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Foreword 
The process of purchasing software is changing. 30 years ago, purchasing 
by committee dragged out the defining of requirements over weeks, 
months, and sometimes years! Today, businesses evolve too rapidly for 
a point-in-time set of requirements to have much merit. Organisations 
also cannot wait for teams of consultants to deliver on a project, defined 
months in the past. Today, organisations want to rent commodity software, 
pre-configured with built in business processes provided out-of-the-box. 
These can be easily modified by switching options on and off, changing 
usage and personalisation at will. Software should be able to adjust to the 
constant change of business processes and business models.

Within the world of software-as-a-service (SaaS), buyers need to consider 
more than just product functionality. They also need to consider the 
performance, scalability, and elasticity of the solution, the levels of service 
that the vendor provides, and the future roadmap it offers. 

This does not make the process of purchasing any easier. Importantly, 
as business models have changed for the buyers, so have the questions 
that they need to ask the software vendors and their partners. If anything, 
partners are more important than the vendors. Software companies are 
often born global. The power dimension between an individual buyer and 
a software vendor is often too big a chasm. The cultural fit between the 
buyer and partner is also more important as they should work closely 
together to deliver value well after the initial implementation.

“Proper Planning Prevents Poor Performance” still holds true today. This 
evaluation guide is a valuable resource for any software procurement. 
Don’t rush into a purchasing decision but use this great resource to help 
speed up the process.

Steve Brooks, Enterprise Times

Foreword contributed by Steve Brooks in return for a charitable donation from FinancialForce to Help for Heroes

READ TIME: 10 MIN
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Finding the right solutions 
Cloud software adoption has been surging for some time now, but it wasn’t 
until more recent years that companies moved their most critical business 
systems - financials, HR, services delivery - to the cloud. But this shouldn’t 
be a surprise. Cloud applications deliver more scalability, more flexibility, 
and a higher return on investment - along with a slew of other benefits 
from real-time financial analysis to enterprise collaboration to a master 
customer record. 

Cloud based solutions are fundamentally different from traditional legacy 
systems in that customers contract for an ongoing service rather than 
making a one off purchase of application software. As a result, acquiring a 
new cloud solution requires a different evaluation approach, with different 
priorities. 

The tricky part is finding the right cloud software best suited to delivering 
these priorities and key business requirements. Selecting new software 
systems or replacing old ones aren’t decisions to be entered into lightly. It 
will require careful planning and consideration of your business model(s) 
and strategies, growth targets and key stakeholders, to name just a few. 

This evaluation guide will help you with that process for any software 
procurement - large or small - covering the following four stages: 

• Laying the groundwork
• Information gathering
• Initial selection
• Evaluation and negotiation

At each of these four stages, you will need to ask a series of important 
questions and know the answers as they apply to your unique business. 
Whatever your reasons for initiating a change, whether you are developing 
new business models, acquiring other businesses, dealing with compliance 
issues, or just wanting to improve business efficiency by automating more, 
this guide is here to help. 
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Laying the groundwork   
This is where you get organised, start to mobilise, and consider 
what you actually want to achieve and why. Not only should your 
evaluation team be commensurate with the size and complexity 
of your organisation, it should include senior executives from each 
department impacted and be led by a committed business sponsor. 

Together you should examine the existing solution and its 
shortcomings–in terms of cost, time, and alignment to your 
business and IT strategies. If it’s a new solution you’re looking at, 
then determine the most critical things it needs to accomplish. In 
short, you’ll need to answer this key question: Are you using the best 
solution to get the job done for your key stakeholders? 

