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Introduction
If you're a government IT leader, you've probably sat through more vendor
presentations than you can count.

Many of the pitches are compelling. The demos are impressive. The case studies
show peer agencies achieving remarkable results. The roadmap looks
comprehensive. The implementation timeline seems reasonable. And the vendor
assures you: "This will work in your environment. We've done this before."

Sometimes that's true. Often it's more complicated.

Here's the problem, and it's not a new one: You can't evaluate whether a vendor is
selling you the right solution until you understand what you actually need. This
should be obvious. Most IT leaders would agree with it in principle. Yet it consistently
doesn't happen.

Why? Because when budget pressure is high, vendor presentations are persuasive,
and leadership is asking for solutions now, it's easy to skip the internal work and
jump straight to vendor evaluation. The result is predictable: agencies buy solutions
that don't fit their environment, timelines that don't account for reality, and expensive
implementations that stall or fail.

That discovery happens before vendors enter the room, not during their
presentations.

“You can't evaluate whether a vendor is
selling you the right solution until you
understand what you actually need.”
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The Work That
Comes First

Before you can evaluate whether a vendor's solution fits, you need to understand
your current state.

What this means:
Data inventory: What data do you have? Where does it live? Who owns it?
System landscape: What systems are in use? How do they connect? Where are
integration points fragile?
Process documentation: How does work actually get done today? Not how it's
supposed to work, how it actually works.
Quality baseline: Where do data quality, pipeline reliability, or definition conflicts
cause operational problems?

You don't need perfection. You need honest visibility into what you're working with.

What "audited" looks like:
You can answer: "What does 'active client' mean in our eligibility system, and
does that definition match what the budget office uses?"
You can answer: "Where does the enrollment count in our dashboard come from,
and how often does that pipeline break?"
You can answer: "Which manual workarounds exist because systems don't
integrate properly?"

Why this matters for vendor decisions:
If you don't know your current state, you can't evaluate whether a vendor's proposal
accounts for the real scope of work. Vendors will tell you "we can handle data quality
issues during implementation." That's technically true, but practically expensive. If
you don't know your baseline, you can't tell if their timeline and budget are realistic.

1. Audit What You Have

If you want to make sure you're buying what you actually need, not just what sounds
good in a demo, you need to do internal work first. This work should already be
happening as part of sound IT governance, but it becomes especially critical when
you're considering any significant technology or services purchase.

The internal work has four components:
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You don't need perfect data to make good decisions. But you need structured,
organized data.

What this means:
Defined terms: Key concepts are defined consistently across programs (even if
definitions aren't perfect yet)
Documented flows: Critical data flows and pipelines are mapped (even if
documentation is basic)
Clear ownership: Someone is accountable for each major data asset, system, or
process
Known gaps: You understand where things break, why they break, and what the
operational impact is

Why this matters for vendor decisions:
When vendors propose AI platforms, advanced analytics, or system integrations,
those solutions depend on organized data. If your definitions conflict, pipelines are
undocumented, and ownership is unclear, the vendor's solution will either fail or
require expensive foundation work the vendor didn't scope.

Getting organized doesn't mean months of delay. It means enough clarity that you
can evaluate vendor proposals realistically.

2. Get Organized

Technology projects fail most often because they solve the wrong problem, or
because the problem was never clearly defined in the first place.

What this means:
Operational pain: What breaks, fails, or underperforms today?
Decision impact: What decisions are delayed, wrong, or avoided because of
current limitations?
Stakeholder burden: Who is affected by this problem, and how does it impact
their work?
Success criteria: What does "solved" look like? How will you measure
improvement?

What "identified" looks like:
Not: "We need better analytics."
Instead: "Our eligibility workers spend 4 hours per week reconciling conflicting
client status across three systems. This delays case resolutions and creates
audit risk."
Not: "We need AI."
Instead: "Our budget office can't trust expenditure forecasts because pipeline
data lags by 2-3 weeks and contains unvalidated inputs."

Why this matters for vendor decisions:
If you can't clearly articulate the problem, vendors will define it for you in terms that
align with their solution. You'll end up buying an AI platform when you needed
workflow automation, or implementing advanced analytics when you needed better
data governance.

3. Identify the Real Problems
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Technology exists to serve business processes, not the other way around.

What this means:
Workflows: How does work get done today? Where are bottlenecks?
Compliance: What statutory, regulatory, or policy rules must any solution
support?
Integration needs: What systems must connect? What data must flow between
them?
Decision support: Who makes decisions based on this information? What do they
need to know, when, and in what format?
Constraints: What can't change? (Legacy systems, procurement timelines,
budget limits, staffing)

What "mapped" looks like:
Not: "We need better reporting."
Instead: "Analytics must support both program-level operational decisions (weekly)
and executive reporting (monthly), with consistent definitions that align to our fiscal
calendar and statutory reporting requirements."

