments to your current disaster recovery and business continuity plans based on our IT department’s recommendations?

	


	Overall Grade A–F: (How well did we understand what the vendor told us about this category?)


III. Evaluating Quality of Vendor Partnership
	Part 1: Questions for Self Reflection

	1. What specific skills and expertise does this vendor provide that we lack within our District?  Are they providing SMEs in instruction, operations, or IT that do not exist on CMSD staff?
	

	2. How essential is the instructional/business problem that this vendor is helping us solve to the core operations of our District?


	

	3. What is the minimal level of vendor relationship quality that we are willing to accept?


	

	4. How do we define a partnership “deal breaker”?

	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· The probability of a vendor “lock-in”—a situation in which our district becomes dependent on a vendor—is higher if vendor skills and expertise are hard to find inside (or to hire into) a CMSD department.

· In their efforts to grow their own margins, vendors sometimes lower the quality of service they provide if their product is key to a client’s core business operations.

· Inexperienced technology buyers often buy third-party solutions without thinking through what would cause them to want to terminate an agreement. Defining the “deal breakers” in advance helps establish consensus for when to shop for another vendor. It also helps communicate with the vendor what aspects of the service are most important.


	Part 2: Differentiating Questions for the Vendor

	1. How do you measure compliance with your own protocols for notifying your customers about extraordinary events (e.g., security events or business disruptions)?


	

	2. How do you measure customer satisfaction? Who is the customer? (Teachers, staff, students, Lines of Business?)


	

	3. Are these metrics included in the performance evaluation of your staff?


	

	4. Have you defined standards for issue resolution? Can you share those standards and your performance against them?
	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· Most vendor products require at least a minimal amount of support. Unavailability of that support at a critical time (e.g., security events, major disruptions) may significantly impact business.

· Including customer satisfaction metrics in staff performance evaluations ensures that vendor employees are more likely to provide the desired level of support regardless of their level in the organization.

· It is hard to anticipate potential problems with using the vendor solution, but reviewing standard issue resolution procedures can serve as a proxy for understanding 1) potential areas of concern and 2) expected level of service if those concerns materialize.


	Part 3: Standard Questions for the Vendor 

	SLAs

	1. Are your SLAs calculated based on averages over a period of time or on a single unit of services?
Note: SLAs define the availability of the vendor’s product and the response time you can expect from the vendor in the event something goes wrong with the product or if you have a question.


	

	2. Are there exclusions from meeting the defined SLA levels?


	

	3. Would you be open to a trial period during which our IT department can assess your ability to meet SLAs?

	

	Professional and Cooperative Behavior

	1. What incentives do you provide your staff to exhibit high levels of customer service?


	

	2. Do you measure and analyze employee satisfaction?


	

	3. What is your company’s standard for professional and cooperative behavior?
	

	Effective Communication

	1. What is the standard communication process between your company and clients regarding important issues?


	

	2. What is your internal standard for notifying clients about extraordinary events (e.g., security breaches)?

	

	Proactive Support and Responsiveness

	1. In what time zones does your staff reside?


	

	2. Do you monitor over or underutilization of your services to identify and diagnose potential problems?

	

	End-User Support

	1. What type of post-implementation training will you provide?


	

	2. Will you provide ongoing support?

	


	Overall Grade A–F: (How well did we understand what the vendor told us about this category?)


IV. Evaluating Financial Cost
	Part 1: Questions for Self Reflection

	1. Have we figured out an internal break-even ROI point or a set of assumptions under which this investment is no longer a good idea? Have we explored how likely those assumptions are to come true?


	

	2. What would be the nonfinancial impact of vendor insolvency on our business? Do we have a contingency plan in case this happens?


	

	3. How comfortable are we with a long-term partnership with this vendor in which the terms of our agreement cannot be changed?


	

	4. Is this vendor also selling products to other departments within our organization that may be able to provide us with discounts or references?


	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· Many business leaders report that in hindsight they would have made more explicit assumptions about the expected ROI from a vendor solution and that they would have altered some of their financial cost decisions if the assumptions were fully fleshed out.

· Like any business, SaaS vendors—both big and small—could run into financial trouble. Regardless of whether the turmoil experienced is temporary or permanent, it will have an impact on its clients.

· Vendor “lock-in”—a situation in which our business becomes critically dependent on a vendor—may not be favorable if the partnership is considered a short-term fix to a long-term problem.


	Part 2: Differentiating Questions for the Vendor

	1. Based on our current level of need, are we considered a “growth” account or a “maintain” account?


	

	2. How have your prices changed in the last two years? What is likely to happen to your prices in the next two years?


	

	3. Do you actively scan for areas of under or overutilization to propose contract modifications based on individual client usage?

	

	Why Ask These Questions?

· Frequently, vendors provide only a partial view into the anticipated future costs of doing business with them. To avoid surprises, contract negotiation should focus on fully understanding initial costs of entering into agreement with the vendor as well as projected costs, their drivers, and their likely direction.


	Part 3: Standard Questions for the Vendor 

	Price Competitiveness

	1. What is your unit of measure for the product and service? (e.g., per employee, per device, per user account, per transaction, enterprise-wide license)?


	

	2. What is the billing frequency (e.g., per month, per quarter, per year)?


	

	3. On average, by how much does a customer’s total spend with you rise as they move from lower tiers to higher tiers?


	

	4. Are there additional charges for exceeding various parameters, such as storage, license transfers?

	

	Cost Flexibility

	1. How much flexibility will we have to increase or decrease our level of consumption of your product and services?


	

	2. Are there any contractual minimum payments, such as a minimum monthly or annual payment?


	

	3. Are there any termination charges?


	

	4. Is there a minimum length of service for a particular unit of measure (i.e., a user must be active for at least one year)?

	

	Source of Vendor Profits

	1. What is your margin on goods sold versus services sold?


	

	2. How much does an average client spend on professional services with your company?


	

	3. Based on our need and environment, how much custom implementation requiring paid support would you recommend?
	

	Vendor Stability

	1. How long have you been in business?


	

	2. At a high level, what is your company’s strategy for the next 12–18 months?

	


	Overall Grade A–F: (How well did we understand what the vendor told us about this category?)
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