
The Request for Proposal 
(RFP) Process Explained
An RFP is used to inform potential vendors of a buyer’s specific requirements and expectations for 
a product or service. When companies take the time to create a detailed and accurate RFP, it can be a 
powerful tool to help select the most appropriate solution.
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A request for proposal (RFP) is a method that many companies use to solicit bids or proposals for a service or project. 
The RFP process is tightly structured and intends to provide unbiased, competitive proposals that make it easier for buyers 
to compare responses between different vendors or suppliers so that they can make informed choices. Some publicly 
funded or government-based organizations are required to use a standardized RFP process in an effort to make the 
bidding process fair.

The RFP’s Purpose
The RFP is used to inform potential vendors of a buyer’s specific requirements and expectations for a product or service. 
When companies take the time to create a detailed and accurate RFP, it can be a powerful tool to help select the most 
appropriate solution. Depending on the company’s policy, RFPs may be made available on public websites so that any 
vendor that feels qualified can respond, or the RFP may be delivered to those prospects that have been vetted.

Once the need for a product or service (such as an IT system) is determined, a company can begin the RFP process to 
let vendors know that it (the buyer) is interested in a proposal for a solution to fit its specific requirements. Through 
the RFP process, vendors or suppliers describe their solutions and how those solutions match up to the buyer’s  
requirements. The buyer can then use the RFP responses to evaluate and compare different vendor solutions and 
select the one that best fits its needs and budget. 

RFPs are specifically useful when there are several  
solutions available that may fit the buyer’s needs, and  
the buyer is seeking the “best fit” solution. The RFP  
process can be the starting point of a long-term  
business relationship. In many cases, RFP terms and  
responses are included as part of the final contract,  
and vendors are held accountable for their “promises”  
in the RFP response.

Evening the Playing Field
The structure of the RFP process requires participating vendors/suppliers to be subject to the same rules and privy 
to the same information, meaning the RFP allows responders to compete on a fair playing field. By having standard 
requirements and questions, the RFP responses are easier to compare.

Getting Started
The RFP clarifies expectations and schedules, creating a starting point for the future business relationship. Buyers can 
avoid the problem of missing critical requirements in an RFP by completing a thorough needs assessment that is used 
to create a comprehensive, well-thought-out RFP. Once buyers define an area where they desire a new software or 
service and confirm administrative support, they proceed through the following steps:
 1. Define what problems the solution needs to solve.
 2. Identify potential vendor candidates.
 3. Create a budget and timeline for the project.
 4. Determine and assign personnel who can support the project.
 5. Develop a detailed list of requirements to include in the RFP.
 6. Agree upon evaluation and selection criteria.

RFPs are specifically useful when 
there are several solutions available 
that may fit the buyer’s needs, and  
the buyer is seeking the “best fit” 
solution.



The Request for Proposal (RFP) Process Explained

www.orchardsoft.com4
© Orchard Software 2019

Request for Information (RFI)
Taking a step back, sometime prior to the RFP, prospective buyers may choose to send out a request for information 
(RFI) to determine which vendors may be suitable for the RFP process. The RFI is a less formal document that requests 
to learn more about the offerings of various vendors’ products and solutions. Buyers can use the RFI response to 
determine if the solution is a prospective fit for their needs and to select a pool of potential vendors/suppliers to receive 
the formal RFP. 

An RFI will ask basic questions about a company’s history, stability, future plans, product capabilities, etc. Unlike 
the RFP, an RFI does not inquire about pricing. Orchard Software offers an online RFI that those interested in more 
product information can complete to specify if they would like an information packet, a product demonstration,  
or a sales call.

An RFI may be fitting if there is a vendor that the buyer is unfamiliar with, or when there are several different ways to  
meet the buyer’s requirements. However, an RFI is not necessary if the buyer already has enough information  
about the prospective vendors to proceed with the RFP process. 

What Is Included in an RFP?
The RFP should include all the instructions that vendors need  
to complete the RFP, as well as detailed questions the buyer  
needs answers for in order to compare vendors’ products  
and make an educated selection. As part of a complete RFP, 
specific contact information should be shared regarding whom  
to contact on either side for clarification. The table below  
outlines some common areas that may be included in an RFP.

