Selecting a Senior Healthcare Software Package
Technical issues aside, the most important element in selecting a software package is having the organizations personnel buy into the solution.  This point cannot be overemphasized.  If the actual users help select the package, they will accept it regardless of the functionality, but even a minor problem in a package selected without their input, will turn off end users and they will say the package does not work.

There is a widespread belief that package implementation is more important and difficult than package selection.  This is because companies have historically done a poor job of selection.  (In the Senior Healthcare Industry this is often due to a limited number of viable options.)  Making the wrong choice can double or even triple costs, not to mention lower morale.  There are many cases of organizations spending thousands of dollars on a package and then never using it.  Invariably, this is because they failed to do the proper analysis and due diligence up-front.  Implementation costs are typically two to ten times the investment in software, and both are at risk with the wrong package.

Manage Expectations
First, make it clear to all potential users that no software package will be an answer to every need.  Some users, especially computer novices, tend to expect too much.  When they are disappointed, they will be inclined not to see any benefits at all.  So clearly articulate both what the system can do, and what it cannot do.

Know The Requirements
Many organizations do not make it a point to learn what they need.  Some tasks involve hitting a moving target.  Trying to pick a software package without a good requirements study is like shooting at no target at all.  Be aware that even the best description of requirements does not cover every possible situation.

Selection Team 
Depending on the size of the project, the team may consist of three to ten people.  If the project is large and covers multiple disciplines, sub-groups should be used.  There should be a member of each discipline involved on the selection team, with special attention paid to the fact that one member does not dominate the process and the team.
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Define Requirements
Requirements must be defined very specifically.  When selecting a package do not just look to automate existing business practices; this is a perfect opportunity to re-engineer obsolete procedures and raise efficiency.  Many users just want a newer version of what they are using now, because they do not know any other way to meet their requirements.

Weight Requirements
Once all the requirements have been established, it then becomes important to prioritize those requirements.  This should be done before biases creep in; a vendor may have sold the client on the idea that they need a feature that only that vendor's package provides.  By weighing each requirement up-front, the weight will be more objective.  It also makes the analysis between packages much easier, with the team weighting each requirement in the following fundamental manner: (This may be significantly expanded upon.)

· High (Absolutely essential)

· Medium (Nice to have, may be essential in the future)

· Low (Desirable, but not important)

Determine Available Packages
The next step is to identify the available packages on the required platform that may meet the requirements that have been set forth.  Available software packages may be found in trade journals, from your local association, trade shows, and referral.

Narrowing the Field
Given the range of options, the list of possible packages that best meets the specified requirements should generally be narrowed to three.  One way to do this is through a Request For Proposal (RFP).  The RFP is typically a detailed document listing all desired requirements, which is forwarded to the vendor for completion.  In the Senior Healthcare Software Industry the average response rate to a detailed RFP is less than 10%.  The vendors simply to not have the time and resources to respond to every RFP which they receive.

Instead of the detailed RFP, it is more commonly recommended that a Request For Information (RFI) be forwarded to the vendors for their completion.  The RFI should be less than two pages and straight forward. It should contain fundamental requests such as references, number of clients in your state, standard pricing, basic technical platform, and primary contacts.  In turn, you should provide the vendor with as much information about your requirements, decision time frame, technical platform, and operational structure so that the vendor may understand your needs to better serve you.  You will find that the vendor response to such a request is significantly increased over that of an extensive RFP.
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With the response to the RFI you may then contact the references and review the information to narrow the field.

Demonstrations
After narrowing the field, the next step in the selection process is to conduct product demonstrations.  Most of these will be nothing more than a product promotion put on by a sales person; the vendor will try hard to show off what the system does best and gloss over imperfections.

The way to take control of a demonstration is to provide the vendor with exactly what it is you are looking for in the system and how the package will be judged.  This may be done by developing a "script" that each vendor must follow.  Make sure to use actual data, so that those in attendance are familiar with the output and feel comfortable with it.  Coordinate with the vendor ahead of time, as it will take considerable time to prepare the system to meet the script.  If a vendor refuses to perform a custom demonstration, it is typically an indication of the support the client can expect in the future.

