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Introduction
One of the very common and important 
challenges faced by eHealth Professionals 
is the procurement of systems, usually 
involving an array of hardware, software and 
services. In my 15 years serving as a health IT 
consultant, I had the opportunity to address 
many aspects of procurements for hospitals, 
clinics and even one whole province. This 
experience was very educational, but also 
profoundly frustrating. I both assisted 
organizations in doing procurements for 
health information systems and responded 
to requests from them for services. Among 
the lessons I learned were that some 
organizations did not really understand 
what they needed and were not procuring 
the right things, that many individuals were 
participating in procurements for the first 
time and essentially following by rote an 
acquired recipe, that sometimes individuals 
involved in leading procurements were 
biased and used the procurement process 
to camouflage their effort to get a specific 
vendor’s product  (we called these ‘wired 
procurements’), and that often the actual 
users were not adequately involved and their 
real needs did not drive the procurement 
process. In a number of cases, internal 
conflict, usually involving one camp 
oriented to vendor A and other oriented to 
vendor B, had frustrated the procurement 
process. Of course, these situations were not 
always the case, but the frequency of one or 
more of them raising their heads caused me 
concern.
As things turned out, what made me 
rethink procurement was being asked to 
address an internal conflict in a very large, 
multi-hospital laboratory complex in the 
United States. In this case, the procurement 
was simply bogged down and taking far too 
long.
After looking at the problem of 
procurement, I realized that classical 
procurement methodologies are focussed on 
identifying systems with functional features 
that satisfy a set of requirements. In other 
words, the procurements were feature-
driven, or technology focused. To get into 
an entirely different space, a procurement 
methodology was needed that focused on 
the definition of user-critical factors, rather 
than just features. My insight was that the 

use of a systems as a tool for re-engineering 
processes was a far better focus; functional 
features are actually ‘tools’ to enable process 
improvement.

Classic Procurement
The primary objective of classical 
procurement is the identification and 
acquisition of a system that satisfies a set 
of functional, technical, performance, 
cost and other characteristics usually 
captured in a requirements document. 
To obtain the system that addresses the 
stated requirements, the following process 
is typically used (although there are many 
variations): (1) create a procurement team 
and prepare it, (2) review the existing 
environment and identify opportunities 
and needs for computer support or identify 
what a new system must to at least as replace 
an existing system, (3) develop a statement 
of requirements along with any constraints, 
(4) scan the market and identify available 
Commercial off-the-Shelf (COTS) products 
and services, (5) define a set of criteria to pre-
analyze the universe of products to limit the 
number requiring detailed consideration, (6) 
develop and emit a Request for Information 
(RFI) to the subset of possible providers, 
(7) evaluate RFI responses and define a 
short-list of providers, (8) develop and emit 
a Request for Proposal (RFP) to the short-
listed vendors, (9) evaluate RFP responses 
and select 2 or 3 for final consideration, (10) 
subject this small set to further evaluation 
that can include site-visits, demonstrations, 
technical workshops, etc., (11) decide among 
these and begin negotiations with at least 
one, closing ultimately with a contract with 
the selected vendor, and (12) take delivery, 
install, test and implement the system.
Unfortunately, there are many issues that 
arise that frustrate the objectivity and 
success of this process. First of all, the 
process assumes that we have determined 
what the “ideal environment” is, i.e., that we 
have defined an ideal work process – often, 
the existing process or a limited variation 
of it is the target. Secondly, the process is 
lengthy and difficult to manage, and it is not 
unusual for there to be a loss of focus and/
or direction. Thirdly, mistakes at an early 
stage percolate through (e.g., a vendor gets 
through the initial screen that should not 
have and must be dealt with. Next, mistakes 

at a late stage can cause disruption, e.g., a 
vendor that was missed early in the process 
becomes known and cannot be ignored 
(even though that vendor would have 
been screened out at the beginning based 
on exclusion criteria). Finally, the classical 
process is particularly subject to bias and 
interference. Examples of this are where a 
vendor ‘end runs’ the process and appeals 
to the Board or other higher authority to be 
reconsidered or to enter at a late point as a 
competitor, or the teams that are involved 
in the process have specific biases and 
manipulate the evaluations, or where the 
procurement is ‘wired’, i.e., the exercise is 
effectively a sham. 

