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1. Executive summary 
When you consider selecting a Web CMS, you need to remember that this is a marketplace, with neither 

clear market leaders nor any perfect system! In the current market you can not find a single system which 

will meet all of your requirements without requiring significant customisation. Instead of searching in vain, 

we suggest a focus on finding a system which is sufficient; not a system which can do everything everyone in 

your organisation is asking for.

This report provides a practical guide on how to select a web content management system (CMS) without 

unnecessary detours. Our recommended process emphasises dialogue and is briefly illustrated below.

We have interviewed organisations which have  spent millions on a new system and were unhappy with it, 

as well as others who have used a free, open source system, and were equally unsatisfied with it. On average, 

organisations change their CMS every three to five years, which means, regardless of how much time and 

money you spend on selecting the right one, you will soon have to start over.

Bear in mind that you are, effectively, looking for both a new system and a new system integrator. The actual 

implementation will take longer and be more costly than the process of acquiring a new CMS, so do consider 

all of the intangibles, such as the implementation team references, community and product roadmap. Your 

focus should be, at least, equally divided between finding the right system, and the right implementation 

partner.

The report starts with a description of what we call “the right, fast and easy way”. Here the pros and cons of 

our proposed path are summed up, and we briefly describe the highlights of the process. In the following 

chapters, the report provides an in-depth guide on how to plan the project. This section also explains how to 

make decision making as easy and informed as possible.

We wish you good luck with your CMS selection!

CMS Selection: Overview

Establish project foundation
Involve external help

Write RFP
Get internal approval

Check the market
Make shortlist

Prepare agenda for PoC
Write testable stories

Read proposals
Talk to references

Eliminate bidders
Proof of concept

Select winner
Negotiation

Decision 
to start

Sign contract for 
scoping exercise

Send RFP

Phase I: 2-4 months Phase II: 3-7 months
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1.1. Intended audience and scope
This report is written for the project manager tasked with selecting a CMS. We cover the  selection process 

and share established best practices. The basis for the research is J. Boye’s many years of consulting experi-

ence working exclusively on the CMS buy-side, combined with input from our 250+ member community 

of practice, as well as interviews with buyers, analysts, software vendors and system integrators.

This report does not evaluate or compare product strengths. We encourage you to study Appendix E for 

guidance to further reading about the marketplace.

We recognize that in many organisations Microsoft SharePoint plays a dominant role. This report does not 

address SharePoint, however,  instead, we recommend our related research on “Best Practices for Using 

SharePoint for Public Websites”. 

As always, we welcome your feedback. Either directly to the report authors by sending an e-mail to info@

jboye.com, or by commenting on the many CMS selection related postings on our blog: www.jboye.com/

tag/cms-selection.

1.2. Resources 
For this research, J. Boye interviewed over 20 organisations, including practitioners and vendors in order to 

get the perspective from both sides. The list of organisations interviewed includes:  Cambridge University 

Hospitals, Ektron, FatWire, Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada, Intranet Focus, LBi, LEGO, 

Organic Denmark, Step Two Designs, Vision with Technology, WelchmanPierpoint, World Meteorological 

Organisation and the World Health Organisation. Furthermore, the research draws on collected experiences 

regarding the selection of CMS from 60+ consulting engagements, several conferences and a European com-

munity of practice facilitated by J. Boye. Several chapters have also been inspired by postings on our blog 

(www.jboye.com/blog) and the many constructive comments from readers. 

The research is vendor-neutral, and not funded by any third parties.

1.3. Brief glossary 
There are a number of unavoidable disadvantages in a marketplace as immature as the CMS marketplace. 

One such disadvantage is that no universally acceptable definitions for key terms have been established. Even 

the term CMS is vaguely defined and means different things to different vendors. We use a few words often 

in this report and provide a brief explanation of them below:

•	Bidder; The parties invited to respond to your RFP; those submitting proposals.

•	CMS; Content Management System.

•	Proof-of-Concept (PoC); used to describe the final decision phase, usually a one or two day ex-

ercise, when you will meet two to three selected bidders for a demonstration of their systems and 

a description of how they envisage running the project.
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•	RFP: A Request for Proposal (RFP) – also known sometimes as a tender – is the document you 

send to selected vendors, in which you describe the project and invite them to bid.

•	Shortlist; The list of eight to twelve vendors who will receive the RFP

•	System Integrator; also called implementation partners, can be a digital agency, consultancy, global 

outsourcing firm, or boutique vendor specialists who help you with implementing the new CMS

•	Users; The People in your organisation who will work with the CMS. It could be authors, edi-

tors, web designers, development staff, or administrative personnel.

•	Vendor; everybody who sells you something: a CMS selection consultant, a software firm, or a 

system integrator. 

We recommend that you work towards establishing a limited common vocabulary for your project and in-

clude it in the RFP. It might be as short as half a page, but it will save you much time and confusion later. 

Think about terms such as CMS, workflow, template, document and roles. For your project, what do these 

terms really mean? They will probably mean something different to each stakeholder if you do not provide 

a brief explanation.

1.4 Creative Commons
This report is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. You are 

free:

•	 to Share — to copy, distribute and transmit the work

•	 to Remix — to adapt the work

•	 to make commercial use of the work 

Under the following conditions:

•	Attribution — You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the author or licensor 

(but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work).

•	Share Alike — If you alter, transform, or build upon this work, you may distribute the resulting 

work only under the same or similar license to this one.

More info about the license can be found here: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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2. Why a (new) CMS?
Before considering a CMS, organisations typically complain about some of these issues: 

•	Quality; content quickly gets outdated and it is impossible to maintain 

•	 Integration; difficult and expensive to integrate with business applications, which in particular is 

an issue with intranets

•	Time-to-market; it takes a significant time to get new content online  

•	Risk; the existing website is overly dependent on a few key individuals 

•	Double work; content is duplicated in several places instead of being maintained in one place

•	Control of visual identity; designing and publishing pages requires knowledge of HTML and 

Photoshop

•	Accessibility; we want a system which we do not have to make changes to ourselves to make the 

web content accessible for the disabled such as the visually impaired.

•	Security; impossible to trust that the system can restrict access to privileged information, which 

makes people less willing to store critical content in the system

Whether you are buying your first CMS or moving to a new one, you have a large project ahead of you. After 

you have selected the winner, you have the implementation ahead, which, typically, takes longer and is more 

expensive than the actual selection!

Regardless of what you do, if you consider changing the CMS, be certain it is done for viable reasons. In the 

short term it is always a lot of work and it will keep you busy during the period in which you are migrating 

content.

“Who are you buying a new CMS for? Don’t just focus on the editors. Remember the developers.”
- Jon Marks, Head of Development, LBi
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3. The right, fast and easy way 
We advocate that you:

•	Make the project attractive for bidders

•	Do not employ a scoring methodology

•	Do not develop a full list of requirements

•	Buy a scoping exercise before buying a full-blown implementation project

•	Control the dialogue with vendors

•	Do not look beyond three years

We will discuss these recommendations later in this chapter. First, let us look at the different steps in the 

selection process. As the illustration on the next page shows, our process focuses on three major milestones:

•	The decision to get a new CMS. 

•	The sending off of your RFP.

•	The signing of a contract for a scoping exercise with the winner.

3.1. Project duration  
It is not unusual for a CMS selection to last longer than six months, which means that your organisation 

might be drained of energy even before you get to implementation. Therefore, stay focused and ensure that 

the project is moving forward. 

If the length of the project surprises you, do not consider rushing the project. Cutting corners is a bad way 

to start a new client-vendor relationship. You may find that a vendor who seemed to be a good fit for the 

project opts out of the process if it has overambitious deadlines. The estimated time frames in the timeline 

are based on our experience and research.

You are naturally free to add or remove steps. The steps highlighted in grey are optional and are sometimes 

skipped. Expect vendors to try to persuade you to adapt the process to best fit their agenda, for example by 

having extra meetings. As we emphasise throughout this report, stay in charge and treat vendors equally!

3.2. Make the project attractive to bidders  
Successful vendors will generally be quite busy, so writing too much in your RFP will only scare them away. 

When a vendor receives your RFP, you want them to become interested and assemble a winning team, which 

ultimately comes up with an attractive proposal. Vendors receive many RFPs and will look at whether you 

treat everybody equally and whether they have a fair chance of winning.

“Vendors are risk averse, except if they aren’t very busy or if a sales person is under pressure.”
Jon Marks, Head of Development, LBi



8

You Together

Go live

Selecting a CMS

Send RFP

Decide

Establish project foundation
- identify needs
- make a business case
- stakeholders
- budget
- talk to other CMS Buyers

1-2 m.

< 2 w. ∞

3-6 m.

Sales demos
Conferences

Networking
Research

Involve external help 1-3 w. 4-6 w.

Write RFP

Get internal approval
(from legal/procrucurement)

2-3 w. 4-6 w.

Make shortlist

Check the market
- analyst reports, blogs,
conferences etc.

1-2 d. 3-4 d.

Prepare agenda for PoC
Write testable stories 
(based on scenarios in RFP)

Read proposals

Eliminate bidders

Select winner 1 d. 2-5 d.

Invite to proof of concept
- submit agenda
- submit testable stories

1 d. 2-5 d.

Q&A

1-2 d.

2-4 m.

3-10 d.

6-12m.

Proof of Concept 1-2 w.

1-4 w. 5-8 w.

3-4 w.

Q&A 2-3 h. 4-8 h.

Technical workshop 1-2 d. 3-6 d.

Write + send proposal 1-2 w. 3-8 w.

Prepare PoC

1-2 w.

1-2 w.

1-2 w.

3-4 w.

3-6 w.

3-6 w.

Scoping exercise

Migration
Training

Test

SEO

IA

User experience

QA

Ph
as

e 
II

Them

Ph
as

e 
IDecision 

to start

> 5.000

< 12

2-3

1

Talk to references

1 w.

1 w.

1 w. 2-3 w.

2-3 w.

2-4 w.

Negotiation

Sign the contract (for the 
scoping exercise)

Notes for the illustration:
- This process works for both open source and commercial products
- We don’t believe in scoring and long PoC’s. See www.jboye.com/tag/cms-selection
- We don’t think you need sales meetings
- Requirements are in the RFP as scenarios

3 seconds

3-7 m. 6-12 m.

2-4 w.

Possible 
vendors:

Total

Total

Estimated time:
Best case Worst case



Creative Commons BY-SA 3.0

Best Practices for Selecting a CMS

9

Your RFP should be concise and transparent with clearly outlined objectives and deadlines for the decision 

making process. Dialogue between you and the vendor(s) is crucial, so that you are able to know your poten-

tial new system and business partner thoroughly.

3.3. No scoring methodology 
Many experts recommend that buyers create an elaborate scoring methodology when assessing proposals 

from vendors. This is supposed to be a way of carefully reviewing each proposal whilst demonstrating to 

procurement that you have treated the bidders equally.

In fact, you can easily eliminate CMS vendors without scoring, as in most cases many of the proposals will 

be weak on several of your requirements. 

3.4. No full list of requirements 
You need to understand your key requirements before embarking, however, we do not advise you to create 

a complete list of these requirements. Listing full requirements might raise expectations internally, leading 

everyone to think that all of their problems will be solved by the new system.  

