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Determining Client Requirements

This document discusses the following issues:

1. Analyse and determine the clients requirements

2. Locate solutions which meet the requirements

3. Use an evaluation matrix to select an appropriate solution

4. List and describe hardware maintenance options

5. Document your recommendations

6. Describe the purpose of purchasing guidelines and acquisition procedures.

1. Client Needs Analysis

Review Current Practices

In any organisation, people consider purchasing hardware or software in the belief it will improve practices and productivity within the organisation. They will be aware of deficiencies in existing systems and ways that productivity or quality can be improved.

Before purchasing it is important to review their current practices. These practices cover how they hire and fire staff, their internal communications, bookkeeping and accounting procedures, staff training, and so forth. Such reviews can help to identify and overcome particular problems that exist, improve productivity, and enhance output quality.

Sometimes computers, software and peripheral devices can be at least part of the solution. However, the answer isn’t simply to dash out and buy a machine or some software. First and foremost, it’s necessary to get a clear picture of the problem or requirement. In other words, to design a solution you have to understand the need.

If you do not have a clear understanding of the client’s requirements it is likely you will recommend a system that does not meet the clients needs. For example you might recommend:

· A computer system with insufficient hard disk space.

· An accounting package that does not produce a report that is essential to their business or perhaps is incompatible with that of the client’s accountant.

· A peripheral device that will not work with their existing system.

Establishing Clients Needs

Accurately pinning down clients needs can be complex, especially in a large organisation. Client needs analysis requires planning and an organised approach.

The most commonly used method of gaining information is to interview the client. In a small business, you might need to interview one or two people, however, in a large organisation you might need to interview many people across the organisation to make an accurate analysis of requirements.

In a large organisation the process of identifying client needs can be very complex and may require a team of people to complete the analysis. In these cases, the formal tools of systems analysis (for example context diagrams, data flow diagrams and entity relationship diagrams) may need to be used to ensure there is a complete understanding and documentation of the requirements.

Interviewing

A properly organised and conducted interview can provide you with essential information for your client needs analysis. A poorly conducted interview will waste your time and your client’s time.

Before attending the interview, you should examine any written documentation about the client’s requirements. For example, the client may have prepared a short written document generally describing the requirements. In a large organisation, such a document may need to be prepared before any work can be undertaken on the selection of computer hardware or software.

At the interview, you should aim to gather information that will help you to select the appropriate hardware and software. You should also find out if there are any constraints that might apply in buying the new equipment. 

Considering your background knowledge of the client’s requirements, the examination of any written documentation and keeping in mind the purpose of the interview, you should prepare a list of questions that could be asked at the interview. The questions may be general (open-ended) or specific. Open-ended questions will allow a client to generally describe some aspect of the requirements. More specific questions should be used when you are seeking information on a detailed aspect of the requirements.

Examples of general (open-ended) questions that you could use in an interview are:

· How does the system operate now?

· What is wrong with the current hardware?

· What do you want from the new system?

Examples of more specific questions that you could use in an interview are:

· How many staff members will need to use the new scanner?

· How many stock items are held by the business?

Getting the right information in an interview can sometimes be difficult. Sometimes, not enough information is provided by clients, as they find it difficult to describe what they want. When interviewing such people, you may be provided with too much information and you will need to extract information relevant to the selection of hardware and software.

Constraints

When gathering information from your clients, you will need to identify the constraints that apply to the selection of the new hardware or software.

Regardless of whether you’re dealing with a business, a club or an individual, there will be certain constraints, which need to be identified and taken into account. To some extent these constraints may become apparent during the client needs analysis. Others will become apparent as you work towards recommending solutions.

Often, cost will be a constraint. In formulating recommendations it’s frequently necessary to weigh up likely costs against potential benefits. Most business organisations are fairly realistic in appreciating that computer hardware and software can involve substantial expenditure. Equally, though, they require money to be spent wisely and not on facilities that won’t address business needs. Similarly, money is invariably a consideration for non-business organisation, families and individuals moving to computers or upgrading.

A related constraint is the time available to implement the new computer hardware or install software. For government computer systems, the implementation dates for new systems may be determined by political decision-making, often with little regard to the time required to actually implement the system.

Other constraints include business practices, staff skills and training requirements. Often, for instance, the introduction of new hardware or software will necessitate substantial changes to business procedures. New staff may be required, or existing ones restrained.

Room or building geometry is an important factor to consider when purchasing computer systems or peripherals. Positioning the machinery appropriately is a key issue.

For example, imagine the positioning of a computer-controlled robot to control the production and machining of engine elements in a small production firm.

Many constraints could be imposed upon you:

· The need to minimise cabling

· Electrical power availability

· The need to maximise production efficiency (setting up shouldn’t cause too much disruption)

· The need to allow for other reorganisations (positioning of people, facilities and so on)

· Safety, reliability and mobility.

Once you have determined the client’s requirements, you need to summarise the information in a clear, concise form.

2. Sources of solutions

Having decided what the client’s needs are, you need to find some potential solutions. How do you find out the solutions that exist?

There are several sources from which solutions can be found:

· Consultants

· Suppliers

· Personal/professional contacts

· Publications

· Trade shows

· Internet

Consultants

There are many consultants in the field of information technology. They spend time researching available solutions and technologies. You may hire a consultant to tell you what solutions are available.

Often, organisations use consultants for a wider range of tasks. The consultant may be involved in determining what functions ought to be computerised. They may be involved in implementing the solution after it has been chosen.

Consultants are often used when the organisation does not have the required knowledge or expertise itself. These days, consultants are available for large, medium-sized and small businesses.