 Example Introductory RFP Sections (completed by buyer)

  Introduction
  Includes general RFP conditions or rules,  
timeline, and instructions for submission.

  The introductory section should include a project overview and a summary 
of the problem the buyer intends to solve. Buyers should allow vendors a 
minimum of four to six weeks to respond to allow adequate time to prepare 
a complete response. 

 The following dates should be included:
• Date of RFP issue
• Due date for intent to respond notification
• Due date for vendor questions 
• Date answers to vendor questions will be posted
• Due date for RFP response 
• Date of final vendor selection

 Facility Profile
  Information about the buyer’s organization.

  Buyers should provide accurate information about their organizations so the 
vendor can target the appropriate products and prepare an accurate price 
quote. This includes demographics, practice, IT information, etc.

Orchard Software offers an  
online RFP on its website: 
https://www.orchardsoft.com/ 
request-for-proposal.html
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 Current Environment   Buyers should provide detailed information about the current IT architecture 
to provide prospective vendors with the most information possible to complete 
a thorough response.  
 
Provide information such as:
•  Scope of work (e.g., What type of testing does your laboratory perform? 

What is your volume? What are your pain points? What is the end goal you 
hope to achieve with the new system?)

• Current laboratory information system (LIS) in use
•  Will any current data need to be migrated to the new system? If so, what 

type of data? How much data?
• Current and future analyzers to be interfaced
•  Current third-party information systems (e.g., EMR, Reference Lab, LIS, 

etc.) to which the proposed system will need to interface
•  Testing disciplines supported (e.g., core lab, hematology, microbiology, 

anatomic pathology, point-of-care testing, etc.)
• How many users currently access the system?
• How many physical locations will need to access the LIS?

 Selection Criteria/Process   Include a summation of the prioritization of criteria that defines how the 
selection will be made.

 Example RFP Response Sections (completed by prospective vendors)

 Corporate Vendor Profile    This section requests company history, team organization, references, and 
the vendor’s financial overview or statement. It may include multiple pricing 
options, a risk analysis, projected milestones, and short- and long-term 
business plans. The vendor profile may help you determine how well you 
will be able to work cooperatively with each vendor under consideration. 

 Technical Environment   This section requests the vendor’s technical details associated with the 
proposed solution, including how the system will interact with the buyer’s 
existing network architecture (e.g., hardware, software, networking,  
interfaces, etc.).

  System Implementation &  
Technical Support

This section requests detailed information about the vendor’s implementation 
plan, training, and ongoing technical support.

  Specifications/Functional Questions   This section is typically the longest section and may be subdivided by 
groups or specialties. It includes detailed questions selected by the buyer 
that represent its needed system functionality. It should allow the vendor 
to explain how its system can meet the buyer’s requirements and show 
where there are gaps.

Proposed Solution Details & Cost 
Proposal

  The RFP response should include a detailed summary of all aspects of the 
proposed solution (hardware, software, interfaces, training, implementation, 
support, etc.) along with the cost of each item.
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In addition, it may be of value to include an open-ended question, such as, “What attributes make your company an 
ideal partner for our organization?” This calls for a subjective response that may lend insight into the vendor’s values 
and priorities.1

Be Thorough, but Build in Room for Flexibility (A Word of Caution)
Some believe that the RFP process is somewhat dated and can be so onerous as to bog down the decision, rather 
than facilitate it. In some cases, a buyer’s RFP may be lacking or incomplete due to the rigidity of the RFP process, 
where everything is expected to be defined right from the start. In reality, it is nearly impossible for the buyer to 
know all the requirements ahead of time. More likely, the buyer will learn more about its needs during the process, 
particularly in the implementation phase, as it gains a greater understanding of what the product can do versus the 
systems it used to have.2 The rigidity of the traditional RFP process does not easily handle this need for flexibility and 
can, in some cases, be the cause of project stumbles.2 In light of this concern, having a clause in the RFP that outlines 
how additional requirements can be added is a good plan. 