It is also important to give the vendor ample time to schedule their travel plans.  A vast majority of the vendors may have to travel considerable distances and by scheduling in advance they can receive the best airfares, and have time to schedule other meetings in the area so that they may make best use of their time and investment. 

It is also important to schedule the presentations in a relatively close time period (over a week for example).  This will allow the information to remain fresh in each member's mind.  It is also important that the same people attend all demonstrations so that consistency may be maintained.

Rating Sheet  
Before the demonstration, a rating sheet should be distributed to the vendor and to each person in attendance.  This sheet is formulated in tandem with the script, so that each item can be graded as the task is performed.  After all the demonstrations have been completed, obtain a total by multiplying each score by the requirement rating for that feature.  (For legal reasons, you may wish to video tape the demonstration.)

You may also wish to forward each vendor their particular rating sheet so that they may have an opportunity to clarify or provide further documentation in support of their score.
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Reference Checks
Checking client references is one of the most important parts of the selection process.  A minimum of ten references operating on the same platform and applications as those you are requesting should be provided to you.  The reference list should also be for your particular state and list primary contacts, type and size of the facility, and telephone number.

Each reference should be contacted and an in-depth discussion regarding both the software and the vendor should take place.  You should also request to speak with the actual users and ask the reference if they know of any other facilities using the system (this will allow you to speak with clients not on the reference list).

If time allows, it is always a very good idea to actually visit a user and have them show you the software.  This will allow you to see the actual functionality of the software in the hands of a user vs. those of a salesperson.

Vendor Stability
Once a "vendor of choice" has been selected, audited financial statements should be requested.  These will allow you to check the viability of the vendor of choice to stay in business and serve your business.  

Check the vendor's employee turnover rate.  In the software industry, knowledge of the software and the clients is invaluable, and if a vendor demonstrates an inability to maintain employees, it is a very negative indicator.

The next step is to check the long-term commitment to this industry by the vendor.   If the vendor demonstrates a lack of concern for its clients by neglecting service and support and focusing on developing new products, it may be a strong indicator that the vendor is positioning itself for sale.  This too is a strong negative indicator.

The final step in checking Vendor Stability to is find out were its largest single source of revenue is generated.  More than likely you will find it comes from a large chain which more than likely receives special attention.  It is important that you as the client understand how that vendor intends on accommodating the needs of the large chain and servicing your needs as well.
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Service & Support
Request the specific client to support person ratio.  This should be broken down by product line and application.  You should also request to speak with support personnel, and if time and travel permits, travel to the corporate office of the vendor to meet those personnel that will be supporting you.  While at the office you should confirm the following:



a.
Hours of support?



b.
Is there a toll free number?



c.
What software does the vendor use to track and monitor calls?



d.
What management reporting is available to you for that system?



e.
What is the guaranteed response time?



f.
Are there any additional charges for support?



g.
Is modem support available?



h.
What is the average tenure of the support personnel?

Training & Documentation
Request to see a training curriculum for the applications you are considering.  Also, request to see the Documentation.

As part of the contract, you will want to lock in the training fees, clarify the expenses associated with training, and call for a sign off sheet confirming the training was successful.

Implementation Plan
Provided with the proper information, the vendor should provide you with a detailed implementation plan, which outlines responsibilities, timelines, and success dates.  This document is useful when tying pay to performance under the "Terms" section.  This document should not be provided at an initial charge, as it is a template document, which is adjusted to fit your particular needs.

Hardware & Operating System
The selected hardware and operating system configuration should be provided to the software vendor for approval and incorporation into the contract.  This will prevent finger pointing in the future.

Contracts (A Layman's Approach- Please review with your Legal Counsel)
A number of selection teams believe that the only thing that must be negotiated is price.  One should consider the following areas of the contract as well:
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Transferability
This sounds innocent enough, but with the current trend toward acquisitions and mergers in the Senior Healthcare Software Industry, it is important.  The contract should guarantee that should the vendor undergo a sale or merger, there will not be a new license fee.  In addition, should you as the client be forced off your existing product as a direct result of the acquisition, you will endure no costs.  This includes software, hardware, training, documentation, and conversion.

