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SOFTWARE VENDOR SELECTION CRITERIA 
 

Software vendors are not all equal.  Often there are significant differences between vendors.  

Although at first look these differences may not be readily apparent, they can affect the quality 

of the relationship between a client and a vendor.  Carefully selecting a vendor can help 

establish a long-term relationship that is beneficial to both the client and the vendor. 

 

QUALITY OF SOFTWARE PRODUCTS, SERVICE, AND SUPPORT 

 

Just as all vendors are not equal, all software products are not equal.  When comparing vendors 

and their products, it is important to consider specific details.  Be aware that there are subtle 

differences that may not always be obvious.  Subtle features are often just as important, if not 

more important than those that are obvious.  Ask lots of questions, and don't be afraid to travel 

to existing client sites to speak first hand with current users of the software.  Ask for demos of 

products and features for further clarification, if needed. 

 

Verify that vendors have personnel who are particularly knowledgeable about local 

government operations.  Vendors should not only be experts in developing software, but they 

should also be extremely knowledgeable about the specifics of local government operations.  

Many are not!  Previous experience in local government is highly desirable.  Avoid vendors 

who don’t have some staff members with previous direct experience. 

 

One of the greatest benefits of using quality software is that it facilitates more efficient 

operations.  This, in turn, tends to minimize labor costs.  When software products are efficient, 

it takes fewer personnel less time to perform the same functions.  Since workload demands are 

steadily increasing, it is essential to purchase software that will allow the current staff to do 

more.  New software should also provide more capability to meet future needs. 

 

Another consideration, which is closely related to quality, is whether a vendor's software 

products are truly "user friendly."  Although this is an often-overused term, it is extremely 

important.  If software is easy to understand and use, it will facilitate more effective operations.  

If it is easy to learn, it will minimize the time required to make full use of its capabilities.  It will 

also help expedite cross-training, as well as initial training of new personnel.  You should not 

have to be a computer expert to be able to use software effectively.  In evaluating a software 

product, do not confuse limited features with ease of use.  Many software products that provide 

fewer features will at first appear to be easier to use.  What you want are full-featured software 

products that are also easy to use. 
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Since it is inevitable that some user errors will occur, quality software should make it easy to 

correct errors.  Generally, only one action should be required to reverse an error, even  

when multiple databases are affected.  Watch out for software where numerous steps are 

required to correct an error.  Especially watch out for software that becomes "out of balance" if a 

step in the correction process is omitted. 

 

An equally important aspect of selecting a vendor is the quality of service and long-term 

support they provide.  Make sure that you understand exactly what service and support are 

provided, and at what annual cost.  Be sure the vendor offers on-site or Internet installation and 

training, rather than having you travel to their offices.  It is much more convenient for you to 

learn at your site where you have access to all of your data and resources.  This also helps 

ensure that the implementation process gets off to a good start.  For some software products, 

on-site installation and training provide the optimum situation for implementation.  The 

benefits you gain by having someone on site during installation are well worth the extra cost for 

travel.  For other software products, Internet training is actually more efficient.  The choice is 

yours! 

 

Select a vendor that provides "hassle-free" long-term support at a reasonable cost.  Service and 

support consist primarily of answering questions over the telephone about how to use the 

system, correcting any errors that are ever detected, making software enhancements to improve 

the product, and providing updates when changes are made.  Watch out for vendors that 

charge to correct their own errors.  This is not an accepted industry practice, and should not be 

tolerated.  Worse, it provides no incentive for a vendor to take those steps necessary to 

minimize errors in the future.  Although it is appropriate for a vendor to charge for telephone 

support, be wary of those that charge on a timed basis.  Again, this provides no incentive for a 

vendor to minimize errors, provide good on-line help screens within the software, provide 

effective supporting documentation, etc.  In fact, they can make more money if you require 

more support.  Service and support provided for a flat annual fee are best.  A flat annual fee is 

better because there are no hidden costs.  Choose a vendor that does not charge extra to furnish 

telephone support, correct errors, or provide updates. 

 

Make sure a vendor has a history of listening and responding effectively to requests for changes 

and enhancements.  Ensure that they respond to constructive criticism and feedback.  A good 

software vendor provides dynamic updates to the software so that it constantly improves as 

more clients furnish positive feedback.  Without updates, vendor's products gradually become 

out of date.  Generally, after about five years, a software product will have little remaining 

residual value if updates are not provided.  Avoid vendors with static products who think that 

they already have the perfect solution and that user's needs never change.  Instead, select a 

vendor who provides routine updates to all of their clients as part of annual service and support.  

Also be sure to verify that the vendor circulates all enhancements made to the software as part 

of these updates.  By getting updates, you will guarantee that the product you buy is just as 

viable in five years as it is on the day that you buy it. 
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CLIENT REFERENCES 

 

The best way to verify the quality of a particular vendor's products, service, and support is to 

contact existing clients to assess their level of satisfaction.  Ask the vendor for a complete list of 

all of their existing clients.  Take the time to contact a number of these clients to find out if they 

like the vendor and their products, and why.  In performing this task, it is extremely important 

to ask detailed questions. 

 

In contacting clients, don't just concentrate on those that like a vendor's products and services.  

Try to find out if any clients have ever discontinued use of a vendor's products to switch to a 

different vendor.  It is just as important to talk to previous clients and, what is more important, 

find out why they switched.  Watch out for vendors who don't have many clients.  Also watch 

out for those that have clients who are not fully satisfied.  In particular, be wary of those that 

have lost clients because of their inability to satisfy their needs. 

