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Introduction
In the previous briefing, How to buy a computer 
system: from inception to business case, we went 
through the preliminary stages necessary to get 
to the point where you definitely know that you 
do need a new system.  In this briefing, we look at 
what you need to do to choose the right one.
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How to choose?

You need to be clear with suppliers about what you are 
looking for.  If you aren’t clear about what you want, it 
will be difficult for suppliers to meet your requirements.  
Instead you will get imaginings, leading to unhappiness 
once the system that only existed in your dreams is 
installed.  Also, buying systems in the public sector is 
subject to the law, so you need to be able to defend 

decisions that you take.  If your criteria, and thus your 
assessment is not easy to understand then it could 
be subject to challenge by an unsuccessful supplier.

When you are writing your specification, think how you 
are going to evaluate the responses.  For some elements, 
e.g. does a field exist in that format, yes/no can be 
sufficient, but just to be clear, you should ask whether 
your requirement is available now or some undefined 
point in the future, using a table like the one below.

Field 
name

Characteristics
Importance 
(1-3)

Available 
in current 
release?

Available 
in future 
releases 
(date)

Can be 
bespoked 
(cost)

Paper 
assessment, 
Supplier demo, 
Reference site, 
Interview.

Customer requirement Supplier response How evaluated

Elements of a specification include:

 › Listing all the fields – List all the information 
that you want to capture in your system, just 
to make sure it’s there.  Generally, this is a very 
crude measure. The fields might all exist, but 
you might want them organised in a particular 
way, e.g. in families, streets, estates etc.   Still, 
usually you will want the reassurance.

 › Algorithms - Specify the calculations that you 
need your system to be able to make.  Some 
might seem obvious, like raising a rent debit 
every week.  Others can be more taxing, like 
calculating the number of points for a housing 
applicant.  In other cases, it is easier just to set a 
standard, for example the system must be able to 
produce a particular set of government returns.

“You need to be clear with 
suppliers about what you are 
looking for.  If you aren’t clear 
about what you want, it will 
be difficult for suppliers to 
meet your requirements.”
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 › Outcomes – Set out what you are aiming to 
achieve with this system e.g. enable managers to 
monitor easily the performance of their staff, track 
progress of orders.  Try to think of the performance 
of the whole system, not just the things that 
are wrong with your current arrangements.

 › Scenarios - Describe a range of activities that 
you are expecting to carry out on the system 
e.g. allocate social work cases, reorder parts, 
routine transactions, emergency incidents, key 
things that are important to you.  When it comes 
to system demonstrations, realistic scenarios 
are important for helping stakeholders evaluate 
whether they will be able to use a system.

 › Integration – Linkages with other systems are 
essential to get a single view of the customer and 
to allow that customer to access more than one 
system without having a separate login for each 
service.  Historically, suppliers have struggled to 
deliver integration very well, or as standard.  This is 
because they would prefer you to use their systems 
for everything.   Your best chance of getting what 
you want is by specifying it at the beginning when 
supplier commitments are more easily obtained.

 › Reference sites: Ask the supplier to list all 
the users of its software (or council subset if 
there are 1000s), ideally with contact details.  

How and where to buy

Your approach will be partly determined by the 
value of the contract.  The actual software cost 
can be the smallest figure in the bundle.  

Think about the 3-year costs of:

 › software licences

 › implementation

 › environment – cloud or local servers

You are constrained by the law and also by your 
Council’s Standing Orders.  Get advice from 
your procurement team if you have one.  

Procurement is a briefing in itself, 
but here are a few basics.

If the value of the contract is over £181, 302 
then that means that there is a legal process 
that you must follow.  Your options are:

1. Advertise in the journal of the European Union (OJEU)

2. Use a pre-tendered framework  - either Crown 
Commercial Services¹, Digital Marketplace² or other 
pre-tendered frameworks.  If you are going for a 
traditional system, an integrated housing or social 
care system for example, then use one of the CCS 
traditional system frameworks, e.g. Data Applications 
and Solutions (DAS).  If you want something a bit 
more niche, then look to the Digital Marketplace, 
which includes cloud services (for example content 
delivery networks and accounting software) through 
the G-Cloud framework, and digital outcomes, digital 
specialists and user research services through 
the Digital Outcomes and Specialists framework.