Upgrades
The contract should guarantee the number of standard enhancements and upgrades to the system.  This should include the price and maximum price increase, media type, and testing process.  The contract should also include a clause that protects and compensates the user from faulty updates (pay to performance).

Maintenance Fees
The maintenance fees should be clearly defined in the contract.  They should include the maximum increase in fees and what the maintenance fee includes.  Maintenance fees are typically 15% to 25% of the application software price annually.  The Clinical, Billing, and Payroll modules should have higher fees than General Ledger and Accounts Payable.  

Fine Print
The salesperson may commit to things that they feel are in the software, but may actually be changed or missing upon delivery.  For that reason, it is important that the salesperson communication and the response to the RFI or RFP are included in the contract and not superseded by another clause in the contract.

Damages Incurred
Regardless of intent, the vendor should be held responsible for damage caused by errors in its software.  In an industry which is so heavily regulated and therefore dependent upon software, special warranties and guarantees of system compliance with all state and federal regulations must be in the agreement.  Should the vendor fail to provide these requirements, maintenance fees or even financial penalties should be assessed to the vendor (Pay For Performance).

Software Modifications
If possible, software modifications should be avoided.  If for some reason they are necessary, it is important to receive contractual guarantees that the vendor will support and maintain those modifications.  The modifications should also be the property of the facility and not the vendor unless they are willing to pay you a royalty for distributing those modifications that you initially paid for.
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In the scenario, were a special interface to another application is needed, (such as a time clock, payroll service, etc.) make certain that both vendors contractually commit to maintaining that interface and supporting it in all enhancements.  If the interface is a standard one (such as one to Kronos or ADP), do not overpay.  This is a standard piece of software and not a true modification.

Backup Copies 
Because vendors hesitate to provide a copy of source code, it is always recommended to receive a contractual guarantee that a most recent copy of the source code is being safety escrowed with a reliable third party.

It is always worth requesting a second copy of the software for testing and training as well.

Payment Terms  

The best payment terms to request are those which tie "payment to performance".  An example of this is as follows:


25% Upon Signing


25% Upon Installation


25% Upon Completion of Training


25% Upon "Live" Date (By Application If Available)

Because most Senior Healthcare Software vendors are under capitalized, the terms may needed to be adjusted to create a win-win scenario.

Money Back Guarantee
A 90-day money back guarantee from the date of installation should be contractually guaranteed.  This should be for all costs with exception of the vendors out of pocket expenses.
Controlling State
Make certain that the "Controlling State", or state where any litigation may occur is your state and not that of the vendor.  In the rare instance when litigation may be necessary, this will help to reduce your costs and place the majority of the burden on the vendor.
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Data Sharing

Several vendors today are requesting access to you facilities data, or forcing you to use one vendor for submitting electronic claims.  

The vendors will access the facility data and then compile the statistics and redistribute/sell to Pharmacy vendors and HMO's at a considerable profit.  Aside from the potential breach in client confidentiality, the vendors have no intention or crediting the facilities for their profits.

This should be carefully reviewed in the agreement and a serious inquiry to HCFA should be made regarding this issue with your potential vendor.  Current documentation is unclear, however there is sufficient evidence that one can conclude that this practice will be frowned upon.

Vendor Partnership
It is imperative that you create a win-win scenario.  For this reason, it is very important that you collaborate with your vendor.

This can be accomplished by being open and honest in your communications with the vendor and by expecting the same of them.

Year 2000 Compliance - HIPAA Compliance

Be certain to review year 2000 testing procedures and HIPAA compliance and receive contractual inclusions in the contract. 

Summary
The key to success in this process lies in strong positive communications with all involved, setting realistic expectations, and a detailed plan.  With these tools, you can look forward to a successful implementation of your information system.

