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Introduction

Who are you to be buying 
an IT system?

This briefing is focused on business applications, 
rather than infrastructure.  It is for anyone who 
has the responsibility for resolving a problem with 
software in delivering services to local citizens or 
council workers.  You might be doing it yourself, 
sponsoring a procurement or supervising someone 
doing any of these things.  You might be: 

 › an IT professional who may or may not understand 
the business that the software is going to support, 
with or without extensive procurement experience

 › a business professional, e.g. a highways 
engineer or social worker who understands 
the business need, but not the technology

 › a service manager who has been asked to sort it out

 › a senior manager who has seen the 
perfect software at a conference.  

Planning

Before you start, think about the project as a whole; try 
and map it all out, beginning to end, or expect to see the 
person working for you do the same.  Expect to spend 
quite a lot of time thinking about the requirements and 
outcomes and most of all talking to people, customers, 
colleagues, suppliers about these things  Expect to be 
pushed to do less thinking and more doing – mistake!  
Time spent thinking it through now will pay dividends 
later.  The friends and enemies you make will be with 
you for the life of the project – invest in them!

You may have a very large problem or a 
small one.  The steps are the same.  They 
may take one hour, or much longer.

 › problem definition

 › requirement/solution

 › options appraisal

 › procurement

 › awarding a contract.

The earlier stages will be clearer than the later 
ones, but still map out the expected timescales.  It 
is a classic mistake to wish things were faster, but 
usually, they are slower, so plan for that upfront.

The focus should be on understanding the need and 
working with your partners to understand what can 
be done.  If you are working by yourself, stop!  

BEWARE OF SOLUTIONISING, thinking that you 
(or your colleagues) have found the system of your 
dreams before you have systematically drawn up 
your requirements and evaluated the options.  

Once you have identified your stakeholders, get 
space in their diaries for each of the stages.  If you 
don’t do that now, you’ll find they are too busy to 
attend the supplier demonstrations and will not 
be ‘bought-in’ to the eventual solution.  Look at the 
end of this briefing to see who needs to do what.

Who should do the work?

 › Someone who has successfully bought 
and implemented software

 › Someone who understands both the 
business area and the technology.  

A business analyst can be a good bet – 
someone trained to understand business 
problems and apply technology to them. 
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The problem

What’s wrong with 
what you’ve got?

DO YOU REALLY NEED A NEW SYSTEM?

Make sure the response to the problem is proportionate.   

Many (most?) new systems are bought and implemented 
only for the users to find that their service improves 
only marginally, or certainly not enough to justify 
the thousands or millions of pounds spent.

This discovery stage is the opportunity to engage with 
all the stakeholders, from senior managers, to front line 
workers, to the technicians who fix the system when it 
goes wrong.  Work out at the beginning who they are 
and how you are going to engage with them.  These 
people are going with you on the journey, so get to know 
them, listen to them, feed back to them, and they will 
repay you with energy and commitment when you come 
to implementation.  Ignore them and tell them what 
they need, and they will look on with glum satisfaction 
when things do not go according to your plan.  

What do your customers/
partners want to do?

You need to create an environment where you will find 
out what is needed and wanted, absolutely necessary 
and ‘nice to have’.    Talk to everyone involved.  By 
talking, I mean listening.  If you are a social worker, or a 
street lighting engineer, it can be hard to think about 
things you have no idea about.  If you are responsible 
for drawing up the specification of requirements, then 
you need to provide forums in which constructive 
conversations can happen These may include:

 › 1:1 interviews

 › team meetings

 › supplier demonstrations

 › visits to other organisations that do the same things

 › running workshops

Ask questions and listen to the answers, really 
hard.  If the service is outward-facing, don’t forget 
citizens. The sort of questions you might ask are:

 › What will the service look like when 
this system is implemented?

 › How will your staff work with the new system?

 › How will customers use the new system?

 › What improvements do you expect to see?

 › Are you expecting the service to 
be better/worse/cheaper?

 › Who are the leaders in your field 
and what are they doing?

Read Something about 
Change Management

The implementation of a new system is going to 
precipitate a new way of working for people.  Some 
people love change, more often, they don’t.  
Familiarise yourself with the change management 
cycle.  There are various versions of this but 
the one below is useful to bear in mind.

Denial

Acceptance (might be grudging)

Resistance

Engagement
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Read a bit about what happens during change so that 
you are not surprised when people say your ideas are 
ridiculous, won’t work, have been done before and 
failed, or they just can’t find time in their diary to meet 
you or attend your ‘little’ workshop.   Of course, you do 
have to decide whether your critics are right, but being 
aware that they may also be fearful of disaster can 
help you address the issues raised more effectively.