We appreciate the value of a multiple-day workshop focussing on writing down the requirements in order 

for you to understand what you want and to aid in achieving buy-in within the organisation. Long lists 

of requirements can, however, lead to serious detours. Excessive requirements can force you to select an 

unnecessarily complex system, and, unfortunately, you normally do not learn much from the vendor re-

sponses to long RFPs, for example, it is hard to describe good usability for editors with just a requirement 

checklist.

Keep the long lists of requirements for later in the process and instead select no more than ten key evaluation 

criteria, which you will base the decisions on and describe them via scenarios – not check lists.

3.5. Buy a scoping exercise 
As a buyer you are faced with a dilemma: as long as you do not know the winning system, you cannot specify 

everything in sufficient detail to get an exact price. The project plan will be quite different from system A to 

TAKE AWAY: No matter how large or how well-known your organisation is, remember to think 
about the project from the vendor’s perspective as well. What makes your RFP attractive and 
why should they spend time creating a winning proposal without a guaranteed payment? 

“Doing an extensive requirements matrix that took into account all the standard features found 
in Web Content Management Systems raised expectations, and this is not what we wanted.”

Ernst Décsey, Intranet Team, United Nations High Commissioner for the Refugees

TAKE AWAY: Not including a full list of requirements makes your RFP significantly shorter, 
which means you can ask the vendors to respond faster. It also makes the responses shorter!



Creative Commons BY-SA 3.0

Best Practices for Selecting a CMS

10

system B, and from vendor A to vendor B.  If you ask for the price of implementing something which is not 

well defined, the estimates will be on the high side, as the vendor will add a buffer to avoid losing money.  

Buying a scoping exercise before a full-blown implementation can solve these problems and also reduce your 

risk. A scoping exercise will typically take two  to  three weeks during which you get to know the bidder 

and the capabilities of the CMS better. The scoping exercise should be carried out with the implementation 

partner. For commercial systems, this delays the purchase of licenses until after the scoping exercise. The key 

deliverable from a scoping exercise is a detailed implementation specification and a project plan. This will 

enable the implementation partner to make a more specific estimate of the cost and duration of your project. 

A scoping exercise also mitigates your risk by enabling you to change implementation team before launching 

into the actual development of the new CMS project.

3.6. Dialogue with vendors 
Dialogue is a key ingredient to a successful CMS selection. In our experience, many buyers are concerned 

that dialogue might give some of the vendors an unfair advantage. Some buyers state that any question from 

any vendor will be shared with all bidders. Some buyers have also invited bidders to informational meetings 

and found 60 bidders in a packed room. Both approaches discourage vendors from asking questions and 

bidding.

You can treat vendors equally, whilst maintaining a constructive dialogue. Offer each bidder a 30 - 60 minute 

conference call before submitting their proposal. They might ask the same questions, however,  the open 

dialogue will greatly improve the quality of the proposals you receive. Some vendors will seriously consider 

not participating in a process which does not allow dialogue before submitting their proposal. 

If you discover errors, contradictions, or important omissions, in your RFP, you should naturally clarify what 

you mean to all bidders.

3.7. Do not look beyond three years 
It is, also, difficult to predict the future within the CMS marketplace. Your requirements will probably 

change quite significantly over the coming years, as will the marketplace. 

Our research shows that, on average, organisations change their CMS every three  to  five years. We have 

talked to some unfortunate buyers who have changed their system more frequently and we also know of 

TAKE AWAY: Do not ask for a price for the entire implementation as you will end up with 
unrealistic proposals. Vendors will need more details than you can provide initially. Therefore, 
start by buying a scoping exercise to test new vendor relationship and asses the requirements 
together.

TAKE AWAY: Treat bidders equally, however,  refrain from having informational meetings, and 
avoid sharing good questions from one bidder with another bidder, except when errors are 
identified in your RFP. 
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some others who have used the same system for almost ten years. Thus, you do not want the CMS selection 

process to take too long.

TAKE AWAY: The CMS marketplace is still immature and overcrowded with vendors and naïve 
buyers. Move the process forward quickly to create some value before you have to change the 
system again. 
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4. Planning the project 
Start by identifying a project manager. As with any project, regardless of size, there should be only one proj-

ect manager who has the final say and overview.

Before planning the project in detail, ensure you: 

•	Know the boundaries: Is it just a CMS project for a web site, is it only for the intranet, or is it 

for multiple channels? What are the expectations of the project? Perhaps marketing is expecting 

the system to include a newsletter solution as well? 

•	Do not let vendors rush you into make a decision: Sometimes vendors will try to make you 

sign a contract quickly. There is always room for negotiations when you are ready. Avoid falling 

for the classic special-price-for-you-trick. 

•	Learn from previous experiences: There is a big difference in selecting a new CMS for the first 

time, the second or the third time. Use the experiences from prior projects to assemble your team 

and analyse the known pitfalls. 

Thorough planning is crucial to the process. This includes: assembling the right project team; agreeing on 

how to make decisions; making sure you comply with legal requirements; and setting up a realistic time 

frame. In this section we will outline these areas and include some practical guidelines. 

4.1. Who should be involved? 
To ensure buy-in, the team chosen to select a new CMS should reflect the team which will eventually work 

with the system. People on the team should be committed to do the work required. 

Involve stakeholders who will influence the decision making. Consider who should participate from the legal 

department and on what level? How and when should representatives of Procurement sit in on the process? 

At which stage does management need to be involved and what do they need to know to sign a final contract?

4.1.1. Identify a project manager 

Our experience shows that the most successful projects are run by experienced and dedicated project manag-

ers. Technical insights are useful skills, however,  not as crucial as broad knowledge of the organisation and 

sufficient time to do the job well.  

If you plan to execute the project with a project manager who is also expected to attend to other tasks, the 

pace of the project will need to be adjusted accordingly. The part-time project manager could also receive 

support from an experienced project manager in a mentoring role, or from an external party acting as project 

reviewer – or Devil’s advocate.

Often the existing webmaster, or editor in chief, is given the role of web project manager whilst still being 

expected to keep the current web site up and running, as well as produce fresh content for the new site. Such 

projects will risk failure if you do not properly estimate the time required for the different tasks. The time 

allocated for project management should be explicitly allocated and estimated.



Creative Commons BY-SA 3.0

Best Practices for Selecting a CMS

13

4.1.2. Is external help needed? 

Ideally external consultants can help you:

•	Set up a project timeline; make the project team and stakeholders stick to their strategy and 

decide what to prioritise 

•	By knowing the marketplace, both the different systems and the track record of implementation 

partners

•	 Improve the RFP so that you get the best possible proposals from vendors and integrators 

•	Arrive at a shortlist of vendors/integrators who you can approach

•	Recommend who to continue the dialogue with

Much of what an external consultant can help you with, you would undoubtedly be able to do yourself if 

you had the time. There is a broad variety of research available about the different vendors, as well as about 

short listing and writing RFP’s. Calling references and visiting other organisations, in addition to talking to 

vendors and integrators, will give you insight. However, do you really need to become a CMS marketplace 

expert? Your time could, probably, be better spent elsewhere.

Consult a neutral source before you decide on scope and system for your project! The digital agencies are 

all more than willing to provide guidance on how to choose the best system. Their definition of “vendor 

neutral” is usually that they themselves work with more than one system. They will naturally recommend a 

system which they have experience with. 

If using external consultants, have a clear agreement in place which lists exactly what they will deliver 

throughout the project. Set fixed agreements with fixed prices and deliverables, or make a flexible agreement 

where you have, for example, 25 hours at your disposal to use when necessary. Consider carefully which parts 

of the project actually require a consultant. You may just need input when writing the RFP, a short-list of 

possible bidders, or someone to ask the right questions at the vendor demonstrations.

4.1.3. Involve the organisation   

Internal involvement is a key factor with regards to ensuring that your RFP covers key requirements and to 

ensure buy-in. The project manager should be the person in charge of the process, drawing support from a 

project team from various parts of the organisation. 

TAKE AWAY: Assembling the right selection team is a challenge. Aim for enthusiasm, experi-
ence, motivation and diversity. 

“Organisations need to find a way to understand the marketplace before going into the selec-
tion process.”

James Robertson, Managing Director, Step Two Designs
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•	 IT: Involve IT early on and throughout the process, especially if the organisation has a strong 

IT department, who could potentially kill the project. IT can contribute with technical insights 

about the existing architecture and their requirements for the system. Agree early on how much 

input IT should have in the actual implementation, hosting and development of the selected 

system. It can also be helpful to have one or two IT-people on board when writing the RFP and 

to challenge the vendor at the proof of concepts.

•	Users: Users of the existing system know the pros and cons of any current system and are likely 

to have requirements to the new system. In this context it is important to align expectations and 

let the users know that their input is valuable, as well as, that,  ultimately, it is the project team 

who will decide which requirements to focus on. Invite a few users to the Proof-of-Concepts as 

they might ask some very specific questions about their requirements. Overall, it is important to 

involve the users as they can act as ambassadors after a new system is chosen.

•	Stakeholders: Management and decision makers have the organisational power to either pull the 

plug on the project, or push it forward. It is important to ensure continuous executive buy-in. 

This can be done through regular status meetings with the project manager presenting how the 

project is moving forward.  Usually,  stakeholders worry about such risks as delays, costs and a 

general failure, rather than systems, user experience and technology, so give them a clear overview 

of what the current risks are and how you are going to address them.

•	Procurement & Legal: You need to consider which legal issues you face. Fortunately, most organisa-

tions have a legal department to handle this. Involve them both early on and continuously through-

out the project. This is especially important in government organisations. Large organisations tend 

to have a Procurement department which is used to handling large transactions. They might not 

necessarily have bought a CMS before, however,  they may have bought IT hardware for the entire 

organisation and, thus, might have a preference as to how to handle vendors and contracts.

4.2. Decision making  
There are several decisions to be made during a CMS selection process. It is extremely important to know 

how the decisions will be made and who will be making them before the project is launched. If you do not 

establish how decisions will be made early on, you risk project delays and frustration. 

The approach outlined in this report is not a model with pluses, minuses and points. Instead the generated 

output is more descriptive and dialogue based. If your decision makers expect a large points based schedule 

on which a decision can be made, make sure to address that early on. Before thinking about the decision 

making process, verify as to whether there are things you cannot decide. Are you part of a large company, or 

government organisation, where rules on procurement of software are firmly in place? Licences for a CMS 

“IT may be thinking too long-term compared to realities in the market place.”
Jon Marks, Head of Development, LBi
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which you are now supposed to implement may already be a reality. There may be a fixed set of legal require-

ments which should be used in all projects. 

4.3. Legal requirements 
Getting your legal department to sign the final contract is likely to be a cumbersome process. Your lawyers 

will usually be concerned about jurisdiction, e.g. a Swedish company will typically not accept a US contract 

which stipulates that disputes need to be resolved in Maryland.   

If you follow these few, simple guidelines you should be in good shape:   

•	Treat all vendors fairly and equally 

•	Do not make (verbal or written) promises, except when cleared with Legal 

4.3.1. A word on government procurement 

Most governments provide some help to agencies, ministries, or others, looking for a new CMS. They have 

several legal requirements which vary significantly in different countries. In some countries vendors have a 

right of access to the project documentation, which is another good reason to ensure that all of them are 

treated equally. Involve your procurement experts to avoid breaking any laws.

In most countries procurement of systems and services over a certain price-range requires that you make the 

project public and open to  everyone for bidding. If this is the case, it is even more important that the RFP 

is explicit regarding the focus areas of the project, and not only about the budget. If not, you could be forced 

to accept the cheapest offer. 