Starting with a comprehensive needs assessment that translates into an accurate RFP can help alleviate  
misunderstandings; however, proper documentation of how disagreements should be resolved is also necessary 
to avoid disputes that can lead to litigation. Though it is sagacious to include protective clauses in the RFP, buyers 
should strive for a balance where the RFP does not become so onerous that the bidder struggles to complete a proper 
response. When an RFP includes rigid rules, the flexibility of both parties is limited.3 Logic lies with finding a balance 
between RFP language that protects you, yet still leaves room for discussion and negotiation. With no disrespect to 
the formality of the RFP process, having candid discussions and meetings with the vendors can help define some of the 
requirements that a buyer may miss. After all, you are looking for a partnership with some level of trust involved.  

Evaluating RFP Responses
Prior to sending out RFPs, each buyer should establish its own criteria for evaluation and selection and set rules for 
disqualification. For example, some buyers place a higher value on cost while others may place a higher value on 
functionality. The RFP team can develop a Vendor/Supplier Evaluation and Assessment Form that includes a ranking 
of the value of each RFP category and each functional response, which yields overall scores that help compare  
vendors. The table below lists some items that buyers may choose to include on their evaluation scorecards.

 Example Items to Include on Vendor Evaluation Forms
 May include: For example:

 Needs assessment weights Mandatory, critical, nice to have, etc.

 Explanation of points assignment 10 = Can fully meet or exceeds this requirement.

  Percentages assigned to each of the evaluation criteria  Functionality is 40% of total.

Explanation to scorers about any calculations involved   Weighted total scores from each responder’s sheet for each 
category (row) are averaged.
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Post-RFP Activities
Once the RFP is delivered and responses are collected, buyers can begin to determine which vendor offers the “best 
fit” solution. Having agreed ahead of time on the evaluation criteria, the RFP team can use that criteria to review the 
responses and grade them accordingly. Vendors that do not meet minimum requirements can quickly be eliminated. 
Buyers should notify eliminated RFP responders and offer an explanation as to why they were not selected. This is  
important in case the winning proposal needs to be justified for any reason. In fact, RFP responses and evaluation 
forms should be saved for a minimum of six months in case the need arises to explain why a vendor was eliminated, 
or in case a vendor contests its loss of the project months later.4

Buyers should attempt to whittle the shortlist down to two or three vendors. Once the list is narrowed to those  
companies that are a potential fit, buyers should contact referencess and schedule live demonstrations and/or site 
visits. Assuming the RFP process helps the buyer find the top contenders, references, system demonstrations, and 
site visits help the buyer garner the information necessary to make a final decision.

With the amassed cumulative information and the evaluation criteria, the last step is to select a winner. Once the  
RFP team decides the winning vendor, the companies can develop and sign contractual proposals, and then begin  
the project.

Bottom Line: Do You Need an RFP?
Do you need an RFP? That is up to you and the rules at your facility. At some companies, the RFP process is mandatory. 
At others, it is a method to help systematically gather enough information from vendors to make a good decision,  
attempting to remove any bias. The RFP is meant to be a communication tool that helps clarify project/system requirements 
and allows buyers to make well-informed decisions about which product or system is the best fit. Buyers can use the 
final RFP as part of the contract or statement of work and refer to it in the case of questions during implementation. 
Although developing an RFP and an evaluation plan can be resource-intensive, for many businesses, the resulting 
information is well worth the effort, especially when a significant amount of capital investment is under consideration 
for a project or system.

If you are considering an LIS, Orchard Software offers sample RFPs specific to LISs. You can download them and  
edit them to represent your specific laboratory’s requirements.

Notes
 1. Tayntor CB. Successful Packaged Software Implementation. Boca Raton, FL: Taylor & Francis Group; 2006.

 2.  Doig C. 12 ways to fix the traditional but broken software RFP selection process. CIO. https://www.cio.com/article/2929015/
enterprise-software/12-reasons-why-the-traditional-software-rfp-process-is-broken-and-how-to-fix-them.html. Published  
June 1, 2015. Accessed February 28, 2019.

 3.  Grierson S. RFPs – A binding process or not? Lexology. https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=7df86021-93f3-4f72-
a718-05433b963170. Published December 17, 2012. Accessed February 28, 2019.