“Once all the evaluations 
are done, you need to get 
together with key members 
of the team and look at all the 
scores to establish whether 
there is a clear winner.  That 
is the best outcome.”
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The main advantage of tendering on your own is 
that you are more in control of the process and can 
specify exactly what you want with your own terms 
and conditions. However, this comes at a cost in terms 
of time, money and effort.  Pre-tendered frameworks 
have determined all of this in advance.  With a 
framework, if you decide to abandon a procurement 
for whatever reason, you can do so, as the ability to 
do so is built into the terms and conditions.  You have 
to assess for yourself how much this matters, and 
how experienced you are at the evaluation process.   

Organising the Evaluation

You will send the tender out to your suppliers 
according to your organisation rules and at the 
submission date, you’ll get it back.  Then what?  

Who does what?  Most people will not evaluate the whole 
tender, just the parts that interest them. Will you allow 
individuals to evaluate on their own, or in teams (safer)?

There will be supplier demonstrations, so 
try to organise these so that you have 
communities of interest at each one. 

Once all the evaluations are done, you need to get 
together with key members of the team and look at all the 
scores to establish whether there is a clear winner.  That 
is the best outcome.  If they are very close to call, then 
you will realise the need to consider whether there were 
the parts of your tender that you should have been more 
specific about.  You may need to review the scoring and 
evaluations to ensure that they have been done correctly.

Once you have a favoured supplier, you will need to 
test out the veracity of their claims with real live users.  
Suppliers will obviously choose the reference sites that 
put them in the most favourable light.  You will want 
to talk to a wider selection.  Site visits are onerous for 
the receiving authority and time consuming for you, 
so choose carefully.  For other sites, prepare a list of 
questions and make some calls.  These can be divided 
between the team so that subject matter experts speak 
to their opposite numbers in other authorities.  It all helps 
to build a complete picture of the application and manage 
more effectively any risks that emerge..

Assessment frameworks, 
grids, weightings

You need to decide how you are going to assess 
the software you see before you.   You are likely 
to have a range of different stakeholders.  How 
are you going to weight each of their evaluations?  
What weighting will you give to each element in 
your assessment criteria?  For each of these criteria, 
you need to assess whether the system has partly 
met, fully met or exceeded the specification.  You 
need to determine how long your scale should be:

 › 1-partly

 › 2-fully

 › 3-exceeded

 
Or 1-5, 1-10?  The longer your scale, the more 
variable the stakeholder scores are likely to be.

Don’t tie yourself too much in knots with essential 
and optional elements - no system will meet all 
of your criteria.  However, you do need to decide 
what to do if the system everyone likes best 
has an ‘essential’ element missing.  One option 
is to employ an importance scale instead.
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Contract Terms and 
Conditions

Buyer Beware!  By the time you get to this stage, 
you may be enthusiastic about the software, in love 
with the saleswoman, impatient to get on.  Hold 
yourself back.  Nobody wants to read the small 
print.  You don’t and the suppliers don’t want you to 
either.  Nevertheless, you really have to do it.  If you 
are buying as part of a framework, then the Ts & Cs 
are fixed, but you still need to read and understand 
them.  Lawyers will be reading them too, but they will 
not necessarily understand the impact as you will.  

What are the key things to look out for?

 › What are you buying?

 » Sounds obvious, but are you buying what you have 
seen, or just promises?

 » Include the specification and the supplier 
response.

 › When do you need to pay the supplier?

 » Ideally when you are happy with the 
implementation, certainly not all up front.

 › What happens when things go wrong?

 » How can you contact the supplier, how will they 
help you, when will they help you?

 » If a supplier problem costs the council a lot of 
money, what is their liability?

If you find something that you don’t like, then don’t be 
afraid to challenge it.   Think about your negotiating 
strategy. For example, start by asking for more than you 
are going to get.  Suppliers should be open to negotiation 
if they want to sell the software.  Conversely, if you have 
a small supplier and make the Ts & Cs too onerous, 
then they could walk away or go out of business.

Contract approval 

Once you have chosen your supplier, you will need 
to write an account of the evaluation and your 
recommendation and get approval through your local 
processes, a senior officer and/or members if it is a big 
procurement.  It is unwise to inform suppliers of their 
success or otherwise until those approvals are complete.  

It can take a very long time for contracts to be signed 
as lawyers at both ends pore over the detail.  This is an 
advantage of frameworks as everything is already in place.    

Can I start?  Having been through all that effort, you 
will be champing at the bit to get started.  This is a 
matter for negotiation with your supplier.  Some are 
very relaxed about starting before the contract is signed, 
others won’t do anything until money is in the bank.
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Technology is only there to deliver a service for 
citizens, keep your accountability to them in mind.  
Don’t get depressed with the paperwork.  

Conclusion
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