Specific for some countries: 

•	Canada: A system was procured by the Government of Canada and sold as a system everybody 

should use.

•	European Union: If the total project costs over 4 years exceeds €205,000 you are obliged to do a 

public EU tender (as of September 2009).

•	USA: The US has a government General Services Administration (GSA) schedule, which makes 

it easier for government buyers to buy from vendors on the GSA schedule. This does not apply to 

state, municipalities and local government. 

4.4. CMS, system integrator or both? 
You are likely to end up with both a new CMS and a new system integrator. You will, therefore, need to have 

a relationship with both the providers of the system and the providers of the required professional services. 

Too often the choice of software company is made prior to commencing the search for an implementation 

partner. This tendency makes CMS projects unnecessarily risky. Even with the right system, many things 

can, and will, go wrong during the subsequent implementation, and your ability to overcome those obstacles 

will depend on the quality of your relationship with the implementation team.    
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You should not communicate with the software vendor exclusively through the implementation partner, 

rather, maintain a relationship with both parties, even if the software company is based abroad and the part-

ner is local. In case of major problems, it can be advantageous to know whom to contact in order to escalate 

things. Good CMS vendor relations should ideally result in the customer being a known name inside the 

vendor organisation, with all the benefits which this facilitates (e.g. impact on roadmap, visits/contact with 

executive management, and so forth).

4.4.1. Which system integrator? 

Identifying the best type of system integrator for any given project requires a realistic assessment of the avail-

able internal resources, e.g. project manager, developer, analyst and quality assurance, as well as the experi-

ence levels which your colleagues have and the roles they can fill.  

For a company with a large IT organisation and ambitions to use some of these resources to develop tem-

plates, write code, customise, and integrate, it might prudent to find a local expert in the selected system, 

and then focus on building the relevant IT skills internally. Alternatively, you may have a large, multi-skilled 

IT organisation currently pre-occupied with major data-driven projects, or regulatory compliance efforts. 

In this case, you could outsource to a skilled and experienced system integrator. You might want to retain 

project management, whilst, choosing to leave the rest to consultants.   

If you plan on outsourcing most development and support, the relationship with the system integrator will 

be lengthy, and careful scrutiny important:

•	Quality and Experience: Does the implementation partner have references in your industry? 

Experience with companies of similar size and complexity? Conduct the same series of reference 

calls, customer visits, and prototyping which you would undertake when selecting the tool itself. 

As CMS vendors regularly upgrade their software, you need to check how much experience the 

programmers assigned to your project have with the version they are implementing for you.

•	Certification: Is your system integrator a certified partner of the systems they provide? Will any 

of the certified resources be allocated to the project? 

•	Company focus: What is the focus of the system integrator? Do they take content management 

as seriously as you do, or is graphic design their primary strength? 

•	Chemistry: CMS projects take time, create change, and, inevitably, lead to frustrations. Ulti-

mately, people are the most important factor. 

•	Size: Does your system integrator have the size to support a project of your scope? Are you a big 

fish, or small fry, to them? Ideally you should not be their biggest, or their smallest customer. If 

more than 40% of their turnover will be coming from your pockets, you will be too interdepen-

dent. 

•	Trust: Have you worked with the company before? How well do they know your business objec-

tives and cultural /organisational quirks? 
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The implementation of a CMS is often underestimated. Implementation partners are supposed to be the 

trusted advisors. Ensure that you have somebody experienced involved. Spending a little more time evaluat-

ing the right partner(s) can lead to a large difference for your project outcome.

4.5. Know the risks 
Below we have listed some of the common risks involved with CMS selection, and included a resolution for 

each. Consider risks early in the process, in particular when talking with stakeholders.

Risk Consequence Resolution
Significant changes 
in major require-
ments

Impact on timeframe and 
budget

Make sure that your project is split into smaller 
parts. Changes to scope can then more easily be 
introduced when you need to

Decision has al-
ready been made

Impact on reputation Get initial commitment from management on 
whether the decision has already been made

Decision making 
problems

Impact on schedule Ensure decision process is agreed initially

Poor internal com-
munication

Impact on schedule 
Unrealistic expectations 
of what the project will 
deliver.

Clearly and regularly communicate project 
progress. Ensure that key stakeholders are 
informed

Non-availability of 
identified  stake-
holders

Impact on schedule, deci-
sion making and potential 
future problem with adopt-
ing new system

A realistic timetable with sufficient time set 
aside for getting the stakeholders onboard and 
fully committed for project

Organisational 
changes

Potentially disruptive to 
project organisation and 
ownership

Define ownership all the way down to content 
level to ensure that you have more than one 
layer of project owners

Too few vendors 
respond to RFP

Impact on schedule as 
insufficient basis for making 
a decision and consequently 
delay

Revisit project plan, engage in dialogue with 
potential bidders to find out why they were 
reluctant to bid

Vendor is acquired, 
or in financial 
trouble

Can disrupt project Tie your project agreement to the allocated re-
sources so that you cannot be forced to change 
consultants on the project due to mergers. 
Consider your options. Can you hire the lead 
architect and continue on your own?

Budget cuts Will result in change of 
scope. Either the project 
can be smaller, or you could 
do it over a longer time-
frame

Ask for more money to achieve results which 
are tangible to the organisation. If you cannot 
launch something which is visibly relevant to 
the rest of the organisation, your project may 
suffer later on rather than now

All proposals are 
too expensive

Impact on schedule Consider why, and revisit your RFP to see if 
something is ambiguous
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5. Phase I: Getting to an RFP 
How are you going to commence a dialogue with your prospective vendors and integrators? You might al-

ready have met them at conferences, or during sales calls, and you might even have some favourites. Issuing 

an RFP to the right vendors is how you formalise the process, and start receiving real proposals.

Some organisations skip writing an RFP as they feel the process takes too long. This is a bad decision - con-

structive dialogue about requirements and expectations with different vendors is important. Do not under-

estimate complexity. 

This chapter will guide you through the steps needed in order to write a good RFP and identify the right 

vendors to send it to.

5.1. Organisational prerequisites 
Much can go wrong during a CMS selection process and the consequences are severe if you end up with the 

wrong system, or with the wrong business partner. How well you are prepared as an organisation influences 

the process greatly.

You can use the list below to verify whether you are ready to embark on the selection process:  

•	Time: Does the project have enough time allocated from the required resources? See section 4.

•	Stakeholders: Do you have all stakeholders involved? See section 4.1. 

•	Budget: Is there an approved budget for procuring the required licenses, and implementation? 

Create a business case. Who will pay for the project?

•	Objectives: Do you have clear objectives, beyond simply “going live” for the project? Perhaps you 

are looking forward to decentralising your editors?

•	Requirements: We do not recommend a full list of requirements, however,  you do need to iden-

tify needs. Some organisations perform interviews internally, and others externally, in order to 

identify key requirements. Also consider gathering data, for example, usage statistics, to improve 

your understanding of the existing web presence. 

•	System: Are you certain a system has not already been chosen? (e.g. if IT dictates that it must 

be X, or if management says they have fallen in love with vendor Y.) Do not risk your time and 

reputation on a project if something has already been chosen. 

•	Marketplace: Do you already understand the CMS marketplace? What is your knowledge of 

the available Systems Integrators? What do you need to know? How are you going to use your 

network, sales demonstrations and CMS consultants to learn more? 

“Many come to vendors before they have written requirements.”
William Rogers, CEO & President, Ektron
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•	Process: Not knowing the process from the outset could turn into a real stumbling block. In 

this report we have illustrated the entire CMS selection from start to finish, to provide a rule-of-

thumb overview. See section 3.

•	Decision: Clearly set out the path of how you will select the winner and eliminate bidders along 

the way. Include your colleagues from legal and procurement in the process.

5.2. Writing an RFP 
We have attached our best practice template, which you can use when creating your RFP. See Appendix 

A. Each section stipulates what to include. Any useful RFP will, of course, need to be specific about your 

organisation and particular context.

The better your RFP, the better the incoming proposals, which again will improve the overall chances of suc-

cess. As illustrated in Section 3, our experience shows that it will take at least one to two weeks to write an 

RFP, plus at least one to two weeks to get internal approval from management, legal and procurement. When 

involving other departments, make clear what you expect and how the process works.

5.2.1. Keep it short 

Write a short RFP in which you focus on a few key selection criteria and scenarios. Long RFPs do not guar-

antee a high-quality response, and some successful vendors might simply be too busy to respond to lengthy 

RFPs. The interviews we conducted, with both vendors and practitioners, indicate that short RFPs really are 

considered best practice.

Vendors have a non-constructive habit of sending very long proposals. Even if the customer requests that the 

tender is kept at less than ten pages, many respond with proposals which are more than 100 pages. 

Naturally all bidders should be treated fairly and a reasonable cause for disqualifying a bidder should be 

provided. However, reading through thousands of pages is very time-consuming. One way to avoid this is by 

indicating early on that you will simply disqualify any proposal which is longer than your tender.

Here are some of the common symptoms and bad habits characterising long RFPs: 

•	The real priorities are unclear: Most customers do not know what they want and why they want 

it. To compensate they add everything they can think of to the RFP. 

•	Preventing risk or misinterpretation: Some believe that a long RFP is the only way to mitigate 

risk and prevent misinterpretation of requirements. Keep it simple and remember that quality 

always beats quantity.  

•	Avoiding dialogue: If you try to envisage everything the vendor might possibly ask, you will end 

up with a very long RFP. Leave room for dialogue.
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•	Long description of your organisation: Many organisations write lengthy paragraphs about 

themselves, their strategy, corporate history, office locations, management structure, financial 

results and where to park. For the purpose of a CMS project, you do not need more than half a 

page to describe who you are. Simply add a URL to the “About Us” section of your website.

•	Long list of functional requirements: This is the worst culprit and in some RFPs these can be 

more than 100 pages. It can be a constructive internal exercise to write your requirements, how-

ever,  it is a detour when it comes to a CMS selection. Functional requirements can force you into 

selecting an unnecessarily complex system and you rarely learn much from the vendor responses. 

You will be forced to compromise. We recommend making no more than ten short scenarios at 

around half a page each. Also, make it obvious that there is a difference between evaluation crite-

ria and requirements.

•	Too many technical details: rather than giving in to your IT colleagues’ request for adding a 

boring section on the IT architecture with detailed diagrams, security infrastructure overview and 

database designs, you should tell the vendors what makes you different (e.g. antiquated version 

of a database) and whether you have any specific technical requirements. This section should not 

exceed half a page.

•	The ever extending feedback loop: When the RFP is sent around for internal review, every-

body is concerned that their exact needs will not be met, so they add even more details. Prune 

the document properly before you send it out. As project manager you decide what should and 

should not go into the document.

•	Unclear language: A way out when things get complicated is to write in an indirect way, leaving 

the message to be interpreted by the vendor. Uncertainties cost money, so the more specific you 

can be, the less risk will be seen by the vendors. Avoid using a formal, passive language and avoid 

using “etc.” 

•	Writing for a specific system: Vendors look for standard requirements, potentially written for 

someone else, to inform them as to whether the decision has already been made. Customers often 

use specific terms known from their existing system, or repeat things they have heard at a con-

ference. Use industry terminology in your RFP. This is most easily achieved by describing your 

requirements as scenarios.

