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Data management is an increasingly important focus areas for environmental, 
health and safety, and sustainability (EHS&S) leaders today. The right metrics 
can help identify audit priorities, serve as an early indicator for safety issues 
and demonstrate tangible results from sustainability investments.

Doing so, however, requires a robust set of software tools that reflect a 
company’s specific business needs. For the buyer approaching the market, the 
options might seem overwhelming. How do you even begin to sort and filter 
what you can have, let alone what it is that you actually need?

This NAEM report is intended to help you answer that question.

Drawing from interviews with your peers, advice from experts and NAEM’s 
deep expertise in EHS data management, we’ve mapped out the three core 
components that can serve as the backbone for your software selection 
strategy. We’ve also distilled these insights into easy-to-follow infographics 
that provide mini case studies, example decision matrices and background 
explanations to help you navigate your selection process.

Whether you’re a first-time buyer or seeking to add to your company’s suite of 
software tools, we hope this report provides you with a road map to make your 
selection a success.

Sincerely,

Carol Singer Neuvelt
Executive Director
NAEM

About NAEM
The National Association for Environmental Management (NAEM) empowers corporate leaders 
to advance environmental stewardship, create safe and healthy workplaces and promote global 
sustainability. As the largest professional community for EHS and sustainability decision-makers, 
we provide peer-led educational conferences, benchmarking research and an active network for 
sharing solutions to today’s corporate EHS and sustainability management challenges. Visit NAEM 
online at www.naem.org.
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As badly as your company many need a new data management system, 
the software you choose will only be as successful as your users think 
it is. How well you communicate this value to your stakeholders can be 
the difference between a system that drives decision-making, and one 
that languishes before perishing under the weight of user rejection. In 
this section we’ll review some key strategies to drive user engagement, 
even before you even issue an RFP.

If satisfaction is a reflection of how well your organization’s goals 
are met by the system you select, then clearly articulating your 
requirements is a critical step. Doing so may require more of an iterative 
process than a linear one to fully reflect the needs of all stakeholders.

Now that your company has decided to find a new commercial software 
solution, you may be tempted to start by doing online searches of 
the leading software providers or setting up benchmarking calls with 
your NAEM peers. Those who have been through this process before, 
however, advise that you start your selection process with a solid plan.
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EHS&S Software Buyers Guide
This report, which includes data from 165 in-house EHS and sustainability leaders, 
addresses common questions from a peer perspective, including: business objectives 
for software purchase, the desired software capabilities, peer spending and expected 
maintenance costs. The detailed analysis also incorporates the perspective of past 
purchasers to provide shoppers with a comparison between their expectations and the 
experiences of those who have recently gone through the process.

Download Free Report: www.naem.org/?survey_2015_ehsmis

EHS&S Software and Data Management Conference
Since 2001, NAEM's EHS and Sustainability Software and Data Management Conference 
has been the premier software event designed to meet the needs of corporate EHS and 
sustainability leaders. NAEM's conference is the best opportunity to meet with the leading 
solution providers at the same place and to hear from fellow users who utilize these 
systems on a daily basis.

For More Information: www.ehsmis.naem.org/

Software Ratings Project
Whether you are a first-time purchaser, replacing a system, or integrating a new product 
with an existing system, there is a good chance that you will benefit from utilizing 
customer ratings to inform your decision. These software vendor ratings (launching in 
January 2017) will assist you in making a decision based on user feedback as well as help 
you to benchmark your software experiences with peers.

Rate Your Software Now: www.naem.org/page/survey_2016_swrating

Overview of NAEM’s Software and Data Management 
Offerings

NAEM provides valuable resources for corporate EHS and sustainability leaders and IT professionals 
who are responsible for selecting, implementing and maintaining software systems, and who are looking 
to better manage and report their data. 

MARCH 15-16  |  TAMPA, FL

National Association for Environmental Management
Copyright © NAEM. All RIghts Reserved.
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Business Drivers: The opportunities, business problems 
or situations that drive the need for a new software 
solution.

Business Objectives: The business problem the 
company hopes to solve, or the goal the company hopes 
to accomplish with the support of the software system.

Capabilities: A synonym for functionality; a term to 
describe what the software can do.  

Commercial Software System: A software system 
developed by a third-party software vendor (versus one 
developed using internal resources).

Configuration: The process of adapting a selected 
software system to a company’s internal workflows, 
compliance processes and organizational structure. 

Customization: The process of changing or introducing 
new source code of a selected software system to create 
new functionality for the specific needs of a client. 

Enterprise-Wide System: A system that is implemented 
across the entirety of a business’s operations. 

Environmental Health and Safety and Sustainability 
(EHS&S): The business function within a company that 
manages regulatory compliance for environmental, 
health and safety risks, as well as programs such as 
energy management, external reporting and water 
reduction. 

EMIS: Environmental Management Information System; 
another term for software system or data management 
system. 

The following list of terms reflects common vocabulary for the EHS and sustainability software market. 