 4.  Porter-Roth B. Introduction to writing RFPs. In Request for Proposal: A Guide to Effective RFP Development. 1st ed. Boston,  
MA: Addison-Wesley; 2001:1-36.  
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A “Must Read” for Laboratorians & Healthcare Leaders 
As part of our ongoing efforts to support the laboratory community, we offer a white paper series 

chock-full of the latest lab-related information you need to stay successful. If you are interested in 
learning about the laboratory’s role in the changing healthcare environment, download  

our informative white papers at www.orchardsoft.com/whitepapers. 

Point-of-Care Testing, Population 

Health, & Patient Engagement

How the Laboratory’s Role in POCT Oversight Impacts 

Patient Engagement

Our shifting healthcare environment improves when we encourage patients to make decisions that improve 

their health and help them have a greater understanding of their chronic diseases and conditions. Population 

health management (PHM) programs benefi t from initiatives that improve patient engagement. Point-of-care 

testing (POCT) comes into the picture as a tool that can improve patient satisfaction, understanding, and 

engagement. Laboratory professional oversight of POCT can enhance POCT quality and thereby its ability to 

positively impact patient engagement and outcomes. 

Kim Futrell

11/1/2018

Meaningful Medical Analytics: 
Driven by Laboratory Data Integration 

Are You Asking the Right Questions of Your Lab Data?

The changes taking place in healthcare offer great opportunities for the lab. The lab sits on 
the hub of clinical data that feeds diagnostic decision-making—information that will change 
the way we deliver and pay for care. Orchard Software wants to empower pathologists and 
laboratory leaders to see the value of the information they are processing and to become  
active participants in analytics that advance the value of lab information, improve patient 
care, and save healthcare dollars.

Kim Futrell, MT(ASCP)
June 2015

Laboratory Point-of-Care Testing: 
A Future Outlook 

POCT Progression & the Importance of Connectivity

Point-of-care technologies are quickly becoming part of the transformation of the  

healthcare landscape. In the right situations, when implemented properly and thoughtfully, 

Point-of-Care-Testing (POCT) can have a positive impact on operational efficiency and patient 

care. Additionally, having POCT test results captured in the EHR will allow for quicker diagnosis 

and treatment, automated billing, and inclusion of POCT data in valuable medical analytics.

Kim Futrell, MT(ASCP)

June 2015

Laboratory Information System UsabilityListening to End-user Input & Understanding Lab Workfl ow to Enhance System Usability

Particularly in healthcare, it is important to design information systems that are user-friendly and that enhance, 

rather than interrupt, workfl ow. While competitors have low usability scores for both EHRs and laboratory 

information systems (LISs), Orchard Software engages in actively listening to customers and “learning the 

lab,” which is why Orchard® Harvest™ stands out among competitors in a peer-reviewed, non-biased usability 

study. Harvest’s high level of usability improves workfl ow for laboratory professionals, supporting the lab’s 

vital contribution to patient care.

Kim Futrell
1/28/2019

Orchard® Trellis™ as a Bridge Between 

FFS & Value-based Reimbursements

 
Orchard® Trellis™ supports automated POCT billing and helps close care gaps using CPT II Codes,  

making the solution valuable for fee-for-service (FFS) reimbursement models and for value-based or  

performance-based contracts.

Kim Futrell

October 2018

Tulare County Public Health Lab’s Lean Journey 
Lean tools combined with Orchard’s laboratory information solutions 
add value and reduce waste
Tulare County Public Health Laboratory (TCPHL) received an exciting grant, administered 
through the Association of Public Health Laboratories (APHL), to implement Lean practices 
that improve laboratory efficiency. As part of its Lean toolkit, it selected Orchard Software’s 
laboratory information solutions to help streamline its processes, eliminate waste, and add 
value to its customers. Combining Lean concepts with a strong IT solution has achieved  
measurable improvements in quality and cost savings at TCPHL.

Kim Futrell, MT(ASCP)May 2015

Extending the Laboratory’s Reach to Meet Healthcare’s New Paradigm  

Increase your lab’s contribution and learn how to position your lab for success through collaborative interaction with finance, IT, and key decision makers.

The U.S. is quickly transitioning to value-based healthcare. To stay relevant, the laboratory must  

redefine its priorities and its strategy. To do this successfully, the lab’s reach will need to extend  

beyond the walls of the lab, and its tasks must include more than transmitting results into the EHR. 