TAKE AWAY: Avoid YES/NO questions when defining requirements. If you have already done 
requirements, this is a useful document to use later in the selection process. 

“Writing requirements can be a useful internal exercise, and it can be very useful for buy-in. 
But it may not help towards a CMS decision.”

Jane Wallace, Web Manager, WHO
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5.2.2. Write reasonable scenarios  

A yes/no checklist of requirements is not enough to evaluate content management systems and proposals. 

Scenarios are a great way to address several business requirements, whilst also describing the actual usage 

context and introducing your organisation. Compromises will be inevitable, so include only a few vital sce-

narios; a maximum of ten, at about half a page each. The scenarios will also be used in the upcoming PoCs, 

so it pays to get them right.

It is a good idea to prioritise the scenarios once you have settled on which ones you want to use. If not all can 

be accommodated in the same solution, it is good to have a priority list.

In Appendix B we have attached sample scenarios. These illustrate what our experience and research have 

shown to be best practice. As you will see here, the important thing is to avoid saying “how” you want things 

to be. Instead you should describe “what” the typical tasks are going to be and who the users are. 

Make your scenarios reasonable, and not to complex, or simple. Writing that the Rich Text Editor should be 

able to make bold text and links is not necessary. On the other hand, outlining that you should have access to 

all core system components might not be reasonable, as this will eliminate most systems immediately (and in 

most cases isn’t actually necessary). Consider each of your scenarios well and think about whether you might 

be asking for too much, or, even, too little.

If you have many highly technical scenarios, such as module creation, or template editing, consider dividing 

the scenarios into a business user section and a technical user section. In this way, you can emphasise that you 

are not only looking for an editor friendly system, but also a “technical admin friendly” one.

5.2.3. Reveal your budget? 

Vendors prefer it when budgets are included in the RFP, although, you might worry that bidders will provide 

less value for money if they are.

The reasons why proposals with known budgets tend to exactly meet the budget (or go slightly over), could 

be that bidders are aware of the risks and pitfalls they have to plan for. These can only be reduced after dia-

logue between the customer and the consultant. 

Here are a few things to consider before deciding whether to reveal your budget. You will see that some of 

them could be used as arguments both in favour of and against revealing your budget: 

“Documenting requirements, e.g. for the authoring environment is difficult. Many organisa-
tions don’t know, what they don’t know.”

James Robertson, Managing Director, Step Two Designs

TAKE AWAY: Scenarios are narrative descriptions, or stories, which concisely outline how 
something will work in practice. Use evaluation criteria (see 5.2.5.) for other intangible re-
quirements, e.g. “Do you have references in Germany?” and “Do you comply with UK acces-
sibility laws?” 
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•	No bargains: Most experienced bidders will not offer anything at significantly below your bud-

get. They will be concerned that this will make their proposal less credible.

•	All offers will be priced the same: This might make it a bit easier to compare different proposals, 

as price is now out of the picture.  

•	Some bidders may disqualify you: The upper-tier vendors will abstain from bidding if the budget 

seems too small.  In some organisations this can be an effective way in which to eliminate some 

vendors, e.g. if there is a strong push from some stakeholders to consider an expensive vendor.

•	Project scope and setting expectations: If you reveal your budget, the vendors will find a way to 

spend it to meet your requirements. Usually what happens when you do not reveal your budget 

is that vendors also go beyond your requirements and try to sell you additional ideas and visions. 

This is less likely within the constraints of a fixed budget.

•	Licensing fee vs. implementation partner fees: Often systems integrators and software vendors 

have a friendly relationship when it comes to licensing and commission. If the budget is clear, 

then the two parties will fight the battle without your knowledge, resulting in an offer which uses 

your entire budget. If you do not give them a budget to share, the following negotiation will be 

much more dynamic, and you willl have more control over how the cake is cut. Remember that 

discounts of up to 50% are not unusual on commercial software. 

So, should your budget be included, or not? Our recommendation is that you do indicate the price range 

you are expecting. If you talk openly about the budget in this way, serious bidders should also enter into a 

dialogue on how best to spend it.

5.2.4. Ask for prices 

Make it clear in the RFP that you want the bidders to include pricing information about: 

•	Software licences: What are the general fees, and how much would the license cost in this case? 

Are there any annual expenses to support and upgrade agreements?

•	 Implementation length and cost: How long will it approximately take, and what will it cost you? 

This is difficult for vendors to be specific about, as you have provided limited material, although, 

hopefully, they understand the project and can make an estimate based on their experience. 

•	Hourly and daily rates: What does a developer, or project manager, cost? These prices can also 

help you to see how interested the bidders are. Rates are always negotiable. 

•	Firm offer on the scoping exercise: Ask how long they expect the scoping exercise to last and 

how much they expect it to cost. State that this should be a firm offer, as this is the first thing you 

will buy as soon as a winner is picked.

This information on price gives you an overview of the average cost for the requirements you have. They vary 

significantly, and are often difficult to compare, as they cover different things. However, it is important to 



Creative Commons BY-SA 3.0

Best Practices for Selecting a CMS

23

get some indication of the prices early on, so you can make sure that you do not waste your time on options 

which are too expensive. 

5.2.5. Evaluation criteria 

In your RFP it is important to list and emphasise your evaluation criteria. Here are some ideas for evaluation 

criteria:  

•	How would the scenarios in section XXX be addressed? 

•	Local presence

•	Relevant project experience

•	The initial price proposal 

•	The proposed project process and idea for scoping exercise 

•	System and system integrator intangibles, such as roadmap, finances, etc.

This section is extremely important to get right, as it will be the basis for the upcoming proposal reading and 

elimination phase. Involve procurement and discuss how the evaluation will be carried out. Vendors will see 

it as a big help if it is stated clearly how the decision will be made. 

5.2.6. Obtaining internal approval 

Inform everyone who is going to be involved in making a decision about the contents of the RFP before re-

leasing it. Legal and Procurement should be involved as well as the manager who will, eventually, be respon-

sible for signing the contract. Making everyone see and understand your RFP makes it easier to get them to 

accept your decision in the long term. Provide deadlines and make it clear that you, as the project manager, 

decide what goes in the document.

5.3. Arriving at the short list 
Before commencing work on the shortlist, decide whether you plan to send it to software vendors, system 

integrators, or both, as discussed in Section 4.4.

The majority of systems will satisfy 90% of your needs. With this in mind, you need to consider whether you 

will spend months finding the ONE which will be able to fulfil the remaining 10%, or whether you should 

just move on and get through the selection process. We recommend the latter.

“As a government agency procurement will often take over. This means that it is vital that the 
RFP has explicit focus on certain criteria and not just price. Value for money is. Ensure you 
create an evaluation which will not result in lowest bid winning.”

Martha McLean, Deputy Director, eCommunications and Regional Strategy Division, Foreign
Affairs and International Trade Canada
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If you have no internal overview of the complex CMS marketplace, it can be hard to decide which systems 

and system integrators you should consider. Many organisations use the selection process to try to gain an 

understanding of the marketplace by reading analyst reports, blogs, talking to other customers, and going 

to sales meeting and conferences. Almost everyone we talked to emphasised the point that the short list is a 

good place to involve external help, due to the complexity of the marketplace.

Sales meetings, or brief presentations from vendors, are a waste of time, even though many people prefer this 

as part of the short list making process. 

If you do engage with vendors you will hear many marketing terms, buzz words and perhaps some exaggera-

tions. Commercial vendors might claim that they offer more trustworthy solutions compared to open source 

vendors. Open source vendors will use the word “free” frequently, despite the many costs involved. Each 

vendor has their own names and buzzwords for different things, so look beneath the surface and match them 

with your requirements. This can be reduced at sales meetings and demonstrations with some preparation, 

for example, by telling the vendors in advance that you want to see the product and not just slides. If they 

insist on using slides, ask to have them sent in advance, allowing you time to prepare for the meeting and to 

distribute them internally.

For first time buyers, sales meetings can be a helpful way in which to learn more about how the marketplace 

works. So if you choose to have sales meetings, here are some guidelines which can help get the best out of 

them: 

•	Prepare for the demonstration buy going through what you are particularly interested in seeing 

demonstrated so you can keep the demonstration short.

•	Vendors will ask for several hours. Give them one hour and make sure they let you SEE the prod-

uct. 

•	When a vendor says “yes”, probe deeper and find out what it actually means. Listen carefully to 

what is said, and relate it to your requirements and needs.  

•	Do not waste time on losers: do not commit to a meeting before the vendor has submitted a 

high-quality proposal, or description, of what they are going to show you. 

•	Do not have all of the meetings in one day. Some customers try to get through six vendors in a 

day, which can be a tough challenge. Instead, spread it out over a week – this will make it easier 

to maintain motivation and prepare for the presentations.

Talking to your network and other buyers is another common, and good way, to find candidates for the short 

list. However, every vendor has both satisfied and dissatisfied customers, so ask for details. 

If you are receiving external help, point out at the very beginning how the process is going to be structured, 

and that you are looking for a simple shortlist which focuses on the 90%. Otherwise, this exercise can quick-

ly turn into a costly one with internal workshops and complex spreadsheets. External consultants should also 

help you to prevent, or identify, void bids from poor bidders (who might write good proposals).
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5.3.1. How many vendors?

There is an almost infinite number of vendors able to provide a content management solution. The challenge 

is to get from a million possibilities down to one choice. Eight to twelve candidates should be enough to get 

some decent proposals from a good mix of vendors – even if some choose not answer, which is not unusual. 

If you are set on two or three specific systems, and you know who the good systems integrators are for these 

systems, it is fine to just send your proposal out to five or six vendors. This will allow you to focus on the 

details and the system integrators’ experience with the particular system. Choosing fewer recipients can also 

help spark the motivation of the bidders as they have fewer competitors. 

Here are the key differentiators when putting together a shortlist: 

•	Geography: Do you want your future vendor to live in the same country as you, or is it accept-

able to fly them in each time you need assistance? Distance and qualifications need to be tied 

together in this equation, giving you the best of both. 

•	Budget: If the budget is €30,000, several of the commercial vendors will be out of the question, 

as the license alone will eat your entire budget. Look at the starting licensing costs, and find out 

which tier to aim at. 

•	Size: Agency X might have the best reputation, however, if you are just a small fish, you might 

not matter enough for them to bother. It works best if you strike a balance so the vendor listens 

to you, while not basing their entire business model on your project.

•	References: Find someone who has completed several projects like yours. This should prevent 

you from paying for their training and venture into new areas. A closer look at the (always) 

impressive list of references might reveal that many are on older versions of the system, and some 

might even be using other products. 

•	Road map: When deciding on a system, the release road map should be taken into account. If a 

new version is just around the corner, or the latest version is two years old, reconsider your op-

tions. On the other hand, it is also a disadvantage to be the first to try a new version of a system 

and to act as the guinea pig for the systems integrator. Check the historical release cycle to see if 

roadmap deadlines have been respected previously.  

•	Support: How does the provided support from the vendor work? A good way to find out is by 

having a look at some of the established help forums and user groups. Information about the cost 

of different support packages should be considered. 

•	Technology: Leave the commercial .NET vendors off the list if you have decided to go with the 

open source option, or if you have decided to use Java. If you have technology preferences, you 

can quickly narrow the list of potential bidders.