Flexibility: A term that may be used to refer to a 
system’s ability to adapt to a company over time, 
including changes in regulatory requirements, work 
flows and governance structure.

Functionality: A term that is synonymous with 
capability. This refers to the individual features the 
software system offers (e.g. dashboards, regulatory 
update trackers, user permission settings, graphing 
options)

Internally Built System: A data management system 
that is built without using external resources or 
assistance. 

Module: A component of a commercial software system 
that increases functionality in a specific area, such as air 
permitting, external CSR reporting or ergonomics.

Requirements: An articulation of the company’s 
strategy to meet its business needs or objectives.

SaaS: A term that refers to either Software-as-a-Service 
or a software system that is licensed to different 
companies but lives on the Cloud and continues to 
evolve through automatic updates.

Users: Those who will receive a login to the system and 
will use it to either input data or analyze its findings.

Stakeholders: The group of users and decision-makers 
whose perspectives should be incorporated into the 
information-gathering or selection process.  

Workflows: A term that refers to the maps of how data 
is initiated within a company and how the data travels 
through it. 

Glossary of Terms
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For some companies, the decision to adopt a new environmental, health, safety and sustainability (EHS&S) software 
system comes in the wake of a costly compliance incident. For others, it is a way to do more with less. For others still, 
a data management system is a way to embed EHS culture deeper into business operations, to keep up with emerging 
regulations across global enterprises, or to facilitate business continuity.

Regardless of the initial drivers, selecting a new system to manage your EHS data is a big commitment. By the time you 
find the budget, gather stakeholder input, prioritize your needs, sell the value internally, negotiate the details with the 
vendor and adapt the system to your company, it becomes clear that it will not be the type of relationship that you can 
just swap out quickly if you don’t like the results. As one expert reflected: “You’re not just buying software. You’re also 
buying a partner.”

Ensuring a successful selection, therefore, has long-term consequences for your business. While software ‘satisfaction’ is 
a multivariate concept, it is generally a reflection of how well the company’s expectations align with the reality of what 
the software actually delivers.  

According to those who specialize in this area, the best outcomes come from the best managed processes, which begin 
with setting the right expectations. “Satisfaction has more to do with the company than it has to do with the software,” 
one expert said. “Of course there are going to be better vendors to work with than others, but I think that some of the 
things that are key to a good implementation are necessary regardless of what software vendor you’re working with.”

Ideally, these expectations should be focused on your company’s goals for the project, which experts say should be 
framed in business terms: “If you really want to make these projects successful, think about the value you’re going to get 
out of the system in the beginning.” Those companies that are better at articulating the company’s goals and keeping the 
process focused on those objectives, therefore, may be better poised to achieve a solution that meets their needs.

Introduction

Business Objectives for New Software System: Buyers 
Figure 1
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The good news is whether you’re switching from spreadsheets or have an existing commercial system in place, you 
can start preparing your organization for a successful selection before you even begin to look at new software. This 
white paper is compiled from in-depth interviews with in-house corporate EHS&S leaders, expert EMIS implementation 
consultants and software companies. It will give you the tools you need to carefully map out your selection strategy, 
provide ample time for your organization to work through the process, establish appropriate success criteria and 
actively manage expectations along the way.
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The Three Components 
of a Strong Selection 
Strategy
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Get leadership support
The first part of your planning process should be to seek support from your leadership. Before you even start talking 
about a budget, you need to gain buy-in both for the purpose of the project and for the kind of visibility it will need 
from your leadership to become a priority for others in your organization. Do you have the staff resources you’ll need 
to form a stakeholder committee? Will your leadership help advance cultural adoption? You’ll also want to ensure 
that you are empowered to make the necessary decisions in this process or decide who will be the arbiter when 
stakeholders disagree about the objectives. 

It is also important that you manage expectations upfront about the enormity of the project your company will 
undertake. Adopting a software system is a long-term commitment to information management that will inform 
decision-making and require staff resources to maintain. It will not, however, supplant strong EHS culture, audit 
programs or appropriate staffing. It is also not a one-time cost or an easy-to-change strategy. Before you broach 
the subject with your leadership team, take the time to fully understand what your company is getting into, and 
think through your own goals for the project. Clearly communicating these ideas at the outset of the software 
implementation can help your leadership understand how best to contribute to this new management approach.

A successful selection begins with a well-managed selection process.

Now that your company has decided to find a new commercial software solution, you may be tempted 
to start doing online searches of the leading software providers or setting up benchmarking calls with 
your NAEM peers. Those who have been through this process before, however, advise that you start your 
selection process by formulating a solid plan.

Strategy and Planning
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Define the business case
Whether you already have the money in the budget or not, communicating the value of your EMIS will be an ongoing 
sales effort with stakeholders at all levels, over the life of the implementation. Spending the time to define the 
business case upfront will give you the focus you’ll need to articulate and prioritize requirements, and ensure those 
requirements are met. “The number one thing I’ve seen in this space,” one expert said, “is if you really want to make 
these projects successful, think about the value you’re going to get out of the system in the beginning.”