 

As stated above, it is essential to ask specific questions.  Some users who think they are 

completely satisfied with their current software may find otherwise if they see demonstrations 

of software products from other vendors.  Comparison allows users to see what they may or 

may not be missing.  As a result, we strongly recommend that all users take the time to see 

demonstrations of as much software from as many vendors as possible.  This is true even if you 

are not currently in the market for new software.  This will allow you to stay up-to-date on what 

is available.  Staying up-to-date is valuable because it may enable you to get your existing 

vendor to provide more features.  It may also allow you to assess when it would be better to 

change to a more responsive vendor.  Although it takes a little time to review new products, the 

time is well worth it because it helps ensure that you continue to get the best products for the 

money. 

 

In asking questions, it is important to assess how well a vendor responds to a client's specific 

needs.  Avoid vendors that are continually slow to respond or those that are reluctant to correct 

errors or enhance their software products.  Also find out what happens when errors occur.  

Obviously, vendors make errors and clients make errors.  Sometimes it is clear who made the 

error, and sometimes it is not.  When it isn't clear, try to find out how a particular vendor 

responds.  Watch out for vendors who always blame the client when something goes wrong 

and then want to charge for assistance.  You want a vendor who provides software not only 

designed to minimize errors, but also to make it easy to recover when errors are made.  You 

also want a vendor who will give you the benefit of the doubt when there is an error. 

 

In the end, try to select a vendor who cares about their clients.  Their objectives should be to 

support your operations, make your work easier, and be ready to help you get the job done.  

Software is supposed to make your operation more efficient, not more troublesome.  Avoid 

vendors who simply make the sale and then leave you on your own. 
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HARDWARE ACQUISITION 

 

If a software vendor also sells hardware, you should take extra care in assessing the situation.  

The problem with selling hardware and software is that a vendor generally gets locked into a 

particular brand.  Since they are trying to make a profit selling hardware, the result is a biased 

recommendation of what hardware to purchase.  Staying with hardware from mainstream 

vendors is usually the best course financially.  It also helps ensure that you get the best 

performance and reliability. 

 

Good software vendors monitor the hardware market to stay abreast of the best available 

products at the best prices.  They also continually assess how this technology is being applied in 

the field.  With this knowledge, they can then advise their customers in an unbiased manner.  

This is particularly important in the rapidly changing computer industry.  Ultimately, the 

objectives are to acquire a system that (1) is competitively priced, (2) meets the user's needs in 

the near term, (3) allows for future growth and expansion, and (4) is highly reliable.  A good 

vendor should also advise you about various options to consider. 

 

In analyzing prices from various hardware vendors, it is critical that you ensure that you are 

comparing like systems.  Hardware vendors can make systems that look like they are 

equivalent, but are not.  Unless you are quite knowledgeable about the specific technical details 

of computer components, solicit the help of an unbiased expert. 

 

SOFTWARE ACQUISITION 

 

Most vendors require that clients purchase their products outright.  Very few go further and 

allow their clients to rent software products on an annual basis.  There are advantages and 

disadvantages to each of these methods.  However, when both are provided, the client can 

determine which is the most suitable under the current financial and political conditions. 

 

It is often impossible for a client to find out if a product is fully suitable until they have had a 

chance to actually use it.  Consequently, a good vendor will provide a period during which a 

client may get their money back if not fully satisfied.  During this period, it is the responsibility 

of the client to ensure that the vendor has an adequate chance to respond fully to any client 

needs that are not fully met by the software.  A period of two months is generally sufficient to 

determine if the software performs well in your situation. 

 

In comparing costs from several vendors, be sure each vendor includes all costs including 

installation, training, data conversion, travel, etc.  Be sure to contact some of each vendor's 

existing clients to verify that the estimates they provided were accurate and complete.  If a 

vendor charges for telephone support on a timed basis, ask other clients for an estimate of the 

actual amount of these charges.  Watch out for hidden costs. 
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OVERALL SYSTEM COSTS 

 

Remember that the objective is to select the best software vendor, the most suitable software 

products, the most appropriate computer hardware, and excellent service and support, all at the 

best possible price.  Remember that cost should not be the single driving factor in your final 

decision.  The objective is to purchase the most cost-effective system (i.e., the best, most 

complete system for the money).  You can always find software and support for less!  However, 

when dealing with reputable software vendors, better software and support tend to cost more. 

 

Be aware that some vendors may provide software products needing hardware and operating 

system software that is substantially more expensive to purchase and maintain than others.  

Remember too that in addition to your local government software, you will most-likely 

purchase various mass-market software products (i.e., word processors, spreadsheets, etc.).  

These products may have different costs, depending upon the type of computer and operating 

system on which they are to be implemented.  In performing a cost analysis, be sure to consider 

the costs of all items related to the system.  In most cases, it is more cost-effective to make use of 

generally accepted, standard hardware components that are in the mainstream. 

 

In closing, please keep in mind that quality software, service, and long-term support are critical 

to the successful operation of any system.  Even moderate savings up front are of little value if 

the software or support is a burden for the life of the software.  Be willing to purchase those 

products that do the entire job, not just a portion of the job.  It is not cost-effective to save 

money by buying a partial solution. 

 

Also remember that although a decision about which vendor and products to select takes only 

weeks or months, the result of that decision may affect your operation for many years to come.  

Be careful!  A poor choice may result in dissatisfaction, frustration, and poor support for the life 

of the software. 

 

 