Why this matters for vendor decisions:
Vendors propose technical solutions. If you haven't mapped how work actually
happens, you'll end up with systems that work technically but don't fit how your
agency operates. The implementation succeeds, but the system doesn't get used.

4. Map Business Requirements

The Balance: Enough Preparation, Not Endless
Preparation
Here's the paradox: You need to do internal work before engaging vendors. But you
can't let the pursuit of perfect clarity become paralysis.

The Paralysis Trap
Some agencies delay technology decisions indefinitely:

"Our data isn't clean enough yet."
"We need to finish our data governance framework first."
"We should complete our strategic plan before evaluating solutions."
"Let's wait until the new fiscal year."

This is a trap. Inaction is a decision, and it has costs:
Operational costs compound: Manual workarounds, reconciliation burden,
inefficiency continue
Risk grows: Fragile pipelines, ungoverned data, unclear lineage create audit and
compliance exposure
Staff frustration increases: Teams lose confidence in leadership's ability to
improve things
Technical debt accumulates: Legacy systems age, integrations become more
fragile, modernization becomes harder
Opportunities pass: Grants, budget windows, strategic initiatives come and go
while you prepare
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You don't need every data element perfect, every definition aligned, and every
process documented. You need sufficient clarity to evaluate vendor proposals
realistically.

Sufficient looks like:
You can describe your current state honestly to vendors
You can recognize when a vendor is overselling or underscoping
You can evaluate whether proposed timelines account for your reality
You can answer: "What operational problem does this solution solve for us?"
You can answer: "What problem does each add-on or premium feature solve?"

If you have that clarity, you're ready to engage vendors, even if your environment isn't
perfect.

Sufficient Preparation, Not Perfect Preparation

This internal work (auditing, organizing, identifying problems, mapping requirements)
is where good services partners add tremendous value.

But here's the critical distinction: A trusted services partner should work with you on
this work, not do it for you.

The Role of Services Partners in Internal Work

What Good Collaboration Looks Like
Good services partners:

Bring structure, frameworks, and facilitation to help you audit, organize, and map
Ask hard questions that surface gaps you haven't seen
Challenge assumptions and validate findings
Document as you go so knowledge stays with your team
Expect your team to be hands-on throughout, learning and building capability
alongside delivery

What this sounds like:
"Let's co-facilitate discovery sessions with your program teams."
"Your team knows the operational context best—we'll bring the technical lens."
"We'll document findings together so your team can sustain this after we're
done."
"Success means your team can independently evaluate vendor proposals once
this foundation work is complete."
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Be cautious if a services partner:
Positions discovery as something they do independently: "Just give us access,
we'll handle it"
Discourages your team's involvement or positions your team as "not ready" to
participate
Holds knowledge rather than transferring it
Structures engagements to create dependency rather than capability

What this sounds like:
"We'll take care of the assessment—no need for your team to be involved."
"This is too complex for your team to manage independently."
"You'll need us for ongoing support after this work is done."

Why this is a problem:
If your team doesn't deeply understand the findings from internal work, you still can't
effectively evaluate vendors. You've just shifted dependency from one vendor to
another.

The Right Approach
Internal work should build your capability to:

Articulate what you have, what you need, and what problems you're solving
Evaluate vendor proposals independently and critically
Recognize when vendors are overselling or underscoping
Make informed decisions about technology and services investments

A good services partner accelerates that capability. A bad one replaces it.

Now You Can Evaluate Vendors
Once you've done the internal work (audited what you have, organized your data,
identified real problems, and mapped requirements), you can effectively evaluate
vendor proposals.

Here's what to look for:

Red Flags: When Services Partners Oversell
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If a vendor proposes solutions without thoroughly
understanding your current state, they're guessing.
Good vendors want to know, depending on the
technology they're proposing, things like:

Your data quality and governance maturity
Pipeline stability and integration complexity
Organizational capability and change readiness

The vendor skips
assessment of your
environment

When you raise concerns about data quality,
conflicting definitions, or fragile pipelines, how does
the vendor respond?
Bad vendors: "That's common. We can handle it
during implementation."
Good vendors: "That's a real issue. Let's scope the
foundation work separately so we're clear about
what needs to happen and when."

Prerequisites are
vague or dismissed

If the vendor's timeline assumes your environment
is ready but you know from your internal work that
it's not, the timeline is wrong. Foundation work
(definition alignment, pipeline hardening, lineage
documentation) should be explicitly scoped with
realistic timelines and costs.

Timelines and costs
don't account for
foundation work

Red Flags (Both Technology and Services Vendors)
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Vendors show case studies from agencies
achieving great results. Ask: Were those agencies'
environments similar to yours when they started? If
the case study agencies had strong foundations
and you don't, the comparison isn't valid.

Case studies don't
match your
environment

Technology vendors maximize revenue by selling
premium tiers and add-on modules. Some you
need. Many you don't yet. If the vendor can't
clearly explain what each SKU solves for your
specific operational problem, you're being sold
features, not solutions

Add-ons without clear
business justification
(Technology Vendors)

Services vendors who discourage your team's
involvement or position themselves as taking all
work off your plate create dependency, not
capability. Good services partners insist on
collaboration.