Some of the above intangibles are often overlooked, even though they are very important to a future business 

relationship. Do consider other aspects than just the features of the system.
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5.4. Sending the RFP 
Send the RFP when you are ready to deal with questions from bidders.

Set the deadline for responding at no more than three weeks, which is more than enough for a short RFP.

Remember: 

•	Specify how and when they can ask questions about the RFP and that the questions and respons-

es will be kept confidential (except for errors/omissions in the RFP)

•	 If using an external consultant to evaluate the bidders, it is a good idea to include this informa-

tion too. This should keep the bidders on their toes and demonstrate that you are serious.

•	The quality of your RFP and the standard of the language used in your email will set a standard 

for how you want them to reply.  

The actual email with the RFP attached is important as this is the first thing the potential bidder will see. See 

our best practice template for the e-mail with detailed explanation in Appendix D.

5.5. What will vendors look for? 
A common concern for a vendor is that the winner has already been chosen. The vendor will read through 

your RFP and look for signs that it has been written with a specific vendor in mind. The vendor will also 

look for answers to these three sales questions:  

•	When will the final decision be made? 

•	Who will make the decision? 

•	What is the budget? 

You should indicate when the final decision will be made, however,  you do not have to include the name of 

your decision maker, or share your budget. Instead, explain in simple terms what it takes to win, e.g. meeting 

the evaluation criteria, and indicate that you have a confirmed budget.
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6. Phase II: Finding the winner 
After having circulated the RFP, you have a few weeks before the proposals start arriving, however, in reality 

only a few days before the phone starts ringing. Expect vendors who have received the RFP to contact you 

with questions and comments.

It is not unlikely that the word gets out that you are circulating an RFP, so you might have uninvited vendors 

trying to contact you and ask to be included. They could be considered in theory, although,  if you were thor-

ough when making the shortlist, there will be a reason why they are not on the list. Additionally, the proposal 

will have to be read and assessed, however, they may simply have been overlooked and if they provide a good 

argument they should be considered.

If running a government procurement you might be required to publish your RFP and will have little con-

trol over how many vendors respond, and when they actually see the RFP. Set more time aside for reading 

proposals, and less time for dialogue with each vendor if facing this scenario. 

Some proposals might arrive a day or two early, although,  do not be surprised if some arrive a few minutes 

before the deadline. We have also experienced several examples of vendors, small and large, calling up on the 

day of the deadline to ask for an extension. If they ask for a few hours extension, or a single day, and have a 

good reason, we recommend that you act fairly and say, yes. It is a bad start to a relationship, however,  if you 

really want to see their bid you can naturally grant an extension.  

Whilst waiting for the proposals, we recommend you prepare for the next steps, which we cover in detail 

in this chapter. These include preparing an agenda for the proof of concept and, in particular, writing good 

testable stories, which will take some time.  

At this stage, having received proposals, use your network of peers to gather information regarding the bid-

ders. Carrying out actual reference visits will reveal hidden complexity and can provide helpful insights for 

the process ahead.

6.1. Dialogue with potential bidders 
A deadline for submitting proposals will be specified in the RFP. About ten working days before this dead-

line, we recommend that you offer bidders a brief (e.g. 30 - 60 minute) conference call to ask questions. This 

improves the quality of the proposals immensely, and increases the likelihood that vendors will participate. 

Specify two to three available dates for these conference calls, so that you can spread the calls out a little.

Expect all interested bidders to take up you offer, so if you have ten bidders, you could easily have two packed 

days of calls. This may seem costly, however,  as this process is about dialogue and building new relationships, 

it is time well spent.

“Dialogue is important. We will disqualify any buyer who does not allow dialogue before sub-
mitting the proposal.”

William Rogers, CEO & President, Ektron
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During the calls, vendors will listen rather than talk. Think carefully about what you say and keep the story 

straight. Ask any questions you may have and raise any concerns. If the vendor says “yes” – a word you will 

probably hear often – does it mean that what you ask for is possible out-of-the-box, or does it require cus-

tomisation, or is it yes, but at a cost.

If the budget is not included in the RFP, you can expect that all bidders will delve into this. Prepare a stan-

dard comment with an indication of budget range without being too specific.

6.2. Reading proposals 
Once the deadline has passed, you should have numerous e-mails with several megabytes of proposals and 

appendixes (just like this report). Some vendors might also have provided you with binders with printed 

copies of their material, which can be hard to share internally.

Everybody on the selection team should receive a copy of the material, including guidelines for what to look 

for and how to evaluate.

When going through the proposals, look for:  

•	Copy and paste: Have they created the proposal for you, or have they reused their sales mate-

rial? It is acceptable to reuse some material from other proposals, although,  this can be an early 

indication of whether you have an important project. Keep a copy of your RFP at hand, so that 

you can check whether they actually respond to the questions you ask. 

•	Scenarios & understanding: Do they just say “yes”, or do they actually demonstrate “how”? 

Look closely at the screenshots, and try to relate it to your organisational scenarios. Do they really 

get it? Have they actually reviewed your requirements? 

•	References: Vendors often list impressive references, however,  if they do not provide relevant 

details such as time of project, system and project scope, these are rather useless. 

•	Honesty: Is the bidder open about their own limitations? See if you can find a “No”, or “Do-

able but very complex” somewhere. This is very rare, but usually a good sign. By being realistic 

and saying no, the vendor signals experience with the system’s limitations, which is crucial in the 

upcoming planning and implementation phase.

•	Buzzwords: Each vendor has their own name for things, like “Online marketing suite” or “Web 

experience management”. How does this translate to your requirements? 

•	Price: Is the bid within your budget? Is everything proposed included in the budget or is some of 

it additional options?

“When a vendor says “yes” – make sure to understand what it actually means. Listen beneath 
what the vendor says.”

Caroline Coetzee, Online Communications Manager, Cambridge University Hospitals
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6.3. Eliminating bidders
Next step is to extract two to three vendors from the stack of proposals received and invite them to do proof 

of concepts. This can be a big challenge, partly because of the sheer number of pages to be read. It is impor-

tant to focus time and energy on the good proposals. If five vendors can easily be eliminated, then do so. Ask 

the selection team to choose their individual favourites in preparation for the meeting. When you meet, start 

by eliminating the ones which nobody preferred. This way you have probably already reduced the number of 

vendors significantly. This will also provide a good starting point for the following discussion.

We encourage buyers to develop a simple evaluation matrix rating. List vendors and your requirements in a 

table. Then briefly describe the response to each scenario by each bidder. For a multi-language scenario this 

could be as short as “OK”, or “Good enough”, equally,  the description could also be a bit longer, e.g. “OK, 

except for right-to-left text”. This approach will save time, as agreement on how many points a response 

merits is not required. The evaluation matrix will help identifying which vendors should be examined closer.

The pressure to develop scoring models may also come from legal, or procurement; sometimes even from 

management. They may have used models during past projects in other industries, and perceive this to be the 

only transparent way to reach a decision about the best bidder. Following an elaborate criteria-driven scoring 

system will inevitably prolong the time required to read each proposal. Naturally, usability is critical, but 

how exactly will you score it? And what about intangibles such as having a local office? The answer to that is 

either a yes, or a no, so how will that count?

If the practical challenges involved in scoring are overcome, there could still easily be eight bidders which 

score almost equally. This is not unusual. It happened to one of our community of practice members, and 

resulted in procurement forcing them to have lengthy meetings with all eight bidders, as they were not com-

fortable eliminating bidders with only a small diiference in points. 

Not having a scoring model makes it easier to eliminate bidders. This might confuse the decision makers. A 

clear and constant focus on the evaluation criteria and scenarios can help you demonstrate more clearly to 

stakeholders why you are eliminating some and keeping others.  

Aim for no more than two or three bidders for the proof of concept round. Going forward with more than 

three vendors is a sign of indecision on your part and will prolong the process. Remember: compromises are 

crucial to a successful selection process.

6.4. Proof of concept (PoC) 
As the name indicates, a proof of concept is the stage in the process at which you invite a selected vendor to 

demonstrate the validity of the concept they have outlined in their proposal. Thus far, everything has been 

on paper. Now it is time to see things in action. This is also an ideal opportunity to meet the vendor team 

and see if the chemistry is right.

“You need to know in advance how you are going to eliminate vendors as part of the process.”
Jane Wallace, Web Manager, WHO
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A PoC can take one to two days depending on how much you want to see demonstrated. 

Here are some guidelines for setting up PoC sessions:

•	 Involve the project team: Invite relevant colleagues as described in section 4.1.3. IT, manage-

ment, web editors, and procurement are good to have by your side when meeting vendors and 

looking at solutions.

•	Free of charge: All expenses related to the PoC should be covered by the bidders themselves. 

Make this clear in the RFP and be ready to exclude vendors which try to get some compensation. 

Again, it is important to treat vendors equally. 

•	Order of vendors: The order in which the bidders are scheduled is crucial for how you perceive 

their performance. As you see the demonstrations and talk to the different bidders about your 

needs, your selection team becomes trained in what to look for and ask about. This should be 

taken into account when you evaluate the vendors. In some cases you might consider revisiting 

the first one or two vendors who demonstrated.

•	Take minutes: A full day PoC will present many details and there will be interesting statements 

from the bidders. Document the most important aspects for future reference. 

•	What are they actually saying? Press the bidders on their answers; what does “yes”, or “doable” 

actually mean? Is everything described and discussed included in their bid / proposed cost

•	Vendor team: Ask the vendor for a list of attendees and insist that they bring at least one person 

who can answer technical questions. Tell them that a live demonstration is expected and that 

there will be many detailed questions. Insist that they bring the key personnel who are actually 

going to be involved in the project – provided the team has been chosen. 

•	Talk to references: The selected vendors should have also mentioned relevant references in the 

proposal. Take the time to give these a  call, or pay them a visit, before the PoC. Utilise your 

network to enquire about their experiences with the selected vendors.

6.4.1. Agenda for PoC 

The agenda for the PoC should be sent to the bidders immediately after they have been told that they have 

qualified for the next round.

We have included a sample agenda in Appendix E. This suggests that the day be split into a technical and a 

business track respectively. This allows for a session aimed at the internal developers so they can get a hands-

on impression of the solution, and another session in which the vendor team can be tested. It is not unusual 

“Some organisations believe you can evaluate six vendors in a day. You really need more than 
an hour each. CMS selection is not speed-dating.”

Piero Tintori, CEO, Terminalfour
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that the top sales person does all the talking. Get to know the others as well. They are the ones you will 

potentially be working with.

Apart from the general introduction and the Q&A, the demonstration with the testable stories walk through 

is essential, so set aside sufficient time for it.

6.4.2. Testable stories 

When selecting a new CMS, many buyers, unfortunately, underestimate the importance of taking the new 

system for a proper test drive before deciding on a winner. This is a real problem as it can be difficult to 

escape the impressive software demonstrations and to test the complex systems in a meaningful way. Writ-

ing testable stories can solve this by testing whether the product actually meets your requirements, whilst 

eliminating the need to take several days out to conduct comprehensive testing and build imaginary sites.

Testable stories are a concept J. Boye have developed and refined together with several community of practice 

members and consulting customers. Testable stories are typically used at the PoC when two or three bidders 

are left in the race. Each bidder gets a copy of the testable stories together with the PoC agenda and is then 

invited to demonstrate how their solution meets each testable story on-site. 

In brief, each testable story should have three sections: 

•	Requirement: What do you want? 

