A Pilot Project in Automated
Services Procurement
Chris E Jones

he BC Ministry of Management

Services undertook to change the

way government services were deliv-
ered in several communities throughout
BC by sharing office buildings and other
service delivery facilities and equipment in
one location, where practicable, to better
serve the needs of citizens and businesses.
In each community, the Ministry estab-
lished a cross-ministry work team
(CMWT) to plan the various activities nec-
essary to enhance client-centred service
delivery.

On completion of the planning phase,
the Ministry wished to select a consultant
to work with the CMWT in each of eleven
communities to co-ordinate the implemen-
The Ministry wished to
automate the vendor solicitation, assess-

tation process.

ment and selection processes to simplify the
process for both the vendors and the pro-
gram managers, yet meet all government
requirements. Proposals were to be solicit-
ed by means of a single RFP issued on BC
Bid, the British Columbia governments
web based system for publicising and solic-
iting service delivery opportunities.

Approach and methodology

The Ministry chose ProGrid® decision
support methodology to assist in the solici-
tation, evaluation and selection of vendor
proposals. ProGrid® is an automated deci-
sion support methodology that relies on
carefully designed and explicic perform-
ance/evaluation criteria, a unique proposal
format and a rigorous and disciplined
approach. It also has a comprehensive ven-
dor reporting function.

Vendor Performance Criteria

Once the general engagement require-
ments were identified, the ministry identi-
fied three overarching criteria that vendors
would be asked to address in their propos-
als:

1. The relevance of their proposal to the

Ministry’s stated requirements;

2. Qualifications of the vendor; and
3.The vendors proposed approach and
methodology.

For each of these three overarching crite-
ria, explicit performance criteria were iden-
tified to further define the particular
requirements. For example, the qualifica-
tions of the vendor were expressed in terms
of four performance criteria - formal educa-
tion, work experience, specific skills (as
specified by the CMWTs) and experience
in working in smaller communities.'

The resulting Performance Criteria
Matrix is shown in Figure 1.

The RFP

The RFP contained two parts. The first
part contained the engagement description,
legal requirements and an example of a
standard contract. The second part was a
form which, when completed, became the
vendor’s proposal. This part also contained
detailed completion instructions to the ven-
dors.

The methodology required each vendor
to respond to each of the eleven criteria in
the matrix, in a standardised format, in two
ways. The first response was a short, writ-
ten piece that addressed one of the specific
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performance criterion in the matrix above.
The response was typed into a text box in
the proposal form with a specified word
limitation. For example, in response to
Ciriterion 1, the vendor was asked to write
200 words or less on his/her understanding
of the vision and purpose of the program.

For the second part, the vendors were
asked to “self assess” their response to each
criterion by indicating in a “Language Lad-
der™ the statement that most closely
reflected their response. For example, for
Performance Criterion 1, “Understanding
of the vision and purpose of this program”,
the following Language Ladder was includ-
ed in the RFP form. ProGrid uses this “self
assessment” process not only to report feed-
back to the vendors on the merits of their
proposals, but also to allow a vendor to
consider fully the quality of their response
before submitting it.?

Figure 1 — Vendor Performance Criteria

Relevance to
Requirements

1. Understanding of the
vision and purpose of
this program

2. Understanding of the
background situation leading
up to the issues addressed by
the engagement

3. Understanding of the needs
and objectives of the program

4. Understanding of the
project’s expected outcomes,
results and deliverables

Qualifications of
the Vendor

5. Formal education
qualifications

6. Directly related working
experience

7. Specific experience
aﬁd skills P

8. Experience of working in
smaller communities

Proposed Approach
and Methodology

9. Approach to the
implementation process

10. Project management

11. Communications plan
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purpose of the program
purpose of the program

purpose of the program

eyond what would normally be expected

Figure 2 - Example of a Language Ladder Statement
Criterion 1 - Understanding of the Vision and Purpose of this Program

This vendor’s response shows a limited understanding of the vision and
This vendor’s response shows a good understanding of the vision and
This vendor’s response shows an excellent understanding of the vision and

This vendor’s response shows an excellent understanding of the vision and
Eurpose of the program and, in addition, the vendor has provided insight

D

An example of a “Language Ladder” is
depicted in Figure 2 above. Note that the
responses are in English, and explicit. Point
scores are not used.