Re-Engineering-Driven (RED) 
Procurement
The objectives of Re-Engineering-Driven 
(RED) procurement are: (1) to focus 
procurement on process innovation, (2) to 
identify potential tools (e.g., the functional 
features of systems) for work process 
innovation, (3) to use these tools to define 
the ‘art of the possible’ (an ideal environment 
given today’s systems capabilities), (4) to 
evaluate systems relative to their ability to 
enable the ‘ideal environment’, (5) to select 
the system that is most able to enable this 
environment, (6) to maintain the awareness 
of and focus on the rationale and direction 
for the procurement (process innovation!).

Methodology
The methodology for RED procurement 
is substantially different from classical 
procurement. The major steps for 
proceeding are: 
(1) Create and prepare a ‘Resources 

Team’ (RT) and ‘Re-engineering/
Procurement Team’ (RPT) (the RPT 
comprises clinical and management 
user personnel as well as process 
engineers and Health Informatics 
experts). Note that the RPT is an 
independent group focused on 
organizational objectives; 

(2) Develop minimal screening criteria 
using the RPT and RT together (e.g., 
that the vendor has served institutions 
of similar size, is commercially viable, 
the system is available, etc.); 

(3) By applying these criteria, identify all 
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potential vendors of COTS products 
where the vendors satisfy the minimal 
screening criteria (evaluated using 
industry information resources or 
through a thorough self-review of 
the industry). From this point on, 
all product-related matters will be 
dealt with by the RT (note that this 
is an independent group focused on 
products); 

(4) Develop an RFI/Q (Request for 
Information and Quotation) using the 
RT. This is a document that requests 
from each vendor a detailed list (the 
Product Capabilities List – see Figure 
1) of the functional capabilities of each 
product, and, by providing an ‘example 
configuration’, that requests pricing); 

Note: Adequate granularity of the 
‘Availability Level’ assessment is crucial. We 
recommended at least 5 levels that allow the 
vendor to be really honest. They run from ‘1 = 
Product now directly performs the function’, 
through ‘2 = there are work around to perform 
the function, to ‘3= the function is planned 
for the next release’, to ‘4= the function is in 
our longer term plan’ to’5 =the function is not 
available’. There can be additional levels.
Note Also: we found it necessary in many cases 
for the RT to work directly with the vendors to 
develop this list although marketing materials 
can provide a good starting point.

(5) The RT then prepares a ‘Master 
Capabilities List’ (MCL – see Figure 
2) (NB: again notice the separate 
activities of the RT and the RPT – this 
is crucial). The MCL lists the systems’ 
functional capabilities vertically, 
versus products horizontally. Every 
capability available from any vendor is 
placed in column 1 of the table, and 
an indication is placed under each 
product as to whether or not or to what 
degree (see note above) each product 
has that capability.

(6) The RT verifies the list of capabilities 
for each product by providing final 
version of the list of that vendor’s 

capabilities to the respective vendor 
and receiving written feedback. The 
‘Importance’ column is left blank by 
the RT. The relationship between the 
capabilities and the product/vendor is 
not available to the RPT; 

(7) When the MCL is completed, columns 
one and two are provided to the RPT 
as the RPT’s MCL.

(8) The RT is charged with re-engineering 
the work environment using any or 
all of the product capabilities in the 
MCL. The RPT is to treat product 
capabilities as re-engineering tools (i.e., 
this capability will enable an enhanced 
work process segment, reorganization,  
improvement in turn-around time, 
etc.); 

(9) The product of the RPT is a New 
Work Process (NWP) in the form 
of a Process Map or the equivalent 
and description, and the RPT is to 
add to the MCL an indication of the 
level of importance of each functional 
capability in realizing the new work 
process. Where uncertainties exist 
or clarification is needed, the RPT 
is obtain further information via the 
Resources Team (which is responsible 
for contacting the relevant vendor(s) if 
required); 

(10) The RPT will prepare a version of the 
MCL with the level of importance 
indicated: we call this the merged-
MCL (it combines re-engineering 
needs with the systems’ functional 
capabilities); 

(11) Combine the RT and RPT for the 
remainder of the process (the merged 

team is now called the 
Procurement Team (PT); 
(12) The PT then 
processes the merged-
MCL to determine which 
vendors come closest to 
addressing needs (this 
defines the vendor short-

short list). It is only at this 
stage that the relationship between 
capabilities and products/vendors is 
revealed;

(13) The process from here on is the same as 
in classical procurement, but, during 
the selection of the final 1 or 2 vendors, 
the PT will finalize the expected 
process and the effects that either or 
both the selections can be expected to 
enable.