•	Rationale: Why is it needed? 

•	Guideline: What to demonstrate? 

A testable story should be no longer than one page. If one day is allocated to go through them, there should 

be no more than ten stories — all depending on your level of detail. See Appendix C for sample testable 

stories. 

The testable stories should cover important requirements and ideally be based on the scenarios from your 

RFP. They should contain a mix of features which are expected to be commonly used, as well as features 

which are rarely used, but which are still important. Examples of testable stories could be: creating a new 

sub-site; adding an article; importing content from Word; and displaying numbers from a database. 

Some tips: 

•	When writing the testable stories, be careful with the word “user” as it can mean many things 

depending on the context. 

•	Use real-world examples as much as possible. If possible refer to an existing URL. This gives the 

bidders more context and helps everyone around the table understand what is going on. 

“Reference visits will reveal hidden complexity.”
Caroline Coetzee, Online Communications Manager, Cambridge University Hospitals
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•	Consider not sending all the testable stories to the vendor up front, rather,  save one or two which 

can be given to them to solve without preparation. This exercise will get you a good impression of 

how good the vendor is at understanding your demands on the fly, and also how easy the system 

is to work with when it needs adjusting.

After you have seen the vendor go through the testable stories, it is much easier to assess as to whether the 

CMS is worth the money. We have seen vendors do well initially, only to be caught when turning up unpre-

pared and unable to show what you asked for in the testable story.

6.4.3. Optimizing the PoC 

In order to get the most out of the PoC, here are some general guidelines:

•	Start on time: If you are behind from the start, the always tight agenda will be ruined, and there 

will not be sufficient time for the important Q&A session. This advice applies to the breaks as 

well. 

•	Stick to the agenda: Vendors might try to spend more time on their own strengths and generally 

like to talk. Make it clear that the agenda is there to be followed. 

•	Stay on track: It is acceptable to interrupt, ask questions and, in case of diversions, or detours, 

to get everybody back on track. This could be if a member from the selection team keeps asking 

into a certain detail he/she finds important. A good moderator is responsible for the agenda and 

should insist on punctuality. 

•	Relations: Pay close attention to the vendor team. Do you like them? Do you feel like you could 

work with them for the next many months? Use the breaks and lunch to chit-chat.

•	The senior executive: It sends a very strong signal about the importance of the project if the 

responsible manager/decision maker can be persuaded to attend.  

•	Ask many questions: The vendor is likely to do their standard presentation, so ask questions, and 

ensure all your concerns have been covered. 

6.5. Is an on-site installation needed? 
A PoC combined with reference visits and followed by a scoping exercise should be enough. Some, subse-

quently, insist on an on-site installation of the new product. This is often the case if an internal development 

team is going to run the system after implementation.

As with all other demands, if an on-site installation is considered important, it should be communicated to 

the vendors as early as possible, in order to prevent surprises and misunderstandings. One common intention 

“A challenge in the process is that most sales people only scratch the surface. You need to insist 
to look under the hood.”

Michael Thejl Nielsen, Senior Manager, Online Communication, LEGO
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with an on-site installation is to test specific technical requirements, in particular scalability, performance 

and integration. It can also be used to allow web editors more time to test the system.

Some vendors may try to charge for this, however,  if they are seriously interested they should provide this 

for free.

6.6. Deciding on the winner 
After the PoC it is time to choose the winner. Sometimes the case is clear with one outstanding candidate; at 

other times the choice can be very hard. It is crucial to involve project participants, management and future 

users in the decision, in order to ensure future buy-in. If the decision has been made entirely by you, you will 

receive the blame every time there is a problem. Once again it is vital to articulate to all of those involved 

that there is no perfect system, and that compromises are always part of the process.

If there are any important uncertainties, you can chose to hold an extra workshop in which vendors are 

asked to address the uncertainties. In rare cases all vendors may fail to meet expectations. If that is the case, 

the expectations will naturally have to be reconsidered and the material provided to the vendors should be 

reviewed to see if it actually allows them to submit qualified bids. In these rare cases, the timeline must be 

adjusted and the project will be delayed. Bear in mind that enormous amounts of time and money are being 

invested in the new system and that the organisation is going to live with it for several years, so the extra time 

required is probably time well spent.

In this final process it is also time to consider the culture of your organisation versus the culture of the ven-

dor. This can be hard to define and the importance of it is difficult to get across to procurement. Nonetheless, 

it is vital that there is a cultural match between the two parties.

This is a good time to obtain final input from other organisations. This time with emphasis on references 

using the same software in the right version with the same implementation partner. This should provide 

valuable input for the upcoming contract negotiation and implementation.

Do not overcomplicate things.

6.6.1. What to communicate? 

Obtain confirmation and commitment from the winner before informing the losing bidders. Be careful 

about communicating internally before the contract has actually been signed. There are still things which 

can go wrong, and it will make the negotiation harder if it is already public knowledge who the winner is.

When informing the losers, it is always polite to give them some feedback on why they were not chosen and, 

maybe, even some advice for future engagements. After all, they have spent time and money on the project, 

so treat them courteously. Good relations are always important – you never know when you might need as-

TAKE AWAY: We consider on-site installations to be an unnecessary part of a CMS selection. 
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sistance again. Remember the customer makes the final choice. Internally, you might have to provide more 

details when people ask why X was chosen over Y. If the clear evaluation criteria, defined early on, have been 

followed rigorously this will be easier.

6.6.2. Negotiation 

Usually, agreeing on a price is the easy part. It tends to be the many terms and conditions which represent 

challenges. The process is invariably always longer when both a system integrator and software vendor are 

involved.

When negotiating, remember that you are only looking to buy a scoping exercise in the first phase. Part 

of the scoping exercise will be the establishment of more substantial contracts for the implementation and 

migration phases.

Consider involving colleagues from procurement and legal as their experience and knowledge might be valu-

able contributions at this point. 

The vendor is usually much better prepared than the buyer (you). Request a draft of terms and conditions 

early in the process in order to prevent becoming stuck in negotiations when a winner has already been iden-

tified. If the vendor discovers that a choice has been made, they are usually less flexible.

6.7. The contract 
Below we have listed our experience with contracts. Everything on the list has actually been implemented 

during several projects. Vendors, even large ones, can be cooperative and flexible, although,  the tendency is 

that this will only happen if you ask. 

Warnings:

•	Do not say yes to becoming a reference customer, unless you get something of significant value 

in return, e.g. free consulting, or a significant discount. In general, our advice is to refuse  the 

vendor use of your organisation name anywhere publicly, unless you are a very happy customer 

and get something in return. 

•	Do not accept the standard payment terms. Usually vendors like to get their money before your 

project delivers much value, however,  you can typically negotiate better terms, e.g. a very small 

up-front payment, and the rest when the new site goes live, or following the achievement of some 

other relevant and valuable milestone. 

•	Make sure that dispute resolution is in your local court and not Delaware, USA if you are based 

in Geneva, Switzerland. Also, the contract should follow the laws in your own country.

•	Do not pay for unnecessary modules which you will not have time to implement until next year, 

or later. 
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•	Do not sign the contract until you have done all the required preparation. Is the information 

architecture in place? What about a project plan? Are the resources confirmed allowing the proj-

ect to get started? Has a migration strategy been worked out? We have seen too many customers 

who have underestimated the complexity involved in the implementation, and have signed their 

software contract too early. Signing the contract should be the very last action.

6.8. Scoping exercise 
During the scoping exercise, the project team together with the system integrator, analyse the task at hand 

and make a project plan based on the original RFP. The scoping exercise should be done before signing the 

main contract. This will help developing the relationship with the vendor further, and if things go wrong 

there is still an opportunity to take a step back, thus minimising risk. One or two weeks should be enough 

for a scoping exercise. 

Intended outcomes: 

•	An analysis of the existing setup: Before moving forward, a thorough analysis of the existing 

setup and data is necessary. One task is a content analysis of what to migrate, archive, rewrite and 

delete. Another task is to get an overview of which integrations are required, and how difficult 

they will be. An examination of the administration area should also be conducted. This should 

include user roles and access rights. These tasks should have been made easier by the initial 

preparatory work on the organisational prerequisites (as described in Section 5.1.) and from the 

experience of the system integrator.  

•	Detailed implementation specification: What needs to be implemented and integrated, how 

should it be done and what are the deadlines?

•	A tested answer to migration: If you have existing content which needs to go in the new system, 

how will this be done? Migration can is always a significant task.

•	A detailed project plan: The knowledge from the analysis should be merged with the experience 

of the system integrator when making a realistic project plan for the implementation. The project 

plan should be flexible with many minor deliverables in order to allow constant review of the 

progress. Dedicate enough time to data migration and testing; these are often heavily underesti-

mated. 

•	A contract for the implementation: With a project plan and an analysis of the task at hand, a 

contract with the vendor can be drawn up and signed.

After a successful scoping exercise you are ready to get the project started. Depending on how many months 

have passed since you started, you might have to revisit your project goals again.
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7. What happens next? 
You might feel like the hard part is over, however,  this is actually when the hard work starts!

The phase following the selection of CMS and system integrator does not fall within the remit of this report, 

however,  here is some general advice: 

•	Naming the project. Avoid giving the project a technology name such as “System X project” as 

the project will entail so much more. Avoid including any indication of when you expect to be 

finished in the project name, “Web 2010” might sound acceptable in 2009, although,  should it 

extend beyond 2010, the name will discredit your ability as a project manager. 

•	Stick to standards. Do not reinvent the wheel unless you really need something special. Demand 

that the solution lives up to modern standards, both technologically and in terms of functionality.  

•	Save the tricky things for later. Get to know the developer team and the technology before em-

barking on developing things which are not out-of-the-box – crawl before you can walk.

•	Do not underestimate quality assurance. Allocate resources to check the quality of every deliv-

ery quickly and efficiently in order to keep an efficient dialogue with the development.

•	Test the solution on real content. Produce real content to test on. This will take considerable 

time. Prepare for migration. It is rarely the technical part of setting up a new site which delays the 

launch date, rather, the content production and migration.

•	Avoid changes in the project team. It is always costly to replace people on a project. It slows 

the momentum and can also impair the quality of the solution. In particular, key technical staff 

should be kept on board, as it will also hurt the project if too many of the internally appointed 

resources are replaced. 

•	 Involve editors and admin staff in testing the solution. It is more likely that problems are 

identified if skilled editors and administrators are allowed to test the deliveries. This will also help 

adjusting their expectations. 

•	Communicate about the project. Communication will improve budget security and maintain 

the organisational awareness. If all consultants working on the project receive direct communica-

tion and not solely through their project manager, their commitment is bound to increase. 

•	Learn from others. Sharing experience with peers is invaluable. The sooner you build a network 

among others using the same technology, the better the chances of getting useful input when you 

have questions which the system integrator has no good answer to; a form of safety net. A phone 

call to someone who has been through a similar project can often be a short cut to a solution. 

•	Do not use the CMS for everything. A CMS is designed for publishing and maintaining con-

tent – not for handling vast amounts of documents, or, for example, maintaining your product 

database. 
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•	Educate your internal developers: Unless the intention is to keep spending money each time a 

template needs to be changed, you have to build internal expertise. Use the implementation phase 

to educate your internal developers, so they can maintain the platform henceforth.