The vendors assessed their own responses
by circling one of the four letters A to D.
The highest “normal” expected ranking was
a C. However, if a vendor realistically felt

that his/her response warranted extra con-
sideration, a D could be indicated. For the
reviewer to agree, this would have to be
properly substantiated in the preceding text
box. Vendors were advised that a low rank-
ing for an individual criterion should not
be considered an indicator of failure, as
only the combined rankings would be
taken into account.

The vendors repeated the process for
each of the eleven performance criteria.
The proposals could thus be judged on the
basis of four measurements for each of the
eleven performance criteria, a total of 44
measurements in all.

The format gives vendors no opportuni-
ty to stray outside the explicit RFP require-

- ments, no superfluous material needs to be
ProGrid” Reviewer Assessment Form K ) .
submitted, the proposals were written in

Ministry of

Management Services exactly the same order and format, and

there were no detail-laden appendices. The

Proposal No: | : .. .
Project Titie: [Gross Ministry Work Team Co-ordinatom proposal writing process was simple and
Project Descrip ;i ’ W By e o CoR ces S ey Prles RS effective, and extra marks could not be
Reviewer Name: 1

awarded for information that was not

ment lettar rating for each of the comesponding performance criteria. Please enter only the

1 complating

> In the shaded box of the Assessment Column, enter your assessi explicitly requested by the Ministry.

jetters (A, B, C or D).
hYuumayalsoaddashnrl(15-20mrd)oommentunaachpefﬂ:mnoecaﬂsriainmeshadodwmnmmonmefarﬂghmfeachrm.

> The Language Ladder™ stataments for each performance criteria can be viewed by moving your cursor over the "A - D box In the appropriate fow. PI'OPOSH.I Review
> The "R r's E ion™ boxes ane celt: thus, if you want to insert a carnage return in your comments, use "AfVEnter”. if only

"Enter” is pressed, the cursor will move out of the comments cell. .

> Please da nat change any of the proposal information in the boxes above these instructions, Initial Assessment

> This form aliows vou In tab batween cells that need to be filled. You may want to chack your spailing as the MS "Spell-Check” feature does not work on this
form.

> Comments should be constructive and substantive. Please be brisf and to the point with your comments.

Four evaluators, each of whom first
received training in the review and evalua-

> Thank You for using this form, your S0 N imporiel s he Procl 160 duab tion process, evaluated each of the 32 pro-

|Performance Facto Assessment $els | Short(10-15 words) comments on rationale for your sssessments: posals received. The format of each propos-

|Performance Factors
o S - .

S Wl [=5 al was identical. ProGrlds sta'ndard single

o the SOP _ page Proposal Review Form (Figure 3) was
2- Understanding of background situation || A-D |

leading up 1o ssues sddressed by SDP used at the computer screen to assess the
3 - Understanding of project's B3 A-D i

eeds and abjecties ~ proposals. For each proposal, the reviewer
> Phmicinguinon et D A-D read the response to a performance criterion

S atons of she S B [5s inserted by the vendor and marked it A to D

_ in the scoring box provided. The reviewer

5 - Directly relsted working experence A-D h d i h f
then typed in a short comment if necessary;

7 - Specific experience and skilts B typ . X Ys
for example, when a reviewer’s assessment

i ities I A-D . .

e e i varied substantially from that of the vendor

el @ [ae) or a justification statement was required to

1D=Finiact g emant = support a D rating.

11- Gommunclations plan [ [ae Each proposal took some 20 to 25 min-
utes to assess and capture the assessment
data, rather less than with the traditional
proposal review process. No re-review was

In refation to the performance criteria, please give your overall comments on the merits of this proposal for acceptance (100-150 words): | necessary and there was no need to refer to
wordy proposal appendices, since all the

requested information was contained in the
eleven text boxes. Importantly, using this
approach, the reviewers were not obliged to
read and consider information superfluous

Figure 3 - Proposal Assessment and Input Form to the explicit requirements.
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Analysis of Reviewer's Ratings:
The following table provides the statement set selections made by the Reviewers.