1
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Key questions - 
Laying the groundwork 

1.   Do you have a clear business strategy that the system needs to 
support?

2.   Is there a reason (or multiple reasons) why you need to change from 
your existing system, and what are they? 

3.   Do you have a realistic budget in place?

4.   Have you developed a compelling business case for ROI? 

5.   Do you have any established constraints such as a legacy technology 
strategy?

6.   Do you have a clear deployment strategy (e.g. big bang or phased 
rollout)?

7.   Has the project scope been clarified (e.g. geographies, business units, 
processes, stakeholders)? 

8.   Do you have the right skills already in place or will you need external 
support?

9.   Do you have an evaluation plan in place?

10. Do you have an evaluation and governance team in place, including 
executive sponsor, project manager, subject matter experts, IT, finance, 
legal, procurement, and user representatives?
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Information gathering   
Now it’s time to start gathering your requirements in preparation for 
exploring the market. You will only source the best solution if you can 
provide potential vendors with the best information, including your 
business objectives, your existing systems, and your desired future 
state. It is easy to spend time documenting your current state and 
‘as is’ processes, but it is much better to focus effort on your ‘to be’ 
processes. After all, you are unlikely to want to just replicate what 
you are doing at the moment. Take the opportunity to rethink your 
business and how it operates. 

Many find value in building out their requirements in a MoSCoW list: 
the Must-have, Should-have, Could-have, Would-like-to-have criteria. 
With those in place, you can set expectations and priorities for your 
ideal cloud application before kicking off the evaluation process. 
You will also want to ensure your future solution maps to hot market 
opportunities, growth plans, and competitive factors. Your core 
information gathering should be based on the answers and results 
from the next questions. 

2



THE ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO CLOUD SOFTWARE EVALUATION   |   7

Key questions -
Information gathering

1.  Have you evaluated key industry trends and opportunities?

2.  Have you considered what initiatives your current and future 
competitors are undertaking?

3.  Have you established what market changes are likely to happen (e.g. 
mergers and acquisitions, economic shifts)?

4.  Have you mapped out your current and future landscapes in terms of 
systems, user numbers, and interfaces?

5.  Is your security strategy documented and understood?

6.  Have your existing ‘as is’ processes been reviewed and evaluated?

7.  Have your ‘to be’ processes been prepared?

8.  Have your business requirements been evaluated using the MoSCoW 
method?

9.  Have your business focus areas been defined (e.g. priorities across 
geographies and business units)?

10.  Have you considered your future business requirements reflecting both 
organic and transformational change?
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Initial selection  
After mapping out your business and IT requirements, it is time to 
explore the market, do your homework, and understand your options. 
Today, there are so many resources to help guide you, including peer-
to-peer review site G2, analyst reports from Gartner, Forrester, and 
others, the Salesforce AppExchange, and more. 

Talk to your peers. Download relevant papers. Attend webinars. You 
need to know what’s going on within your market as well as the 
software market. To summarise, go through the following questions 
and answers with your evaluation team.

3
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Key questions - 
Initial selection
1.  Have you conducted research on software evaluation sites such as G2?

2.  Have you reviewed what is said by industry analysts, includingService 
Performance Insight (SPI), Forrester, Gartner, and IDC?

3.  Have you visited any trade shows?

4.  Have you attended vendor events, webinars, or online software 
demonstrations?

5.  Have you determined what systems your competitors use?

6.  Do you have an initial qualification template to assess basic vendor 
data (e.g. size, financial position, supported geographies, resources)?

7.  Have you reviewed case studies, testimonials, and references to ensure 
that your vendor of choice has suitable experience?

8.  Does your vendor of choice offer a number of successful 
implementation partners to choose from with appropriate industry 
knowledge?

9.  Does your vendor of choice offer a future roadmap that demonstrates 
commitment to their products and your industry?

10.  Have you met the whole vendor team to ensure that there is a cultural 
fit with your business?
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Evaluation and negotiation   
The traditional approach to software selection invariably involved a 
request for proposal (RFP) with hundreds of questions, followed by 
a series of structured demonstrations. With cloud-based systems, 
this detailed ‘product evaluation’ model doesn’t work as effectively 
because it can’t truly reflect the needs of a service contract. Many 
organisations are now taking more creative approaches to evaluation 
such as requesting vendors to respond to multiple business scenarios.  

One important thing to consider is that during the evaluation process 
there will inevitably be tensions between different parties. Having a 
clearly defined set of evaluation criteria that reflect business priorities 
is essential. 