And finally: GOOD LUCK! 
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Appendix A. Sample RFP
NOTE: In italics you’ll find help text and in ordinary text a sample text, which should be adjusted to your 

organisational context. XYZCO is used throughout document as a sample company name.

1. Brief introduction to project
Here you will tell vendors that you’re applying a no non-sense approach as lined out in the report.

XYZCO Group is looking for a new platform to support the group digital strategy.

This document invites selected vendors to indicate their interest and submit a proposal. Proposals should 

specifically address the outlined needs and business scenarios. For each specific scenario, the proposal should 

clearly articulate how the proposed solution solves the problem. Responses like “This feature is standard” are 

not helpful.

XYZCO is not looking to go through an extensive requirements process. This short document is issued with 

a focus on a few key evaluation criteria and concrete business scenarios. This should give the vendor helpful 

information about the project and the business context. As the document is brief, vendors are also given 

limited time to respond. XYZCO hopes that vendors will decide to participate.

Tender return date: XX.XX.XXXX at 12.00 am (CET). More details on what will happen beyond return 

date can be found in Section 12. Schedule.

Please note that it will be possible to book a 30 minute conference call on xx.xx.xxxx between 8.00 am and 

5.00 pm (CET). Please pre-book a time in advance via e-mail to xxxx@xyzco.net. All queries regarding the 

RFP can be sent to: 

Contact name: 

Company:

Tel:

E-mail:

General instructions to vendors:

1. XYZCO shall not be liable in respect of any costs incurred by the bidder in the preparation of 

the tender proposal or any associated work effort, including the supply of presentation material, 

brochures, specifications or manuals for evaluation and the return of such items to the bidder, 

following such evaluation.

2. XYZCO shall not be bound to accept the lowest or any proposal, and reserves the power to ac-

cept any part of any proposal, unless the bidder expressly stipulates to the contrary at the time of 

tendering.
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3. All information contained within this RFP, including all Schedules and Appendices, must be kept 

in the strictest confidence and should not be disclosed to any employee of the vendor or any third 

party other than is strictly necessary for the purposes of submitting your tender.

4. More information can be found in Section 11, Role of vendor and Section 13, Evaluation criteria.

2. About XYZCO
Be brief. Half a page is enough. If you want, add a URL to the “About Us” section of your website.

3. History and background
Here you can outline relevant previous activities leading up to this RFP. Tell where you are in the process.

The new platform should enable XYZCO to create new portals and digital services. In other words, the plat-

form needs to be a flexible digital content publishing platform.

An existing site is available at XYZCO.net. This represents only a very limited part of the vision for the site, 

and is planned to be completely relaunched as part of this project.

There are no relevant legacy systems in place as well as no expected need for migration from existing content 

management systems or portals.

4. Project scope
Outline what is included in this project. If possible, also add what is not included.

Initially the new platform will be used to relaunch XYZCO.net in English. The new launch is expected 

towards the end of 2012.

Archived content from existing sites are available in XML format on a .NET platform. This will need to be 

migrated to the new platform.

In later phases, the new platform is also expected to support the other digital activities in the XYZCO 

Group. Potentially it should act as an editorial environment and delivery platform for other web sites and 

digital media.

Digital asset management is not a part of this project, as XYZCO already has a system taking care of this.

5. Project goals
Start describing the main business goal. Then list other key performance indicators of the project.

The main goal is to attract quality traffic to increase advertising online, while supporting digitally the well-

established brand of XYZCO.

Other important key performance indicators include:

•	Ability to create relevant content to use platform to sell video inventory
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•	Building partnerships with industry leaders

•	Continued leadership in European market

Furthermore the project has these key objectives:

•	Premium, diverse content delivery

•	An easy to manage content creation process

•	Ability to integrate several delivery platforms, websites, mobile, and other new media from one 

platform

•	Ability to generate reports on key metrics

•	Flexibility in inserting new graphical design, establish new website and add new features

•	 Start delivering and have new features like video on-demand, e-commerce features and personalization

•	Enable very fast updates in response to the user audience

•	 Integration with e-commerce ordering system which is connected with company ERP

•	Minimal development interference that suit our small developer and support team

6. Project characteristics
Is it just a new web portal? Is it multi-channel? Consider adding if there is anything that sets the portal apart and 

the vendor should know upfront. Not all vendors may be able to implement your project characteristics.

XYZCO.net will aim to be the most-visited site in the region, while supporting the XYZCO brand.

It is important to understand that the project is more than “just” XYZCO.net, and XYZCO is expecting to 

use the new platform to create and launch additional interactive services.

As a media organisation, the site will be frequently updated and contain different information assets, e.g. 

articles, pictures, flash, sound clips and video clips. In addition XYZCO wants to use the platform to develop 

and integrate new digital services.

7. Specific needs and business scenarios
These are your key selection criteria. Restrict yourself to less than 10 to keep focus. Sample scenarios can be found 

in Appendix B. 

To give a description of needs and relevant context, key business scenarios are outlined below. For each spe-

cific need, the proposal should clearly articulate how the product solves the problem.

[SCENARIOS GO HERE]

8. Other related projects
Explain related projects for the vendor to understand the business context. This also serves the purpose of indicating 
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the possibility of more business in the future. However, make sure that the primary project defines the real selection.

A new online advertising system is currently being acquired and put in place. It is expected that the new 

digital platform will be able to integrate with the new advertising system, e.g. using calls from the templates.

In separate projects XYZCO is currently looking into digital rights management, e-commerce, blogging (text 

and video), live streaming, video on demand and e-mail management, including newsletter.

It will be seen as an advantage if the vendor has experience or offerings in these areas, but it is not required 

at this stage.

9. Technical architecture and standards
Are there any technical limitations? This is the place to write if the vendor must support .NET or anything else. 

Some of you may not be as open and flexible as the below. More details and diagrams may be helpful, but don’t go 

overboard.

The current architecture in place will not be used for the relaunch, which means that XYZCO is open to 

proposals for a robust new platform.

XYZCO currently has experience with .NET, Java and PHP and it is an advantage, although not required, 

that the new digital platform is based on one of these.

It is expected that the new platform supports established web guidelines such as valid XHTML and stores 

content without presentation in XML format.

10. Structure and design of the platform
Tell the bidder what’s happening with graphical design and information architecture.

In parallel to this vendor evaluation, XYZCO is developing the new site structure and graphical design. This 

is currently not in place and will be created while XYZCO is selecting the new digital platform.

Consequently, the new digital platform is expected to be flexible and open to accommodate XYZCO’s re-

quirements in this area.

11. Role of the vendor
Use this section to help the vendor understand that the project entails more than the sole delivery of an enterprise 

portal.

XYZCO has its own small technical team, which is planning to get closely acquainted with the new technical 

platform.

As an organisation, XYZCO wants to build digital competences in house, and the vendor is expected to be 

helpful in speeding this process by providing training and consulting.
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The vendor can expect that the team at XYZCO will do most of the system integration themselves. As such 

XYZCO is not planning to involve a system integrator, but expects the vendor to continue to be involved 

throughout the project, in particular to ensure that the XYZCO team makes a high-quality implementation, 

uses best-practices and follows standard guidelines, e.g. to make future upgrades as painless as possible.

In the proposal the vendor should describe their proposed after-sale project involvement.

12. Schedule
Here you can outline the schedule for the project with the most important deadlines and milestones.

•	XXX RFP is sent out

•	XXX Deadline for sending a proposal

•	XXX Based on responses to this document, 2 vendors will be invited to a 2 day proof of con-

cept session. The selected vendors will receive further documentation, which will cover business, 

editorial and technical aspects. By submitting a proposal vendors agree to provide this session free 

of charge to XYZCO.

•	XXX Proof of concept

•	XXX Final selection

•	XXX Scoping exercise with selected vendor

•	XXX Start of implementation

Your proposal should state if you have any problems fulfilling the outlined schedule.

13. Evaluation criteria
Here’s where you openly communicate how you will make your selection.

XYZCO will select a vendor based on:

•	Specific needs outlined in Section 7.

•	Local presence, experience and commitment to the region

•	Maturity of concept

•	Clear record of success with related projects

•	 Innovative implementation methodology, speed of roll-out, and breadth of perspective

Vendors are also expected to include pricing and license-models in the proposal.
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Appendix B: Sample scenarios
The scenario form outlined below will help get better responses from integrators. They will help you both 

by establishing common ground for your dialogue with bidders and in relation to comparing the quality of 

responses from different bidders.

Template for writing scenario
HEADLINE: A headline describing the topic of the scenario. E.g.: Taxonomy, organisation, hierarchy

INTRO: A short intro, explaining briefly what is important to you. E.g.: It has high priority that content can 

be presented on the site in a topical way and that it is re-usable across multiple sections and pages

SCENARIO: Written in a narrative format, which leaves it up to the bidder to detail how the requirement 

will be met. The involved person’s role is described to add context. The focus is on the persons’ actions and 

not so much on detailed functionality.. E.g.: Lisa, who is a site editor, has written an article which she is now 

ready to publish. Before she can publish she needs to assign topics from a pre-defined list of categories that 

apply to the content. She can select multiple topics for the one article, including for example disease topics, 

countries and regions and keywords on business processes.

ADDITIONAL CONTEXT (Optional): For each topic, you can describe 1-3 short scenarios, describing 

how the requirement affects various roles or aspects of the website. E.g.: More scenarios to consider for this 

topic are: 1) How is categorization used, once it is applied to content? For example, an editor wants to make 

a page on news around projects in India, and is able to display various articles on the topic. 2) The site ad-

ministrator/and or all editors should be able to make changes to the taxonomy?

Other examples
Multisite

XYZCO frequently has the need to create new sites based on campaigns or events. These sites can vary in 

graphical design, scope and lifetime. 

While sites may be opened and closed, content can and will be used across many sites by all editors, although 

it is most likely that it will be super users who are working on campaign content. It is important that the 

re-use of content across sites and relationships between different pieces of content can easily be monitored 

and maintained. 

All day-to-day administration of the platform will be conducted by the web team. There are limited technical 

skills in-house, so the platform should provide easy to use graphic user interfaces (GUI’s) for administrative 

tasks. New sites are expected to have different designs, so the capability to easily create new sites and apply 

different stylesheets and templates in house is important. Once the sites are created, they need to be easy to 

manage for non-technical site administrators.
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Multilingual

XYZCo.net is currently available only in English. As a part of the relaunch, XYZCo.net is expected to be 

available in several languages, including German. 

Content is created by editors, where some will be working with German content, others with English con-

tent and some with both. The editorial interface needs to be available in both languages, as many editors are 

not as comfortable with English. 

To ensure transparent communication in both languages, the new platform should provide a mechanism 

which enables information assets to be translated or co-managed in both languages. Not all content will be 

available in both languages.

Ease of use

It is vital that the proposed solution is easy to use in these different scenarios:

Editing: The XYZCO Digital Project will be used by staff not just in the US, but around the world. Many of 

these will not have technical skills and may only be occasional/casual users, so the system needs to be intui-

tive to learn and use and only require limited training. 

Workflow administration: In some cases workflows will be required, in other cases it will not. Working with 

workflows in the system should be flexible. It should be easy to associate a given workflow with a users or a 

group of users. 

User generated content: Ease of use is also important for the users of the digital platform (e.g. web site users, 

mobile subscribers), who needs to be able to add comments to articles and create content. A comment filter-

ing option must be available for XYZCO staff. 