Designing Good Services

A new system is an opportunity to rethink the delivery 
of a service.  If you need some inspiration, have a 
look at the Government Digital Service web pages, 
which set out principles  for redesigning services, 
focused on the person who has to use them.  This 
could be the citizen or a member of staff.

What is out there – Soft 
market testing

If you really do need something, then you 
need to start looking at what is out there.  This 
will be a reality check on what is possible and 
inform your specification of requirements.  

 › BEWARE OF SOLUTIONISING!  

 › Keep an open mind- It is still too early to decide.   

Most suppliers will be more than happy to talk to 
you and give demonstrations.  Words of caution.  
The aim should be to create a level playing field for 
competition.  Do not make any commitments and do 
not spend a lot of time with any particular supplier.  
Given that you are going to have to work through  
some form of a formal procurement process, you 
don’t want to waste a supplier’s time at this stage, or 
work with one supplier to the extent that the other 
ones feel that they have been unfairly treated.  

Where to look

Opportunities include:

 › events e.g. Socitm Share conferences and regional 
events. Make a point of asking everyone you meet 
about the problem you are trying to solve.  They’re 

a great place to make conversation and you will 
quickly build a picture of the market and of software

 › other councils through LinkedIn 
and other specialist forums

 › Government frameworks (see below)

 › suppliers themselves

 › Google.

View all that you see with scepticism.  Make sure you 
understand what is good and bad about the systems 
that you are looking at.  If you like a particular system, 
make sure you speak to several organisations that use 
it.  Most people will give you 15 minutes of their time 
to share their views and experiences.  Make a note 
of what they say.   It is much more valuable to have 
the knowledge at this stage, when you can build it 
into the assessment criteria.  Bear in mind that some 
organisations implement software very badly with 
predictable results, so always question what you hear.

Beware of seduction by the latest thing, but sometimes 
you may have to try something new.  If it looks good, 
see if you can try it out in a small way first, limiting 
your exposure in terms of time and money.

A word about Agile  

Everyone is agile right now.  Originally an approach 
to software development, the word has become so 
ubiquitous it is difficult to know what it means. This 
briefing is not going to discuss its various manifestations.  
Nevertheless, if it turns out that your requirement 
cannot be met by an off-the-shelf product, no matter 
how configured, then an Agile development may 
be appropriate.  In this case, you should be looking 
for a supplier to work with you on an iterative basis 
to produce working software quickly, that you can 
feedback on, and improve.   This can be useful, for 
example, if you are looking at developing applications to 
exchange data with legacy systems for digital services.

http://bit.ly/2IsGpGr
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Argggh – boring paperwork!   
By the time you have taken all the 
preceding steps in this briefing, you 
should be in an excellent position 
to write the business case.  

Whether you are buying a big or a small 
system, you need to be quite clear why 
you are doing it.  If you do not articulate 
on paper what you are expecting, what 
it will cost, then don’t be surprised if it is 
not accepted.  There is plenty of guidance 
out there.  Your own authority will have 
some.  Central government has plenty¹. 
Prince2 has a well-used template.   

All business cases address the same 
basic issues.  How much detail you need 
to go into is determined by the cost and 
complexity of what you are doing.  Don’t 
write a book for a £20k procurement.  
£2m needs a bit more consideration.

 › What is the problem you are trying to 
solve?

 › What are the solutions that you have 
considered?

 › How much will they cost to deliver 
and maintain?

 › What benefits will accrue and when 
will you get them?

While you are about it, think about 
the social value of what you are 
commissioning.  Whilst using local 
labour may not be realistic for a large 
integrated system, if you need something 
smaller, then consider getting to know 
local suppliers.  The Social Value in 
Salford  website has a good introduction 
and suggestions about things you can 
do to encourage local businesses.

Write the 
business case

¹ The Treasury (2018) GUIDE TO DEVELOPING THE PROJECT BUSINESS CASE BETTER BUSINESS 
CASES: for better outcomes. Available at: bit.ly/2I9Ncpv (Accessed: 19 February 2019).

http://bit.ly/2UvbeS9
http://bit.ly/2UKuPxd
http://bit.ly/2I9Ncpv
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In this briefing, we have introduced the preliminary stages 
necessary to get to the point where you definitely know 
that you need a new system.  The following briefing, How 
to buy a computer system:  From specification to contract, 
examines what you need to do to choose the right system.

Conclusion
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Have your say

We welcome comments and discussion on the 
ideas presented in this guidance report.

Martin Ferguson  
Director of Policy & Research, Socitm  
martin.ferguson@socitm.net

Nadira Hussain 
Director of Leadership Development & Research 
nadira.hussain@socitm.net
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