In this context, ‘business value’ could entail benefits such as: reducing internal IT maintenance costs, improving 
productivity, identifying risks, prioritizing resources, streamlining work flows, saving time on regulatory tracking or 
improving communications. You might want to spend the time calculating the hidden costs of your existing system, 
which might be putting a drag on productivity. 

Another way to calculate the business value might be in terms of the cost of major incidents, or the value of risk 
avoidance. 

The business value may also be specific to a particular requirement of the system, such as media management related 
to air or water. “This may be a high priority for an oil and gas company because there’s a lot of risk there,” one expert 
explained. “There’s a lot of opportunity to save money there but that may be less of a priority for a consumer products 
and retail company.” 

Reducing internal 
IT maintenance 
costs

Improving 
productivity

Identifying           
risks

Prioritizing 
resources

Streamlining 
work flows

Saving time on 
regulatory tracking Improving 

communications

Reducing 
Risks/Fines

Ensuring Business 
Continuity

Examples of How to Frame Business Value
Figure 2

Strategy and Planning
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The better you are at framing the business value, the easier it will be to define your requirements, too. “[Someone 
might] say, ‘Well we need to have a system that tracks air quality data down to the minute, because that’s something 
that I really want to have in a system,’ [but] you can go back to the business value and say, ‘Well, we haven’t had a 
fine on our three-minute emissions limit because it’s controlled by an operational system already. What’s the business 
value in that? Maybe that’s not needed.’”

Budget accordingly
Coming up with a realistic budget for your project depends on a number of factors, which will largely depend on the 
number of users who need to have access, the scope of the implementation and the number of customizations you 
request from your software vendor.

As we’ll discuss later in the paper, it is sometimes difficult to get meaningful benchmarking data on budget, because 
each company’s needs are so specific. This is made even more difficult by the fact that implementations often run over 
budget when changes are made to the system that go beyond the initial, budgeted scope. 

Number of 
languages

Number 
of users

Scope of the 
implementation

Number of 
modules

Size of your 
company

Reducing risks/
fines

Support required 
for implementation 

and training

Extent of the 
customization

Factors that
Could Affect 

Your Software
Budget

Figure 3

Strategy and Planning
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Thus stated, NAEM’s 2015 benchmark offers a few ways to see how much software purchasers actually spent on 
their systems. The good news is that many companies actually spent less than they had initially budgeted, for both 
enterprise-wide systems as well as those targeted to specific needs [Figure 4 and 5].

Planned Purchase Budget: Past Purchasers 
Figure 4

 N= 25th Percentile 50th Percentile 75th Percentile 100th Percentile Average

Enterprise-wide 23 $55,000 $200,000 $450,000 $3,000,000 $437,000

Issue-specific 16  $93,750  $150,000  $400,000  $2,000,000  $391,938

Actual Amount Spent: Past Purchasers  
Figure 5

 N= 25th Percentile 50th Percentile 75th Percentile 100th Percentile Average

Enterprise-wide 23 $36,500 $140,000 $420,000 $2,000,000 $358,696

Issue-specific 16  $86,250  $182,500  $288,750  $1,500,000  $320,000

Looking at this by revenue, past purchasers also spent less than they initialy expected to across the three revenue 
levels we analyzed based on the 2015 data.

Average Budget by Revenue: 
Past Purchasers

Figure 6

 Company Revenue N= Average

$250 Million – $1 Billion USD 7 $333,714

$1 Billion – $10 Billion USD 20  $304,250

More than $10 Billion USD 15 $671,000

Average Spent by Revenue: 
Past Purchasers

Figure 7

 Company Revenue N= Average

$250 Million – $1 Billion USD 8 $256,875

$1 Billion – $10 Billion USD 20  $310,000

More than $10 Billion USD 16 $524,875

Strategy and Planning
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Maintenance costs are another important aspect that you should ensure your budget reflects. At some companies, the 
leadership might be fully willing to spend the money for the upfront investment, but might not be prepared for the 
ongoing licensing fees or the internal resources that will be required to maintain the system over the long-term.

According to NAEM’s 2015 research, more than half of past software purchasers spend less than $50,000 per year on 
maintenance costs.
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6% 

13% 

11% 

10% 

22% 

14% 

 More than $100,000 USD 

 $50,001 – $100,000 USD 

 $20,001 - $50,000 USD 

 Less than $20,000 USD 

Actual Annual Maintenance Cost: Past Purchasers 

Enterprise-Wide  

Issue-Specific  

Actual Annual Maintenance Cost: Past Purchasers
Figure 8

N=63

Among that same group of companies, most estimated that system maintenance requires about 2.5 FTE’s. This 
will likely come in the form of IT support, whose participation will likely be more central to the implementation of a 
system at smaller companies (those with $1 billion in revenue or less), according to one participating implementation 
expert.

Full-time Equivalents for System Maintenance: Past Purchasers 
Figure 9

N=79

= 2.5

While it may sound encouraging to hear that you wind up spending less than you thought you would, you may want to 
build in a cushion to cover any miscommunications or unanticipated issues. Also, if you find that your scope becomes 
difficult to contain, consider how you can break the project into smaller pieces that you can build out (and budget for) 
over time.