When it comes to the final decision, cost is obviously a key criterion, 
but many other factors need to be taken into consideration, such as 
service level agreements, future product roadmap, exit strategies, 
liability issues, and performance requirements. This makes the 
relationship between the buyer and seller even more important today 
than ever before.  

4
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Key questions - 
Evaluation and negotiation

1.  Have you agreed on the best approach to vendor evaluation (e.g. RFP, 
demo scripts, business scenarios)?

2.  Have you documented your evaluation criteria with priorities and 
weightings? (See Appendix)

3.  Have you established how to assess the needs for business flexibility to 
support future changes and growth?  

4.  Who will undertake the technology ‘deep dive’ and what role will this 
play?

5.  How will you manage user involvement and reconcile competing views 
on strategic vs tactical solutions, systems usability, and functionality?

6.  How will you provide access to executives and subject matter experts 
for vendor discovery?

7.  How will you provide opportunity for vendor questions and 
clarifications?

8.  Have you considered how to handle non-conformant bids / 
presentations?

9.  Have you reviewed the Master / Cloud Services Agreement (MSA / 
CSA)?

10. Have you established your strategy for negotiation (e.g. financial 
options, phasing, alternate supply, BATNA)?
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Any structured solution evaluation should be made against a clearly 
defined set of criteria. These will act as a framework for the exercise, 
enabling a fair and consistent basis for the evaluation of different 
solutions and ensuring that the organisation focuses on objectives and 
priorities.
 
Some criteria may entail a binary decision resulting in immediate 
disqualification. Other criteria will involve relative weighting in line with 
business demands.
 
The ideal evaluation criteria will be specific to your organisation, and 
should be constructed and agreed upon by the executive and/or project 
steering group. The following is a non-exhaustive list of things to consider:

Vendor fundamentals: Financial stability, resources, industry 
commitment, geographic coverage etc.
Business strategy: Ability to support the long-term needs of the 
business
Functional fit: Completeness and fit of the solution to address short-
term tactical and long-term strategic needs
Process fit: Best practises, simplification, degree of customisation, 
configuration required, degree of flexibility to deliver specific 
requirements 
Architectural fit: Congruence with business IT strategy (e.g. 
commitment to the Salesforce Platform)
Security: Certifications, data safeguards, encryption, access controls, 
disaster recovery
Usability: Ease of adoption including role-based access, 
personalisation, mobile enablement, etc.

Appendix – Typical evaluation 
criteria
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Flexibility: Reflecting key business and industry needs, support for 
organic/acquisitive growth plans and ongoing business change
Future roadmap: Level of product development resources, commitment 
to ongoing development, delivery of new functionality and adoption of 
advanced technologies such as social collaboration, mobile, AI, etc.
Implementation services: Approach, timings, and experience
Support: Range and quality of services, fixes and updates, customer 
communities, customer advisory boards for product development, etc.   
Vendor team: Cultural fit with the vendor, suitability for a long-term 
partnership
References and case studies: Customer experiences, testimonials, 
advice, and recommendations
Industry credibility: Independent analysts, market views, press coverage
Commercial factors: Phasing, payment terms, price holds, etc. 
Contractual considerations: Service level agreement (SLA) and 
performance levels, exit strategies, liabilities, etc.
Return on investment: Impact of the solution on key business drivers 
and metrics
Total cost of ownership over a 3-5 year time period: This should include 
all costs of personnel and associated overheads, including:

Total license costs
Infrastructure costs (e.g. hardware)
Annual support costs
External implementation costs (e.g. functional, technical and other 
consulting services)
Internal implementation costs (e.g. integrations, data conversion, 
training, change management)
External support costs (e.g. managed services)
Internal support costs (e.g. operations, systems maintenance and 
development)
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EXPERIENCE 
MODERN ERP
FinancialForce offers customer-centric business 

applications on the leading cloud platform from 

Salesforce. We accelerate your business growth 

with the only modern ERP suite and the #1 

professional services automation (PSA), enabling 

real-time insights and intelligent decision-making. 

See your customers in full color with Salesforce 

and FinancialForce.

REQUEST DEMO LEARN MORE