Content administration:  As time is critical for news content, it is vital that editors can quickly publish new 

content to the website. Once content is published, editors may wish to update it, re-use it on other sites, 

categorize it and open it up for comments from the readers. To ensure good distribution among users, a good 

user experience and high search engine ranking, editors needs to be able to provide short and human-friendly 

URLs for their pages. Consequently, the system should provide an interface for this.

Performance

In the region where XYZCO operates, Internet access is limited and often only available through slow and 

unreliable connections.

The site needs to cater to the end users in these regions, while scaling to meet extreme loads, as required by 

a news organisation under extraordinary world events.

When editors work with content they will often add graphics or other multimedia assets to further com-

municate their story. It is expected that the system can cater to this, while ensuring a fast low-bandwidth 
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experience. When major world events happen, editors may want to apply different templates or even activate 

an emergency site.

Attractive new broadband services are planned for the increasing number of high-speed web users. Currently 

XYZCO.net publishes to static pages and while the new platform may use caching, XYZCO requires the new 

platform to be able to publish to static pages to provide the cheap scaling required for major world events.

Search

XYZCO needs to provide easy access to its digital content (not just text, but also images, video and other 

media) via search.

A website user may use search to find more content about a specific topic. The search needs to be available 

in both German and English, and updated frequently to ensure that the editors can also find new content. 

To drive the user in the right direction, editors need to be able to provide editorial “Best picks” for certain 

search terms. An editor may use search inside the editorial system to find related news, useful images or other 

information assets. For business reasons, advertising needs to be integrated with search results.

While a good information architecture and navigation may help much, search also needs to be offered. Ara-

bic language presents some key search challenges, which the vendor needs to address.

Reporting

XYZCO is a professional business and needs have available business metrics for its digital activities.

A business analyst working with the digital project is interested in other reporting, e.g. usage numbers related 

to advertising, such as traffic statistics.

To optimize the user experience an XYZCO webmaster is interested in entirely different metrics, e.g. techni-

cal statistics on browser type, referrer and popular monitor size.

Editors using the system are interested in statistics on the use of their content, such as number of readers.

Web site visitors will want to browse content by “most popular” on a day-to-day/weekly/monthly basis.

Statistics on web site use will within the next 2-3 years be integrated with other BI-tools within XYZCO.
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Appendix C: Sample testable story
Creating and customizing users
Requirement: We need to create a number of different users and users groups with different, sometimes in-

tersection permissions. Users are authorized through Active Directory. Some user groups need to be within 

other user groups. We have to be able to delegate user management to other users. It is also important for us 

to be able to add a large number of properties (e.g. 100 or more) per user. In addition to this, registered users 

have to be able to customize parts of the user experience.

Rationale: Users have to have different sets of permissions. Because of our global structured we also need to 

be able to give certain users with a sub-set of permissions the right to create new users , assign permissions 

and modify user information for certain groups of users. All users should be able to edit certain information 

within their own user record.

What to demonstrate

User 1: Tom is a key user. He can create, publish and remove stories, create new structures and create new 

users. He creates the following users in the system:

User 2: Carl is web editor: He can create, publish and remove stories.

User 3: Gerard, a translator: He can edit stories and create new instances of a story in another language. He 

cannot publish.

User 4: Rita, an editor in a regional office: She can create stories and new users but cannot publish and can-

not create new structures.

When Rita logs in, she creates:

User 5: John, a registered visitor: He cannot see all parts of the site and has no access to the CMS.

Rita also sets John’s default language to French.

In addition to this, Rita decides to make some changes to her account information

She also decides to customize the appearance of her start page after she logs in. Among other changes she 

adds shortcuts/bookmarks to a two pages within the system and changes her default homepage to the start 

page of an existing section page. (please also demonstrate other facilities for user personalization)

Finally, she tries to set John’s (user 5) permissions so that he can see all parts of the site. She is not allowed 

to do this.

Please also demonstrate management of large numbers of groups; e.g. if we have a group for each national 

subsidiary can we assign a new set of permissions to all of them in one operation, or does it require 186 

different operations? Can groups contain other groups? Can groups inherit permissions from other groups?
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Appendix D: Email when submitting RFP
Below is our best practice template with explanation and sample fields in CAPS that needs to be replaced. 

Hopefully the text below will save you some time. Instructions are in italics.

[TO:] info@vendor.com 

Send to 1 vendor at a time. Don’t put everybody on copy. The bidders expect you to invite several competitors, but 

you want their proposal to focus on their own strengths and not weaknesses of competitors.

[SUBJECT:] CUSTOMER NAME – RFP: A new content management system

CUSTOMER NAME is important here, so that the email is easy to find.

[TEXT:] I am pleased to invite you to submit a proposal for the BRIEF PROJECT DESCRIPTION for 

CUSTOMER NAME in CITY.

CITY is important to include, but often overlooked, so that the vendor knows where the project will be going on. 

A sample project description could be “A new CMS for Aarhus Airlines existing group of sites”.

CUSTOMER NAME is not looking to go through an extensive requirements process at this stage. Instead 

the attached short document provides a focus on key evaluation criteria and concrete business scenarios. 

We hope it will provide you helpful information about the project, the business context and enable you to 

submit your proposal.

The main objective of our project is to OBJECTIVE. The specific project objectives as well as its context and 

timelines are explained in the attached document.

The OBJECTIVE should also be in the RFP, but repeating it here enforces the message and makes it easy for a large 

bidder to assemble the right team.

Your proposal should specifically address the needs and business scenarios outlined in the attached docu-

ment. For each specific need, it should clearly articulate how your product solves the problem.

The word “how” is the important part above. You want to avoid that vendors simply just write “this feature is 

standard”. Instead, you need details about how they meet your requirement. This should be repeated in the actual 

RFP to send a strong signal to the bidder.

Please note that proposals must be received by DEADLINE. WHAT HAPPENS NEXT; e.g. two or three 

selected vendors will pass to the second phase where they will be invited to CITY for a proof of concept 

presentation. Final vendor selection is expected DATE.

The below paragraph is optional in case you have been working with some external experts, The optional sentence does 

not guarantee that you will receive better proposals, but sends a strong signal that the project is important to you:

CUSTOMER NAME has engaged (vendor-neutral) consultants CONSULTANT NAME for assisting in 

the evaluation of the proposals.
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If you have any queries, we would be happy to answer them in a conference call that will be arranged on 

DATE (see details in the attached RFP).

It is perfect, if you can suggest specific dates for the conference call. Make sure to also repeat this in the RFP, in case 

the RFP and email gets separated from each other. Don’t share questions and answers with all bidders, except for 

errors in the RFP, as this will weaken the appetite for dialogue between the bidder and you.

Finally, the happy ending:

Please do not forward this email externally without our permission.

We would appreciate a brief receipt confirming that you have received this and whether you intend to bid 

for the project or not. We look forward to receiving your proposal.

FOOTER
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Appendix E: Sample agendas for proof-of-concept
Agenda for a 1-day session
9.00 - 9.15 Welcome to XYZCO: Brief intro to project and the project team

9.15 - 10.30 General vendor overview: Introduction with live demo, presentation of relevant references  

  and roadmap

10.30 - 10.45  Morning coffee

10.45 - 12.30  Walkthrough: key requirements + testable stories

 12.30 - 13.30  Lunch

13.30 - 15.30  Break Out Session (two parallel tracks)

•	  Track A: Editorial (make sure that the editors actually get to enter some content in the system).

•	  Track B: Technical (look at development and debugging tools, key requirements + time for “play-

ing”)

15.30 - 15.45  Afternoon tea

16.00 - 16.45  Wrap up, Q&A and discussion of licensing and terms

Agenda for a 2-day session
Day 1: Getting started + Technical focus

10:00 - 11.15 Getting started - 1 hour high-level overview

•	Brief solution demo

•	Clear record of success with related projects

•	Local presence, experience and commitment to the region

11.15 - 11.30  Short break

11.30 - 17.00 Technical focus

•	 Installation

•	Technical introduction

•	Architectural review

•	Extending API with new functionality and custom made modules

•	Administration and development overview

•	Demo of steps to build a new site

•	Demo of multisite and multilingual capabilities



Creative Commons BY-SA 3.0

Best Practices for Selecting a CMS

50

•	Review of possible performance solutions (static/dynamic)

•	How to enable commenting on article (as current alarabiya.net site)

•	Demo of search (with Arabic content)

•	Q&A with technical team

Day 2: Editorial and business focus

10:00 - 13.00 Editorial focus

•	 Introduction to editorial team

•	Using the editorial interface – adding content and testing the interface

•	Demo of “ease of use”

13.00 - 14.00 Lunch

14:00 - 18.00 Business focus

•	Working together as a team – role as vendor + project planning

•	Demo of reporting

•	How does solution address project goals

•	 In-depth review of proposal 
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Appendix F: Further reading
•	 J. Boye: www.jboye.com/tag/cms-selection 

•	CMS Watch: www.cmswatch.com

•	Content Here: www.contenthere.net  

•	Contented Management: www.contentedmanagement.net 

•	 Intranet Focus: www.intranetfocus.com 

•	 Jon on Tech: www.jonontech.com

•	Step Two Designs: www.steptwo.com.au/category/papers/content-management

Other reports by J. Boye
•	Best Practices for Creating a Web Strategy: What Web Managers Need to Know (2009)

•	Best Practices for Using SharePoint for Public Websites – A Business Person’s Guide (2008)

•	Wiki in the Enterprise – A Challenging New Way of Working (2008)

The reports can be found here: www.jboye.com/knowledge-base/reports
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About J. Boye
J. Boye is an independent networking and knowledge sharing firm. Our mission is to increase the profes-

sional confidence of the members in our community of practice.

J. Boye has built its reputation on confidential networking groups focused on online media. With members 

from 10 different European countries spread over 25 different groups, J. Boye is dedicated to providing last-

ing value to members, mainly in the form of mutually fruitful professional relationship between peers with 

similar roles and challenges.

Beyond the individual groups, J. Boye also organises 2 annual industry summits in Philadelphia, USA and 

Aarhus, Denmark as well as events throughout the year in Europe. We share our extensive experience on our 

blog and via research documents. On a selective basis we take on analyst engagements typically for strategy 

work or vendor evaluations.

Our team works from offices in Aarhus, Copenhagen and London. J. Boye was founded in 2003 by Janus 

Boye.

Vendor Neutral
What’s behind the term? Simply that consultants or vendors cannot join our Community or attend our 

events. We encourage members to share and openly discuss.

We do not take on analyst engagements for consultants or vendors, as this would compromise the validity 

of our contribution to the Community and its members who regularly discuss consultants and vendors. For 

same reasons, we never act as subcontractors to vendors, we never speak at vendor events, and we do not 

accept freebies from vendors (e.g. free flights and hotels).

Consultants and vendors can sponsor and attend our conferences or buy our research documents. In the 

2007/2008 fiscal year revenue from vendors and consultants made up approximately 15 % of our total rev-

enue, mainly consisting of conference sponsorships.

Contact details
J. Boye 

Mejlgade 73, 8000 Aarhus, Denmark 

P: +45 29 70 15 00 

info@jboye.com 

jboye.com

Authors
Peter Sejersen, Advisor    Sara Redin, Advisor 

ps@jboye.dk     sara.redin@jboye.dk 

jboye.com/about/j-boye-team/peter-sejersen jboye.com/about/j-boye-team/sara-redin