Strategy and Planning
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“We knew that we could not do it all at once,” one EHS&S leader reflected. “The project would just be way too big, and 
we were never going to get that much money approved to do it all at one time, so we had to break it down into more 
manageable bits.”

If this is the case, your company may be well-served to consider the budget you may have for future projects and 
incorporate that into your vendor selection process.

Map your workflows
Another step that can (and ideally should) take place before you start identifying requirements is to map the 
workflows you want the software system to reflect. In this context, a workflow is a documentation of how knowledge 
is transferred within your organization. As one expert explained: workflow is “‘Where is our data coming from? Who 
needs to see it? What elements are there? Who is providing it? Are there contractors outside providing it? How is that 
getting into our system today? How would we like to improve upon that and make it more streamlined? It’s a business 
process.”

Going through this exercise is necessary before you can implement a system, and it will drive more clarity to your 
requirements if you have this conversation upfront. “Software is only as good as your business processes,” one expert 
said. “You must have well-defined processes and then choose software to support them. Software can help you 
improve the process, but it’s no substitute.”

You can get started by identifying the workflows that are well-documented and meeting with your team to discuss the 
core processes that should be included in a new system. You might be surprised to learn that while your team thinks 
you have a single process for a given activity, each person’s idea of that workflow is slightly different.

It is also important to consider whether it is in the interest of your business to standardize your workflows or to allow 
for variation, which might make sense across business units and different geographies. “In a business, people do 
things differently,” one EHS leader said. “Is there a benefit to standardizing some of that? Maybe. Possibly. Maybe 
that’s not possible. But those are discussions you need to have regardless of what software you’re using. The business 
process is key.” This was the case in the example of a company whose North American workforce is the start of the 
workflow for all of its applications in North America, but whose European offices will initiate the workflow from the 
top down. 

According to another EHS leader, on the other hand, standardization simplifies the implementation process and the 
usability of the data. “That’s the biggest challenge and the biggest learning we had," the leader said. “Go back and 
make sure that you can solidify your process as best you can. It may not be perfect, but you can’t do it 50 different 
ways right off the bat.”

Whether you would like to use your system to streamline processes or respond to the various ways that your 
organization shares information, it’s best to have a clear of understanding of how it will need to respond, and to build 
that into your list of requirements.

Strategy and Planning
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Identify administrators and define user types
After you’ve identified the key links in your internal information chain, you will then be able to define the different 
types of users who will have access to your system, and who will serve as system administrators.

This step will require you to think about how many users you will, how often they will use the system, as well as who 
will be accountable for validating the data. As you think this through, refer to your work flow to identify the types of 
information that will require communication and the level of urgency you will assign to each. 

“There are some people who will need to use the software very frequently. It’s going to be part of their daily job; they’ll 
probably have it open on their computer during the day, every day,” one expert explained. “There are other users who 
will very infrequently needs to access the software because maybe when an incident occurs that they need to report 
it, or when they need to conduct an inspection.”

You might also want to recognize the ‘shadow users’ in your organization, or those who will be accessing the system, 
whether or not they are EHS professionals. In some companies, for example, the administrative assistant to the EHS 
director is called upon to access the data and run reports. Since these employees can sometimes be overlooked, take 
the time to consider whether you need to include their perspectives in stakeholder dialogues or whether they will need 
targeted training during the implementation.

Example of How to Identify User Types 
Figure 10

User Type
How they will use the 

system
Frequency of Use Permissions Training They Will Need

Data 

Administrators

Shadow Users

Strategy and Planning

Establish an appropriate timeline
How many people have ever said they wish they'd had less time to plan? When it comes to adopting a software 
system, this is surely never the case, as NAEM found in its survey of those who had gone through the software 
selection process. According to NAEM’s 2015 Software Buyers Guide Report, 72 percent of those who had completed a 
selection needed up to a full year to do so; 16 percent took 13-18 months for the selection and an additional 13 percent 
took 19 months or more for the selection. As one EHS&S leader cautioned: “Be prepared to spend much more time 
than you ever thought it would need.”
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31% 41% 16% 3% 10%

0-6 months 7-12 months 13-18 months 19-24 months 24 months +

Actual Selection Timeline: Past Purchasers  
Figure 12

N=95

Indeed, after learning more about how other companies approached the selection and implementation process, one 
attendee at NAEM's 2016 Software & Data Management Conference re-evaluated her entire timeline. “It’s really given 
me pause for how I move forward,” she said. “It helped me realize that I needed to stop, recognize the pace of this is 
not going to be as quick as maybe I thought it would be to make a selection. There are a lot of factors involved that I 
did not realize existed.”

“All in all, we expect to double the time we thought this would take.”
 
The implementation and roll out process is also likely to take longer than you may initially hope. At one company 
that recently went through the process, the team had planned to spend eight months for implementation, with one 
month dedicated to roll out. In retrospect, it didn’t leave the company with enough time for training and change 
management. The project leader said. “We should have planned six months for roll-out,” she said.