Suppliers

Suppliers of solutions, such as IBM, Lotus, Microsoft and Computer Associates, make known what is available by advertising their products. Some suppliers have mailing lists of potential customers, and send literature about their products and new developments. Some suppliers and other organisations produce a catalogue of systems for customers. Suppliers, particularly the larger ones, show their products at specially arranged presentations.

Personal/professional contacts

A powerful source of information is other people. These people may be colleagues you have worked or studied with in the past, who have moved on to other organisations. They may be people you have met at suppliers’ presentations, or at user group meetings, or through professional organisations such as the Australian Computer Society.

Provided confidentiality and competitive advantage are not compromised, people are usually only too willing to share information and experiences. So, why not make use of your contacts? When looking for a solution, ring that person up and seek help. And of course, you should share your own experiences with others.

Publications

Publications, such as information technology and trade magazines may provide you with valuable information.

The Tuesday edition of the Australian newspaper has a large computing section that is widely read by information technology professionals.

Trade Shows

Trade shows or fairs are organised from time to time. These are one of two types – industry or information technology.

There are many exhibits relating to that industry, and some of those exhibits may be computing solutions. For example, a trade show for the wine industry may have a wine management software package on display. A trade show is also an opportunity to further enhance your contacts.

Sometimes, information technology trade shows are organised. Generally all the exhibitors are information technology suppliers, showing a variety of solutions. There may be a solution that helps you.

Internet

The Internet has become a large source of information. There are many suppliers, large and small, which provide information about their products and services on the Internet. Searching the Internet using ”key” search words can lead you to details about possible solutions, and contact details.

Hardware suppliers advertise and sell equipment over the Internet.

3. Evaluating solutions

In some cases, not every user requirement is met. For example, you may find several software packages but none does everything that the client requires. The requirements need to be prioritised. Some may be essential requirements, others may be optional. Perhaps a package that satisfies 80% of the requirements is worthy of consideration.

The table below illustrates the evaluation of several packages against the required functionality. This is a simple example of an evaluation matrix.
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A more complex example of an evaluation matrix is shown in the following table. Here two word processing packages are being compared. Each function is given a score out of ten. Also each function has a weighting factor, indicating the relative importance of the function. The scores and weighting factors are used to calculate a total score for each package.

If you choose to use this approach, you must decide this before you undertake the evaluation. The weighting must be agreed and documented before looking at any of the responses from suppliers, based on the identified client needs. If the weightings are changed after you start evaluating, it may appear that they are being changed to suit a particular supplier.

Function
Weight
Package 1
Package 2

Mail Merge
1
9 x 1=   9
8 x 1=   8

Page Preview
1
8 x 1=   8
9 x 1=   9

Ease of Use
4
7 x 4= 28
8 x 4= 32

Training Availability
1
4 x 1=   4
9 x 1=   9

Documentation
3
9 x 3= 27
7 x 3= 21

Support
3
9 x 3= 27
7x 3=  21

Price
1
8 x 1=   8
8 x 1=   8

Total

          111
          108

4. Maintenance

When you’re purchasing or leasing computer equipment, either for yourself or as a consultant, maintenance is an issue in assessing prospective suppliers. Preventive and repair maintenance must be considered, both in the warranty period and beyond.

Preventive maintenance should be carried out regularly and as needed to ensure the ongoing function of the computer system. Suppliers need to indicate the type of servicing necessary, the number of services necessary per week, month or year, and the cost. The supplier must also give on-condition maintenance, the work needed when a component fails. These details should cover response time, likely downtime and costs.

Usually, suppliers build maintenance costs into their proposal to cover the warranty period. Outside the warranty period, approaches differ.

Alternatives include arrangements such as:

· A maintenance contract wherein the user pays an annual fee which covers parts and labour, and specifies a maximum response time.

· A maintenance contract wherein the user pays an annual fee covering labour only, again specifying a maximum response times.

· Responsibility for maintenance left with the purchaser, using contractors to fix problems which arise.

In deciding between the various maintenance options, the primary considerations are usually cost and equipment downtime. In the business context, downtime itself is very costly. This means that response time is of paramount importance.

5. Documenting your recommendation
During the development or upgrading of a personal computer system, a great deal of time is devoted to thinking about relevant issues and to consulting with those concerned. In your dealings with business or non-business organisations as a computer consultant, most of this consultation will be with clients, suppliers and fellow consultants. At the end of this process a final report should be produced. These reports are known as client recommendation reports.

The principal purpose of a client recommendation report is to summarise and provide detail about your final recommendations. However, your report can also serve a number of other purposes. It can, for instance:

· Record the history of the task

· Act as a guide to the methodology you used

· Explain to the client any options you considered, but rejected

· Describe the work you’ve done and thus support your invoice for payment

· Have some legal status.

Content of client recommendation reports

Obviously, the client recommendation report varies in content and format according to the nature and scope of the system you’re designing or upgrading.

Most client recommendation reports have certain features in common. Reports generally follow this outline and include:

· Title of report and date performed

· The client’s business name

· The consultant’s business name

· A summary: an overview of the task, your findings and the recommendations

· The system requirements: the findings of the needs analysis

· Objectives - the purpose and scope of your investigation

· Methods -  the plan used in the investigation

· Options - a discussion of the feasible alternatives

· Recommendations - a statement of the recommended course of action, corresponding to the objectives. This section should also address implementation issues.

· Appendices: these can include such things as evaluation tables, supplier proposals and so forth.

Useful tips

For many of us, writing reports doesn’t come easily. As writers we’re good evaluators of computer hardware and software! The following hints might prove helpful:

· Maintain good notes throughout the process, particularly during consultation interviews.

· Allow plenty of time for report writing.

· Make good use of evaluation matrices and the information collected during your research.

· Look at the formats used in other client recommendation reports. These can provide valuable suggestions regarding format, headings and content.
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