"We'll handle
everything"
(Services Vendors)

Red Flags (Both Technology and Services Vendors)
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Good vendors admit when they need to learn more
about your environment, when they encounter
unexpected complexity, or when they don't have
expertise in a specific area. They say things like:

"We need more time to understand your
eligibility workflow before we can scope this
accurately."
"This integration is more complex than we
thought. Here's what we've learned and how it
changes our approach."

Transparent about
what they don't
know

Good vendors reduce risk by starting with pilots,
proofs of concept, or limited scope—even when
they could justify larger engagements. They say
things like:

"Let's validate this with one program before
enterprise rollout."
"Let's pilot for 60 days to confirm assumptions
before committing to the multi-year contract."

Recommends
starting small

Good vendors are honest about what must be true
for success and what could go wrong. They say
things like:

"This requires strong data governance. Based
on what we've seen, you'll need to align
definitions in these three areas first."
"Success depends on your team's capacity to
participate. If bandwidth is limited, we need to
adjust scope or timeline."

Clear about
prerequisites and
risks
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Good services vendors position your team as
partners, not clients. They expect your team to
contribute, learn, and build capability throughout the
engagement. Success is measured by both
delivered systems AND your team's ability to
sustain them.

Insists on
collaborative work
(Services Vendors)

Good technology vendors are honest about
limitations. They say things like:

"Our platform handles X and Y well, but for Z
you'll need to integrate with your existing tool."
"This feature works best when data is pre-
validated. If your pipelines produce unvalidated
data, you'll need to address that first."

Explains what the
product doesn't do
(Technology Vendors)
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Questions to
Ask Vendors

1.What assessment did you conduct
to determine our environment is
ready for this solution?"

2."What are the prerequisites for
success, and how do you know we
meet them?"

3."What foundation work needs to
happen before or during this
project?"

About Your Environment About Scope and Cost

Because you've done internal work, you can ask informed questions and evaluate
whether answers are realistic.

1."Is foundation work included in your
proposal, or is it additional scope?"

2."If we need to address foundation
gaps, what's the estimated timeline
and cost?"

3."What happens if discovery reveals
more complexity than expected?"

1.What could cause this project to fail,
and how would you address those
risks?"

2."What's our off-ramp if this doesn't
work or priorities change?"

About Risk About Capability Building
(Services Vendors)

1.How will our team be involved in
discovery, design, and
implementation?"

2."What will our team be able to do
independently after this
engagement?"
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1.Can you explain what each add-on or
premium feature solves for our
specific use case?"

2."What's the minimum viable product
we need to solve our core problem?"

3."Can we pilot or start with limited
scope before committing to full
rollout?"

About Product Fit 
(Technology Vendors) About References

1."Can we speak to a client whose
environment was similar to ours
when they started?"

2."Can we speak to a client where the
project encountered foundation
issues? How were they resolved?"

Listen carefully to how vendors answer. Good vendors answer clearly and
transparently. Bad vendors deflect, minimize, or provide vague reassurances.

When to 
Walk Away
Sometimes the right decision is to decline a proposal, even if the solution is
impressive.

Walk away if:
The vendor skips or minimizes assessment of your environment
The vendor can't clearly scope foundation work or insists it's not necessary
The vendor dismisses your concerns as "easy to fix"
Contract terms lock you in with no pilot option or early exit
Your gut says the vendor is more focused on closing the deal than ensuring your
success

Walking away doesn't mean the technology is bad or the vendor is incompetent. It
means your environment isn't ready yet, the vendor isn't the right partner for your
current state, or the timing isn't right.
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You Don't Have to
Navigate This Alone
Both the internal work and vendor evaluation are hard. You don't have to do either
alone.

Independent assessments evaluate your environment and readiness before you
engage vendors. They tell you what foundation work is needed, what risks exist, and
whether your environment is ready for proposed solutions.

Vendor proposal reviews evaluate whether vendor proposals are realistic, well-
scoped, and aligned with your needs. They identify gaps in scope, unrealistic
timelines, hidden dependencies, and whether the vendor understands your
environment.

Readiness frameworks give you objective criteria to assess your environment and
vendor proposals—without relying solely on vendor assurances.

These services cost money—but far less than a failed implementation.

The Bottom Line
You can't tell if a vendor is selling you what you actually need until you know what
you actually need. That knowledge comes from doing the internal work first: auditing
what you have, getting organized, identifying real problems, and mapping
requirements.

Do this work with trusted partners who collaborate with you, not for you. Then you'll
recognize when vendors skip assessment, when timelines ignore foundation work,
and when you're being sold features instead of solutions.

Inaction has costs. But so does buying what you don't actually need.

Find the balance. Do the work. Choose vendors who pass the honest vendor test.
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