Understanding how software systems work and who the implementation will affect is part of laying the groundwork 
for the project, experts said. Some companies “think it’s just push-button or there’s little configuration needed. They 
think they can set it up and they’re ready to dive in,” one expert warned. “From an expectations side, that’s something 
that needs to be set upfront.”

One way to avoid overloading your internal customers is to plan a phased roll-out. This would involve introducing new 
modules on a rolling basis, thereby spreading the training program over the course of many months and giving your 
team time to troubleshoot problems as they arise. It also provides time for you to acculturate your organization to the 
change, which is a task that may go far beyond teaching them how the new software works. 

Expected Selection Timeline: Buyers 
Figure 11

38% 35% 18% 3% 6%

0-6 months 7-12 months 13-18 months 19-24 months 24 months +

N=34

Strategy and Planning



18Copyright © NAEM. All Rights Reserved.

Strategy and 

Planning

Stakeholder

Input

System

Reviews

RPF and 

Contract 

Negotiations

Configuration Implementation Roll Out

Timeline for Software Adoption  
Figure 13

Plan for communications, implementation and training as part of the selection process
Later in this paper, we will discuss specific strategies to optimize your communications program, but even before you 
start drafting training presentations, you should consider what a successful roll-out will require. 

If your team does not have the capacity to manage an implementation on its own, you might want to ask whether the 
vendors offer that service, and whether it is included in the standard contract. If not, you might want to consider hiring 
a dedicated implementation firm with the expertise to support the new system.

Similarly, you’ll want to understand how much training you’re willing (or able) to provide to your users, and include 
those criteria into your decision-making during the selection process. If your chosen system requires a lot of user 
training, for example, but your company does not have the time or budget to provide that education, you may be 
better served by seeking a different solution. According to one EHS&S leader whose company achieved its goals for its 
software system: “A significant amount of time was spent on planning the roll-out of the software to the organization, 
which helped facilitate a smooth roll-out.”

Research
Once you’ve taken the time to map out your own internal goals, it may be time for you to start conducting market 
research to get a landscape view of the category. This is a great time for you to attend a users conference to get a feel 
for the space, talk to your network to learn about their experiences and benchmark with others in your industry. 
In particular, industry may likely be a key driver of potential ‘fit,’ one expert noted, since most software systems were 
originally developed to meet specific needs. “The industry is going to be the number one [driver for fit]. Depending 
on what sector you’re in, that sort of defines what are your regulatory priorities or how are you going to define that 
business value? How does that line up with where that software company came from? And that usually is one of the 
defining characteristics of how a company fits with a software vendor,” he said.

While origin is becoming less relevant over time as some software companies are evolving to meet the needs of 
different types of clients, it is worth learning more about the key strengths of the respective software companies and 
which solutions your industry peers are using. 

Strategy and Planning
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Historically, most EHS&S software systems were developed to meet the needs of four purposes:

1. Sustainability or CSR reporting: Those were usually out of Europe and may have advanced 
offerings in GRI reporting.

2. Products driven by U.S. Regulations: Developed to meet Title V management for refineries, 
extractives, chemical refining and combustion, these systems may have more robust compliance 
management offerings.

3. Companies that grew out of quality: Originally 
developed to either manage Food and Drug 
Administration quality requirements for drug 
companies, these systems may be more 
focused on supporting the quality space.

4. Companies that grew up managing 
EHS: These systems are more 
focused on incident management 
and occupational health and 
industrial hygiene.

In the case of one company that recently went through the selection process, finding a system that offered a robust 
discharge monitoring and reporting module was essential for any proposed solution. “That was our big lift,” the project 
leader recalled. “A lot of [software vendors] were very strong in air, but air is okay for us. It’s not a big deal, generally 
speaking.”

It is also important for you to spend time to understand the financial health (and expected longevity) of the companies 
that might be best suited to your industry. What happens if the company you select stops supporting the product you 
choose, or goes out of business altogether? These are all risks you’ll need to understand before you put together your 
short list, and they may be things you’ll want to ask about during the RFP process.

Strategy and Planning

Genesis of the EHS&S Software Industry
Figure 14
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Establish clear expectations for your vendor regarding the project management
A final aspect to your initial planning may be to decide how you want to manage the relationship with your software 
vendor. As with any collaboration, communication will be key, so you’ll want to think about how much and how often 
you want to connect to your selected vendor.

According to one expert, weekly status meetings are a strategy that have worked well in her experience. “I’ve had 
people say, ‘Do we really need to meet once a week?’ Yes we do. Even if it’s just to say, ‘This is what we’ve completed, 
this is what we were expecting to complete this week.’” Having an ongoing dialogue about progress helps alleviate 
surprises and allows project leaders to manage stakeholder expectations if the project misses a key milestone.