The purpose of this white paper is to help laboratorians learn important financial and IT concepts 

that will boost interaction with those departments to facilitate collaborative projects that improve 

patient care and reduce the overall cost of healthcare.  
Kim Futrell
October 2016

Point-of-Care Testing: 
The Great Boom Ahead 
 

Today’s Healthcare Requires POCT with Comprehensive  
Data Management & Integration Solutions

The value-focused environment of today’s healthcare is increasing demand for POCT. And not just 
POCT, but rapid, accurate, and integrated POCT results. Improvements in patient outcomes and 
satisfaction can be realized when laboratory results are made available in real-time at the patients’ 
point of care. Yet, POCT tends to be siloed and often is not managed by the lab. To meet the evolving 
needs of healthcare, laboratories need to actively manage POCT. To do so effectively, lab managers 
who oversee POCT can benefit from a data management and connectivity solution that integrates 
POCT results into the patient’s chart and eases the challenges of POCT management.

Kim Futrell
March 2019

Population Health Management 

How can the laboratory contribute?

With changes in economic incentives, quality metrics, and performance drivers in healthcare,  population health management (PHM) is quickly becoming a critical competency for healthcare  organizations. Because a large portion of the data necessary for PHM efforts comes from the  laboratory, there are specific opportunities where the laboratory can demonstrate its value by  supporting shifting reimbursement models and PHM initiatives. 
Kim Futrell
November 2017

Focus on Laboratory Stewardship
The Laboratory’s Evolving  Value Proposition

Myriad changes within the U.S. healthcare system are pressuring laboratory professionals to  

update their thinking, focusing on a broader scope of laboratory stewardship and becoming  

cognizant of the value of the laboratory’s contribution in addition to quality lab result reporting.  

Laboratories are encouraged to find specific new ways to contribute in a value-based,  

patient-centered healthcare system, thereby broadening their impact, proving their worth  

within their organization, and ensuring stability and sustainability. 

Kim Futrell
March 2018

Total Cost of Ownership for a Laboratory Information System 
Make Informed IT Investments by Understanding Total Cost 
of Ownership (TCO) for the Lifetime of  Your  Laboratory Information System (LIS)

In today’s evolving healthcare market, it is important to make sagacious and fully informed 

investments. Even if you know the up-front costs of an LIS or other IT system, you do not always 

see the full picture of what the product will cost with continued use. Calculating TCO helps you 

think through costs that are not as transparent as the initial purchase price, providing a more 

complete picture that can help you make an informed decision about the LIS that best � ts your 

budget and your laboratory. 
Kim Futrell
January 2017

A Personal Journey:  Understanding the Value  of Medical Analytics  

Dr. Thomas Novicki shares his newfound appreciation for medical  
analytics as well as results of successful pilot analytics projects at 
Marshfield Clinic Laboratory.

Dr. Thomas Novicki, PhD, DABMM, shares his journey in learning to appreciate the value and power 

of medical analytics. In addition, he outlines the details of building a medical analytics program, and 

highlights results of successful medical analytics pilot projects at Marshfield Clinic Laboratory. This 

white paper is based on Dr. Novicki’s presentation given at the 2016 Orchard Software User Group & 

Symposium and teachings of Dr. Bradley Brimhall at the Orchard School of Medical Analytics.

Kim Futrell
January 2017

Molecular Informatics:  

Shaping Change in the Lab 

As the potential of molecular testing is realized, what new role 

will laboratorians take as stewards of laboratory data? 

 
Molecular diagnostics is revolutionizing healthcare by paving the way for tailored treatments at the  

individual level—personalized medicine. Remarkable advances have been made in the science of molecular 

testing, while information systems and reimbursement models struggle to keep up. In order to reap the 

full benefits that molecular testing has to offer, these systems will need to advance alongside the molecular 

methodology enhancements. Concurrently, the future role of the laboratorian shifts away from specimen 

handling to data processing and interpretive guidance. To realize the full benefit of molecular testing 

and promote maximum lab value, laboratory professionals must actively educate healthcare colleagues 

about the importance of molecular and genetic testing. In the future, as molecular testing becomes  

integrated into routine patient care, the laboratorian’s role will grow to include analyzing molecular data 

and improving result interpretation. 

 
Kim Futrell, MT(ASCP)

June 2016