Performance Factor

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Reviewer 1 Cc Cc B Cc D B D c c B B

Reviewer 2 B B c B D B D (o] (5 B B

Reviewer 3 B B B A D B D o (3 B B

Reviewer 4 B A A A D B D c D B c
Reviewer Ave. | 42% | 34% | 34% | 27% | 100% | 33% | 100% | 67% | 76% | 33% | 42%

The flags below are based on the standard deviation of the reviewers' ratings and whether all perfarmance factors were assessed

Standard Deviation
Flag

*

E T R

*

* *

*

*

* * * ‘ * ‘

The Flags below are hased on the Reviewers not assessing one or mare performance factars

Reviswer Scnrel ‘

Reviewers Standard Deviation Flags:
T Yariation is unusually high

*

A high level of consensus am

ang Reviewers

Missing Score (E) Cautions:
One of rare of the Reviewers did not record
Wariation is hevond what would normally be desired and should be discussed further. a rating for this performance factor.

Wariation is within normal expectations and would not usually require any further attention
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Figure 4 - Proposal Evaluation Report

The reviewers’ assessments were processed
by the ProGrid software and a Proposal
Ranking List was prepared showing the pro-
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Community: Parksville

posals ranked 1 to 32 in order of the review- Proposal Evaluation Report (Figure 4) that
ers’ combined qualitative assessments. For ~ summarised the individual reviewer assess-

each proposal, the software also produced a ~ ments and comments. This latter report
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also highlighted the differences between the
individual reviewer assessments, which
enabled subsequent discussion to focus
immediately on areas of reviewer variance.

The Reviewer Meeting

The evaluation team met to discuss the
results. The comparative qualitative assess-
ment listing immediately focussed reviewer
discussion on those of the 32 proposals
ranked most highly and those nearest to the
cut-off line. Discussion took place on the
individual proposal assessments using the
Proposal Evaluation Reports that were pro-
jected on the screen in the meeting room.

The top part of Figure 4 shows where
reviewer rankings for individual perform-
ance criteria varied and facilitated discus-
sion on the rankings. Discussion was
focussed mainly on the proposals ranked
near the cut-off line, from about the sev-
enth to fifteenth positions (eleven were to
be chosen).
reviewer rankings were changed in the

In a small number of cases,

meeting on the basis of the discussion. The
effects of the changes were projected imme-
diately on the screen at the meeting.

Chart 1 of Figure 4 shows how the
reviewers ranked a single proposal. It shows
the ranking of each reviewer, the reviewer
average, and the vendor’s ranking. In this
case, the vendor’s ranking exceeded those of
the reviewers. In Chart 2, this proposal is
compared with all the other proposals on a
grid. It shows that this proposal ranked
overall in the middle of the pack. Chart 3
compares the reviewer and self-assessment
rankings for each of the eleven performance
criteria. This chart shows how the review-
ers saw the vendor’s proposal in respect of
each criterion, and how their view com-
pared with the vendor’s self-assessment.

By the end of a short meeting, the
reviewers had selected the eleven most
highly ranked vendor proposals and
assigned them to the communities where
the work was required. The review team
then checked the references of the success-
ful vendors and contracts were put in
place. Had the references not turned out
satisfactorily, the next highest ranked ven-
dors from the list would have been substi-
tuted.

Evaluating the Price
In effect, this methodology asks three

questions:

1. Does this vendor meet the buyer’s explic-
it qualitative requirements?

2.Which of the qualified vendors best
meets the buyer’s requirements?

3.How does the cost of qualified vendors
compare with one another?

Obviously, vendor price is an important
consideration. But if a vendor cannot
explicitly meet the ministry’s qualitative
requirements, cost is not an issue since a
contract should not be awarded to the ven-
dor at any price. The costs of the vendors
that demonstrably failed to meet the Min-
istry’s explicit qualitative requirements were
not considered.

Vendor Reporting
After the selection decision was made,

each vendor, successful or not, received a
Vendor Assessment Report containing
charts which indicated how their proposal
was assessed by the reviewers. The charts in
the report (similar to those in Figure 4)
indicated where their proposal was ranked
by comparison with the total population of
proposals submitted, how their self assess-
ment compared with the reviewers’ assess-
ments; and the reviewers written com-
ments.

The importance of the self-assessment
comparison is that the vendors are always
striving to match their clients’ requirements
and are entitled to know where they have
done so. The Vendor Report function indi-
cates the extent to which they were success-
ful in doing so in respect of each of the
eleven performance criteria specified by the
Ministry. This provides the vendors with
valuable performance information that they
might take into account in subsequent pro-
posals.

Process Evaluation

Proposal Reviewers
The proposal reviewers indicated that:

* The performance criteria outlined in the
RFP could be tuned precisely to the Min-
istry’s explicit requirements. As a result,
the vendors’ proposals were better
focussed on the Ministry’s specific needs.