Careful communication also extends to change requests, which is a process that should be clearly defined upfront.  
Since modifications to the agreed-to scope of work will likely incur additional costs and potential delays, it’s important 
to document these requests and evaluate the impacts before proceeding. As one expert explained:

“What I’ve seen happen a lot of times is that the client will say, ‘We want to do this,’ and the vendor will say, ‘Oh, 
okay, we can put that in.’ But there’s no real change process, so there’s no way to track that and hold the vendor 
accountable for that. And making sure that you fit it into your schedule and change your schedule accordingly.’

As you map out your selection process, then, spend a few minutes thinking about how you’ll handle changes as they 
arise and who will decide how to respond to unanticipated needs.

Strategy and Planning
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Assembling your team
There are as a number of different strategies for structuring your selection process, but one thing is clear: You are 
going to need the support of a team to find a solution that reflects your company’s business goals and internal culture. 

Indeed, stakeholder input is a key part of the decision-making process, according to those who have been through a 
selection. “They’re going to be the ones using it in the most, and you want to make sure that you meet their needs,” 
one EHS&S leader said.

In addition to helping you identify priorities, experts say that stakeholder engagement in the selection paves the way 
for change management later on. “Those who are really heavily involved, get them involved right away. Get their 
opinions, get their feedback. Make sure that you communicate with them all throughout the process because they are 
going to be impacted the most.”

Deciding who should be on your team is a question of how you define your stakeholders, what role you expect them 
to play and how much time they have to dedicate to the process. It is also worth involving those informal leaders who 
may be influential among their peers. 

If satisfaction is a reflection of how well your organization’s goals are met by the system you select, 
then clearly articulating your requirements is a critical step. Doing so may require more of an iterative 
process than a linear one to fully reflect the needs of all stakeholders.

The best way to get what you want is to know what it is

Defining the Requirements
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“A stakeholder is not just someone who’s going to be a heavy user or influencer off the system,” one implementation 
expert cautioned. “It is also a person who could derail the change management process.”

Gathering input
Once you’ve recruited your selection team, the next step is to identify your company’s requirements for any potential 
solution.

Experts recommend that this conversation begin with a strategic discussion about your business needs, or the biggest 
challenges your organization faces in managing its EHS&S programs. “[You can start by describing]; ‘We see that we 
struggle with this area,’” one expert explained. “Once you have a description of your business challenges, you can 
begin to prioritize that list in order of importance or urgency.” 

From that description of the business problem, you can then start to identify the strategy you want to pursue to 
address that challenge. That strategy is a requirement.  

Criteria for Recruiting a Software Selection Committee
Figure 15

Subject Matter Expertise:
Do they have knowledge of your 
company’s main risk areas that 
need a system to manage?

Past Project Management 
Experience

Enough Time to Dedicate 
to the Project

Level of Interest or 
Commitment to the 
Project

Influence Among Users/
Peers

Function with the Company: 
Mix of IT and EHS?

Defining the Requirements
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In explaining the distinction between a need and a requirement, one expert said: “A need would be…identifying a gap 
in the current business process or an opportunity within the business to improve. A requirement is: ‘This is what we’re 
going to do to fill this gap or to capitalize on this opportunity.'” 

Snapshot of Two Committee-based
Selection Processes

Figure 16

COMPANY

A
COMPANY

B

Committee Members: 
Plant managers and 
EHS personnel, with 
representation from each 
facility

Timeline: 3 
months for 
committee 
recruitment, 
weekly meetings 
every other week

Process: First, looked 
at potential systems. 
Next, brainstormed 
full list of potential 
requirements. Then, 
rank ordered the needs 
in terms of priority. 
Finally, went back and 
re-reviewed potential 
options against the final 
list of requirements.

Process: Initial meeting to discuss 
existing EMIS and all of the things 
they would like to change. Next, the 
project leader and his team sort 
those ideas based on goals and 
feasibility. Then, they presented the 
edited list to the broader group. After 
the project leader identified systems 
with the desired capabilities, software 
vendors did live demonstrations of 
the systems for the group. Finally, 
everyone on the team voted on the 
system they liked best.

Timeline: 
Initial two-
day meeting, 
followed by 
two shorter 
meetings three 
weeks apart

Committee 
Members: 
10-12 
stakeholders

Defining the Requirements
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Another participant who specializes in software implementation offered the following example to explain the 
difference between a need and a requirement: 
 
“The business driver or the opportunity might be: “'Our operations are constrained by our TOX permit whereas 
currently we have to reduce our oil extraction because we’re hitting a limit on our flare.' That’s the business driver. 
There’s no requirement there; it’s just saying, this is something that’s happening our operations that’s reducing our 
ability to produce our product. The requirement might be the software needs to be able to track daily limits for air 
emissions reporting and notify users when you reach 80 percent of the limit.”

Prioritizing Requirements and Framing Success
Once your team has identified its needs and developed an initial list of requirements, it is time to sort and prioritize 
those requirements.

One expert recommends that you start by revisiting the business case for the overall project. Ask yourself: What does 
success look like? What value are we expecting this software system to bring to our business? Through that lens, this 
expert noted, the conversation about prioritizing requirements has less to do with personal preferences and more to 
do with return on investment.

