Guidelines for Developing Clear Requirements and Specifications

1. From Planning to Procurement: Needs, Requirements and Specifications

· The planning process identifies needs and capabilities of an organization; these two dimensions form the rationale for purchasing new systems.

· Needs are translated into business requirements, i.e., “what we want”.

· Specifications describe exactly how the system, will fulfill the requirement.


Example:

2. The Importance of Good Requirements

· Identifying business requirements forms the foundation for selecting or designing the technical solution.

· Requirements provide a checklist and a set of standards to use when evaluating solutions.

· Scenario-based demonstrations

· Site visits

· Reference checks

· On-line demonstrations

3. Guidelines for Good Requirements

Requirements should be categorized as:

· Essential/Core – implies that the system will not be acceptable unless the requirement is provided.

· Beneficial/Desirable – implies that the requirement would enhance the system but, if absent, would not make it unacceptable.

· Optional – implies that the requirement may or may not be worthwhile, depending on the cost/benefit analysis.

4. Characteristics of Good Requirements

· Prioritized – the requirements are usually prioritized according to their importance to the solution, i.e.,
· High (essential/core)
· Medium (beneficial/desirable)
· Low (optional)
· Unambiguous – the requirements can be interpreted only one way.

· Avoid statements like: “The system is easy to use” or “The system automatically” does something.

· Verifiable – meeting the requirement can be verified through testing of the system or configuration.  A test can be creates to prove the correct functioning and implementation of each requirement.

· Requirements provide the basis for system acceptance testing and the development of test objectives and scripts.

· Organized, Traceable and Uniquely Identified – the origin and author of each requirement is clear.  Each requirement is individually numbered according to a scheme that identifies the functional component it relates to.

· Example:

PR01, PR02 = Patient Registration Requirements

LR01, LR02 = Laboratory Results Requirements

· Requirements for each module or functional area should be developed and owned by a manager in that area (not by IT staff).

· Consistent – the requirement, or subset of requirements, does not conflict with other requirements.

· When several owners develop requirements, its important to have someone to check for conflicts and inconsistencies.

· Correct in Scope – the requirement represents something required of the solution to be built or configured.

· Example:

“All patients must sign a Notification of Privacy Policies form.”

vs.

“The system will enable tracking of patients who have not signed the Notification of Privacy Policies form.”

· Design Independent – the requirements are focused on “what” not “how”.  This is the basic difference between requirements and specifications.

· Allows software experts (i.e., the vendors) to design solutions based on the capabilities of their product that are supportable over time.

· Concise and Complete – everything the system is supposed to do is captured in the requirements.

· All things being equal, shorter is better.

· Understandable by All – the requirements are written in a way that allows them to be understood by all stakeholders in the project.

· Avoid using jargon or terminology that is foreign to certain groups of users and can be intimidating, especially when end users will be assisting in system verification and acceptance testing.

· Standards-Based – the requirements and subsequent specifications should take into account industry standards and protocols for interoperability wherever applicable.

· HL-7, LOINC, HIPAA, etc.

5. The Importance of Clear Specifications

Developing functional specifications before the contract is signed can unearth potential “show Stoppers”, help manage expectations, provide a verifiable basis for system testing and provide a solid measure of risk management.

· Requirements and specifications overlap in some ways, however, functional specifications should describe in detail how the requirement will be satisfied.

· For all core requirements, functional specifications should be developed during the Best and Final process and attached to the contract.

· Vendor’s account manager or implementation manager and the “owner” of each set of requirements should work to develop the functional specifications (not the sales people).

· This process is iterative and time-consuming but critical to a strong contract in the following ways:

· Builds relationships and provides as indication of the depth of vendor’s resources

· Helps functional owners, “super users”, and managers visualize using the system and identifies the reengineering that will be required.

· Helps to balance the complexity/flexibility trade-off of many applications.

· For custom-developed features, reports or interfaces, a screen mock-up or other working prototype should be developed to sign-off.

· For features and functions that are to be delivered in a future release of the software, ask for a firm delivery or range, (i.e. first quarter of 2006) with penalties or maintenance credits for late delivery.

· Helps to protect against future non-performance or delayed upgrades.

Business Need


We need to reduce AR days and increase the efficiency of our billing staff.





Requirement:


Ability to collect and enter charges and produce paperless claims transmitted electronically on a daily basis.








Requirement:


Ability to post charges at checkout and submit claims within 24 hours of the patient visit.








Specification:


A clearinghouse will be used to bill federal and state payers.








Specification:


A direct transmission to the county will be developed for county managed care claims.





Specification:


Bar coded superbills will be developed for charge capture via optical scanning. 








Specification:


Charges will be accumulated in batches by payer and can be set to automatically transmit electronically.
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