* The use of an explicit language based
assessment instead of a point scoring
methodology removed several inherent
sources of potential reviewer disagree-
ment.

* The standardised proposal format pro-

vided more relevant information, in a
more easily reviewable package, than the
traditional proposal format typically
favoured by government.

* It took less time to evaluate the propos-
als. The review process was less demand-
ing, yet at the same time rigorous, disci-
plined and objective.

* The process resulted in clear and well
documented qualitative differentiations
between the vendor proposals.

* The rigour of the process enabled a high
degree of confidence in the selection
decisions.

ProGrid dealt particularly well with the
“qualitative” selection criteria, which are
especially important in the assessment of
services proposals, and typically give pro-
posal reviewers the most headaches. The
Vendor Assessment Reports eliminated the
time-consuming complaints, appeals and
de-briefings. In fact, none were received.

One of the Ministry proposal reviewers
wrote - “We have now used this decision sup-
port approach for our entire request for pro-
posal process on two occasions. The selection
criteria are clear, the vendors focus on provid-
ing the specific information we need, and
evaluating the proposals is easy and efficient.
Not having to wade through pages of some-
times irrelevant vendor material is a bonus for
any program manager. ProGrid provided a
variety of informative reports, a streamlined
process, is cost effective and produces great
results.”

And another - "This new process greatly
Jacilitates the most sensitive and challenging
component of services procurement, selecting
the winners on the basis of the intangible
information contained in the vendor propos-
als.”

Vendors

A vendor survey was conducted using the
SurveyMonkey web-based survey process
(www.surveymonkey.com).  Despite not
being exposed to the ProGrid methodology
before, the vendors were pleased with the
new process and criticism was minimal.
Most of the consultants who participated
indicated that the Ministry’s requirements
were clear, the proposal writing format
process was quick and easy and the reports
they received afterwards were useful. None
were discouraged by the new process and
most believed that methodology should
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result in better vendor selection decisions.

Comparative Procurement Costs

It is difficult to compare the comparative
costs of a procurement process since min-
istries do not normally maintain internal
project time and cost records on their pro-
curement activities. However, it is known
that the administrative costs of procure-
ment can be very substantial, even if they
remain hidden, and that senior (and expen-
sive) management staff are usually involved.

The major savings in this case were a
reduction in the hours dedicated to the pro-
posal review process by four senior staff
members.

Summary and Conclusions

The effectiveness of the ProGrid method-
ology in a small but relatively complex pro-
curement situation was clearly demonstrat-
ed though this pilot. The Ministry success-
fully completed a complex and sensitive
procurement process for the engagement of
eleven consultants in eleven different com-
munities with a single RFP and evaluation
process. It also succeeded in awarding the
contracts almost exclusively on the basis of

the vendors’ ability to meet the Ministry’s
explicit qualitative requirements, rather than
price. Price was appropriately taken into
account only after the qualitative require-
ments were propetly addressed.

The differences between the traditional
process and the ProGrid process included a
unique and standardised RFP design, based
on explicit performance criteria, which was
easy for vendors to complete and for
reviewers to review. It also demonstrated
that the important qualitative characteris-
tics (understanding, skills, knowledge,
experience, etc.) of a vendor proposal can
be assessed easily, rigorously and objectively
by using ProGrid’s Language Ladder
approach.

As proposal reviews and appeals have to
be undertaken by relatively senior govern-
ment staff, the more proposals received, the
more ProGrid results in staff time and cost
savings. This represents a potentially sig-
nificant benefit to the program manager.

The innovative vendor selection process
provides many qualitative benefits which
traditional procurement methodologies do
not provide, including:

* A more disciplined, objective, effective

and efficient procurement process;

* A more rigorous means of selecting the
successful vendors, with less demands on
the proposal reviewers and program
managers;

* A fully defensible and auditable result in
which government can have exceptional
confidence; and

* Increased accountability to the vendors
through the simple proposal format and
the vendor reporting process.

Further, it leaves program managers and
vendors more time to get on with their

jobs. B
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the evaluators’ assessments. The difference in the
assessments provides the basis for the Vendor
Assessment Report which compares the vendor’s
self-assessment with that of the proposal evaluation
team. This tells the vendor why the proposal was
accepted or not and usually eliminates the time-
consuming and potentially expensive vendor
debriefing process.
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