“You can say, ‘Well, we need to have a system that tracks down the minute level air quality data because that’s 
something that I really want to have in the system’ and you go back to the business value and you say, ‘Well, we’ve 
never had a fine on our three-minute emissions limit because it’s controlled by an operational system already. Where’s 
the business value in that?...Maybe that’s not needed.’ ..You’re doing cost-benefit analysis the whole time…You can get 
a system that’s cutting edge, but that’s going to cost you a lot more than something that’s going to meet your needs 
and generate 90 percent of the business value but for a lot less cost.”

Having a framework to do cost-benefit analysis upfront is something that’s critical for the project and for the 
requirements analysis.

Once you have a clear set of requirements, one expert recommends that you ask these software companies on your 
list to prove they can meet those requirements before you ask them to submit a formal proposal. “Do not waste time 
on vendors that cannot meet your requirements.” 

Refining and Articulating Requirements in an RFP 
Equipped with your holistic analysis, a dedicated budget, buy-in from your leadership, and a prioritized list of 
requirements, you are now ready to go forward and seek proposals from those who can meet your needs.

To ensure the proposals you receive address your core needs, a detailed list of requirements, the scope of your 
implementation, the number of users you expect to have and your proposed timeline for implementation. Also, if you 
will require any customizations, integrations with historic data (or data migrations), or added security features, this is 
the time to mention them. 

Defining the Requirements
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Configuration vs. Customization

Every software system you purchase “out 
of the box” will require configuration to 
reflect your company’s unique work flows, 
desired features and internal visual branding. 
Depending on the number of languages you 
operate in, you might want your system to be 
translated into those languages, or provide 
regulatory updates in those languages. All 
those are configurations. 

A customization, on the other hand, is any 
request that requires (or results in) a change 
to the source code of the standard software 
program you license (or purchase). This 
process might be necessary to accommodate 
an added security feature, or a unique 
organizational structure that affects how 
information flows through your company. 
Any time you ask for a software vendor to 
create something new that they don’t already 
have, you are requesting a customization. 
And customizations tend to take more time 
and cost more money than the standard 
product. “[When you ask, ‘Can the system be 
customized?’ The answer is always ‘yes.’ You 
really need to probe deeper…how fast? Extra 
cost?” one EHS&S leader warned.

If you have a long-term strategy for your data management system that this phase does not cover, it is best to share 
that in the RFP, so that you can choose a long-term partner who will offer you the flexibility to evolve your program. 
“Sometimes the vendor might say, ‘Alright, if you want to do this in the future, we really need to know that in advance 
because that might impact the way something is configured initially,'” one software expert explained.

What’s the 
difference 
between a 
customization 
and a 
configuration?
Figure 17

Defining the Requirements
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Example Matrix for Decision-Making
Figure 18

Software Vendor
Meets established 

requirements
Fit with IT infrastructure Fit with internal culture

Functionality we like 
(e.g. dashboards, multi-
language capabilities)

Company A

Company B

Company C

Demos and chemistry check
After you’ve narrowed down your vendor list to the finalists, it is time for live demonstrations. Some experts suggest 
that you invite your entire stakeholder team to attend the demonstration. Getting a variety of perspectives could help 
you better understand what the user experience will be.

During the demonstration phase, be sure to seek transparency from the vendors you are considering. While the 
sales team may be tasked with closing the deal, you need to ensure that what you have been promised is something 
configuration and implementation team can deliver.

“I think you need to get the technical people, the implementers into the room when you’re having discussions about 
what they’re offering are versus what your requirements are,” one EHS&S leaders said. “Dig deeper to make sure that 
what is being suggested can be implemented in good time for not too much money.”

Another step you might consider is a chemistry check with the company itself. You can do so by requesting a tour of 
their offices, or, as previously suggested, meeting with that team ahead of time to discuss your project and to get a feel 
for what your working relationship would be like. “You’re rarely going to have a software implementation that’s not 
going to have some bumps in the road,” one expert said. “But if the vendor is upfront and communicative that, ‘Look, 
this is what we’ve run into, this is how long we think it’s going to take to get through that’ [the easier it will be to 
manage through that issue].” Meeting the people you are hiring to manage your project day-to-day, therefore, is a key 
component of building a strong working business relationship in the long-term. 

Making a decision
When it comes to making the final decision, this is another key opportunity for stakeholder input. You might use 
stakeholder feedback to shape your decision, or you might provide your committee members with full authority to 
vote on the final outcome. Yet another approach is to have your committee rate each system you are considering 
against key criteria such as fit with requirements, ease of use and chemistry with the team. (In Figure 18 we have 
provided an example of a decision-making matrix.) However you choose to approach the final decision, one EHS&S 
leader suggests that you take this opportunity to vigorously discuss your options before coming to a final solution: 

“I would rather fight with other individuals on a different position before we implement it than after we implement 
it,” he said. “The selection is where you want to have all of your fights because once it’s implemented, you don’t want 
people to not use it; you don’t want people to constantly complain about it…my recommendation is to have the fight.”