Advantages of Re-Engineering-
Driven Procurement
Figure 5 is a simplified comparison of 
classical versus RED procurement. 
There are a number of key advantages 
of RED procurement. Importantly, 
RED procurement establishes a crucial 
organizational objective early: the 
realization of the New Work Process, 
thereby linking the process to a business 
outcome that can be evaluated as to its 
achievement. It also provides deep education 
of the PT, teaching the entire team the 
industry-wide capabilities of systems, 
reducing or eliminating blue-skying. RED 
procurement makes it possible to justify 
each functional capability (and consequent 
costs) versus its enablement of the desired 
work process. It also allows the meaningful 
weighting of desired capabilities (e.g., high 
– capabilities that are needed to actualize 
the desired work process; low – those that 
have little or no impact on the work process, 
etc.). Through RED procurement, the 
entire procurement process is focused on 
desired outcomes, rather than technology. 
Importantly, RED procurement blinds 
members of the procurement team to the 
relationship between the capabilities and 
the products/vendors during most of the 
procurement process, thereby reducing the 
effects of bias.

Other Tools of Re-Engineering-
Driven Procurement
The RFI/Q includes: the description of 
the procurer’s environment, high-level 
criteria (Minimal Screening Criteria) 
that the organization used to reduce the 
universe of vendors to the subset that were 
included in the RFI/Q for verification 
of compliance purposes, a request for the 
verified list of functional capabilities of the 
vendor’s system, a description of a mock 
configuration closely paralleling the desired 
one (for first-order quotation), terms and 
conditions and other constraints, deadlines 
and deliverables of the entire procurement 
process, and a request for a statement 
of interest and other matters deemed 
important by the procuring organization.

Results from the Application of the 
RED Methodology:
The RED procurement methodology has 
been applied at 2 large clinical laboratories, 
one in Canada and one in the United States.  
In both settings, the RED process resulted 
in successful procurements, which, at one, 
overcame organizational conflict that had 
delayed the selection of a system for many 
months.

Product Name and Version:

Functional Capability Availability Level

1.  Capability A 1

2.  Capability B 5

Etc.

Figure 1: The Product’s Capabilities List 
(to be completed by each vendor)

Capability Importance

1.  Capability A

2.  Capability B

Etc.

Figure 3: The MCL as Input to the RPT

Capability Importance

1.  Capability A Crucial

2.  Capability B High

Etc.

Figure 4: The MCL as Input to the RPT

Capability Importance Product 1 Product 2 Product n

Capability A 1 3 2

Capability B 2 1 3

Etc.

Figure 2: The Master Capabilities List (MCL)



Conclusions
It seems wise that we rethink how 
our organizations procure systems. 
Transparency, objectivity, honesty and a 
sense of responsibility regarding how we 
spend the taxpayers’ hard earned money 
should shape how we proceed. A process 
driven by actually improving at least the 
efficiency – and preferably the effectiveness - 
of health care is crucial. There may be other 
ways to achieve this, but Re-Engineering 
Driven Procurement is at least one.
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Figure 5: Comparing and Contrasting Classical Versus RED Procurement

Figure 5A: Classic Procurement (Start from Requirements):

Figure 5B: Re-Engineering Driven Procurement (Start from Capabilities and Process Goals):

A
Define 
Requirements

B
Compare 
Products’ 
Capabilities to 
Requirements 

C
Prioritize 
Products 
Relative to Their 
ompleteness 
of Addressing 
Requirements

D
Select Top 
2-3 and 
Do Further 
Evaluation

E
Select 
Final and 
Negotiate 
Contract

A
Study 
Capabilities of 
Products

B
Use Product 
Capabilities 
as “Tools” to 
Re-engineer 
Work 
Processes

C
Prioritize 
Products 
Relative to Their 
Having more of 
the Required 
“Tools”

D
Select Top 
2-3 and 
Do Further 
Evaluation

E
Select 
Final and 
Negotiate 
Contract