Defining the Requirements
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Change management
The key to convincing users to readily adopt the new system, experts say, is in framing the business value in personal 
terms.

“People care the most about any change that will impact them directly,” one expert observed. “The best way for you 
to communicate with me is to tell me how implementing that new software is going to make my life easier. If it’s a 
change from an old software system, it’s also worth saying: ‘Here’s what this new software system is going to do 
differently—for you.’”

As badly as your company many need a new data management system, the software you choose will 
only be as successful as your users think it is. How well you communicate this value to your stakeholders 
can be the difference between a system that drives decision-making, and one that languishes before 
perishing under the weight of user rejection. In this section we’ll review some key strategies to drive user 
engagement, even before you even issue an RFP.

When it comes to communications, early and often is best

Communications and Change Management
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If users are not convincingly persuaded to support the change, she added, you could be sowing the seeds of active 
dissent. “When people are frustrated they will voice that frustration. And you have to nip it in the bud because it will 
spread…That’s why it’s so important to target your communication efforts really early on to be proactive about the 
change so that even before things have been defined, even before the solution has been designed, people understand 
that a change is coming.”

Taking into account the level of resistance that certain segments of your internal audience might have to the change 
can also help you more effectively target your communications. Those who are unengaged or are less impacted by the 
software system, for example, may not need as much communication as administrators or those who will be most 
impacted by the change. And as another implementation expert notes, those two segments, are not always the same.
  
“You might have an EHS Director who relies very heavily on their administrative assistant to be able to run reports and 
pull data for them, so even though that admin has very little knowledge about the industry or how to do data analytics, 
they need to have their hand held a little bit more to be able to get the results out of the system,” she said.

Training 
Segmenting your audience according to use level, experience and impact of the change will also give you a guide for 
how to design an appropriate training program.

Training according to level of use and to education style is more effective than a one-size-fits-all model, according to 
one implementation expert. 

“Every individual person has unique needs, unique understandings, unique expectations, so the old idea where we 
thought everyone was the same and we could just train everyone in one room and everyone would walk out with the 
same level of knowledge, that’s no longer applicable,” she said. “There’s more of an understanding now that we need 
to treat locations, demographics and just people as unique entities who need to be taught in very specific ways.” 

For those who prefer to learn by doing, a classroom training with practical exercises might be the best approach. For 
those who prefer flexible options, online or web-based trainings could be a way to make the training fit their needs. 
Another training strategy might be to train a corps of key users or influencers and assign them the responsibility of 
training their teams.
 
In the following figure, we provide a number of key questions you can consider to develop a segmented training 
program.

Communications and Change Management
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Impact: 
Who are those who 
are most likely to be 
impacted by the change 
in the system?

Frequency: 
What is the employee’s 
level of use? (Frequent? 
Infrequent?)

Experience level: 
What is the employee’s 
level of familiarity with 
software? What is the 
employee’s level of 
experience with EMIS 
software?

Learning Style: 
How does the employee 
best learn? In a classroom 
environment? Reading 
a manual? Watching a 
webinar?

How to Segment Employees for Training
Figure 19

Where does the employee 
sit in the company? Is the 
employee working in 
operations at a plant? Is 
the employee a non-EHS 
administrative professional 
supporting an executive?

Role within the 
Organization: 

Never stop selling
Even if you succeed in preparing your organization for the change and implementing a strong training program, there 
will always be resistance in the face of change or, as one expert put it: “You’re never going to have a system that 
completely satisfies every stakeholder in the room.”

One strategy she found particularly effective is in identifying those who are most resistant to change and engaging 
them in the process, whether as a member of the selection committee, as a training leader, or as a change ambassador 
to their peers.

Communications and Change Management
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Five Tips to Keep Your Selection Process on Track
Figure 20

1
Bring the Right Stakeholders to the Table

2
Clearly Articulate Your Needs

3
Avoid Scope-creep

4
Manage Expectations

5
Build Communications into Every Aspect, 
at Each Stage

Additionally, remaining committed to your system’s success does not mean that you should ignore the criticism and 
input from your stakeholders. Rather, be prepared for criticism and have a process for addressing it, whether this 
means regular user meetings to address questions and grievances, or a formal complaint management process that 
you share with your software partner on a regular basis. In fact, EHS&S leaders said that you should be prepared to 
constantly fine-tune and make changes to your system to help it better meet the needs of your users.

Another strategy is to continue to sell the value of your system over the long-term. “It’s almost as much of a sales 
process internally as it was for the vendor to get you as a client,” one expert noted. “It’s continual engagement.” This 
might mean regular updates on a quarterly or annual basis that demonstrate how standardizing data or processes 
have driven a reduction in lost time incidents or helped improve productivity. Understanding that your users' long-
term satisfaction will be the key to your own success will keep you focused on meeting their needs, whether or not 
they’re initially satisfied with the change. 

This attitude aligns with the notion that adopting a software system is a journey without a clear finish line, as one 
expert reminded: “These are living, breathing systems, so your project is never done.”

Communications and Change Management
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